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Why the Black Sea Region?Felix Ciut[#x00103]

FELIX CIUTA
School of Slavonic and East European Studies, University College London, UK

In the context of post–Cold War European integration, ‘making’
regions has become commonplace. Far from reducing the signifi-
cance of regional initiatives, inflationary regional labelling
draws attention to the significant role played by ‘regions’ as legit-
imating political vectors. Why are political projects formulated in
regional terms? Critically examining the Black Sea region
project, this article suggests that region-making transcends the
boundary between theoretical and political praxis. Regional
entrepreneurs frequently use different conceptual categories in
the formulation and justification of their initiatives. In order to
understand why regional forms are preferred politically, it is nec-
essary to scrutinise closely this contextual interaction between
political praxis and conceptual logic. The article maps the vari-
ous concepts of region which coexist in the Black Sea region
project, and discusses their relationship with four political and
hermeneutical strategies that link the regional project with its
context, profoundly marked by the logic of European security
integration. The ‘double hermeneutics’ of the Black Sea region
highlights the contradictory security logics that structure
European security in general and this regional project in partic-
ular. In the conclusion, the article draws attention to the signifi-
cant epistemological and normative consequences of the double
hermeneutics of the Black Sea region.

Address correspondence to Felix Ciut0, School of Slavonic and East European Studies,
University College London, Gower Street, London, WC1E 6BT UK. E-mail: f.ciuta@ssees.ucl.ac.uk
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Why the Black Sea Region? 121

INTRODUCTION

Every time a political and/or conceptual comment is made about ‘the [X]
region’, the question usually asked first is ‘What is the [X] region?’ A worthy
question, without doubt – or at least it used to be. Increasingly often,
answering this question proves if not an impossible task, then at least one
that is bound to produce multiple answers, once again, both politically and
conceptually. Labelling regions has ceased to be – assuming that it ever was –
a descriptive exercise in which observers held their mirrors – geographical,
cultural and so on – to the(ir) world: what a region is always reflects ‘the
biases, intellectual and political, of their originators’.1 Instead, labelling
regions has become – assuming that it ever was anything else – a political
exercise which, aside from being widely acknowledged by analysts, is now
openly embraced by political entrepreneurs who, to use an inspired formu-
lation, take ‘on board the postmodern understanding of the constructed
nature of social reality as a liberating moment to reconstitute their own
regional environment’.2

There are few contexts that display a more imaginative, diverse, and
politically dynamic region labelling than the contested region par excel-
lence, ‘Europe’. As a regional context in and of itself, ‘Europe’ has incited
constant and vigorous debate concerning its nature, scope and limits,3 to
the degree that this very contestation, embodied in the process of European
integration and captured especially in the yet-to-be-solved dilemmas of
enlargement, has become one of the essential characteristics of ‘Europe’,
and thus, of European security. Given the overwhelming importance that
EU and NATO enlargements have for the member and applicant states, it is
therefore not surprising that the politics of ‘being European’ have contami-
nated European sub-regional dynamics, for which ‘mainstream’ integration
(in NATO and the EU) acts as an umbrella in security, political, economic,
social and cultural terms.4 Association with and dissociation from a particular
sub-regional construct – ‘Mitteleuropa’, the ‘Balkans’, or ‘South-East Europe’,
to name only a few5 – is for European states not only an identity-defining
enterprise, but often also a part of their general integration strategy, a polit-
ical fast track towards ‘Europe’, or a key to security guarantees or financial
packages. One of the most interesting aspects of regional security initiatives
is therefore that, while they attempt to inscribe a set of established security
practices onto the regions’ pattern of interaction, these security practices are
not expressions of regional specificity, but tools of region-making.

It is this contamination – by which I mean the process through which
Europe’s regions are shaped by, and in turn contribute themselves to shaping
the idea of ‘Europe’ and the process of European integration – that suggests
a politically significant and theoretically intriguing mutation of the initial
question, ‘What is this region?’ If indeed region builders embrace openly the
idea that regions are ‘historically contingent processes, related in different
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122 Felix Ciut0

ways to political, governmental, economic and cultural practices and dis-
courses’,6 then, as the significant and growing literature on region-building
argues,7 answering the question ‘What region?’ inevitably stumbles over
some form of region-labelling. As a result, a different question acquires
significance: ‘Why region?’ In other words, it is worth interrogating the political
use of regional framing just as much it is worth debating the analytical
contribution of regionalism as a theoretical lens. The latter is already an
established position in the cross-disciplinary landscape of international rela-
tions theory, security theory and European integration theory which, long
dominated by state-centric and systemic perspectives, has turned to regions
as an intermediate level of analysis which allows the study of regional secu-
rity dynamics that are simultaneously a) integrative – regions are coherent
contexts that transcend state boundaries; b) increasingly autonomous from
global-systemic determinants; and c) qualitatively different from interna-
tional systems writ small.8 A different and equally incisive literature explores
the politics of region-making in Europe, suggesting that while there is a
case to be made for regionalism in the study of European security and inte-
gration, it is equally important to focus on the actors, logic, and intended or
unintended consequences of region-making.9

Interrogating the political use of regional forms is always and inevitably
a matter of context, and – as this article seeks to demonstrate – always and
inevitably an exercise that constantly transcends the (imaginary) boundary
between theory and practice, conceptual logic and political praxis. While
revelling in the contingency of regionness, the ‘postmodern’ impulse to
make regions can neither take form in an ideational vacuum, nor can it be
reduced to a dextrous implementation of whatever interests its actors may
pursue. Regional entrepreneurs always use concepts of ‘region’ which are in
constitutive relationship to political interests as well as to the context in
which they are deployed, context which gives meaning to the concept and
to the purpose of ‘region’ alike. In order to obtain a theoretical understanding
of region-making we must therefore note both the conceptual proficiency of
political actors, and the political logics that circumscribe the effects of, and
need for the regional form.

Operating in this theoretical and empirical vein, this article aims to
answer the question ‘Why the Black Sea region?’ Empirically, the focus is on
the Black Sea region, which showcases the interplay between concept and
practice in context. In this case, the context for region-making is European
security integration, which, as argued above, has as one of its defining char-
acteristics the interaction between security politics and regional framing.
Making the Black Sea region is at the same time a security project – it is
deliberately set up to address a number of security issues – and a regional
project which attempts to draw the contour of the region as a key to resolv-
ing these security issues. Answering the question ‘Why the Black Sea
region?’ is not, it must be emphasised, with the objective of demonstrating



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [H
E

A
L-

Li
nk

 C
on

so
rti

um
] A

t: 
13

:0
4 

7 
M

ay
 2

00
8 

Why the Black Sea Region? 123

the value – or lack thereof – of the political enterprise of making the Black
Sea region; the problems that vex this project are discussed somewhere
else.10 My purpose is primarily hermeneutic. Taking my cue from Charles
Taylor’s argument that one of the key tasks of any hermeneutics is to
‘confront one’s language of explanation with that of one’s subjects’ self-
understanding’,11 I seek to examine the distinctive fusion between conceptual
logic and political praxis in a contemporary context where regionness and
security actively intersect. The focus will be on the incontestable transfer
between concepts of regions/security and politics of regions/security, which
suggests a veritable ‘double hermeneutic’ – defined as ‘the mutual interpre-
tive interplay between social science and those whose activities compose its
subject matter’12 – of the Black Sea region. This analytical and epistemolog-
ical venture thus parallels the concern of critical geopolitics with the rela-
tionship between practical, popular and formal geopolitical reasoning, as
well as with the role of security/defence elites in the formulation of state
strategies and geopolitical grand narratives.13

The article answers the question ‘Why the Black Sea region?’ in three
steps. First, it outlines briefly the actors, problems and solutions that
together constitute the ‘Black Sea region project’. This section also draws
attention to an essential contradiction that lies at the heart of the project,
which is built on two different logics of security, geopolitical and institu-
tional. As will be argued below, this contradiction reflects the inscription of
the Black Sea region project in the context of European security integration,
and is reflected in the deployment of different concepts of region at different –
or even the same – junctures of the project. Second, it is necessary to map
out these concepts and examine their interaction with the logics of security
that drive region-building. Like all regional security initiatives, the Black Sea
region project is situated at the crossing point of two central categories:
region and security. My argument is that the ‘making of the Black Sea
region’ relies on four different understandings of the region, which involve
in different measures the two distinct security logics mentioned above.
Once again, the simultaneous use of these contradictory concepts of region
is not accidental, and it can be understood only by situating Black Sea
region-making in the context of European integration – which as already
mentioned constitutes the background and overlaying logic for most, if not
all sub-regional initiatives. This is the argument of the third section, which
argues that the emphasis on the regional form of the project is produced by
a combination of four mechanisms – institutional reflex, border country
syndrome, mimesis, and the transfer of strategic identity – each containing a
different mix of region/security and requiring different notions of region-
ness in order to maintain the political synergy between the region-making
initiative and the wider process of European security integration.

It is not only the empirical occurrence of the double hermeneutics of
the Black Sea region that is of interest. The interaction between contradictory
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124 Felix Ciut0

categories of region and security in the formulation of the Black Sea region
project has a critical political and epistemological impact. Epistemologically,
the double hermeneutic of the Black Sea region highlights the considerable
difficulty of applying one or another theoretical category to any empirical
setting, or more generally of using empirical referents in order to validate
conceptual categories such as region or security, since the empirical
contexts investigated prove already suffused with conceptual categories.
Politically, overlapping and clashing notions of regionness affect decisively
the nature of the security practices that actually can be inscribed on the
Black Sea region. From this perspective, the article draws attention to the
problems generated by the relationship between mainstream and sub-
regional integration, and to the impediments to the replication of previous
region-making initiatives in  different contexts.

THE BLACK SEA REGION: A POLITICAL AND SECURITY PROJECT14

Debates about the Black Sea region have only recently reached the intensity
that characterised those concerning the Mediterranean or especially the
Baltic Sea Region, whose high profile on the post-Cold War security agenda
was also matched by scholarly interest in their ‘ontological status’ as
regions.15 Initial enthusiasm led to the creation in 1992 of the Black Sea
Economic Cooperation initiative (BSEC), but after that – in a similar manner
to other regional European initiatives – the trajectory of the Black Sea
region has been firmly under the shadow of EU and NATO enlargement.

There are three main agents of the recent resurgence of the region.
The first is Romania, which has made the Black Sea region one of its top
foreign policy priorities and is the most active of the riparian states in link-
ing security-building with region-building.16 The second is a consortium of
institutional initiatives with interests in the region – BSEC,17 the Coalition
for Democratic Choice (CDC),18 and most recently the Black Sea Forum for
Dialogue and Partnership (BSF).19 While these initiatives are quite dissimi-
lar in certain aspects – in terms of their birth dates, membership, and spe-
cific goals – and put forward different visions of the Black Sea region, their
existence and activity draws political attention to the region, which they
establish as a potential framework for common economic and security pol-
icy. All three initiatives – BSEC, the CDC and BSF – see economic coopera-
tion as a source of security, and operate broadly on the basis of a paradigm
of security that is linked to democracy, respect for human rights and good
governance. Finally, a third vector of the Black Sea region project is a mul-
tinational lobby group, which plays a significant agenda-setting role
through materials released in high-exposure publications and high-exposure
events – e.g., two landmark studies launched prior to the Istanbul and Riga
NATO summits – and often provides a public platform for the other two
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Why the Black Sea Region? 125

vectors mentioned above. A key characteristic of this third vector is thus
the fact that it formulates and debates different – at times conflicting –
regional strategies while raising the public and political profile of the Black
Sea region.20

These political vectors of what I will call the Black Sea region (BSR)
‘project’21 have radically increased the prominence of the region on the
Euro-Atlantic security agenda, and have contributed to – indeed, they have
ignited – the political and analytical debate concerning the very idea of a
region around the Black Sea.22 Key to understanding the Black Sea region
‘project’ defined in this manner is therefore its dual nature as a wide-ranging
agenda-setting exercise and as a broad region-building exercise.

Depicting its aim as morally imperative and strategically necessary,23

the BSR project seeks to continue the transformation of European security
through internationalisation, institutionalisation and democratisation, in
order to avoid repeating in the Black Sea region the Balkan failures of the
1990s. In order to achieve this, the project calls for the presence in the
region of three key actors – the EU, NATO, and the United States – with a
concerted and multidimensional regional strategy.24 The necessity of the
project is derived from the location of the Black Sea in political as well as
geographical terms. Situated at the point of convergence of the latest phase
of European integration and the US-led ‘global war on terror’, the Black Sea
region acquires significance both as a security problem and as a security
asset. This dual framing constantly links the categories of ‘region’ and
‘security’ – as argued above, the constitutive ingredients of all regional secu-
rity initiatives – but it also constantly fractures the project in terms of the
meaning assigned to the Black Sea region as well as the security strategies
that form the project itself.

On the one hand, the enduring need for access to sources of energy –
which has acquired only an increased degree of visibility recently – and the
global war on terror revalue the ‘military significance of the Black Sea’,
which becomes a security asset as ‘a platform for power projection to the
Middle East and Asia and as a buffer zone against asymmetric risks to European
security’.25 The need to project power from the region is a function of a
security logic which is not specific to the region, reflecting instead a global,
immanent structure of international politics that circumscribes Black Sea
region politics, seen thus as embedded in traditional great-power competition
and contemporary global dynamics of conflict.

Put differently, the Black Sea region is an asset only in security dynamics
which are by definition competitive, military-centric and structured by inter-
state rivalries. This formulation of the relationship between the geography
and politics of the Black Sea requires a geopolitical vision of the region that
draws almost of necessity from traditional geopolitical thinking.26 Indeed,
this vision of the Black Sea region sees it as an evolving ‘natural geopolitical
centre’27 or a new ‘geopolitical pivot’.28 This geopolitical definition of the
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126 Felix Ciut0

region leads to an understanding of regional security politics as a form of
‘geopolitical revisionism’.29 As a consequence, the geopolitical understanding
of the Black Sea region takes its existence and geographical coherence for
granted,30 and uses this to establish the region’s political coherence,
renewed significance – as the key site where the US (or alternatively NATO
and the EU) confront Russia’s dominance of the region31 – and utility as a
platform for the global war on terror.

Paradoxically however, security strategies based on power projection
from the Black Sea region are not designed to address problems specific to
this region: ‘the Black Sea region is at the epicentre in the grand strategic
challenge of trying to project stability into a wider European space and
beyond into the Greater Middle East’, and as such it constitutes a front line
‘in combating  . . .  many of the major new problems and threats Europeans
today are concerned about’.32 Geopolitical revisionism may make the Black
Sea an asset, but it is one not for the states of the region, but for actors
involved in security dynamics external to (e.g., the Caucasus or the Middle
East) or wider (e.g., the war on terror, drug trafficking, illegal migration), or
even narrower (e.g., frozen conflicts) than the Black Sea region.

On the other hand, frozen conflicts, illegal arms trafficking and transna-
tional crime are issues that make the Black Sea region a security problem:
‘the Black Sea area has always been a source of uncertainty, insecurity,
invasions, and migration’.33 In this sense, issues that affect some or all the
actors of the region must be addressed because their resolution is important
in its own right, and also because the region can thus become an asset in
the resolution of other, wider problems. The solution for regional problems
is almost unanimously considered ‘the spread of institutional liberalism’34 –
that is, a security strategy of institutionalisation that replicates in the region
the blueprint of European integration.35

Unlike the competitive logic of the geopolitical framing of the region, the
institutional vision of the Black Sea region rests on a logic of cooperation and
solidarity,36 promoting a normative transfer of principles and rules of behav-
iour instead of great power rivalry. An institutional logic of security rests on the
‘development and empowerment of the civil society [and on] strengthening
civic participation and democratic governance,’37 achieved through effective
multilateralism38 and ‘synergy among international and regional organisations
. . .  [in a] a regional environment conducive to the promotion of democracy
and fundamental rights and freedoms.’39 By identifying the region as ‘a civilisa-
tional black hole’ situated beyond ‘the frontiers of freedom’40 the institutional
vision rests on a strongly normative dimension which downplays geographical
bounded-ness in order to create political space for the making of the region. In
contrast to geopolitical logic, which builds from the territorial essence of the
region, institutional logic regards the region as a political artifact born out of
interaction rather than premised on it. In other words, the region is the prod-
uct of institutionalisation, and not the reason for it.
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Why the Black Sea Region? 127

As a consequence, the most significant impediment to the formulation
of a coherent vision for the Black Sea region is precisely this contradiction
between the security logics that underpin it: ‘geopolitics’ and ‘institutionalisation’
not only demand different strategies, but also assume incongruent notions
of what a region is. The problem is circular: the two security logics generate
different rationales for action; these different rationales require the deploy-
ment of disparate definitions of the Black Sea region (for example, one that
assumes that it exists objectively, and one that assumes that it must, like all
regions, be built); these definitions reinforce the different logics of security
that generated them in the first instance. While not necessarily characteristic
of every potential formula for cooperation and integration in the Black Sea
region, this contradiction is deep enough to suggest that its resolution is most
likely a precondition for any successful security-building effort in the region.

A central and distinctive characteristic of the BSR project is thus that,
while acknowledging regional fragmentation in political, geographical and ide-
ational terms,41 as well as likely obstructionism (from Russia and Turkey),42 it
takes a strongly normative position concerning the political and regional
coherence of the project. Linking political success to regional coherence has
the not insignificant consequences of making region-building an explicitly
political endeavour, and of pre-empting any potential criticism of the project.
Thus any argument that the Black Sea region is not coherent prompts the
answer ‘not yet’. All claims that the region is an artificial construct will be met
with the obvious answer that all regions are. As a consequence, when the
potential impediments to regional security integration are noted, the answer
usually not only points out the desirability of solving the problems addressed
by the project as a whole – who can object to the resolution of frozen con-
flicts? – but also draws attention to the incomplete process of region building.

Since regional fragmentation is obvious even to the project’s supporters,
it then becomes imperative to question the role of the regional form. Why is
it formulated in regional terms – rather than, for example, functional terms,
i.e., as a response to specific security problems? What are the political mech-
anisms that prompt the architects of the project to use the regional vector, and
what are the epistemological consequences of the explicit deployment of
multiple conceptual categories of region or security in political practice?

A HERMENEUTICS OF THE BLACK SEA REGION

However tempting analytically, trying to apply different concepts of region
in order to answer the question ‘In what sense is the Black Sea region a region?’
proves unproductive once we observe that this context is, entirely predict-
ably, already contaminated conceptually. The rich and diverse literature on
regionalism and regionalisation provides multiple conceptualisations
of regions – as theoretical constructs, objective empirical entities, products
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128 Felix Ciut0

of social interaction, or results of cultural processes of identification43 – but
the appropriation of these conceptual categories by the political agents of
region-making makes it at once difficult and futile to demonstrate that the
Black Sea confirms one or another conceptualisation of regions.

A close reading of the BSR project attests that it is an unstable hybrid
combining at least four different conceptualisations of the region as (1) a
security complex, (2) a geopolitical entity, (3) the product of a historically
and geographically grounded common identity and (4) a discursive con-
struction. The hermeneutical and political implications of this conceptual
‘spillover’ are of maximum significance. The fusion of different concepts of
region into the BSR project is not necessarily detrimental politically,
although, as will be shown in the next section, it does induce a sense of
confusion and exacerbates the perception of fragmentation. However, the
fusion of multiple concepts of region with different security logics has much
more significant political implications, because each of these four different
regional ‘vessels’ presupposes a different logic of security or contains a
different cocktail of contradictory security logics – institutional and geopolitical –
which it tries to reconcile in its own way. Before examining the political
mechanisms that prompt this fusion, it is necessary to briefly map the
presence of these different categories of region in the BSR project.

1. In its initial formulation, a regional security complex (RSC) was
defined as ‘a group of states whose primary security concerns link together
sufficiently closely that their national securities cannot realistically be consid-
ered apart from one another’.44 This objectivist view sees the region as an
analytical construct, a tool that structured the observation of ‘empirical [phe-
nomena] with historical and geopolitical roots . . . whose reality [does not lie]
in the notion of a self-aware subsystem’.45 A later formulation added the per-
spective of securitisation theory, and defined the RSC as ‘a set of units whose
major processes of securitization, de-securitization or both are so interlinked
that their security problems cannot reasonably be analysed or resolved apart
from one another’.46 In contrast to a different understanding of the region also
present in the project – discussed below – RSCs are not thought to exist ‘in
terms of the discursive “construction of regions”’,47 since they are organisa-
tional categories used by external observers.

Unsurprisingly perhaps, the understanding of the Black Sea region as
an RSC transpires from numerous formulations of the project, which under-
score the region’s security linkages, which are taken as the starting point for
the articulation of common policies. It is interesting to observe, from the
point of view of the effects of the conceptual spillover noted above, that
Black Sea region-builders use formulations almost identical in structure with
the RSC concept. While a representative of the Romanian government
observes that the region is ‘not yet consolidated as a distinct self-aware
entity’, he builds the argument for a regional approach on the ‘commonality
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Why the Black Sea Region? 129

of mind on sub-regional security matters’,48 a point reiterated in the Black
Sea Forum’s Joint Declaration, which emphasises that ‘the evolving security
challenges in the region . . . require correlated and cooperative responses of
the countries in the region’.49 Similarly, Asmus and Jackson see the ‘conver-
gence of regional interests’ as the basis for ‘the concept of a unitary Black
Sea region’,50 while Maior and Matei not only describe the region in terms
of ‘common concerns and challenges’, but also make direct reference to the
definition of a RSC.51

As also noted above, the diffusion of regional concepts into policy
discourse is a reflection of the different purposes different visions of regions
can serve. It could be argued that the BSR project is prompted towards this
definition of region by 1) its emphasis on security threats as a key regional
coagulant and 2) its understanding of the region as an organising category
rather than an ontological one. Both manoeuvres are politically useful in
attracting interest to the project, as well as in deflecting potential critiques
that point out the multiple fragmentation and lack of identification that char-
acterise the region. ‘Region’ and ‘security’ are thus combined in a manner
that creates the former by emphasising the latter. If it is understood as an
RSC, the Black Sea region does not need to be a region in the sense of com-
mon identification or geographical coherence, yet its significance and
coherence security-wise remain, and are constituted by deploying the RSC
as an organising category which thus becomes a political category. In addi-
tion, an RSC understanding of the Black Sea region is not hampered by per-
ceived regional fragmentation, which becomes a security challenge in itself
– one that adds to, rather than detracts from the need for a regional per-
spective, and one perfectly compatible with the broad understanding of
security inherent in the formula of the RSC generated by securitisation the-
ory.52 In other words, the more significant the security problems – including
fragmentation – the stronger the need for a region(al security complex).

2. As already suggested by the presence of the geopolitical logic of
security, the BSR project also contains an understanding of regions as geo-
political entities.53 The effect of a geopolitical take on the Black Sea region
is nevertheless ambiguous, because the meaning of the region oscillates
with the meaning assigned to geopolitics.

When geopolitics is understood as a set of perennial laws, the region’s
existence as well as its meaning are independent, objective and geographi-
cally bound. By using the vocabulary of traditional geopolitics, the political
visions of the Black Sea not only establish its location in the grand scheme
of global politics, but also determine its enduring significance among the
‘natural seats of power’.54 Geopolitical vocabulary permeates many of the
descriptions of the Black Sea as ‘bridge or buffer zone’,55 a ‘pivot’56 that lies
‘at the centre of a Mackinder-type “geopolitical heartland”’,57 or ‘on the frontier
between the Heartland and the Rimlands’.58 Unsurprisingly, this vocabulary
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has significant political effects. The first is the sublimation of doubt. Loca-
tion matters; a sense of common identification does not; commonalities of
interests derive from the place itself. The region simply is. Then, the use of
these signifiers produces a legitimacy of sorts, inherent in the mix between
the air of inevitability that transpires from this understanding of politics, and
the grandiose temporal and spatial scale suggested by the ‘geopolitical’
framing. There is little room for manoeuvre in this reading of the Black Sea:
what is required is the wisdom to obey the ‘geopolitical imperatives’59 in
order to take advantage of the value of the region as ‘one of the corner-
stones of Euro-Asian stability and security, . . . [the control of which] deter-
mines control of Euro-Asia both today and in the future.’60 We can see
therefore that its definition ceases to be a simple empirical or analytical refer-
ent, becoming instead instrumental in portraying the Black Sea region as a
security asset.

In contrast, those formulations of the BSR project which are aware of
the geographical ambiguity of the region – indeed, consider this a key cata-
lyst of the project – take their cue from Joseph Nye’s argument that ‘regions
are what politicians and people want them to be’.61 By adhering to an
understanding of geopolitics as an eminently political exercise, these formu-
lations effectively drag the Black Sea region into the global security context,
whose structure of incentives and imperatives demands action – now. This
is the right moment, the argument goes, to ‘change the historic order of
things and to create a new and modern geopolitical system in the region.’62

The rationale for such geopolitical revisionism is that confrontation
(between Russia and the West) is inevitable: ‘a “soft war” over influence,
alignment, and values’.63

Thus, the region is not just a playing field for this conflict: the conflict
itself defines the region, which becomes the subject of geopolitical engi-
neering via the logic of security that in its turn defines the conflict. Unavoid-
ably, this reading clashes with other visions of the region that populate the
BSR project, as well as with – as already noted – the parallel logic of secu-
rity institutionalisation, which, paradoxically, is seen as the end-point of
confrontation. Re-making the region in geopolitical terms – and in the
terms of geopolitics – is thus necessary in order to make institutionalisation
possible. However, neither the organisational framework, nor the broad
understanding of security inherent in the logic of institutionalisation oper-
ates across the Black Sea. Truly creative, this ‘geopolitical’ exertion ends up
with a Black Sea region that excludes the largest riparian state, Russia. In
effect, this geopolitical formulation of region/security – by definition com-
petitive, state- and military-centric – ends up making the region by splitting
it in two rival factions.

Despite such contradictions, the geopolitical visions of the region fulfil
an important political function. Like in many other instances, ‘geopolitics’
can be understood as a discursive instrument which serves to legitimate the
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inscription of the project in the logic of international security.64 In a context
where ‘geopolitics’ is still the name of the game, failure to list geopolitical
worth among the attributes of the region risks reducing the value and credibil-
ity of the BSR project. Yet we must also note that the geopolitical understand-
ing of the Black Sea region is politically re-validated and re-legitimated
through the use of an understanding of region-making which started as a
rejection of the reified and objectivist geopolitical perspectives on regions that
circumscribed an equally objectionable vision of security politics.65 By empha-
sising the creative dimension of ‘geopolitics’ – the very dimension that brings
the Black Sea on the transatlantic agenda – the project eventually reinforces a
rigid and transhistorical logic of security in which the changing status of the
region is a mere function of the latest conflict, rather than a reflection of some
profound mutation in the security logic that produced the region itself.

3. In contrast to the first two perspectives in which the region is consti-
tutively associated with security dynamics of some kind, the next two draw
upon non-security factors. The third take on the Black Sea region evokes its
common regional identity, historically and geographically grounded.66 As
King argues, ‘regions are not about essential identities but rather concern a
set of essential connections that bind together the lives of peoples and poli-
ties’.67 Given this interpretation, the revival of the Black Sea region is not
seen as the mere effect of geopolitical circumstance, but the product of ‘the
rediscovery of a web of connections that did in fact exist in the past and
that may yet exist again.’68 ‘Region’ still functions as a normative category,
which at the same time establishes a ‘commonality, arising from the past,
[which] still exists: the hospitality of the countries around the Black Sea’,69

envisions almost nostalgically a future that returns to this past, and – by
necessity – sees the present as a hiatus in the historical continuum of
regional identity. Most often, this understanding of regions colours the BSR
project through its negative presence, a significant number of contributors
starting from an acknowledgement of the lack of a common regional iden-
tity, which they see as at best incipient and at worst non-existent: ‘ethnic
and cultural diversity [makes] it difficult at the present moment to speak of a
Black Sea region identity’.70

Why then, does the BSR project not renounce its reference to the
region’s identity, which stands in such stark contrast with the geopolitical
imperatives that structure its contemporary outlook? As already hinted, this
vision of the region uses the past – the defining element of the very cate-
gory of ‘region’ here – to rectify the present and formulate a design for the
future. Significantly, the past which constitutes the proto-identity of the
region is very much embedded in the principles and categories of the
present: ‘geographically and historically, the Black Sea region . . . has been
part of Europe. It is a cradle of civilizations at the gates of Europe, with
links going back to the ancient Greek and Roman cultures’.71 Even though
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reliant on an apparently fixed historical given, the makers of the Black Sea
region clearly deploy here an idea of ‘Europe’ which is essentially contem-
porary. In this manner, the BSR project is firmly inscribed in the context of
European integration, whose one key constitutive dimension has perhaps
been the constant invention and re-invention of European identity and thus
of ‘Europe’ itself. Establishing the historicity of the Black Sea region’s iden-
tity is at the same time the product of trying to demonstrate the ‘European-
ness’ of the region and its states, and an effect of previous contestations of
and claims to undisputable European identity in other regional initiatives.

Yet this symbolic core of the Black Sea region, built on the idea of
‘Europe’ embodied in the logic of security that has driven the enlargements
of NATO and the EU, is contradictory on a number of levels. The powerful
symbolism of ‘Europe’ is first contradicted by the definition of the region as
the product of common security linkages. Should a common history and
identity be present, the Black Sea region would simply not need security
dangers to come and stay together. Furthermore, to establish this ‘Europe’
as the ancient basis for the coherence of the Black Sea region is to succumb
to blatant ahistoricism. Not only this, but this particular vision clashes with
the geopolitical perenniality of the region, which is sourced in confronta-
tion, not ‘hospitality’. Geopolitical competition is likely to constantly
obstruct the common process of remembering forgotten shared memories,
histories, and civilisational roots, process which is essential for the ‘redis-
covery’ of the Black Sea region’s past identity.

4. Finally, inherent in the very understanding of the Black Sea region as a
project is a presupposition of political entrepreneurship72 and a definition of
regions as results of historically contingent discursive/constructive practices
which produce regional identity.73 Three related strands of the project con-
verge in this particular formulation. (a) The agentic inflections of the geopolit-
ical vision are rehearsed in the construction of regional identity, and through
it, of regional boundaries. (b) In this light, the project wrestles hardest at this
point to connect its two starting premises: the virtually unanimous political
and analytical agreement that there is little sense of regionness in the Black
Sea region,74 and the equally unanimous feeling that a Black Sea regional
identity is, can be, and should be constructed because it is the key ingredient
of the solutions to the region’s security problems. (c) As a consequence, it is
also here that the project sees ‘region’ and ‘security’ in co-constitutive terms,
the achievement of each constantly requiring the building of the other.

The transfer of categories between analytical and political praxis in this
logical triptych is once again evident. In a manner similar to the geopolitical
reading of the region, some recent analyses of Black Sea politics start from
the argument that ‘whether or not “the region” exists geographically in the
first place is not a priority [because] it is the political will of the interested
countries and their intellectual engagement that turn a geographical area
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into a region.’75 Unsurprisingly, an identical vocabulary and logic is used to
outline the philosophy and purpose of the BSR project, which ‘should start
from  . . .  building regional identity in the Black Sea’,76 ‘[assist] in the con-
struction of a Black Sea identity’,77 and ‘[promote] a Black Sea identity and
community’.78 Moreover, the ‘careful cultivation of a sense of regional soli-
darity around the notions of regional identity and joint ownership of the
Black Sea project’79 is directly related to security as a means as well as end:
the project seeks to ‘[negotiate] security in view of consolidating a Black
Sea/Caucasus acquis and identity’.80

As was the case previously, it is obvious that this framing of the Black
Sea region must be situated in the context of European integration and its
associated identity-defining processes. Here the inflation of regional labels
signalled at the beginning of the paper acquires its fullest significance. The
re-construction and re-imagining of the Black Sea region as a continuation
and even an ancestor of ‘Europe’ shows both the pull of the idea of Europe,
and the practical competence acquired by the actors involved in manipulat-
ing its symbols. Prior to the launch of the BSR project, the security and insti-
tutional strategies of the states involved have also been circumscribed by
identity politics – the same European identity – which however pulled them
away from the Black Sea region. This was mainly because they were
engaged in a constant effort to define or redefine their identities in opposi-
tion to an ‘other’ symbolised in turn by Russia – the imperial, barbaric
neighbour – and often in opposition to the region itself, as a site of insecu-
rity and un-European-ness. The dissociation of ‘Europe’ and ‘Black Sea
region’ was a political imperative sourced in the very attempt to reconcile
the identity of the region’s actors with ‘Europe’ – or at least, with that
‘Europe’, then. Once Europe had arrived on the Black Sea shores, this disso-
ciation was no longer viable, and the label no longer expedient. Yet having
spent so much time trying to be different, it has become extremely difficult
for these states to refashion their identities in tune with a new or rediscov-
ered Black Sea regional identity.

Nonetheless, the problem inherent in this inflationary politics is not – it
cannot be – that the Black Sea is one region too many, and even less that
the Black Sea region is not ‘truly’ European. What stands out particularly in
the case of the Black Sea region is the way it switches between the institu-
tional and geopolitical logics of security, the latter contradicting the very
normative essence of ‘Europe’. By mixing in variable doses the understand-
ing of the region as a geopolitical artifact with that of an emancipatory
reconstruction of social reality, the project envisions two incompatible
regional identities, and thus produces incompatible policy options.

In conclusion, while the ‘spillover’ of conceptual categories in political
discourse is neither new nor surprising, the double hermeneutics of the
Black Sea region suggests that this is not simply an accidental transfer of
vocabulary. While this section has argued that the BSR project clearly relies
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on ‘interpretations of “regions” and regional identities [that] are deeply
political categories’,81 the following will explore the manner in which these
interpretations are politically signified through interaction with the project’s
symbolic and institutional context.

WHY THE BLACK SEA REGION? REGION-MAKING IN CONTEXT

Situated at the intersection of ‘region’ and ‘security’, the BSR project navi-
gates between different understandings of these essential categories driven
not only by the instrumental need to pre-empt or circumvent potential cri-
tiques, but also by the permanent and constitutive relationship it has with
the process of European integration, whose product it at least partially is,
and whose logic it at least partially continues. In this sense, this section con-
tinues the attempt to answer the question ‘Why a Black Sea region’ and
argues that the making of the Black Sea region can be understood as the
product of four political and hermeneutical strategies: institutional reflex,
border country syndrome, mimesis, and transfer of strategic identity. While
not directly correlated with the different understandings of region analysed
above, these strategies are clearly located at different intersections of
‘security’ and ‘region’, some explicit (for example mimesis), some less so
(for example institutional reflex). In all four strategies, the contradiction
between geopolitics and institutionalisation plays a significant role, as does
the constant interplay between regional identity and the identity of the
actors involved.

Institutional Reflex

The ‘reflex’ of institutionalisation refers to the manner in which the actors
which instigated the project have been caught in the logic of European
security integration. In this sense, the institutional logic deployed by the
BSR project reiterates in this regional context the philosophy of security
underpinning the enlargements of NATO and the EU. This philosophy has
made national and European security a function of successful democratisation
and liberalisation at the national level, and continuing institutionalisation at
the European level.

While Black Sea regional institutionalisation was initiated before mem-
bership of either NATO or the EU had become a realistic prospect for most
of the region’s states, its progress has been a function of the evolution in the
background of mainstream integration. Initially, regional institutionalisation
in the Black Sea region (expressed through the creation of BSEC) was partly
a good pupil strategy designed to demonstrate institutional credentials for
those states aspiring to mainstream integration, and partly a reflection of a
commitment to the emerging logic of European security politics. However,
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this strategy could not be pushed too hard lest it created political alterna-
tives to mainstream integration, something that certain of the region’s states
have been keen to avoid. This balancing act between showing enough
commitment to regional institutionalisation and not over-committing to a
provisory institutional format accounts for the political reticence, lack of
dedicated resources and lack of ‘deepening’ in the regional initiative – all of
which coincided with the increased momentum of EU and NATO enlarge-
ment. As a consequence, before NATO or the EU reached the shores of the
Black Sea, regional integration often played the role of antechamber to or
classroom for these organisations.82

If the prospect of membership of these institutions actually decelerated
regional integration, it did not come as surprise that the Black Sea region
made a forceful return once the eastern enlargement of either or both
organisations was more or less in sight. By this time, the institutional ethos
of European security integration was entrenched in the political strategies of
the soon-to-be member states, and was at least partially shaping the terms
of the security dialogue between all the potential participants to the project
of regional integration. The achievement of NATO/EU membership con-
firmed the political utility of the regional form for those states of the region
which now participated in mainstream integration – and therefore had
access not only to its principles, but also to political instruments and
sources of funding. For these states, the reflex to institutionalise almost
immediately mutated into the separate and synchronous reflex of the
‘border country syndrome’. At the same time, the enthusiasm for regional
institutionalisation continues to fragment the region between those states
who do, and those who do not seek membership of mainstream European
organisations.

Contrary to what its name suggests, the ‘reflex’ of institutionalisation
does not completely evade a geopolitical framing of the region. As dis-
cussed above, defining the region as an institutional and geopolitical arti-
fact can subordinate the security logic of institutionalisation to that of
geopolitics, either by reducing institutionalisation to an instrument of geo-
political competition, or by representing it as the end-point of geopolitical
conflict.

Border Country Syndrome

It has often been observed that post-Cold War EU and NATO enlargements
have been partially driven by what could be called the ‘border country
syndrome’. Given the special burdens and responsibilities incurred by the
frontier states of the EU or NATO, the last states to join almost always
support enlargement, which would move the institutional border and its
burdens. The production of regional labels and the proliferation of different
and incompatible notions of region can be understood from this point of
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view as a direct function of the need to replicate the institutional pattern
and regional form that had generated the syndrome itself (through the
achievement of membership). In this sense, the border country syndrome
can be seen as the combined product of the institutional and the mimetic
(discussed below) reflexes: the border country ‘mimes’ regional forms that
are seen to have successfully achieved the desired goal of integration.

Yet it could be argued that the existence of the border country syndrome
is at the same time an effect and a negation of the reflex towards (regional)
institutionalisation. Naturally, this tension is not specific to the Black Sea
region, being instead a longstanding characteristic of European integration.
On the one hand, the syndrome is an effect of the success of institutionalisa-
tion and the use of regional form because it continues – indeed, seeks to
expand – its logic. Thus the Black Sea region becomes, mutatis mutandis, the
‘new’ Central Europe, a mimetic strategy that is, as will be argued below,
deliberately deployed by the actors of the BSR project. On the other hand,
however, the syndrome negates the reflex to institutionalise because – as
shown by the geopolitical drive of the project – the desire to move organisa-
tional borders does not always reflect a belief in the benefits of institutionali-
sation, but merely a belief in the benefits of not being a border state. In this
case, the regional form is emptied of its initial institutional content, becoming
instead a geopolitical container for strategies incompatible with institutionali-
sation. As confirmed by the vision of a Black Sea region situated ‘beyond the
frontiers of freedom’,83 the syndrome of the border country risks drawing a
frontier that eventually becomes impossible to traverse.

Rather than being dampened, the syndrome is exacerbated by the fact
that the further enlargement of NATO and the EU faces serious difficulties
and is unlikely in the short term even for those states actively pursuing
membership. The less likely enlargement is, the stronger the call for the
involvement of the mainstream institutions in the region will be.

Mimesis

Unsurprisingly, one can draw many parallels between the Black Sea project
and other regional developments in post-Cold War Europe. These similarities
are not accidental, but rather the product of a shared context and of deliberate
attempts by the project’s main actors to mimic what are perceived as region-
making success stories. A key example in this sense is the Black Sea
Forum’s Joint Declaration, which ‘[recalls] the experience acquired from
regional cooperation in South Eastern and Central Europe, the Baltic Sea
and Northern Europe, which generated enhanced confidence among partic-
ipating countries’.84

Having as primary catalyst the recent memory of the mainstream
European organisations’ reach out to their neighbouring regions, mimesis
operates simultaneously at the level of policy- and region-making. Not only
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have the three key actors – the US, NATO and the EU – been actively
involved in strategies focused on the Mediterranean or Baltic regions, for
example, but some of the most fervent supporters of the project have partic-
ipated in region-building projects in these areas too.85 A brief discussion of
a few examples – the Mediterranean, Baltic and Nordic regions – will hope-
fully demonstrate both the existence of mimesis, and the problems that
characterise it.

At the level of policy framework, the supporters of the BSR project
seek to at least replicate the Mediterranean set-up. NATO has had lim-
ited success with the NATO Mediterranean Dialogue, and the BSR
project supports the expansion of NATO’s Mediterranean Sea Operation
Active Endeavour into the Black Sea. Similarly, the EU is present in the
region through the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (Barcelona Process)
created in 1995 and followed by the EU Common Strategy for the
Mediterranean in 2000, as well as through the ENP. These processes and
initiatives show however that institutional presence is insufficient for the
resolution of significant structural problems, and also that the combina-
tion of regional ownership and external influence is more uncomfortable
than usually assumed. In terms of the regional framework of the Medi-
terranean, the BSR project assumes either an uncontested and ‘natural’
Mediterranean identity, or an uncontested process of regional construc-
tion, both ideas which are met with scepticism in recent analyses of the
Mediterranean.86

This interplay between regional and policy frameworks is most visible
in the mimesis of the Nordic and Baltic regions, which serve as the main
referents for the BSR project. Mimesis is in this case a deliberate strategy
deployed by the different vectors of the ‘project’ in support of the regional
form and institutional solutions they pursue. Starting from perceived similar
characteristics – the Black Sea region is seen ‘as broad and variegated a
region as  . . .  the Baltic/Nordic zone’87 – the ‘creation of the common iden-
tity within the Black Sea region’ is seen to parallel the experience of the
Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS),88 as illustrated by the invitation of a
representative of the CBSS to share regional experiences and expertise in
one of the Black Sea Forum’s workshops.89

The significant literature dedicated to the study of these regions cannot
be surveyed here, but it is worth drawing attention to the similarities and
differences between these and the Black Sea region in order to demonstrate
the difficulties inherent in mimesis. In terms of similarities, the rationale for
the Nordic/Baltic projects has been similarly ambivalent, part security-
oriented, part driven by regional identification. Prior to achieving member-
ship of NATO, the Baltic States were simultaneously reluctant to pursue
regional integration at the expense of NATO and the EU, and keen to attract
the involvement into the region of NATO, the EU and the US – the latter
establishing the Northern European Initiative (NEI), replaced in 2003 by the
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Enhanced Partnership in Northern Europe (e-PINE).90 In addition, not only
the rationale but also the effects of making the Black Sea region tend to
mime the Baltic region. Christopher Browning notes that ‘the very structure
of [Baltic] regional co-operation . . . tends to emplot Russia . . . as the prob-
lem to be solved’.91 As a consequence, ‘rather than opening Europe to a
new plurality, region-building projects in the European north are in fact
unwittingly reconstituting Europe in terms of a civilisational empire pushing
against Russia’,92 an effect likely to be replicated in the Black Sea region.

The differences between the Black Sea and Nordic/Baltic regions are
mostly derived from the different operational categories of region, the
different sources of regional identification, and the different evolution of the
structuring security logics. While the assumption of a process of region-
making has constantly been in the background,93 Norden and the Baltic
region also presume a level of grass-root identification and a cultural
kernel94 which are entirely absent in the Black Sea. While the Nordic project
was initiated in the academic and cultural milieus,95 the Black Sea project is
a political initiative created and sustained by the different political actors
discussed at the beginning of this paper. If, as Wæver notes, ‘Nordic identity
is about being better than Europe’,96 in contrast, the very essence of the
Black Sea project is to make the region identical to ‘Europe’.

One final contrast lies in the different relationships between security
and region in the two contexts. Browning and Joenniemi argue that in the
Baltic region ‘questions of security have simply been forgotten, rather than
continuing to provide a constitutive rationale for further cooperation’,97 and
as a result, ‘a certain “manufacturing” of new security issues appears appar-
ent as a way to retain interest and motivation in Baltic Sea regional cooper-
ation.’98 The contrast with the Black Sea region could not be stronger, and
points again to the different categories of region deployed by the two
projects at different times, from RSC to geographically bounded cultural
identity. If in the Baltic ‘there is a desire to perpetuate regional cooperation
by manufacturing new security issues’,99 in the Black Sea we can witness a
desire to manufacture a region in order to address perceived security issues;
one project manufactures security for the sake of regional coherence, the
other manufactures regional coherence for the sake of security.

The space available in this paper does not allow a deeper examination
of each of these regional projects, which would further clarify their contextual
specificity in terms of a) the dynamics of common identification, b) the rela-
tionship between regional and national identity and c) the specific interplay
between the logics of geopolitics and institutionalisation. This brief discus-
sion shows nevertheless two key aspects of the intersection between the
regional and European contexts. First, regional/institutional mimesis is to
some degree inherent in the dynamic of European security integration,
which provides common political instruments and a common normative
framework. Second, mimetic exercises in region-building are almost by



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [H
E

A
L-

Li
nk

 C
on

so
rti

um
] A

t: 
13

:0
4 

7 
M

ay
 2

00
8 

Why the Black Sea Region? 139

default flawed, due to the very fact that they inevitably deploy different
(mixes of) categories of ‘region’ against the background of different local
conditions, which inevitably affect the development of institutional instru-
ments in support of regional construction.

Transfer of Strategic Identity

Against the backdrop of the mechanisms described above we can identify a
fourth one, which is characteristic mostly for one of the key actors of the
BSR project. Mimesis, border country syndrome and institutional reflex
operate within and are bound by the wider dynamic of European security
integration. ‘Transfer of strategic identity’ is a mechanism which allows us to
understand the particular position of Romania in the formulation of this
project – even though, of course, Romania also participates in the previous
three mechanisms. As already anticipated in the brief description of the
project in the first section of the paper, Romania is the most dedicated
supporter of the BSR project, which it has made one of its top foreign and
security priorities. Romania’s interest in the Black Sea region is formulated
in the context of its NATO and EU membership – which makes relevant the
previous discussion of the institutional reflex and border country syndrome.
At the same time, the BSR project is an integral part of Romanian President
Traian B0sescu’s vision of a ‘Washington-London-Bucharest geopolitical
axis’,100 a vision that forcefully highlights the contradiction between the dif-
ferent regional forms compatible with European security integration and
global geopolitical conflict, respectively.

To put it briefly, Romania’s formulation of the BSR project is almost iden-
tical to its argument for NATO membership, circa 1997 and post-9/11.101 The
‘transfer’ of strategic identity occurs along three lines: (1) the dual reading of
Romania’s (and the Black Sea’s) geographical neighbourhood as simulta-
neously precious and dangerous security-wise, (2) the location of Romania
(and the Black Sea) as a civilisational and strategic crossroads and (3) the
relationship between the significance of Romania’s (and the Black Sea’s)
geostrategic position and the necessity of integration as the solution to the
security problems that affected Romania and its vicinity.102

In its official formulation of the rationale for NATO membership, Romania
played up its location as a key asset for the alliance: situated at ‘the crossing
point of geopolitical and strategic axes’,103 Romania’s ‘important geo-strategic
position [offers] a necessary link between the North, Centre and South of
Europe’.104 These geopolitical attributes were transferred from Romania to the
Black Sea almost immediately after Romania became a member of NATO.
An almost identical formulation argues that the Black Sea’s ‘strategic impor-
tance . . . lay mostly in the role it played as a bridge and a frontier, a buffer
and transit zone, between Europe and Asia at the crossroads between powers
and empires’.105 Similar formulations argue that ‘situated at the crossroads of
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three areas of vital importance – Europe, the Middle East and Central Asia –
the Black Sea . . . is a link of cardinal importance between the Euro-Atlantic
community . . . and the strategic belt Middle-East – Caspian Sea – Central
Asia’.106 As a consequence, the Black Sea’s ‘geo-strategic location makes [it] an
indispensable part of Euro-Atlantic security and prosperity.’107

These are only a few examples – drawn from the many that can be
found in Romanian national security documents, policy papers and
speeches – which suggest that Romania’s involvement in the marketing
campaign for the BSR project cannot be reduced to a simple effect of the
border country syndrome. In obvious ways, the transfer of strategic identity
is related to the other mechanisms of regional projection, involving to a
degree both the reflex to institutionalise, and the mimetic impulse derived
from the success of the campaign for mainstream integration. At a different
level though, the transfer of strategic identity draws our attention to the con-
tinuing presence in the landscape of European security of the contradictory
logics of institutionalisation and geopolitics, which profoundly shape the
constitution of the Black Sea region as the mirror reflection of Romania’s
geopolitical self. The reassertion of Romania’s geopolitical worth through
the Black Sea region draws on an atemporal understanding of the ‘region’
and of ‘geopolitics’ alike. At the same time, the making of the Black Sea
region on Romania’s strategic image hints that the Black Sea region’s ‘geo-
political’ identity is constructed in the same way that Romania’s identity is.
In this sense, the making of the Black Sea region continues the struggle to
(re)define Romania’s identity through the (re)definition of its geographical
location – a struggle that involved several phases in the politics of regional
labelling which saw Romania move in and out of the Balkans,108 Central
Europe,109 South-East Europe and ‘Centre-South Europe’.110

CONCLUSION

The political and hermeneutical strategies of regional construction outlined
above suggest that the most interesting way to engage the Black Sea region
project analytically is to examine the manner in which its actors use regionness
as a legitimating framing device. Impossible politically, the critique of the
BSR project is most productive in drawing our attention to: 1) the constant
interplay between the security logics of institutionalisation and geopolitics,
which is a fundamental aspect of contemporary European security; 2) the
dynamic relationship between the categories of security and region in the
formulation of any regional initiative, especially under the auspices of
European security integration; and 3) the undisputable transfer of these con-
ceptual categories from analytical to political takes on regional security. Not
that the making of the Black Sea region comes as a surprise: both the study
of regions and the study of contemporary European security offer significant
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evidence of previous region-making initiatives. What is at least to some
degree surprising is to see that this exercise in region-making draws from
previous political and analytical experience, and speaks simultaneously to
analysts111 – whose support it tries to enlist, and whose criticism it tries to
pre-empt – as well as policy makers.

‘Why (the Black Sea) region?’ is thus a question equally pertinent polit-
ically and epistemologically. Conceptually rich but politically contradictory,
the BSR project suggests not only that there is an interplay between concep-
tual logic and political praxis, between the categories used by analysts and
the actors analysed –– i.e., a double hermeneutics –– but also that these
actors are fully aware of the double hermeneutics, and make full political
use of it. There is, in other words, a double hermeneutics of the double
hermeneutics, which means that the hermeneutics of the Black Sea region
will not settle the debates about regions, regionality and regionalism in gen-
eral. The temptation to read the BSR project as a successful validity test of
region-making theories – as opposed to those which stress their objective
existence – is twice prevented. On the one hand, the double hermeneutic of
the Black Sea region is more likely another nail into the coffin of empirical
validation-driven epistemologies, since the reality we are attempting to
interpret not only turns out to be, but also tries to be imbued with theoreti-
cal constructs. On the other hand, the analysis of each empirical context
suggests the simultaneous presence of various conceptual constructs which
shape and at the same time subvert regional politics: the notion of a ‘made’
or ‘becoming’ region is equivalent politically to that of an objective or ‘eter-
nal’ one.

However, the analysis of this empirical context did not intend to deliver
a grand resolution of the regions debate. Rather, the relationship between
concept and praxis – between the categories of region and the political and
hermeneutical mechanisms that deploy them – suggested by the BSR project
draws attention to the contextual making of ‘region-making’ itself. To put it
differently, the study of the BSR project shows that region-making can only
be understood in its political context. The question ‘Why a region?’ is there-
fore likely to produce different answers in different contexts. We can expect
therefore the hermeneutical and political strategies that actually make differ-
ent interpretations of regions politically meaningful not to be uniform and
algorithmic according to some – no matter how many or few – categories of
region. Key to understanding region-making contextually are therefore (1)
reading the relationship between the categories of ‘region’ used and the logic
of interaction that characterises a particular context and (2) understanding
the constitutive effects of these categories of region, which are not only con-
venient descriptions, but also circumscribe political praxis and thus affect the
ability of the region-making project to achieve its declared aims.

In the case of the Black Sea region, this context is obviously European
security integration, and the moulding of the project into a regional form
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points directly at the relationship between region and security, two catego-
ries which necessarily and continuously presuppose each other. This read-
ing of the BSR project has pointed out its inherent contradictions, mapped
the hermeneutical strategies that signified politically the visions of region at
work, and drawn attention to the normative dimension of the spillover
between analysis and praxis. Perhaps predictably, the strongest normative
implication of this reading of the BSR project comes from the project’s con-
tinued attachment – through the framing of the region as a ‘new’ pivot of
history – to a geopolitical understanding of European and global security
that feigns transhistoricity while continuously reinventing the conditions of
its existence.112 Not only does this geopolitical framing of the Black Sea
region stand in acute contradiction with the general logic of European inte-
gration, but it also (re)claims the geopolitical significance of the region
drawing on an essentially anti-geopolitical understanding of regions whose
emancipatory impulse the project does not always follow. The ‘conceptual
and ideological plasticity’113 inherent in the making of the Black Sea region
prompts therefore a constant re-evaluation of the deep logic of European
security, of the role played in it by regional formats, and of the political and
normative role played by the theories used to make sense of both.
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