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Abstract. The spatial extent of Europe has been redefined in the years after the Second World 

War. The most important event during this process was the transformation of political systems in 

the year 1989, which led to the dissolution of the whole Eastern Bloc and to the enlargement of the 

European Union in 2004. Defining the exact scope of Eastern Europe as a political space after the 

ason 

for this situation is the usage of different ways of defining Eastern Europe, for example, describing 

it as a Post-

Union, or as a Sub-region of Central Eastern Europe. Eastern Europes need to be understood and 

perceived as the area comprising three of post-soviet states  Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova. 

Key words: Eastern Europe, political space, the space between Germany and Russia, Central 

Eastern Europe, Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova 

 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

quite problematic to define its spatial scope precisely, as it underwent changes 

in different historical periods. Since 1945, three events significantly affected the 

way Eastern Europe was defined and how its borders were shaped. These were: 

the creation of the bipolar system after World War II, the Autumn of Nations in 

1989 and the enlargement of the European Union (EU, hereafter: the Union) 

through the accession of new member states in 2004.  

This article identifies the most crucial issues concerned with defining the 

borders of Eastern Europe as a political space. Due to the extensive and com-

plex nature of this subject, it presents only the opinions of Polish researchers. 

Historical conditions should also be mentioned, as they help to portray the specifici-

ty of the spatial scope of the term. The second part of the article presents differ-

. The article aims to dis-

cuss whether Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova are per-

ceived as countries of Eastern Europe understood as a political space.  
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HISTORICAL  CONDITIONS 

 

The analysis of spatial scope of Eastern Europe raises questions concern-

ing the time and the context in which this term actually emerged. Anglo-Saxon 

researchers should be consulted here. According to Norman Davies, the term 

to create the concepts of the East and the West. In the initial understanding of 

the term, starting from 

differences and mutual attraction. Piotr S. Wandycz presents a slightly different 

view on this subject, arguing that the division between Western and Eastern 

o-
1. 

In the literature on the subject it is accepted that until 1945 Eastern Europe 

was usually identified with the Russian E a-

rating the Teutonic and Romance nations from Euro-Asian Russia. The conflicts 

n-

rontation. As 

a consequence, the differences visible in both term became real. The processes 

taking place in Western and Eastern Europe started to go into two dramatically 

different directions. At that time, ideological criteria played the most important 

r alent to the terms 

situation contributed to the popularization of the term; it became one of the key 

and dominating terms during the Cold War period. Taking into account the spa-

tial scope of Eastern Europe in the political sense, it included the Soviet Union 

o-

land, Czechoslovakia, the German Democratic Repub

Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The dominance of the Soviet Union 

                                                           
1 N. Davies, Europa. Rozprawa hist 59; L. Wolff, 

Inventing Eastern Europe. The Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment, Stanford, 

California 1994, Stanford University Press, pp. 356 374; G. Szondi, a-

ubliczna w Europie Wschodniej z perspektywy public relations, in: Dyplomacja 

publiczna 60; A. Nowak, History and Geopolitics: 

A Contestfor Eastern Europe, Warsaw 2008, p. 7; S. Otok, Geografia polityczna. Geopolityka. 

Ekopolityka. Globalistyka, Warszawa 2009, p. 185; P.S. Wandycz, o-

d  
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over the countries of this part of the continent contributed to the establishment 

and deepening the divisions between Western and Eastern Europe2. 

In 1989, the Autumn of Nations contributed to the initiation of the trans-

formational processes in the socialist countries of Eastern Europe. These events 

resulted in the complete fall of the Eastern Bloc together with the breakup of the 

Soviet Union. This situation led to the re- u-

into Eastern and Western parts at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s of the twenti-

eth century, The artificial and transitional nature of the term was the most im-

portant argument against it3. 

Pope John Paul II expressed his opinion on this issue: he thought that there 

ring the 

Cold War. He claimed that the artificial nature of this division was mainly due 

to political and military interests, and that the issue of the history of nations was 

totally neglected during the designation of borders. Andrzej Czarnocki presents 

very similar views, as he also thinks that the division into the West and the East 

by the two superpowers during the Cold War period was artificial and did not take 

into account the geographical and civilization and cultural realities of that time4. 

t-

in 1945, has 

i-

ties of the Cold War period. To define the countries located in this part of the 
                                                           

2 N. Davies, Europa, op. cit., pp. 39 59; L. Wolff, Inventing, op. cit., pp. 356 374; G. Szondi, 

Filary, op. cit., pp. 59 60; A. Nowak, History, op. cit., p. 7; O. Halecki, Historia Europy  jej 

, Lublin 2000, pp. 105 120; P.S. Wandycz, Cena, op. cit., pp. 12 13; J. Kuku

ka, ych 1945 1996, Warszawa 1997, pp. 39 53, 

77 89, 121 133, 147 159, 207 233, 300 330, 417 444; P. Kennedy, o-

dziny. Rozkwit. Upadek. Przemiany gospodarcze i konflikty zbrojne w latach 1500-2000, Warsza-

wa 1994, pp. 365-427; A. Czarnocki, E -

1972 1989, Lublin 1991, p. 16 and next; B. Geremek, Europa wielu ojczyzn, in: Prze

112; J. Kra-

suski, Europ 129; B. Piskorska, Wschodni 

wymiar polityki Unii Europejskiej 39; T. Kisielewski,  

, Lublin 1992, pp. 3 16, 31 33; A. Ajnenkiel, Konstytucje europejskie 

polityczne XX wieku, in: ady i eseje

2005, pp. 327 330; I. Kobrinskaja, dkowa 1991 1996, 

Plan gry. USA  ZSRR, Warszawa 1990, p. 6 and next; A.D. 

Rotfeld, odowym, in: 

, A.D. Rotfeld (ed.), Warszawa 2008, pp. 14 19. 
3 T. Kisielewski, Europa, op. cit., pp. 3 16, 31 33; A. Ajnenkiel, Konstytucje, op. cit., pp. 330 332. 
4 150; 

ykach, 

 Warszawa   pp. 25 30; A. Czarnocki, d-

kowowschodnia. Geopolityczne a historyczno- rsitatis 

Mariae Curie- 35. 
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-

emphasized that in this situation, the pursuits of Central Europe were concen-

means Central or East-Central Europe5. 

The breakup of the Soviet Union in December 1991 led to a change on the 

u-

i-

rectly contributed to the need to state its spatial scope. The issue of new divi-

sions in Europe arose as soon as the rivalry between the East and the West ended. 

They related mostly to the identification of the location of Belarus, the Republic 

of Moldova, and Ukraine as well as Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia contrasted 

with that of the other countries of East-Central Europe. Irina Kobrinskaya has 

the opinion that it was an important challenge, especially for Belarus, the Re-

public of Mol

former Eastern Europe was already a kind of a psychol 6. This 

situa

-Central and Baltic coun-

tries. Moreover, the distinctiveness of existing political systems and economic 

models as well as cultural and civilizational differences were becoming clearly 

visible in the post-soviet republics.  

 

 
THE  TERM    

 

some problems. The first one is related to the use of the terminology. In the 

lly replaced by 

-

nt contexts, but they 

were (and are) not always treated as synony -

- ssence of the issue7. 

                                                           
5 O Polsce, Euro 2001, Warszawa 2002, pp. 36 45, 46 49. 
6 O. Halecki, Historia, op. cit. pp. 105 Szkice, op. cit., pp. 452 461; 

I. Kobrinskaja, , p. 20. 
7 A. Czarnocki, , pp. 23 A. Balcer, Orientacje 

polskiej polityki zagranicznej  e-

<http://orka.sejm.gov.pl/opinie6.nsf/nazwa /sza_deb245/$file/sza_deb245.pdf> (07.04.2010); 

A. Czarnocki, Region Europy, in: 

2007, pp. 243 248; B. Piskorska, Wschodn,i op. cit., pp. 37 42; -wieczne 

-Wschodniej i ich implikacje dla dyskusji o o

Europy East-Central Europe in European 

History. Themes & Debates Historia Europy 

-Wschodniej. Polityka bez strategii. Bez-
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Krzysztof Brzechczyn raises another issue: using geographical terms (such 

as Eastern, Western and Central Europe) to determine social systems or in the 

geopolitical sense. As a result, it is sometimes difficult to determine whether a given 

term refers only to a geographical area or to a broader context that includes po-

litical, economic, military, social, historical, civilizational or cultural spheres. It 

should be emphasized that the spatial scope of Eastern Europe may vary from 

term to term8. 

as the international community accept or deny whether a given country belongs 

to Eastern Europe. Jerzy Wyrozumski presents this issue in a very engaging 

way, as he claims that the spatial scope of Eastern and Central Europe changes 

depending on the perspective. He presents this issue with the example of four 

ctive, 

Poland is classified as an Eastern European country rather than a Central Euro-

pean country. For Poland, Ukraine and Belarus are undoubtedly Eastern Euro-

pean countries. Ukraine and Belarus, however, see themselves as Central Euro-

pean countries. This situation therefore shows three different possibilities of 

v-

ity of civilizational and cultu nnected 

with defining the spatial scope of Eastern Europe are also presented by Adam 

Daniel Rotfeld, who takes Poland as an example. During the interwar period, the 

Second Republic of Poland was perceived as an Eastern European country. Af-

ter the end of the World War II, the borders of Poland were shifted 200 km to 

Europe. Another re- r the end 

of the Cold War, when the Third Republic of Poland became a country located 

in East-Central Europe. Rotfield also thinks that Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine 

perceive themselves as Central European countries9. This again proves, that 

defining the location of a given country is not only dependent on objective con-

                                                                                                                                               
- , A.Z. Kami

ski (ed.), Warszawa 2008, pp. 15 31; Central Europe. Two Decadea After, R. Riedel (ed.), War-

szawa 2010, p. 5 and next; S. Otok, Geografia, op. cit., pp. 55 58, 186

in: Cywilizacja europejska. 

, M. Ko 463; P. Eberhardt, 

a -Wschodniej w XX w., Warszawa 

1996, p. 9 and next. 
8 K. Brzechczyn, , in: Stary kontynent w no-

198. 
9 J. Wyrozumski, Miejsc i rola Polski w Europie. Refleksje historyka, in: y-

blin 2010, p. 67; I. Kobrinskaja, 

, p. 20; A. D. Rotfeld, Czy Europa potrzebuje nowej architek , in: 

W. Lizak (ed.), Radom 2009, pp. 47 49. 
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ditions, but also to a big extent on subjective ones, and in this case political 

considerations were always more important than geographical ones. 

There are various approaches trying to defi

the Polish literature on the subject. Accepting a specific classification criteria at 

the same time affects its spatial scope. It seems reasonable to distinguish four 

 includes only the 

former Soviet countries excluding Baltic countries: Estonia, Lithuania and Lat-

via. In a broader context, it related to all twelve post-soviet republics, and in 

a more narrow context it includes only three or four European countries of the 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS, later: the Commonwealth). The 

in 

a broader version it also takes into account Balkan and South Caucasus coun-

tries. The third group is the broadest, as it related to the EU. It can also be divided 

into a set of subgroups. i.e. the states located between EU and Russia, the area 

licy. 

The fourth group defines the Eastern Europe as a sub-region of East-Central Eu-

rope. More detail on these groups is presented in the following paragraphs. 

1. Eastern Europe identified with the post-soviet region in its broadest 

sense included twelve countries, i.e. Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Russian 

Federation, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Republic of Moldova, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. This approach was presented by Tadeusz 

n-

tries of that time from the newly established post-socialist countries10. Such an 

u-

n Nowak-Jezioranski Eastern Europe College in 

Wroclaw11. A narrower context included only European post-soviet countries 

or CIS states. Walenty Baluk claims that the spatial scope of Eastern Europe 

includes four post-socialist countries, Russian Federation, Ukraine, Belarus 

and Republic of Moldova
12. This view is shared by some of the authors of the 

Stefan Batory Foundation13 and also by the scholars of Eastern Europe Depart-

                                                           
10 T. Kisielewski, Europa, op. cit., pp. 3 16, 31 33; S. Otok, Geografia, op. cit., pp. 56, 186 188. 
11 URL <http://www.new.org.pl/> (23.03.2011). 
12 W. Baluk, , in: 

 

Lublin 2009, pp. 15 17. 
13 Europe Divided. Then and Now, O. Wasilienko (ed.), Warszawa 2009, p. 6 and next, URL 

<http://www.batory.org.pl/doc/Europe_divided_January_2010.pdf> (12.03.2011); Zmiany w polityce wizo-

Raport z monitoringu, Warszawa 2009, p. 7 and next, URL <http://www.bato-

ry.org.pl/doc/Zmiany_w_polityce_wizowej_panstw_UE_wrzesien_2009.pdf> (12.03.2011); What to do 

with visas for the Eastern Europeans? Recommendations from the per , June 

2009, URL <http://www.batory.org.pl/doc/Recommendations_v4.pdf> (12.03.2011); O. Wasilewska, Analy-

sis of the visa policies of the Visegrad countries Relative openness. Polish visa policy towards Belarus, 

Moldova, Russia and Ukraine, May 2009, URL <http://www.batory.org.pl/doc/Poland_visas.pdf> 

(12.03.2011); Raport, Warszawa 2006, 
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ment at the International Studies Institute of the University of Wroclaw14. How-

ever, another approach relating to this issue mentions only three countries. 

Belarus, Ukraine 

and Republic of Moldova from the Euro-Asian character of Russia and also 

from the countries of East-Central Europe15. Erhard Cziomer and Marek Czaj-

kowski also define three post-soviet republics as Eastern European CIS countries16. 

2. The countries located between Germany and Russia are regarded by An-

drzej Czarnocki as belonging to West Europe, but he does not define them clear-

ly. However, a direct interpretation of his approach would include Poland, 

Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Belarus, 

Ukraine and Republic of Moldova. Stanislaw Otok presents a different ap-

proach, broadening the area by adding South Caucasus and Balkan countries. In 

such context, the following countries are also to be included into Eastern Europe 

Area: Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, 

Bulgaria, Romania, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Yugoslavia (now 

Serbia and Montenegro), Macedonia, Slovenia, Greece, Belarus (The Union 

State), Ukraine, Republic of Moldova, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia17. 

3. Defi

gained a new meaning in the 21st 

accession of new EU members (especially of former Eastern Bloc) has raised 

the issue of the three countries located between EU and Russia. A fundamen-

tal issue relates to the choice and definition of foreign policy by the ruling elites 

of Belarus, Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova. In practice, there have been 

two alternative directions to follow: either co-operate with the EU or with the 

Russian Federation18

New East

                                                                                                                                               
p. 7 and next, URL <http://www.batory.org.pl/doc/monitoring-polityki-wizowej-ue-raport.pdf> 

(12.03.2011); Raport. Monitoring wschodnich granic Polski, Warszawa 2003, URL <http://www.ba-

tory.org.pl/ftp/program/forum/monitoring_granic.pdf> (12.03.2011). 
14 Europa Wschodnia  dekada transformacji. Ukraina, B.J. Albin, 

2002; Europa Wschodnia  dekada transformacji. Rosja

2003; Europa Wschodnia  

2004; , W. Baluk, A. Czajowski (ed.), 

141. 
15 Europa Wschodnia w obliczu integracji i globalizacji

2001, p. 7. 
16 , E. Cziomer, M. Czajkow-

80. 
17 A. Czarnocki, , pp. 23 35; S. Otok, Geografia op. cit., pp. 56, 

186 188. 
18 -Wschodnia i jej miejsce w Europie

-Wschodnie 16. 
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Ukraine. In the new geopolitical situation, these three countries have found 

some of the publications of the Stefan Batory Foundation19. However, according 

Politics without strategies. The safety of East-Central 

r , the Eastern expansion of 

Ukraine, to become a target enabling the political control over both the East and 

the West20. Ryszard Stemplowski proposes a different view, where Eastern Eu-

rope should be considered as the area stretching to the east of EU borders. 

Poland would therefore be included into the area of Central Europe, whereas 

Belarus, Ukraine, the Republic of Moldova, and the Russian Federation should 

be seen as Eastern European states21

European Neighbourhood Policy. This view, too, 

includes various approaches aiming to define the borders. Beata Piskorska in-

cludes four countries directly bordering on the EU as belonging to Eastern Eu-

rope, i.e. Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Re

the contrary, limits the scope of Eastern Europe to Belarus, Ukraine and Repub-

lic of Moldova22. 

4. Hanna Dumala and Krzysztof Iwanczuk define Eastern Europe as one of 

four subregions of East-Central Europe. Other subregions are Northern, Central 

and Southern Europe. Eastern Europe includes three post-soviet republics: Bela-

rus, Republic of Moldova and Ukraine23. 

                                                           
19  wprowadzenie, in: 

 Lublin 2009, 

pp. 9 Ewolucja polityki 

dawii, in: 

K. Ewolucja 

zja , in: 

ynarodowe. 

Radom 2009, pp. 205 Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine in the International 

Order After the Cold War, in: Central Europe. Two Decadea After, R. Riedel (ed.), Warszawa 

2010, pp. 291 a

, Warszawa 2007, pp. 7 38, URL <http://www.batory.org.pl/doc/ener-

getyczna_gra_pl.pdf> (12.03.2011); G. Gromadzki, o , Analiza 

Fundacji Batorego, Warszawa 2008, URL <http://www.batory.org.pl/doc/Raport_EPS_pl.pdf> 

(12.03.2011); I. Krastew, M. Leonard, Widmo Europy wielobiegunowej, Londyn  Warszawa 2011, 

URL <http://www.batory.org.pl/doc/Widmo_Europy1.pdf> (12.03.2011). 
20 Polityka bez, op. cit., pp. 19 24. 
21 R. Stemplowski, Wprowadzenie do analizy polityki zagranicznej RP, Tom I, Warszawa 

2007, pp. 111 112, 120 121, 137. 
22 B. Piskorska, Wschodni, op. cit. n-

in: o-

 (ed.), Radom 

2009, pp. 341 343. 
23 Political Map of East-Central Europe, in: The Future of East-

Central Europe 156. 
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Two other opinions are worth mentioning. In a publication of the Interna-

ssia, 

Belarus, Ukraine, the Republic of Moldova, and Georgia, among others, as 

Eastern European countries. It is therefore reasonable to complete its spatial 

scope by adding two remainig South Caucasus countries: Armenia and Azerbaijan24. 

Malgorzata J. Willaume presents this issue differently, as she defines Eastern 

Europe through the prism of East-Central Europe. This approach defines East-

-Central Europe as the countries located to the west of the borders of Lithuania, 

Latvia, Estonia, Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Austria. 

Willaume lists Belarus and Ukraine as East-Central Europe25. Applied in prac-

tice, however, this classification complies with the division presented by 

Ryszard Stemplowski. 

The literature on the subject has problems developing one common defini-

of the appropri-

ate classification of political criteria. The approach defining the scope of Eastern 

Europe as a political area that includes all post-soviet republics should also be 

considered too broad. The inclusion of Central Asian countries and South Cau-

casus states is also controversial. Moreover, the approach defining Eastern Eu-

a-

ble in light of a new international reality, especially after the accession of for-

mer East Bloc count

as the area located between EU and the Russian Federation is the most appro-

priate one. This area (Belarus, Ukraine and Republic of Moldova) therefore 

becomes an object of rivalry between the EU and Russia. Simultaneously, it 

emphasizes the distinctiveness of Euro-Asian Russia compared to three European 

CIS countries. It also shows the political dynamics of the spatial scope of Eastern 

Europe as it changes since the breakup of the Soviet Union.  

Defining the location of Eastern Europe in contrast with Western and East-

Central Europe is yet another issue. Oskar Halecki claims that before attempting 

to define the borders of Eastern Europe, first the borders of Western Europe have to 

be defined clearly. The spatial scope of Western Europe region in the political sense 

in the 21st century is presented in the following approaches: a) a narrower approach 

Association and b) a broader approach is identified with the European Economic 

Area, Switzerland and the ministates26. An appropriate presentation of the rela-

tions between Eastern Europe and East-Central Europe also constitutes an im-

                                                           
24 Orientacje, op. cit., pp. 7 37. 
25 M. J. Willaume, -Wschodniej w la-

tach 2004 2010 -Wschodn

pp. 100 105. 
26 Region Europy Zachodniej, in: ynarodowych, 

I. 53. 
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portant research issue. Therefore, it would be reasonable to consider whether 

-

-Central Europe27. The assumption that it does not constitute a wholly formed 

and distinct region, or even a sub-region, seems legitimate. The usage of the 

ntries lack any 

interregional connections (apart from functioning within Soviet Union or in its 

zone of influence) that would build strong relations with one another.  

Another issue is related to the fact that these countries actually avoid iden-

tifying themselves as Eastern European. The political elites of former socialist 

ify their 

-Central Europe

of these countries identified their countries as European (with the exception of 

Belarus). It was reflected in the attempts to adapt the integration structures of 

Western Europe. It is also interesting to try to understand why these countries 

are so reluctant to be considered Eastern European. The first context is psycho-

v

any perspec e ruling elites 

and the societies of these states. The last two expressions meant being under 

identity as Central- or East-

-

-soviet countries felt 

that Eastern Europe was not fully identified with Europe as such, whereas East-

-Central Europe indeed was28. 

 

 

*** 

 

Polish literature on the subject affects the definition of its borders in a political 

context. The Cold War period left the negative perception of Eastern Europe or 

not even a European area at all. In some cases, the choice of appropriate divi-

sion criteria may be subjective. Defining the spatial scope of Eastern Europe as 

post-soviet area seems to be too broad and goes beyond the scope of this term. It 

oposed 

by Andrzej Gil and To ssibility of 

including EU members into the Eastern Europe area as well. It especially relates 

                                                           
27 O. Halecki, Historia, op. cit. pp. 105 Szkice, op. cit., pp. 452 461. 
28 G. Szondi, Filary, op. cit., pp. 62 63; N. Davies, Europa, op. cit., pp. 39 59; I. Kobrinskaja, u-

gi, op. cit., p. 20; O. Halecki, Historia, op. cit. Szkice, op. cit., pp. 452 461; 

R. Stemplowski, Wprowadzenie, op. cit., p. 111. 
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to Baltic republics, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. Such a political approach may 

- gh it is legitimate in historical and geographical 

arus, Ukraine and the 

Republic of Moldova. In such an understanding of this area, it becomes an ob-

ject of rivalry between EU and Russia. Those three countries, however, to 

a varying extent avoid being classified as Eastern European. The attempts to 

define them as Eastern European (especially on the basis of their foreign policy 

on the level of state organs) may meet with a negative response from Ukraine, 

Republic of Moldova or Belarus.  
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