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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Performing the (Contested) State: A Critical Discourse 
Analysis of Transnistria’s Political Elites
George Sebastian Fartan and Dimitris Bouris 

University of Amsterdam

ABSTRACT  
Existing literature insufficiently ascribes agency to contested states: 
most studies have predominantly focused on the binary distinction 
of ‘recognised’ vs ‘unrecognised’ and, in most cases, have treated 
them as static entities, failing to explain how statehood is 
(re)constructed by different discourses and political performances. 
By adopting a performative understanding of the processes of 
state-building, we argue instead that political performances lie at 
the foundation of the ‘state’, shaping and legitimising its 
institutional apparatus and power structures. This is even more 
crucial for contested states, which rely on such performances in 
their struggle for recognition. The performance of national history 
and its instrumentalisation, culture and democratic values, material 
provision and political and diplomatic processes all contribute to 
constructing the reality of statehood through the consistent 
repetition of political discourses. This investigation of the case of 
Transnistria, employing Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to analyse 
the language and performances of its political elites, sheds light on 
the dynamic and transitional nature of its contested statehood.

KEYWORDS  
contested states; 
Transnistria; performativity; 
language; discourse; local 
dynamics

In September 2023, Azerbaijan launched a large-scale military offensive against the self- 
declared state of Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh), forcing the entire ethnic Armenian population 
from the enclave of 100,000 people to cross the border to Armenia.1 Later that month, the 
President of Artsakh, Samvel Shahramanyan, signed a decree stating that all state institutions 
would be dissolved by 1 January 2024, effectively marking the dissolution of Artsakh.

The creation and disappearance of states has been a constant phenomenon in international 
politics, especially in the postwar international order (Florea 2017). Despite this, systematic 
studies of these entities aspiring to statehood without becoming fully sovereign due to 
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Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) at the time. The former was home to a 95 per cent ethnically Armenian popu
lation. In 1988, the regional legislature of Nagorno-Karabakh declared its intention to join Armenia, leading to the start 
of the first Karabakh war between the Armenian-backed Nagorno-Karabakh and Azerbaijan. In 1994, Russia brokered a 
ceasefire between the two, but heavy fighting broke out again along the Azerbaijan-Nagorno-Karabakh border in 2020. 
Russia brokered another deal, reinforced by Russian peacekeepers. In 2023, Azerbaijan started implementing measures 
for annexing the region, to which Russia only reacted with mild criticism. As a result of Azerbaijan’s offensive, the 
Nagorno-Karabakh Republic was officially dissolved.
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either insufficient international recognition (in the conventional legal sense), or due to a 
limited control and ability to provide governance over the territory they claim, started only 
in the last fifteen years (Geldenhuys 2009; Caspersen and Stansfield 2011; Caspersen 2012).

The same is also true for the efforts to explain their nature. Some scholars have referred to 
these entities as ‘de facto states’ (Lynch 2002; Pegg 1998; Bahcheli et al. 2004; Berg and Toomla 
2009; Caspersen 2009; Kolstø and Blakkisrud 2008; Florea 2017), while others have called 
them ‘pseudo-states’ (Kolossov and O’Loughlin 1998), ‘quasi-states’ (Kolstø 2006) or ‘unrec
ognised states’ (see, for example, Caspersen 2012; Richards 2014). However, by only describ
ing these entities based on what they have failed to achieve, analysis of their practices of 
institution-building and diplomatic agency has been limited (McConnell 2009, 345).2

While there are different degrees of contestation and significant limitations towards 
approaching contested states, research on how they operate has usually been restricted to 
an analysis of the foreign policies of their sovereign counterparties, disregarding the fact 
that the former ‘look’ and ‘behave’ like ‘normal’ states – that is, they have their own flags, 
anthems, governments, ministries, parliaments and diplomatic representations abroad. To 
break this stalemate, we approach contested states as transformative and performative enti
ties, representing the ontological results of interacting discourses (Visoka 2019, 168). We 
propose a performative approach towards contested states and analyse them as projects in 
progress, constantly altered and (re)produced through political discourse (Hajer 2005, 447).3

Empirically, we focus on the case of Transnistria4 and analyse its political elites’ per
formances that construct and consolidate its statehood. In order to understand the 
dynamic character of Transnistria’s state-building initiatives, we focus on how its politi
cal elites perform the state and collective identity that legitimises its existence (Butler 
2010; Musliu 2021; Visoka 2019). To this end, our main research question is: How is sta
tehood performed by the political elites in Transnistria? To answer this question, we 
proceed as follows: the next section reviews the literature on language, structure and 
power, and provides the necessary insights for developing our conceptual framework, 
building upon academic works on performativity, contested statehood and state-build
ing. Following this, we outline our methodology which is based on a Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA), while the main section offers empirical insights stemming from our 
analysis of Transnistria’s political elites’ discourses and performances of statehood. 
Our conclusion summarises our findings and offers reflections for future research.

Language, structure and power

Language is a mechanism for grouping together and disentangling elements of represen
tation (Foucault 1994). As language is our fundamental way of depicting reality, it is 

2For an excellent analysis of how contested states engage in diplomatic activities through the establishment of represen
tation offices, see Gueudet (2023).

3For excellent analyses of the everyday making of statehood in Kosovo and of Europeanisation and state-building as 
everyday practices in the Western Balkans, see Visoka (2018) and Musliu (2021), respectively.

4Transnistria, formerly part of the Russian Empire, was incorporated into the Moldavian Autonomous Soviet Socialist 
Republic (MASSR) within the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic in 1924. In 1940, it was merged with Bessarabia to 
form the Moldovan SSR, with Tiraspol as its capital. As Moldova moved toward independence in 1990 with the 
support of Romania, Transnistrian leaders also declared independence and self-proclaimed the establishment of the 
Pridnestrovian Moldovan Republic (PMR). After a brief war in 1992 between the Russian-backed separatists and 
Moldova, Transnistria remained a contested state, recognised only by Abkhazia and South Ossetia, while receiving pol
itical and military support from Russia.
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exercised in all political interactions, creating an environment that is always variable and 
subject to change. Our capacity to operate with abstract concepts is determined by our 
ability to extrapolate from particular experiences and ascribe them to the general cat
egories that we delineate through words. Thus, the most important character of language 
is the fact that it allows for the existence of universality, by means of which reality 
becomes interconnected to a series of conceptual models (Ibid). By integrating univers
ality within its boundaries, language becomes a mechanism of knowledge production and 
interaction, allowing for a collective engagement with its symbols.

To this end, it becomes impossible to think of or perceive reality without the 
mediation of language. The only way to engage with the material world is through lin
guistic processes and, consequently, the concepts and ideas embedded in their structure. 
Whenever an actor interacts with an objective element, it processes it through the lens of 
a certain language. Within language, experiences are invested with meaning and become 
the generalised instances of history that legitimise its configuration (Ibid). Repetitive 
statements consolidate the universal character of language in the form of a structure, 
which is reproduced and altered with every subsequent interaction (Derrida 1988).

In this way, language occupies a central role in our perception of material reality, 
becoming consequential for the system in which it is exercised. Furthermore, actors 
such as states have the power to instrumentally shape this process through various prac
tices, “demarcating the line between the domains of the speakable and the unspeakable, 
and retaining the power to make and sustain that consequential line of demarcation” 
(Butler 1997, 77). Illocutionary speech acts entail direct consequences, while perlocution
ary speech acts become impactful if exercised in a specific context (Butler 2010, 150-1). 
As a result, language becomes invested with agency and a means of both representing and 
producing material reality (Ibid). Political entities, as well as political systems, become 
the ontological results of these iterative processes and are shaped, first and foremost, 
by the nature of their linguistic interactions (Visoka 2019, 172-3).

In a similar way to language, discursive practices are also legitimised when expressed in a 
particular context, actively (re)produced by the most powerful actors that participate in it 
(Butler 1997, 77). This context takes the form of a system, which has at its basis a certain 
structure. The ‘system’ is an umbrella term that refers to the mechanisms by which language 
mediates interaction (Derrida 1978). It incorporates the sum of all the elements and processes 
by which knowledge is produced, while structures represent the fundamental set of principles 
that determine the nature of all interactions within a system (Ibid).

Structures are constructed around generalised concepts and are themselves subjected to 
change as a result of repetitive interaction. They are linguistic constructions that perma
nently evolve through time (Foucault 1994). The historical element is important because 
the evolution of structures and their mechanisms of knowledge production is path-depen
dent (Derrida 1978). Every interaction is grounded in a certain structure; interactions are 
legitimised or rejected by the current structures in place, while the latter are themselves 
consolidated or contested through perpetual interaction (Foucault 1994).

Following the same logic, political interactions are transformative processes which, through 
discursive practices, become integrated into an extensive system that legitimises them (Butler 
2010, 158). Every performance is influenced by its context while, in turn, it changes the 
context in which future interactions are performed (Derrida 1988). Since performances are 
conscious expressions of power, politics become the structural evolution of bias, leading to 
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the development of an exclusive framework of analysis that does not fairly represent smaller, 
non-conventional political actors (Ó Beacháin et al. 2016, 440-1). As a result, mainstream 
studies have reproduced certain biases by placing the most powerful actors at their centre 
and by establishing exclusive, binary relations such as the previously mentioned ‘state’/ 
‘non-state’ distinction (Walt 1987; Waltz 1993; Mearsheimer 2019). Actors excluded by this 
framework of analysis can only be defined in a relation of opposition to conventional ones, 
being completely dependent on the latter for their existence. Furthermore, political actors 
tend to reinforce the biased structures that legitimise their power, seeking to defend a favour
able status quo that silences non-conventional parties (Derrida 1978).

We argue that political interactions are grounded in such linguistic and discursive 
exchanges, with the so-called ‘international arena’ representing an exclusive structure that 
formally limits their scope (Mälksoo 2012, 484). The most powerful agents act as defenders 
of the status quo, with less conventional parties such as contested states being systematically 
excluded from political life because they are considered informational blackholes (King 
2001). This is one of the reasons why our knowledge about them remains limited. Although 
we tend to think of the world map as being divided into ‘neat’ territorial units, there is a wider 
and continuous set of de/re-territorialising processes which decouple territory, citizenship 
and statehood from each other, both politically and economically. For this reason, “the re- 
territorialisation of states necessitates a de-territorialisation of theory” (Campbell 1994, 
457), forcing us to move away from a static and materialistic perception of statehood.

Performativity, state-building and contested states

In order to move beyond some of the existing structural bias in political science, this 
article engages with the concept of performativity and outlines the processes by which 
discourse simultaneously represents and (re)produces reality through interpretation, 
with language having “the capacity to make politics” (Hajer 2006, 67). It shifts the 
focus away from a positivist understanding of political concepts as static end-results, 
and analyses them as active exercises of power that are strengthened through repetition 
(Butler 2010, 149). Within a transformative political system dominated by language, 
meaning and bias, performative practices become the dynamic elements that political 
actors consciously use in order to shape the context of their interactions (Musliu 2021, 
92). Moreover, these performative practices are often repeated and ritualised thus creat
ing and consolidating social meaning and identity (Knotter 2021).

Revolving around a multi-polar understanding of power, performativity rejects binary 
categorisations and hegemonic power dynamics in favour of a more nuanced under
standing of political exchanges (Edwards 2020, 4). Every performative act is an 
attempt to establish what is ‘real’ against what is not; for contested states, the reality of 
statehood can only become a possibility through these practices (Weber 1998, 78). The 
competition between discourses becomes an active expression of power, while the silen
cing of non-conventional actors becomes an act of violence (Derrida 1988).

In a similar way to linguistic elements, political performances fuel a continuous process 
that creates a network of meaning, determines future actions and shapes material realities 
(Halliday and Hassan 1985). This is particularly important in cases of contested statehood, 
as their vulnerable existence and unstable political arrangements grant even more strength 
to the performances of their political elites (Willie 2024, 191). The notion of performativity 
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de-couples statehood from its exclusive connection to historical and territorial constraints 
and analyses the implications that political exchanges have across a wider variety of power 
structures (Edwards 2020, 3). This is what Lisa Wedeen (1999, 145) has called “disciplinary 
symbolic power” which is based on how the use of symbols, discourse and rhetoric produce 
power. In the same line of argument, Daria Isachenko (2012), has used a performative lens 
to analyse how ‘informal states’ manage to consolidate authority and sustain legitimacy, 
despite their lack of formal statehood and international recognition.

Subsequently, in a conscious exercise of power, political elites invest discursive 
elements with meaning and connect them to a series of national myths to gain legitimacy 
from the population (Kolstø 2006; Kolstø and Blakkisurd 2008). These initiatives find 
their expression in speeches, traditions, local history and national holidays, and even
tually convey their meaning through mundane, everyday activities (Visoka 2019; 2022; 
Musliu 2021). They originate from the construction of a shared identity and a historical 
context that legitimises political action and gradually turn into the institutional setting 
that becomes the state apparatus.

Consequently, the state itself becomes a performative body, representing the ontologi
cal product of the repetitive enactment of political discourses (Weber 1998, 78). Instead 
of being analysed as a static, historically given element of the past, the ‘state’ should be 
looked at as a process that is continuously (re)shaped through interaction and discourses 
(Hajer 2005; Richards and Smith 2015). Thus, statehood ought to be studied as a volatile 
element that can exist in different degrees, endlessly altered by the perpetual contingency 
of discourses (Caspersen 2009; Pacher 2020).

Furthermore, the affirmation of statehood requires a series of performative practices that 
are “oriented towards particular instrumental goals” (Willie 2024, 192). For contested states, 
which ‘mimic’ the diplomatic lives of their sovereign counterparties (Bouris and Fernandez- 
Molina 2018, 306), these practices become vital as they reiterate the assertion of their state
hood in a traditionally territorial and exclusive international arena (Mälksoo 2012, 484).

As a result, their existence becomes dependent on their discursive interactions with a 
political ‘other’, motivating the public performances of their own statehood (Campbell 
1994, 460). The political elites of contested states engage in a balancing act that 
implies domination and resistance, to secure both their domestic status and the existence 
of the state that they represent (Musliu 2021, 92). The existential struggle of contested 
states becomes related to their policy interests, with one legitimising the other and 
vice-versa (Willie 2024, 192). As language creates material realities instead of merely 
representing them, the political elites of contested states capitalise on this to perform sta
tehood and pursue their political objectives by making use of both the illocutionary and 
perlocutionary characteristics of language and political discourse (Butler 2010, 151).

Transnistria as a contested state5

Scholars writing about the politics of Transnistria sometimes overlook its internal agency 
and ability to performatively construct and consolidate its statehood. Some authors 

5This article uses the terms ‘Pridnestrovie’, the ‘Pridnestrovian Moldovan Republic’ and ‘Transnistria’ interchangeably. The 
first two are the official terms that local political elites use to refer to the contested state. The latter is the term generally 
used by external actors.
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emphasise Transnistria’s role as a Russian political instrument (Rogstad 2018) or its 
patron-client ties with Moscow (Devyatkov 2017), while much of the literature portrays 
it as lacking autonomy and aligned with either Russian or Western foreign policy (Ibid). 
Another strand of literature focuses on Transnistria’s political positioning, emphasising 
its limited agency in negotiating between Russia, Ukraine, Moldova and the European 
Union (EU) (Walker 2014; Istomin and Bolgova 2016; Marandici and Lesanu 2021; 
Berg and Vits 2022). These works focus on Transnistria’s autonomy as deriving from 
its ability to broker between regional influences and, for this reason, they tend to over
look the performative dimension of its state-building initiatives.

On a different note, several scholars focus on the formation of a ‘Pridnestrovian’ iden
tity and the internal dynamics that are at play when analysing Transnistria’s political 
landscape (King 1999; Dembińska and Iglesias 2013; Dembińska 2023). These studies 
explore the process of identity formation in Transnistria (Dembińska and Iglesias 
2013; Dembińska 2023), while the interaction with both the EU and Russia is examined 
through the perspectives of domestic actors and local power structures (Dembińska and 
Mérand 2019; Morar and Dembińska 2021). Other academics analyse the impact of 
language construction on identity-building in the region (King 1999), while related 
studies investigate the role of education and language in strengthening the existence of 
the contested state (Roper 2001; 2005). Nina Lutterjohann (2022) focuses on the creation 
and competition between the post-Soviet Moldovan and Transnistrian identities, Andrei 
Crivenco and Sabine Löwis (2022) examine demographic decline in the contested state 
and its implications for the local administration and the survival of the state, while 
Michael Bobick (2017, 158) proposes an ethnographic approach and looks at the con
struction of the contested state around the concepts of sovereignty, performance and, 
most importantly, ‘peoplehood’.

It is important to note that there are certain key elements that these studies draw 
attention to, which are also central to our analysis. First, some of these studies offer 
language a central role in the consolidation of a Transnistrian identity and the existence 
of the contested state (King 1999; Roper 2001; 2005). They argue that language is invested 
with power and is used towards the establishment of political goals, strengthening the 
existence of the contested state (Ibid). Secondly, Magdalena Dembińska and Aurélie 
Campana (2017, 256) point to the fact that Transnistria is undergoing a process of ‘tran
sitional statehood’, where internal and external factors shape state-building initiatives. 
The idea of transitionality is central to performativity, as it connects the notion of legiti
macy to the repetition and prioritisation of certain discourses over others.

Furthermore, there is a significant focus on history and continuity in these studies, 
which are essential elements for operationalising the concept of performativity (King 
1999; Dembińska and Iglesias 2013; Lutterjohann 2022; Dembińska 2023). Last but 
not least, Stefan Morar and Magdalena Dembińska (2021, 294-95) shed light on the 
role played by domestic actors, which coincides with our aim to analyse the success of 
the discursive practices of Transnistria’s political elites. Additionally, the focus on peo
plehood – that is, the sense of belonging to a community (Bobick 2017, 158) – and 
the key role that it plays in legitimising political performances is emphasised throughout 
our work.

This article draws valuable insights from these studies, alongside others that focus on 
the implications of political performances for Kosovo (Musliu 2021; Visoka 2018; 2019; 
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2022) and several other critical works on contested statehood (Bouris and Fernandez- 
Molina 2018; Bouris and Papadimitriou 2020; Bouris and Kyris 2017; Caspersen 2009; 
2012; Caspersen and Stansfield 2011; Ker-Lindsay and Berg 2018; Geldenhuys 2009). 
While recognising the multiplicity of actors contributing to state performance, such as 
street-level bureaucrats, civil society and everyday citizens, our analysis focuses exclu
sively on political elites. This choice reflects not only a need to address the existing 
analytical and empirical gap on elite-driven identity-building but also acknowledges 
the pivotal role that political elites play in shaping and projecting national narratives 
and policy discourses.

Methodology

We deploy a CDA, drawing on the works of Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer (2001), in 
order to analyse the political performances of the highest-ranking officials of Transnistria 
across four distinct categories: Historical Context and its Instrumentalisation; Culture 
and Democratic Values; Material Provision; and Diplomacy and Political Processes. 
These categories emerged from a detailed analysis of 98 sources, resulting in the selection 
of 146 entries. The data has been collected from the official website of Transnistria’s 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), the governmental website, Pridnestrovsky Historical 
Portal, and one of the largest, state-owned media agencies of Transnistria, Novosti Prid
nestrovie. Both the MFA and the state-owned media outlet promote the rhetoric of the 
incumbent government, which highlights our main argument that political performances 
are conscious exercises of power that seek to establish a dominant narrative (Derrida 
1978). For the data gathered from the website of Novosti Pridnestrovie and from the 
Pridnestrovsky Historical Portal, we used an advanced translation software (DeepL), 
whereas the data from the website of the MFA was available in English. For this 
reason, it can be argued that the information available on the website of the MFA is 
intended for external purposes, while the Novosti Pridnestrovie and the Pridenstrovsky 
Historical Portal are more oriented towards an internal audience.

The timeline of our analysis ranges from February 2012 until March 2023, to highlight 
the recurrence of similar thematic structures over time, even though some of the repre
sentatives of the main state-institutions in Transnistria have changed. Regardless of this, 
our analysis shows that there have been some patterns that were present throughout the 
whole period, such as the construction of Transnistria as a victim of Moldova, the por
trayal of the West as a threat and of Russia as a liberator. Even as the president changed, 
political discourse that touches upon the notion of statehood in Transnistria has been 
constant and evolved along similar topics.

In line with the concept of performativity, CDA analyses language as a social practice 
and connects it to the context in which it is exercised (Wodak and Meyer 2001). It builds 
upon the idea that discourse, when naturalised through repetition, becomes an element 
of common sense (Fairclough 1995). In a similar way to ideological discourse, the state is 
also continuously and repetitively performed. CDA helps us uncover the mechanisms 
that guide the enactment of political discourses and shows how the latter both define 
and connect to the context in which they are exercised. Through performativity, political 
elites strategically reconcile ideological beliefs with historical facts and exercise their 
power through performances that set the ground for future interactions (van Dijk 
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2006). By using CDA, we aim to analyse how performativity can uncover the underlying 
power dynamics that shape the political context of Transnistria.

Our analysis identifies four categories of Transnistrian state-building performances. 
The first examines how national history is constructed and communicated through the 
state-owned Pridnestrovsky Historical Portal, framing historical interpretation as foun
dational for performative statehood. It also explores political discourse highlighting his
torical continuity, cultural heritage and multi-ethnic identity, emphasising Transnistria’s 
survival over time. The second focuses on portrayals of democracy and liberal society 
through official statements and media. The third addresses economic discourse, analys
ing material provision, internal output and external dependencies in relations with 
Russia, Ukraine and Moldova. Finally, the fourth category examines legal and political 
constructions, including foreign policy discourse and statements by senior officials, com
plemented by empirical data such as diplomatic meetings.

Performing the Transnistrian state

National history and its instrumentalisation

On the Pridnestrovsky Historical Portal (2023a), it is argued that, since the middle of the 
3rd century A.D., tribes of Chernyakhiv culture lived in ‘Pridnestrovie’. They combined 
German, Late Scythian, Slavic and Sarmatian features into a non-sectarian community. 
Through this, the multi-ethnic character of the ‘Pridnestrovian’ identity is emphasised 
through its official historical discourse (Demsińska and Iglesias 2013, 415). It is argued 
that while some of its members adopted Christianity, the Dniester lands were left 
almost completely empty after the invasion of the nomadic tribes of the Huns in 375 
(Pridnestrovsky Historical Portal 2023a).

Throughout the Middle Ages, Transnistria is constructed as the historical frontline of 
the Russo-Turkish wars. It is important to mention that, as opposed to some of the ethnic 
narratives employed by traditional state actors to legitimise the existence of the state, 
Transnistria is constructed as having a predominantly territorial origin and is not con
nected to any particular ethnicity (Solonari 2003, 425). The term ‘Pridnestrovian’ is 
linked to the peaceful, historical co-existence of multiple ethnic categories over the ter
ritory of present-day Transnistria (Ibid). In this way, Christianity, Slavic culture and the 
multi-ethnic character of Transnistria are all grounded in the territory’s ancient past.

In 1792, when the territory became part of the Russian Empire, it is claimed to have 
strengthened the latter’s Western borders against foreign invaders (Pridnestrovsky His
torical Portal 2023b). This narrative is used in order to portray present-day Transnistria 
as a historical defender of both Slavic culture and Orthodox Christianity (Dembińska 
2023, 4). After the collapse of the Russian Empire in 1917, the territory of Transnistria 
was included in the Ukrainian Oblast of Odesa. In 1924, the Moldovan Autonomous 
Soviet Socialist Republic (MASSR) was separated from the Ukrainian SSR, which included 
the territory of present-day Transnistria (Pridnestrovsky Historical Portal 2023c).

In June 1940, the Soviet Union annexed Bessarabia, a part of Romania at the time, to 
Transnistria through the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and created the Moldovan Soviet 
Socialist Republic (MSSR), with Tiraspol as its capital. In 1941, Romania, an ally of 
Nazi Germany at the time, annexed the MSSR and later lost it to the Soviet Union in 
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1944, with Moscow portrayed as Transnistria’s liberator (Ibid). The liberation of the 
MSSR is associated with the ‘Great Patriotic War’,6 which has been celebrated on a 
yearly basis in Transnistria and other post Soviet states under the name of Victory 
Day ever since.

Transnistria’s time as part of the Soviet Union between 1944 and 1992 is portrayed as a 
story of socio-economic success, arguing that the annexation of Bessarabia to its territory 
happened at its expense: “There were more differences between Transnistria and Bessar
abia than there were things in common. The industrial and agricultural complex that 
existed in Transnistria contrasted sharply with the poor, agrarian Bessarabia” (Pridnes
trovsky Historical Portal 2023d).

It is important to note that, although Transnistria’s officials glorify its Soviet past by 
emphasising its higher level of development in comparison to Bessarabia at the time, they 
also argue that the USSR’s decision to annex Bessarabia to its territory and unify the two 
into a single entity was illegitimate: 

The decision to annex Bessarabia to Pridnestrovie in 1940, as well as the decision to create 
the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic (MSSR) on the territory of Pridnestrovie in 1924 was 
purely political, had no historical foundations. Constitutional and legal norms were violated 
during the formation of the MSSR, while the absence of any arguments other than political 
necessity calls into question the legitimacy of these decisions and their historical validity 
(Ibid).

These examples show that the official narratives employed by Transnistria’s representa
tives emphasise its unique identity and historical continuity in an attempt to justify its 
right to sovereign existence. This particular interpretation of history is then used to estab
lish the historical foundation that legitimises the discursive enactment of the ‘Pridnestro
vian Moldovan Republic’ (PMR).

In 1990, the cities of present-day Transnistria refused to accept the policies proposed 
by the new regime in Moldova, which eventually led to the Transnistrian Conflict in 
19927 and marked “the transfer of authority from national to local institutions and the 
development of a competing claim of sovereignty and identity” (Roper 2005, 502). It 
was argued that Moldova started an aggression against the Russian-speaking population 
in Transnistria, which later escalated into a war between the two. With the help of 
Russia’s armed forces, the people of Transnistria managed to end the existing military 
conflict and declared the country’s independence (Pridnestrovsky Historical Portal 
2023e). However, apart from Abkhazia and South Ossetia, it was not recognised as a 
legitimate state, not even by Russia.

More than 30 years later, the local administration of Transnistria still enjoys ‘de facto’ 
rule over the territory and partial support from the population (Solonari 2003; Marandici 
2020; Dembińska 2023). Officials of Transnistria are promoting initiatives for digitalisa
tion and are trying to attract more international investment – at least on a discursive level 

6The Great Patriotic War refers to the Eastern Front and the confrontation between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany 
during the Second World War. It ultimately led to the Soviet capture of Berlin, with Victory Day (9 May) remaining a 
national holiday in Russia and other post-Soviet states.

7After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Transnistria resisted Moldova’s push for independence. Tensions escalated 
as Transnistrian separatists, backed by Russia’s 14th Army, clashed with Moldovan forces in a brief but intense war in 
1992. The conflict ended with a ceasefire in July of that year, leaving Transnistria as a contested state with its own 
administrative apparatus.
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(Invest Pridnestrovie 2023). Furthermore, Transnistria has been tacitly included in the 
‘Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area’ (DCFTA) between the EU and Moldova 
and has gradually increased its trade relations with the EU, something which is quite 
uncommon for a contested state (Dobrescu and Schumacher 2020, 421). Although it 
has a profound dependency on Russia, it shows strong signs of individual autonomy, 
especially since it did not join the latter’s military invasion of Ukraine in 2022. These 
developments all show that Transnistria has been a state-in-the-making ever since its 
(un)official proclamation in 1990, with its elites’ interpretation of history serving as a 
foundation for its political life.

Certain elements connecting to this national history have been instrumentalised to 
create a victim complex. This narrative portrays the international community, namely 
Western states and organisations, as trying to eradicate Transnistria by denying its his
torical right to existence. For this reason, political elites portray themselves as defenders 
of the history and culture of the ‘Pridnestrovian’ people: “We, Pridnestrovians, protect 
the true past, honour every historical fact, regardless of what colour a particular page 
of the chronicle of our region is painted” (Krasnoselsky 2022a).

Historical memory becomes an element that connects the people of Transnistria into a 
single, national category, and is fundamental for the construction of a multi-ethnic, ‘Prid
nestrovian’ identity (Dembińska and Iglesias 2013). The memory of a history that justifies 
the existence of Transnistria becomes interconnected to the notion of unity and lays the 
foundation for the latter’s claim to international recognition: 

Our sacred duty is to preserve the memory of this war,8 not to allow history to be rewritten 
for the sake of political interests […]. We have a special responsibility – to preserve the 
memory of the feat of the people during The Great Patriotic War, to preserve traditions, 
to achieve new successes and work for the prosperity of our Fatherland (Krasnoselsky 2021).

Another important aspect of Transnistria’s history and culture is the construction of the 
‘Pridnestrovian’ people as a multi-ethnic group that can be traced back to ancient times 
(Dembińska and Iglesias 2013, 417). The claim for a multi-ethnic ‘Pridnestrovian’ iden
tity reinforces the idea that, on the territory of Transnistria, people of multiple ethnicities 
from numerous territories have always lived peacefully together and eventually became 
homogenised into Slavic culture and Eastern Orthodoxy, forming the new ‘Pridnestro
vian’ identity category (Dembińska 2023, 423). This highlights how important the afore
mentioned elements are for the construction of a ‘Pridnestrovian’ identity and the 
contested state’s struggle for recognition. The sacrifices that the local population made 
as defenders of Slavic culture and Orthodox Christianity justify the existence of a ‘Prid
nestrovian’ identity, which in turn legitimises Transnistria’s claim to official statehood: 

Pridnestrovians sound proud! […] We are Pridnestrovians, Moldovans, Russians, 
Ukrainians, Bulgarians, Gagauz. We have been living in peace and harmony for 25 years. 
Our cultural traditions and destinies have merged into one whole, giving rise to a new 
concept – the Pridnestrovian people […] We respect our state symbols and cultural heritage, 
we know how important it is to appreciate our history. […] We love our republic, and strive 
to make it better! (Parnas 2015).

8This refers to ‘The Great Patriotic War’, where Russia liberated Transnistria, which was under the rule of Romania at the 
time.
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In addition to the above, Transnistria’s inability to become recognised as a state is, above 
all, attributed to Moldova. It is argued that the latter is guilty of an aggressive policy 
agenda against the Russian-speaking population on the Eastern side of the Dniester 
and has been actively trying to hinder Transnistria’s quest for sovereignty and develop
ment since the end of the 1990-92 Independence War: 

If you would decide to look through the history of Moldova-Pridnestrovie relations, you 
would see that Pridnestrovie has been under pressure during all 25 years of our independent 
development: in 1989, when different social processes against oppression of Russian-speak
ing population were initiated; in 1990, when we proclaimed independence. In 1992 Pridnes
trovie faced serious military aggression with air and artillery bombardment from the side of 
Moldova, including the assault and an attempt to seize second largest Pridnestrovian city – 
Bendery (Ignatiev 2015).

In connection to the historical context previously introduced, Transnistria constructs 
itself as a victim that has been subjected to the aggressive foreign policy of Moldova 
since the dissolution of the USSR. Officials of Transnistria argue that it has been continu
ously pressured by the latter into forfeiting its sovereign statehood. By reinforcing this 
narrative, political officials perform the role of protectors and, through public discourse, 
construct the image of Transnistria as a victim of oppression, with its statehood unlaw
fully and unjustly denied.

Culture and democratic values

On a similar note, it can be argued that the portrayal of Transnistria as a democratic 
society is unreflective of the socio-political and economic realities of the contested 
state. The market is completely dominated by an oligarchic power structure, the govern
ment has strict control over the local resources and people (Berg and Vits 2022), and the 
media is state-owned and drastically restricts freedom of speech. However, by perform
ing Transnistria as a liberal, peaceful and mature political entity, its officials construct a 
storyline which grants them the necessary legitimacy to preserve the existence of the 
‘de facto’ state.

In terms of free speech, the importance of a national, ‘liberal’ media is also emphasised 
throughout political discourse. At the same time, however, the officials of Transnistria 
argue that state-control is necessary due to the fact that the ‘republic’ does not tolerate 
radical instigators that might drag the state into a violent conflict: “Since 1992 Pridnes
trovie has peacefully built its statehood, and we would not want radicals from one or 
another side, nationalists, or else fascists to enter our territory and try to drag Pridnes
trovie into a conflict” (Shevchuk 2014).

At face-value, the media is portrayed as free and is discursively constructed as a safe- 
space where contradictory exchanges of information and differences of opinion peace
fully co-exist: 

As for Pridnestrovie, I think state authorities’ approaches to media are really democratic. 
[…] The state channels provided the opportunity to speak both for those candidates who, 
conditionally speaking, supported the president or the state’s efforts on the whole, and 
for those candidates who did not support them and were opponents to any extent. And 
we saw how everyone expressed their views calmly and freely on the state television (Shev
chuk 2015b).
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At the same time, it is stated that people who act as ‘instigators’ and contradict the con
ventional narratives of state officials will be held accountable. It is even argued that there 
are legal consequences that such ‘instigators’ will face in the event that they are caught 
committing acts of provocation: 

Anyone who is not a citizen of the Pridnestrovian Moldavian Republic, who will arrive on 
the territory of Pridnestrovie in order to influence the will of the citizens, there is a good 
article for them in our Criminal Code that can hold them here for three to five years. 
And it will be done. I have already given the appropriate instructions to law enforcement 
agencies to conduct activities to identify such persons (Shevchuk 2015a).

Therefore, it is safe to assume the media is only formally portrayed as free with the objec
tive of strengthening the impression of ‘legitimate governance’ on behalf of Transnistria’s 
officials. Internally, it reinforces the claim that the existence of Transnistria is the rightful 
expression of the will of its population. Externally, it tries to construct Transnistria as a 
democratic society whose right to statehood is wrongfully being denied.

Finally, the glorification of Transnistria and its past is also used to compensate for the 
economic difficulties that its people have been facing, connecting the latter to the per
formances of Transnistria’s victim complex: “There is no mourning in the country, for 
a moment, do you understand? Yes, it’s a difficult [economic] situation. We must and 
will do this even in difficult times, as our older generation of winners once did during 
the Great Patriotic War” (Krasnoselsky 2022b).

These references to an ‘oppressed history’ are routinely performed in political dis
course so as to legitimise the struggles of the local population. The re-enactment of its 
past serves as a means for justifying the existence of Transnistria as a state and the neces
sity to defend it at all costs, even if it comes at the expense of its people.

Material provision

Like most contested states, Transnistria enjoys a significant degree of centralised admin
istration (Ó Beacháin et al. 2016, 442). In addition to the historical and cultural heritage 
that are regularly cited in political discourse, looking at how its fragmentary level of local 
government is discursively performed is fundamental for understanding its contested 
status, as it directly bridges the gap between the virtual dimension of language and the 
material reality of statehood (Kolstø 2006; Kolstø and Blakkisurd 2008).

First, the public officials of Transnistria construct a narrative which portrays Moldova, 
Ukraine and the European integration project as being responsible for its economic decline: 

Due to the policy of constant economic restrictions [from Moldova and Ukraine] Pridnes
trovie does not have enough resources in order to settle up fully for gas supplied from Russia 
Shevchuk 2014).

Additionally, eight years later, during the energy crisis that followed from Russia’s inva
sion of Ukraine, the new president of Transnistria, Vadim Krasnoselsky, argues that the 
contested state’s administration is being forced by the international community to adapt 
to significant economic constraints: 

I repeat, there has been no transit through Pridnestrovie to Europe for four years. We were 
not given extra gas, it’s strictly limited, there are no storage facilities, so there is no need to 
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blame anyone, dear gentlemen. Please, don’t embarrass yourself with your advice […]. The 
authorities are in a difficult situation, it is really hard for us to solve the seemingly imposs
ible. I assure you; 69 million cubic meters of gas is really not enough for the needs that exist 
today. We make decisions – somewhat unpopular, forced decisions (Krasnoselsky 2022b).

These two examples, which are eight years apart, show that a similar narrative has been 
employed by Transnistria’s political elites in both scenarios to avoid being blamed for the 
state’s unfavourable economic situation.

Apart from some brief mentions of tax revenue and aid from the Russian Federation, 
there is little to no available data about the state budget and the sources of government 
expenditure. Until 2022, through the company Tiraspol-TransGaz-Pridnestrovye, Trans
nistria received free natural gas from the Russian Federation (Dembińska and Campana 
2017). It sold the gas on the local market at a higher price to Transnistria’s residents and 
firms; this money went into the state budget where it was redistributed in the form of 
pensions and public expenditures (Berg and Vits 2022, 859-60). In this process, Trans
nistria accumulated debt, which Russia, through non-recognition, partially assigned to 
Moldova (Ibid). As a result, in 2015 Transnistria accumulated more than USD 4 
billion in debt to Russia, which is about five times its annual GDP (Ibid). Since 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Moldova transferred its gas transmission 
network, previously managed by Moldovatransgaz – a subsidiary controlled by 
Russia’s Gazprom – to Vestmoldtransgaz, owned by Romania’s Transgaz and the Euro
pean Bank for Reconstruction and Development (Cenusa 2024; Littra 2023) This de- 
coupling of Moldova’s energy sector significantly reduced Russia’s leverage, removing 
a key tool of “gas blackmail” (Ibid).

However, a very different picture of the local economic climate is being painted 
through the political discourse of Transnistria’s officials. They portray the contested 
state as a large economic centre open to international trade, arguing that the contested 
state’s economy is strong and, unless hindered by external factors, works smoothly 
and can generate sustainable growth: 

The economy, including the foreign trade of Pridnestrovie, largely depends on the activities 
of large enterprises – Rybnitsa Metallurgical Plant, Moldovan GRES, Tirotex, KVINT, Inter
dnestrcom. If these enterprises are functioning, then statistically the foreign trade figures 
look acceptable. To date, these giants are working relatively smoothly. Pridnestrovie actively 
trades with the outside world, buying raw materials and equipment and selling final pro
ducts (Ignatiev 2022b).

Finally, the state-owned media channel Novosti Pridnestrovie actively promotes the pro
vision of Russian humanitarian aid, which is then distributed by the contested state’s 
institutions to the population. This political performance depicts Transnistria’s govern
ment as a saviour and protector of the people by negotiating the provision of humanitar
ian aid from Russia: 

Regular tranche of Russian humanitarian aid has arrived in Pridnestrovie – these are funds 
intended to increase the amount of pension payments. The joint Pridnestrovian-Russian 
allowance is 150 Pridnestrovian rubles as before. Vadim Krasnoselsky instructed to immedi
ately begin payments (Novosti Pridnestrovie 2022).

In this way, the image of Russia as a supporter of Transnistria is constructed, regardless 
of the fact that the former does not officially recognise it as a state. Arguably the reason 
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for this is for Moscow to have a stronger grip on Moldova, to whom it tried to transfer the 
costs of the energy resources that it distributes to Transnistria (Berg and Vits 2022, 860). 
Through public discourse, Russia is depicted as a saviour, while agents of the Western 
world are being portrayed, more often than not, as hostile and unjust. Transnistria’s strength
ening of trade relations with Moldova, Ukraine and the EU, and its complete dependency on 
Russian energy and subsidies, place its officials in a situation where they constantly have to 
bargain between the interests of stronger external actors (Dembińska and Mérand 2019, 20- 
1). This places political elites in a position where they must align their performances of sover
eignty with their political interests, forcing them to engage in a fragile balancing act.

Diplomacy and political performances

In terms of diplomacy, officials of the PMR construct the contested state’s identity 
around a narrative of victimhood, whose international voice and right to existence is con
stantly being denied, particularly by Moldova and Ukraine. 

Today the impression is that they [Moldova and Ukraine] still try through these actions to 
undermine the economic basis of Transnistria, to extend the sovereignty of Moldova to 
Pridnestrovie and to solve more global problems of settlement under the pressure of econ
omic problems. I think it’s a wrong step, a wrong direction. Our history has already seen it, 
but we have faced for the first time the fact that Kishinev and Kiev act in the same way, fol
lowing a common plan. This complicates our resource capabilities to respond to new chal
lenges (Shevchuk 2015b).

Furthermore, the officials of Transnistria, through public communication, position 
themselves as having no choice concerning their participation in the DCFTA with the 
EU, although it has arguably been proven beneficial for the ‘republic’ (Dembińska 
2022, 2). As the signing of the DCFTA agreement would harm Transnistria’s relations 
with Russia and the Commonwealth of Independent States,9 it was portrayed as a 
decision that would only be taken because of pressure from Moldova and Ukraine, 
with the latter two enjoying significant support from the EU: 

We live in an open world. Pridnestrovie does not set rules in this open world, but the big 
players do. We are actually offered to sign a political or economic declaration, no matter 
what form, and to join the DCFTA, which had been signed between the Moldovan govern
ment and the EU (Shevchuk 2015a).

Throughout Transnistria’s political discourse, it has been argued that the increased col
laboration between Ukraine, Moldova and the EU puts considerable economic pressure 
on Transnistria, in an attempt to force the integration of the latter into Moldova. It is 
argued that Transnistria has been excluded from most negotiation processes, with 
local officials struggling to defend the interests of its population. Again, the role of ‘pro
tector’ is performed by the contested state’s political elites, with the PMR being a victim 
of non-recognition policies and international pressure: “The Moldovan side multiplied 
by zero the little mutual trust that had been accumulated within the framework of a 
step-by-step solution of certain socio-humanitarian and economic issues over almost a 
decade” (Ignatiev 2022a).

9The Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) is a Eurasian intergovernmental organisation between Armenia, Azer
baijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan.
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This second example shows that the same narrative is being employed in 2022, regard
less of the fact that Transnistria has significantly increased its trade relations with the EU, 
Moldova and Ukraine between 2015 and 2022. Although it is unclear whether Transnis
tria fulfilled the necessary obligations to join the DCFTA, it engages in international trade 
with multiple countries of the EU through the former ‘Autonomous Trade Preferences’ 
framework agreed between the EU and Moldova, which fully entered into effect in July 
2016 (Cenusa 2017). However, it is important to note that the production output of 
Transnistria is completely dependent on the gas that it receives from Russia at a 
premium price and, for this reason, its elites cannot express any affinity for the European 
integration project. Thus, through repetitive performances such as the ones previously 
introduced, the officials of Transnistria construct their image as protectors and cham
pions of the people, portrayed as innocent victims of the international status quo. Per
forming these roles allows the political elites of Transnistria to engage in a balancing 
act between the East and the West, achieving strong internal legitimacy in the process. 
Additionally, the discursive construction of Moldova as an antagonist is particularly 
important for the achievement of independent statehood, due to the fact that formal sep
aration necessarily requires a political reason which, in our case, is represented by con
stant persecution from the former: 

All this is blatant deceit and delusion [negotiations with Moldova]. You cannot for years 
refuse to implement agreements and block the resolution of practical issues for the 
benefit of the people under the guise of some abstract goodwill. Any sustainable solution 
must be built on a solid foundation. Unfortunately, Moldovan representatives themselves 
are actively eroding this foundation by limiting negotiations, imposing restrictive measures, 
and severing traditional trade and economic ties, among other things (Ignatiev 2022a).

These political performances can be directly connected to the regular diplomatic meet
ings that are being held between the highest-ranking officials of Transnistria – particu
larly its Minister of Foreign Affairs and its President – and representatives of 
international organisations such as the Organization for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE) and the United Nations (UN), and of external states such as Russia, 
the United Kingdom (UK), the Netherlands, Sweden and the United States (US). Such 
diplomatic meetings included: Vitaly Ignatiev’s meetings with ambassadors from 
Sweden (20/05/2021), the UK (20/04/2021) and the OSCE (25/05/2021); Vadim Krasno
selsky’s meetings with delegations from the US (10/07/2021, 23/07/2022, 30/11/2022), 
Russia (03/02/2023), the UK (12/05/2023), the Netherlands (18/02/2023) and Latvia 
(27/10/2021). Although rarely accompanied by official statements from Transnistria’s 
political authorities, the regularity of these meetings is in itself a political performance, 
showing that Transnistria has a centralised diplomatic service that mimics those of its 
recognised counterparts.

The fact that traditional states engage in diplomatic discussions with the PMR indicates a 
certain degree of ‘informal’ recognition, which has long been characterised as “engagement 
without recognition” (Ker-Lindsay 2015; de Waal 2018). These interactions suggest that 
Transnistria’s performances of statehood have been at least partially successful in establishing 
itself as an independent political entity. The public nature of these meetings, held on the ter
ritory of Transnistria, is a performance that, on a discursive level, is used by local elites and 
government structures to support the latter’s claim for sovereignty, in an attempt to 
strengthen both Transnistria’s symbolic and territorial dimensions.
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Conclusion

The aim of this article was to address some of the existing conceptual and empirical gaps 
in the literature on contested states and state-building. Adopting a performative 
approach has allowed us to shift the focus from static notions of statehood to the 
dynamic practices and discourses through which contested states are continuously 
(re)produced as evolving political projects. Despite the flourishing literature on contested 
states, most approaches insufficiently ascribe agency to them and as such our knowledge 
about their everyday making of statehood has largely remained limited with a few excep
tions. From a conceptual perspective, this article connected some of the most important 
post-structuralist philosophical works to a series of critical studies that provide an 
empirical analysis of contested statehood. It built upon the idea that states are transfor
mative entities defined by a series of political performances which are instrumentally 
deployed in order to achieve various political goals. As such, our analysis demonstrates 
that political performances are conscious expressions of power that harvest legitimacy 
from the population to bring the ‘state’ into existence. Methodologically, the use of 
CDA enabled us to underscore the powerful role of language and also uncover the essen
tial connection between political performances and the context in which they are exer
cised. From an empirical standpoint, the article shed light on public statements, 
interviews, news articles and diplomatic meetings, dividing the data into four primary 
categories that delineate the main topics they addressed.

Through the critical discourse analysis of Transnistria’s political elites, we shed light 
on how, through national history, a context is created that legitimises the existence of 
Transnistria. Political elites perform a ‘liberal’ and ‘democratic’ society, which 
becomes a recurring theme throughout public discourse. Officials showcase a supposedly 
healthy economic situation, attributing existing hardships to Moldova and the West 
absolving, the local administration of any guilt. On a diplomatic level, political perform
ances mimic those of conventional states, with international meetings being publicly dis
played online through the website of the MFA as a way to also perform, consolidate and 
‘showcase’ the state.

In sum, this article has demonstrated how language, performative practices and strategic 
discourses are central to the construction and maintenance of (contested) statehood in 
Transnistria, revealing the dynamic interplay between history, legitimacy, identity and pol
itical agency in these processes. In terms of future research, we would encourage scholars to 
focus on internal public communications in Transnistria, as there are several podcasts, 
interviews and televised discussions which would be important to analyse. This could be 
further supported by studying the performative actions of street-level bureaucrats, 
members of civil society and everyday citizens, investigating how these elements contribute 
to the production of the (contested) state. Another avenue for future study would be to 
examine how the local population perceives these political narratives and discourses, 
and how public opinion in Transnistria is shaped from a bottom-up perspective.
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