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IMMIGRANTS’ ADAPTATION TO NEIGHBORING EUROPEAN 
UNION MEMBER STATES: ESTONIANS IN FINLAND

Jussi S. Jauhiainen

University of Turku and University of Tartu

Abstract. This study examines how immigrants in the European Union adapt to their 
neighboring host countries. We analyze Estonians in Finland, the country’s largest group 
of foreign nationals, with surveys of 2398 adult Estonians, covering six per cent of this 
population. Finnish-language proficiency, intermarriage with Finns, and raising children 
in Finland strongly predict Estonians’ deeper adaptation and matter more than duration of 
residence. After many years in Finland, Estonians’ adaptation trajectories have diverged: 
only a small minority are fully adapted, and even fewer remain fully separate from the 
Finnish society. Despite Estonians’ having linguistic proximity and familiarity with local 
norms in Finland, their active online interaction and frequent visits to Estonia sustain 
belonging to their country of origin, moderating and slowing progress toward full adaptation. 
Domain-specific lens better captures variation in adaptation than a single overall score: 
partial adaptation of the majority of Estonians unfolds differently across accommodation, 
employment, and free-time social life.
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1. Introduction

Labor-related migration usually happens from less affluent to wealthier 
neighboring member states within the European Union (EU). Some migrants 
circulate or stay only briefly abroad, but others establish long-term residence in 
the host country (Barslund et al. 2014). When immigrants’ everyday life stabilizes 
abroad, many end up remaining in the host country for long, especially if they are 
able to maintain meaningful ties to the country of origin (Windzio et al. 2011). Initial 
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linguistic and cultural proximity ease immigrants’ adaptation (Snel et al. 2006). 
Over time, sustained residence abroad generally deepens connections to the 
host society: host-country language proficiency, friendships with natives, and 
intermarriage and family formation with host-country citizens support adaptation 
further (Miglietta and Tartaglia 2008, Nagayoshi et al. 2023, Song 2009). On the 
other hand, frequent socially significant ties to the home country, combined with 
greater linguistic and cultural distance to the host communities, tend to complicate 
and slow adaptation trajectories (Janská et al. 2021). Nevertheless, adaptation does 
not require assimilation, so immigrants’ cultural differences need not impede their 
successful inclusion. Perceptions of immigrants as culturally close or distant are 
produced through boundary-making that highlights some similarities or differences 
while ignoring others (Bloemraad et al. 2023).

This study examines migration from one EU member state to its neighboring 
EU host country and the extent of immigrants’ adaptation there over time. The case 
focuses on Estonians in Finland who in the early 2020s were the largest foreign-
citizen group and the second-largest immigrant group there, constituting almost 
one percent of the population of Finland; three percent of Estonian citizens, 52,000 
individuals of whom 40,600 adults, resided then in Finland (Statistics Finland 2025). 

Finland’s geographic proximity, higher salaries, and cultural affinity have made 
it an attractive migration destination for Estonians. Their daily lives in Finland are 
of academic and societal interest and are a frequently discussed topic in the media 
of both countries. Academic research on Estonians’ adaptation to Finland typically 
is based either on the use of accurate population register of Finland or on intensive 
qualitative studies of a small number of interviewees. Most research predates the 
COVID-19 pandemic that was a major rupture in otherwise smooth mobility and 
migration between these two countries (Alho and Kumer-Haukanõmm 2020, Alho 
and Sippola 2019, Anniste and Tammaru 2014, Anniste et al. 2017, Järv et al. 2021, 
Lagerspetz 2020, Telve 2019). In this article, we study Estonians’ adaptation to 
Finland by using two comprehensive surveys conducted on both sides of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The research questions are: What factors shape variation 
in Estonians’ adaptation to Finland? How do length of stay and family situation 
in Finland influence Estonians’ adaptation? How digital and physical contacts to 
Estonia impact Estonians’ adaptation to Finland? 

The article proceeds with a conceptual discussion of adaptation in the era of  
a digitalized society. On the one hand, we utilize broader frameworks of adaptation, 
paying also attention to immigrants’ digital and physical interaction with the country 
of origin. On the other hand, we address adaptation through domains, such as 
accommodation, employment, and social life in the host country (Kukk et al. 2018). 
The materials and methods section draws on semi-structured surveys conducted in 
2019 (pre-pandemic) and 2022 (post-peak pandemic), with responses from 2398 
adult Estonian residents in Finland. Descriptive statistics and cross-tabulations were 
implemented as methods. 

The results indicate that despite many years in Finland, only a few Estonians 
were fully adapted, and even fewer remained fully separated from the Finnish 
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society. The vast majority were in between, but partial adaptation unfolds differently 
across accommodation, employment, and free-time social life. Finnish-language 
proficiency, intermarriage with Finns, and raising children in Finland strongly predict 
Estonians’ deeper adaptation and matter more than the duration of residence there. 
Estonians’ active online interaction and frequent visits to Estonia sustain belonging to 
the country of origin, moderating and often slowing progress toward full adaptation 
despite initial linguistic proximity and familiarity with local norms. The conclusion 
synthesizes the main findings, acknowledges limitations, and outlines directions for 
further research.

2. Immigrants’ adaptation processes to the host country

Having left their country of origin and settled elsewhere, immigrants become 
part of the receiving society, adapting through daily social interactions and proper 
settlement and employment (Penninx and Garcés-Mascareñas 2016). Adaptation is 
a dynamic, multi-domain process shaped by the interplay of individual agencies, 
material and digital social practices, and structural conditions. Immigrants continu
ously negotiate between personal resources and constraints, the host society’s 
opportunity structures, and transnational engagements. Adaptation outcomes depend 
on both the receiving society’s and immigrants’ openness and assets, legal regimes, 
rights, and security of status, while restrictions in these domains and xenophobia 
impede adaptation (Ager and Strang 2008, Berry 2017).

Socio-cultural adaptation, often divided into cultural, social, and identity dimen
sions, concerns immigrants’ learning and use of host-society norms through contact 
with natives and development of  a sense of belonging, frequently without reciprocal 
institutional change in the host society (Berry 2017, Favell 2019, Heckmann 
2005). Structural adaptation refers to effective access to rights and positions in 
employment, education, housing, healthcare, and political participation ‒ not merely 
formal entitlements but also awareness and practical capacity to use them (King and 
Skeldon 2010). Legal citizenship acquisition by immigrants typically facilitates their 
structural incorporation via extended civic rights and fuller labor-market access, 
though it requires language proficiency and residence duration (Bauböck et al. 2013). 

Immigrants’ initial migration motivations and intentions matter. Those with 
long- term settlement plans in the host country invest more in language learning 
and social participation, whereas initially economically motivated movers often 
attain faster material incorporation but shallower socio-cultural adaptation (de Haas 
and Fokkema 2011). Those planning to stay engage more with natives, achieve 
higher language proficiency, and consume host-country media; such socio-cultural 
adaptation reduces return intentions (Wachter and Fleischmann 2018). 

Consistent adaptation drivers include immigrants’ length of stay in the host 
country, host-language proficiency, familiarity with local norms, and their level of 
education (Miglietta and Tartaglia 2008, Snel et al. 2006). Adaptation to the host 
society spans individual psychological well-being and belonging, socio-cultural 
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functioning in the labor market and in daily social interactions, and intercultural 
relations marked by mutual respect and low prejudice (Berry 2017, Ward 2024). 
Cultural proximity generally eases adaptation, whereas strong origin attachments 
can hinder it, especially amid cultural or political distance (Janská et al. 2021). 

Gendered and domain-specific barriers to adaptation persist, in particular through 
marriages. Women in some groups adapt more in socio-cultural domains, but patterns 
vary by context and life stage (Cheung and Phillimore 2017, Dalgard and Thapa 
2007, de Haas and Fokkema 2011). Family situations are pivotal: intermarriage with 
natives is often associated with deeper structural and socio-cultural incorporation, 
though the link is not automatic (Dribe and Lundh 2008, Jääskeläinen 2003, 
Nagayoshi et al. 2023, Song 2009). Having children can either slow adaptation by 
tightening time and resource constraints or accelerate it by connecting parents to 
schools and peer networks (Anniste et al. 2017, Janská et al. 2021).

Finally, immigrants’ cross-border practices impact adaptation in non-linear ways, 
particularly between neighboring host and home countries. Early in settlement, 
limited language and unfamiliarity with norms can push newcomers toward co-
national networks both in host and home countries, which may slow broader 
adaptation (O’Reilly 2007). In today’s digital environment, daily online ties with 
diaspora and home-country networks increasingly impact also adaptation (Jauhiainen 
2026, van der Zee and van Oudenhoven 2022). Strong country of origin-directed ties 
can dampen socio-cultural adaptation to the host society (Janská et al. 2021), yet 
such engagement may also grow alongside attachment to the host country over time 
(Schunck 2011).

Rather than reducing adaptation to a single indicator, a domains approach 
to immigrants’ adaptation ties these strands together by examining key elements 
in the host society: immigrants’ accommodation (housing), functional activities 
(employment and education), and free time uses (social/leisure/family) as interlinked 
over time and across places (Kukk et al. 2018, van Ham and Tammaru 2016). A focus 
on domains, drivers, and contexts offers a coherent framework for analyzing and 
explaining why some immigrants adapt swiftly, others do it slowly, and many unevenly 
across different spheres of daily lives. Domains often evolve asynchronously: stable 
employment can coexist with social distance from natives, while rich social ties may 
pair with precarious jobs. Across domains, host-language proficiency is the strongest 
predictor: it unlocks labor-market access, enables interaction with natives and local 
media use, and visibly signals adaptation (Miglietta and Tartaglia 2008, Shields and 
Price 2002). However, language acquisition alone does not produce shared social 
spaces, as only the most adapted immigrants tend to form informal leisure-time ties 
with natives. Opportunity structures and everyday interactions within each domain 
are shaped by neighborhood composition, workplace norms, and free-time contacts, 
impacting meaningful adaptation (Kukk et al. 2018). 

Contemporary approaches toward adaptation processes are nuanced and 
multidimensional. These insights move beyond linear, end-state models toward  
a realistic account of adaptation as contingent, domain-specific, and co-produced.  
J. W. Berry (2017) has fine-tuned a reciprocal acculturation framework over decades: 
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there immigrants’ strategies and practices for adaptation vary by domain and over 
time, as the host society responds to these. Assimilation entails adopting host-culture 
norms while discarding heritage practices, frequently reflecting power asymmetries 
in a “melting pot society.” Integration combines immigrants’ adoption by active 
engagement in the host society while maintaining their heritage; critically, it requires 
host-side recognition of immigrants’ rights and their inclusion across social, cultural, 
structural, and spatial dimensions (Ager and Strang 2008, Zandi-Navgran et al. 2025). 
Separation allows immigrants to preserve heritage while minimizing host contact; it 
can be protective but risks segregated isolation. Marginalization denotes immigrants’ 
weak ties to both heritage and host contexts, often driven by legal precarity and social 
exclusion. This reciprocal, multi-domain view reframes adaptation not as a single 
path but as ongoing negotiations among individual agencies, opportunity structures, 
and societal responses, allowing for shifts across strategies, as conditions and life 
stages change. For immigrants, it may be feasible to combine high heritage-culture 
maintenance and high mainstream-culture adoption (Berry 2017, Zandi-Navgran  
et al. 2025).

3. Materials and methods

This study draws empirically on 2398 survey respondents who were adult 
Estonian citizens residing officially in Finland. Eligibility for this study required 
being at least 18 years old, reporting Estonian as the first language, arriving 
in Finland between 1999 and 2021, and providing gender and age in the survey.  
The material was collected on two occasions: before the COVID-19 pandemic in  
2019 (1607 respondents) and after the pandemic peak in 2022 (791 respondents). 
Respondents in the two waves were different individuals. In the samples, women 
were over represented in 2019 relative to 2022 (65% vs. 55%), and respondents aged 
60+ were slightly under represented (13% vs. 17%). To improve comparability across 
the waves and the representation of the data of adult Estonians in Finland, a weighting 
procedure was applied to the 2019 sample to align its gender–age composition with 
that of 2022.

Finally, the sample consisted of 55 per cent women and 45 per cent men. Of them, 
14 per cent were 18–34 years old, 39 per cent 35–49, 42 per cent 50–64, and 5 per cent 
had reached the retirement age of 65.  Regarding educational background, a minority 
(21%) held tertiary degrees. Nearly all (96%) arrived in Finland when they were 
adults and of working age; 4 per cent migrated when they were minors, 84 per cent 
when they were 18–49 years old, and only 0.1 per cent at or above retirement age 
(65+). More than half (57%) had lived in Finland for over 10 years, 32 per cent 6–10 
years, 10 per cent 2–5 years, and very few (1%) less than 2 years.

To analyze Estonians’ adaptation trajectories in Finland, we grouped the respond
ents using four observable indicators deriving from earlier discussed theories and 
studies regarding immigrants’ adaptation to the host society. These were: (1) Finnish- 
language proficiency (self-assessed), (2) long-term settlement intention (remain in 
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Finland,  return to Estonia, or unsure about return), (3) free-time sociality (spending 
leisure primarily with Finns, primarily with Estonians, or mixed), and (4) media 
consumption (frequency of following Finnish media). Each indicator was coded 
into harmonized categories; missing values were rare and handled pairwise in cross-
tabulations and listwise when constructing composite profiles. Individuals were 
classified into three profiles: least adapted, partially adapted, and most adapted. 
The category of partially adapted could include full adaptation in some domains 
without equivalent depth in others, consistent with a domain-based approach. 
Domain-specific motives, such as employment and family composition, frequently 
co-occur, so their joint association with profiles was examined. For example, many 
respondents had economy as their main motivation to migrate to Finland, mainly to 
get better employment, but they subsequently formed families in Finland or reunited 
with the family there, suggesting cumulative embedding. Furthermore, later sections 
of the article consider how digital interaction moderates adaptation to Finland.

Regarding methods, descriptive statistics summarize the distribution of motivations 
and adaptation indicators across surveys. Methodologically, cross-tabulations 
are well suited for assessing patterned differences across multiple nominal and 
ordinal variables and remain robust when group sizes are uneven. Cross-tabulations 
compared adaptation profiles across Estonian immigrants’ demographic (age, 
gender), social (household composition, intermarriage with Finns), and functional 
characteristics (employment status, length of residence). Chi-square test results were 
presented, reporting exact p-values and, where expected frequencies fell below five, 
Fisher’s exact test was used. To aid interpretation beyond significance, effect sizes  
(Cramér’s V) and 95 per cent confidence intervals were presented where applicable. 

Two additional steps strengthened inference. First, we conducted stratified cross-
tabulation by survey year to check potential effects for the pre-pandemic context in 
2019 vs. the post-peak pandemic context in 2022, ensuring observed relationships 
were not artifacts of structural changes in the opportunity context. Second, we 
performed sensitivity checks using alternative thresholds for the three-category 
adaptation profile, e.g., requiring higher language proficiency or more frequent 
Finnish media use to qualify as the most adapted. However, substantive conclusions 
remained stable across these specifications.

4. Empirical results

Finland remains a key migration destination for Estonians: since regaining 
Estonia’s independence in 1991, Finland’s higher wages, short distance, and cultural 
affinity have drawn steady inflows. In the past 30+ years, net migration balance has 
been always negative to Estonia, except in 2019. Over years, migration inflows from 
Estonia to Finland have remained modest but steady, ranging annually from 500 
to 6000, in recent years between 1400 and 2400, while return migration to Estonia 
has rarely exceeded 2000, being in recent years between 1200 and 1900 (Statistics 
Finland 2025). The result is that in 2022, about 52,000 Estonian citizens resided 
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in Finland, alongside substantial short-term circular mobility for employment and 
leisure (Anniste et al. 2017, Statistics Finland 2025, Telve 2019). 

Geographical, cultural, and linguistic proximity shape how Estonians adapt in 
Finland. Compared with many other immigrants in Finland, Estonians’ Finnic roots 
facilitate socio-cultural adaptation through easier routine interaction with natives 
(Alho and Sippola 2019, Heckmann 2005). Because this migration occurs within 
the EU, Estonian citizens also enjoy extensive rights in employment, education, 
healthcare, and local political participation, supporting their structural integration 
(King and Skeldon 2010). These advantages shorten typical “entry costs” of 
settlement, lowering barriers to first jobs and public services relative to many other 
foreign nationals in Finland.

Strong Finnish-language proficiency gives Estonians a labor-market advantage 
and contributes to their high employment (Anniste and Tammaru 2014, Lagerspetz 
2020). Combining that with the high share of working-age population results in 
Estonians in Finland being among immigrants proportionally least dependent 
on unemployment benefits and public subsidies. In fact, among the respondents, 
the dominant trigger for migration to Finland was economic considerations. They 
most often cited securing employment, improving earnings, and accessing social 
guarantees (e.g., predictable contracts, social insurance, and public services) as 
primary migration motivations. Family-related reasons, such as joining a partner, 
coordinating childrearing across borders, or supporting ageing parents, were also 
salient: typically as a secondary but a reinforcing factor alongside employment. In 
open comments, the respondents frequently framed migration decisions as household 
strategies rather than individual choices, indicating that family priorities shaped 
destination, timing, and anticipated length of stay, even when the initial move was 
employment-led.

In Finland, many Estonians seek to blend in and adapt, helped by cultural and 
ethnic similarity, but only rather few attempt full assimilation. Finns tend to view 
Estonians more positively than other immigrant groups, and Estonians generally 
appraise their migration journey as successful, even when they start to plan eventual 
return (Anniste and Tammaru 2014, Helander 2020, Jaakkola 2009, Jauhiainen and 
Smolander 2025, Lagerspetz 2020). This pattern contrasts with Estonian immigrants 
whose mother tongue is Russian, for whom adaptation trajectories and perceptions 
are markedly different: they rarely know Finnish well and they tend to have only 
few Finnish friends and more connections to Russian-speaking diaspora both in 
Finland and elsewhere, thus refusing to identify themselves with Estonia and Finland 
concurrently and, in some cases, with any state at all (Vorobeva and Jauhiainen 2023).

Geographical proximity of Estonia can, however, hinder deeper adaptation. 
Mobility back and forth between Finland and Estonia is relatively easy, and 
geographical nearness combined with advanced digital infrastructures enables 
Estonian immigrants’ frequent contact with family and friends in Estonia, fostering 
cross-border lifestyles and flexible settlement intentions (Anniste et al. 2017). 
Regular visits across the 80-km Gulf of Finland and constant online connectivity 
allow many to coordinate work, care, and social life across borders, which may 
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moderate full immersion in Finnish social worlds (Telve 2019). Moreover, as many 
Estonians move primarily to improve their economic situation, their socio-cultural 
adaptation may have less interest, echoing patterns observed in and beyond the EU 
(Alho and Kumer-Haukanõmm 2020, de Haas and Fokkema 2011). Overall, deeply 
embedded transnational lifestyles integrating elements from Estonia and Finland and 
sharing daily lives rather equally between these countries is not very common: in the 
later 2010s, before the COVID-19 pandemic, about 20,000 such individuals were 
identified through their mobility patters: both Estonian and Finnish citizens (Silm 
et al. 2021).

4.1. Most and least adapted Estonians in Finland

To identify Estonians’ adaptation to Finland, as mentioned, four observed 
indicators were utilized, namely Finnish-language proficiency, long-term intention 
to remain in Finland vs. return to Estonia or being unsure about it, free-time sociality 
as time spent with Finns vs. Estonians, and frequency of following Finnish news 
media. Three groups were formed: the adapted (fluent Finnish, no stated return 
intention, Finn-dominant leisure ties, and at least almost daily Finnish media use), 
the least adapted (limited or no Finnish language skills, an expressed return intention, 
Estonian-dominant leisure networks, and Finnish media use weekly or less), and 
everyone else who formed the partial adaptation category, often exhibiting mixed 
adaptation patterns across domains.

The resulting distribution is strongly tri-modal, indicating that only a few 
Estonians are fully or not at all adapted (Table 1). The adapted group includes 
188 individuals (7.8% of the sample), and the least adapted group comprises 65 
individuals (2.7%). The large residual category (2,135 respondents; 89.5%) shows 
asynchronous, domain-specific adaptation: many of them were well embedded in 
some domains but not in others. The imbalance between the tails is notable even 
though the criteria for the least adapted group were intentionally looser to yield 
a sufficient comparison group. This asymmetry points to generally high but still 
internally different adaptation among Estonians in Finland.

Analyzing the background characteristics of Estonians along their adaptation, 
no major differences were found between the tails in the distribution of current age 
or gender per se, nor in the presence of children in the household. However, some 
statistically significant differences were evident. The most adapted respondents are 
overrepresented among the youngest (<35 years: 10%) and oldest (65+ years: 11%) 
cohorts, whereas the least adapted are spread relatively evenly across working-
age groups (2–4%) and absent among those 65+ (p = 0.009). Women are modestly 
overrepresented in the most adapted category (9% of women vs. 5% of men), while 
the least adapted shares are similar by gender (2.7% of women; 2.4% of men)  
(p < 0.001). As expected, longer residence increases the likelihood of falling into the 
most adapted profile, but it is neither necessary nor sufficient in the absence of other 
supports (see below).
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The contrasts between the adaptation tails are sharp across several correlates. 
In the most adapted group, keeping in touch with Estonia tends to be infrequent 
(typically weekly or less), visits are limited (at most a few times per year), and 
length of stay in Finland typically exceeds a decade. Educational attainment and 
job matching are higher: 29 per cent hold tertiary degrees and 78 per cent report 
employment aligned with their education/skills. Household incomes are also higher 
on average. Among those who are married or cohabiting, 60 per cent have a Finnish 
partner, consistent with deeper socio-cultural embedding. They typically report 

Table 1. Most and least adapted Estonian immigrants in Finland (%) 

Most
adapted
(%/N)

Least
adapted 
(%/N)

Total
(%/N)

Educational attainment (p = 0.014)

Secondary or lower  70/123   90/55   78/1874

Tertiary 29/51 10/6 21/504

Household monthly income (p = 0.004)

< 2000 EUR 13/21   22/13 20/446

2000–4000 EUR 45/72   60/35   47/1041

4001–6000 EUR 31/49 14/8 27/585

> 6000 EUR 11/18   3/2   6/137

Nationality of spouse (p < 0.001)

Finnish 60/72   0/0 20/322

Other 40/49 100/40   80/1324

Visit frequency to Estonia (p < 0.001)

At least almost weekly 2/4   16/10   7/164

At least almost monthly   7/12   44/27 22/526

Around 4–7 times a year 19/33   26/16 28/664

1–3 times a year or less  72/126 15/9   44/1041

Correspondence between work and educational level (p = 0.004)

Work matches education 78/99   53/25   69/1285

Do not match, education superior 3/4   0/0 4/77

Do not match, education inferior  8/10   32/15 17/318

Cannot answer 11/14 15/7 10/188
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strong Finnish-language skills, regular engagement with Finnish media, mixed or 
Finn-dominant leisure networks, and a stated intention to remain in Finland.

In the least adapted group, intensity with Estonia is much greater: 75 per cent 
contact family/friends in Estonia daily or nearly daily, and 48 per cent travel there 
monthly or almost monthly. Their overall education level is lower: only 11 per cent 
hold tertiary degrees, and just 52 per cent report a job commensurate with their 
education/skills. None report a Finnish spouse. This group also contains a larger share 
of non-employed respondents (unemployed, at home with children, or otherwise out 
of the labor force). They more often intend to return or are unsure about it, spend free 
time mainly with Estonians, and report lower Finnish proficiency. 

The very large partially adapted category warrants emphasis. It reflects the 
domains’ logic: linguistic, functional, and social trajectories rarely move in lockstep. 
A typical pattern is a respondent who speaks Finnish fluently and uses it at work 
with Finnish colleagues but spends most free time in Finland with Estonian friends, 
communicates with family in Estonia almost daily, often using digital tools, and visits 
it several times a year. Such profiles align with selective or segmented adaptation: 
strong workplace incorporation coexisting with co-ethnic leisure networks and 
sustained country of origin attachments. They also illustrate why small tail groups do 
not imply weak overall adaptation; rather, they highlight the rarity of fully convergent 
outcomes across all domains.

Longer residence in Finland increases the probability of Estonians’ partial or 
full adaptation, yet it is neither necessary nor sufficient on its own. Intermarriage 
with Finns and raising children in Finland are associated with deeper adaptation, 
in line with prior research, but there are notable exceptions, underlining the 
asynchronous adaptation development of domains. Two qualifications temper 
common assumptions. First, earlier studies often find that economically motivated 
immigrants adapt less on socio-cultural dimensions than those moving for family or 
lifestyle reasons. In our material, however, many respondents reporting job, salary, 
social guarantee, or pension motives nonetheless display deeper adaptation on the 
composite profile. This suggests that linguistic proximity, EU rights, and family 
formation in Finland can offset initially more instrumental migration orientations. 
Second, intensity of communication with the country of origin does not map neatly 
onto adaptation: for example, there are most adapted respondents who communicate 
with Estonia multiple times a day or even travel weekly there (e.g., due to child or 
partner residence), alongside least adapted respondents who rarely contact Estonia 
but remain socially anchored in co-ethnic circles in Finland. The country-of-origin 
contacts modulate, rather than determine, adaptation outcomes.

4.2. Estonians’ length of stay in Finland and their adaptation to Finland

Consistent with prior research (Martinovic et al. 2009, Miglietta and Tartaglia 
2008), longer residence in the host country Finland was associated with deeper 
adaptation there. Among the most adapted, 70 per cent had lived in Finland more 
than 10 years and only 6 per cent less than 6 years (Table 2). In the least adapted 
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group, 20 per cent had less than 6 years’ residence and 52 per cent had 6–10 years’ 
residence. Mean duration was 13 years for the most adapted versus 8 years for the 
least adapted, a statistically significant difference (p < 0.001).

The respondents were grouped by length of residence in Finland to trace which 
domains of adaptation change first and how quickly they do so. First, Estonians’ 
Finnish language skills develop rapidly after arrival. Among those in Finland for less 
than two years, the largest share (32%) rated their Finnish as moderate. Among those 
with 2–5 years’ residence, the largest share (36%) reported good proficiency that is 
evidence of early, substantive gains that underpin wider adaptation.

Second, Estonians’ settlement intentions crystallize with time. Uncertainty about 
returning to Estonia declined from 50 per cent among the most recent arrivals to  
39 per cent in the 2–5 year group, and thereafter it hovered around the same level 
(40%). As stays lengthened, both the desire to return to Estonia and the inclination 
to remain in Finland increased, indicating a gradual polarization of intentions rather 
than linear convergence on a single outcome.

Third, Estonians’ social life diversifies beyond co-ethnic networks, particularly 
after the early years in Finland. Among those with 2–5 years in Finland, 43 per 
cent spent leisure time exclusively with Estonians, while 28 per cent reported mixed 
circles of Finns, Estonians, and others, and 23 per cent exclusively Finns. Over 
time, the share of socializing only with Estonians fell, the mixed-nationality share 
grew, and the “only Finns” share changed little. In short, many maintained ties with 
Estonians in Finland even as they built friendships with Finns and other groups; 
progressing in one domain of social adaptation did not require shedding co-ethnic 
connections.

4.3. Estonians’ family situation and their adaptation to Finland

Family structure and location are closely intertwined with Estonians’ adaptation 
in Finland. In our sample, 69 per cent of the respondents were married or cohabiting, 
16 per cent were single, and 15 per cent were divorced or widowed; 43 per cent 
had underage children in the household (57% did not). Specific configurations of 
partnership, spousal nationality, and the residence of partners and children were 
examined in relation to adaptation outcomes.

Table 2. Estonian immigrants’ length of stay in Finland and their adaptation (%)

Most adapted 
(%/N)

Least adapted 
(%/N)

Others  
(%/N)

Total  
(%/N)

< 2 years 1/1   8/5   1/19 1/25

2–5 years 5/9   16/10 10/10 10/244

6–10 years 23/40   52/32   32/690 32/690

> 10 years   71/125   24/15     57/1232   57/1372

p < 0.001  100/175 100/62   100/2166 100/2403
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The clearest marker of Estonians’ deeper adaptation was having a Finnish spouse 
resident in Finland, and, where applicable, underage children also in Finland. This 
arrangement characterized 41% of the most adapted respondents and none of the 
least adapted. By contrast, the least adapted respondents were most commonly 
partnered with a non-Finnish (Estonian) spouse who also lived in Finland (40%; 
Table 3). Among those least adapted who reported a spouse’s nationality (62% of 
that group), almost all (98%) had an Estonian spouse and none had a Finnish spouse. 
Having a non-Finnish spouse residing outside Finland, often with underage children 
likewise abroad, was characteristic of 23 per cent of the least adapted group. All had 
Estonian spouses, and their children lived in Estonia. Only very few (3%) of the 
most adapted fell into this category; with one exception, their spouses also lived in 
Estonia. Across these three configurations, differences between the most and least 
adapted groups were statistically significant (p < 0.001). By contrast, there were no 
significant differences between the tails for having no spouse or no children. 

Spousal origins beyond Finland and Estonia were comparatively rare and largely 
neutral with respect to adaptation. Overall, very few (5%) of the respondents had a 
spouse of neither Estonian nor Finnish nationality – most commonly Russian (45% 
of this subgroup, i.e., 2.3% of all respondents). Within this “third-country spouse” 
set, 3.1 per cent of the full sample fell into the most adapted category and 1.5 per cent 
into the least; nearly all (95%) were in the large middle. Correspondingly, within 
each adaptation category, the share with a third-country spouse was similar (from 
2.4% to 2.6%).

Taken together, the results align with prior research on intermarriage and 
incorporation to the host society (Jääskeläinen 2003, Rodríguez-García et al. 2015). 
An Estonian immigrant having a Finnish spouse is associated with their deeper 
adaptation across domains – language use, social networks, and everyday participation 
‒ whereas partnerships with non-Finns, frequently Estonians, often coincide with 

Table 3. Estonian immigrants’ family situation in Finland

Most
adapted
(%/N)

Least
adapted 
(%/N)

Total
(%/N)

Finnish spouse in Finland, possible underage children 
in Finland (p < 0.001)

 40/70   0/0 13/307

Non-Finnish spouse in Finland, possible underage 
children in Finland (p < 0.001)

 23/41   34/21 42/992

Non-Finnish spouse outside Finland, possible underage 
children outside Finland (p < 0.001)

 3/6   28/17 12/288

No spouse or no underage children (p = 0.933)  24/43   26/16 24/580

No spouse and no underage children (p = 0.940)   7/13   7/4  7/162

Total 100/173 100/58 100/2329
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more temporary orientations and sustained ties with Estonia, which can moderate 
incentives and opportunities to adapt even when residence and employment are in 
Finland. At the same time, the absence of systematic differences for “no spouse” 
or “no children” indicate that family configuration is not destiny: it interacts with 
other domains and elements, such as language proficiency, duration of stay, and job 
matching, to shape uneven, domain-specific pathways into Finnish society.

5. Conclusions

Migration within the EU is widespread and facilitated by the principle of free 
mobility across borders: individuals move in search of better livelihoods, and host 
countries address their labor shortages with intra-EU migration. Some migrants 
return after relatively short stays; others settle long-term or permanently, even 
when initial plans pointed to eventual return. Immigrants’ adaptation matters for 
themselves, local communities, and the wider society. Immigrants’ adaptation means 
getting closer to prevailing norms and structures of the host society along different 
domains, and full adaptation or assimilation is rare (Berry 2017, Favell 2019). 

Estonian immigrants in Finland are an example of intra-EU migration to a 
wealthier neighboring EU member state in the context where initial geographical and 
linguistic proximity facilitate migration. Based on surveys among 2398 registered 
Estonian residents in Finland, only a few (7.8%) presented full adaptation (fluent 
Finnish, Finn-dominant leisure, daily Finnish media use, no return intention) and 
even fewer (2.7%) fell into the very low adaptation profile (limited Finnish skills, 
Estonian-dominant leisure, infrequent Finnish media use, clear return intention). 
Geographical nearness and the possibilities to be in active contact with the country 
of origin tend to limit Estonians’ full adaptation or assimilation. The cases of full 
separation into co-ethnic communities along all domains in Finland are also rare. 
Therefore, an overwhelming majority (89.5%) exhibited partial adaptation ‒ in some 
domains stronger and in others weaker. Progress in one domain does not require 
retreat in another, highlighting the importance of domain-based approach to study 
immigrants’ adaptation (Kukk et al. 2018, van Ham and Tammaru 2016). Many 
Estonian respondents used Finnish at work yet sustained co-ethnic leisure networks 
and ties with Estonians in Finland and Estonia; others built mixed friendship circles 
while still navigating less skill-matched employment. The domain framework thus 
captures the fine-grained interplay between daily practices and broader adaptation 
outcomes.

Overall, this study confirms the results of many earlier studies on immigrants’ 
adaptation in the EU, discussed in the introduction and conceptual part of this 
article (e.g., Dribe and Lundh 2008, Miglietta and Tartaglia 2008, Rodríguez-García 
et al. 2025, Song 2009). Time does not solve adaptation development: Estonians’ 
duration of residence in Finland mattered but not deterministically. Those residing 
for less than two years were, on average, less adapted, yet some long-term residents 
(10+ years) remained only partially adapted. However, family configuration was a 
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stronger correlate: respondents with a Finnish spouse and children in Finnish schools 
were strongly represented among the most adapted, whereas those with an Estonian 
spouse in Finland or Estonia, and especially those with children in Estonia, were 
more often in the least adapted group. Learning the local language, opportunities 
for ethnically mixed social networks, and family-based incorporation are key 
elements in adaptation, while sustained ties to the country of origin can moderate 
the adaptation path. In particular, the ubiquitous and continuing digital connection 
facilitate immigrants’ social presence in the country of origin despite living abroad. 
Furthermore, for Estonians it is easy and rather inexpensive to visit the country of 
origin, explaining also their maintenance of rather intensive social ties to Estonia.

The limitations of the article include respondents’ subjectivity in self-assessing 
their Finnish language proficiency and media use, category thresholds that privilege 
clear-cut cases, and the constraints of cross-sectional data on causal claims. Even so, 
the consistency of patterns across multiple indicators and the large size of the partial 
group supports a central conclusion: among Estonians in Finland, adaptation is 
widespread but layered, with language, intermarriage/partnership, and job-matching 
acting as strong levers, and with sustained origin-directed ties often moderating but 
not precluding progress toward fuller adaptation.

Future research should compare similar EU contexts (short distance, linguistic 
proximity, income differentials) that would clarify which patterns are general and 
which are context-specific to the Estonian‒Finnish context, informing policy designs 
that move beyond generic models and engage the differentiated adaptation realities 
of immigrant lives.
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restrictions.
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Abstract. This systematic review examines the institutional foundations of regional 
development from the perspective of an entrepreneurial ecosystem. Drawing on 
Douglass C. North’s (1990) theory of institutional economics, it emphasises that economic 
development depends on the quality of institutions and their ability to establish rules that 
promote economic activity. Formal institutions, despite regional differences, provide a 
strategic foundation based on the rule of law, reducing uncertainty and promoting sustainable 
innovation. Special attention is paid to the role of local governments as institutional 
entrepreneurs, capable of influencing regional development by supporting the creation and 
functioning of entrepreneurial ecosystems. By synthesising existing research, the review 
addresses the central question of whether regional management through entrepreneurial 
ecosystems (RMEE) represents a new institutional and strategic trend in regional 
development. The results highlight the potential of RMEE to enhance institutional quality, 
boost regional competitiveness, and contribute to long-term economic sustainability.
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1. Introduction

This literature review aims to examine the nature of institutional activities 
undertaken by local governments (LG) and to explore, from a theoretical standpoint, 
their capacity to establish institutions that foster the development of entrepreneurial 
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ecosystems at the regional level. LGs are public legal entities governed by legislation 
that defines their powers to establish and implement institutions for regional 
development (Council of Europe 1985, Chigudu 2021). Institutions adopted by 
LGs can also be defined as social prescriptions or rules that delimit the boundaries 
of the field, determine the affiliation of stakeholders, and establish appropriate 
organisational forms and areas of activity or service delivery procedures. These are 
codified through legislation, directives, regulations, or official decisions (DiMaggio 
and Powell 1983, North 1990, Greenwood and Suddaby 2006, Czarniawska 2009). 
The adoption of institutions by LGs to innovate their activities can be termed LG 
institutional entrepreneurship, which refers to the implementation of innovative 
ideas in existing systems, either by changing prevailing norms or creating new 
institutional arrangements (Maguire et al. 2004). 

In the private sector, entrepreneurs act as agents of change, identifying opportuni
ties and taking calculated risks to generate innovation, employment, and economic 
growth (Rataj et al. 2024, Kumari et al. 2025). Analogously, LGs can function as 
institutional entrepreneurs within the public sector, applying innovative strategies to 
advance regional development. This entrepreneurial role enables LGs to act beyond 
traditional administrative functions, positioning them as proactive agents in shaping 
regional entrepreneurial ecosystems (Mundula and Auci 2019). Governments in 
development-oriented states highlight the central role of entrepreneurship and pursue 
policies that foster supportive conditions at national and local levels, with the aim of 
advancing regional development (Isenberg 2010). The institutional activities of LGs 
to solve local problems must take regional differences into account, including when 
creating entrepreneurial ecosystems, because innovations can create institutional 
tensions or require new solutions (Hyvönen et al. 2012). For example, Estonia’s 
Administrative Reform Act (2016) aimed to consolidate municipalities into larger 
units with increased population bases, thereby enhancing budgetary capacity and 
improving economic and competitive performance (Kenk and Haldma 2019). 

Implementing change within the institutions adopted by LGs involves formulating 
strategic visions, mobilising resources, and engaging stakeholders. These elements 
can either facilitate or hinder the emergence of innovative solutions. Effective leader
ship in LGs requires, in addition to commitment to legal obligations, the necessary 
educational and professional competencies to solve complex regional problems 
(Xing et al. 2018, Chigudu 2021, Adhikari 2023). Solving regional problems through 
institutional entrepreneurship reflects a dual dynamic. On the one hand, it must 
navi gate and respect existing behavioural norms, community values, and traditions 
(Dacin et al. 2002). On the other hand, these same institutions have the capacity to 
influence and reshape behaviour and interaction within the community (Greenwood 
et al. 2017).

Formal institutions are crucial for laying the groundwork for regional innovation. 
Regional economic disparities can foster inequality and innovation gaps, but LG 
formal institutions can reduce economic uncertainty and support sustainable 
regional development (Mosconi and D’Ingiullo 2023). To fulfil this role, LGs must 
be capable of implementing innovation not only in the delivery of public services 
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but also in the design and institutionalisation of frameworks that enable and sustain 
entrepreneurial activity (Xing et al. 2018). While public–private partnerships have 
garnered increasing scholarly attention as mechanisms for ecosystem development, 
there remains a need for deeper investigation into the microeconomic and regional 
variations that influence the effectiveness of such collaborations (Battilana et al. 
2009, Quélin et al. 2017, Xing et al. 2018). LGs play a multifaceted institutional 
role in supporting entrepreneurial ecosystems. This engagement spans various 
domains, including social, corporate, organisational, and political collaboration,  
as well as state-involved entrepreneurship (Mets et al. 2022). Effectively supporting 
entrepreneurial ecosystems requires a regionally holistic approach that assesses the 
structural conditions of the local economy while fostering productive relationships 
between entrepreneurs, intermediary organisations, public institutions, and the wider 
community (Almeida and Daniel 2023).

Entrepreneurial ecosystems are dynamic and adaptive, comprising interconnected 
and evolving networks that foster continuous innovation and renewal (Valkokari  
et al. 2021). The terms innovation ecosystem and entrepreneurial ecosystem are 
often used interchangeably in academic and policy discourse, encompassing both 
innovative and traditional forms of entrepreneurship across diverse sectors (e.g. 
Tolstykh et al. 2021). The development of the entrepreneurial ecosystem is shaped 
by complex economic, social, and political processes, the understanding and 
strategic management of which are essential for promoting sustainable regional 
growth (Rampersad 2016). This complexity necessitates strategic governance, 
including the deliberate establishment and coordination of institutions that support 
the development of the ecosystem. Such efforts require long-term planning and the 
ability to manage diverse stakeholder interests (Grant 2021).

Empirical studies indicate that entrepreneurial activity increases when opport u - 
nities for network formation – such as trade fairs, exhibitions, conferences, and 
collaborative platforms – are available (Derlukiewicz et al. 2021). In this context, 
LGs serve not only as regulators and facilitators but also as managers of the eco
system. Their roles include enhancing customer engagement, leveraging digital 
infrastructures, and fostering strategic partnerships that sustain entrepreneurial vitality 
(Ostrovska et al. 2021). The existing literature primarily examines the relationships 
among ecosystem actors that promote innovation-driven entrepreneurship, with 
a focus on environmental, social, and governance factors (Kumari et al. 2025). 
Entrepreneurial ecosystems have emerged as a significant focus for economic 
development practitioners, researchers, and policy-makers seeking to build resilient 
economies. This literature review focuses largely on identifying the benefits of  
an entrepreneurial ecosystem, with particular emphasis on the role of entrepreneurs 
(Harper-Anderson 2018), and in particular, the role of LG as an institutional 
entrepreneur as a participant and as a partner in regional management. However, 
the strategic use of entrepreneurial ecosystems in regional management remains 
underexplored. This review addresses this gap by evaluating the potential of LGs to 
shape institutional frameworks and introduces a novel governance approach, RMEE. 
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The RMEE strategy is partially grounded in Elinor Ostrom’s (1990, 2002) 
model of common-pool resource governance, which takes into account regional 
specificities and emphasises that both national and regional legislation, as well as 
judicial practice, influence decision-making and behavioural norms within a region. 
Institutional change is a gradual process in which actors make use of opportunities 
provided by existing legislation before new institutional arrangements are adopted.  
The implementation of RMEE requires institutions that support the development of  
the regional ecosystem, foster collaboration among its participants, and enable 
municipal governance informed by feedback from entrepreneurial ecosystem 
stakeholders. LG activities are defined by law and rely on a multi‑level governance 
structure. Within this framework, stakeholder engagement and operational 
effectiveness ensure the integration of participatory processes at local, regional, and 
national levels (Radtke 2025). 

In the following section, the authors examine scholarly perspectives on the role 
of institutional entrepreneurship in LG, focusing on LGs’ capacity to establish and 
manage business ecosystems to advance regional development.

2. Research methods

To identify relevant literature, we developed a search strategy structured around 
three conceptual domains: (1) local and regional government, (2) institutional theory 
and institutional change, and (3) entrepreneurial and innovation ecosystems. Each 
domain was represented by a set of related terms combined with OR, and the three 
domains were linked using AND to ensure that retrieved studies addressed all aspects 
of the review topic.

In Scopus, the search was applied to the title, abstract, and keyword fields using 
the TITLE-ABS-KEY operator. To maintain disciplinary relevance, we restricted 
results to the subject areas Social Sciences (SOCI), Business (BUSI), Economics 
(ECON), Decision Sciences (DECI), and Multidisciplinary (MULT).

Because Web of Science uses different field tags, we adapted the search to the ALL 
field, which captures title, abstract, author keywords, and Keywords Plus. Relevant 
disciplinary boundaries were applied using Web of Science Categories (TASCA), 
including Economics, Management, Business, Urban Studies, Development Studies, 
Social Sciences Interdisciplinary, Public Administration, Business Finance, Political 
Science, and Law. Search queries used for Web of Science and Scopus are brought 
together in Appendix 1. Further, the study selection process, including identification, 
screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion of studies, is summarised in the 
PRISMA flow chart shown in Figure 1.

Based on the search strategies developed for Scopus and Web of Science,  
the initial search yielded 516 records (344 from Web of Science and 172 from Scopus). 
After removing duplicates, 481 unique records remained for screening. During the 
screening phase, all 481 records were assessed based on their titles and abstracts, 
resulting in the exclusion of 200 records that did not meet the eligibility criteria. 
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The remaining 281 articles were retrieved for full‑text assessment. As a result of 
this full‑text screening, 179 articles were excluded due to reasons such as a lack of 
relevance to local or regional government, absence of an institutional perspective, 
insufficient connection to business or innovation ecosystems, or methodological 
limitations that prevented their inclusion. Ultimately, 102 topic‑relevant sources from 
Scopus and Web of Science were retained. In addition, 39 records from other sources 
were identified via Google Scholar (drawing on the authors’ prior literature review) 

Figure 1. Prisma flow diagram of the systematic literature review search  
(adapted from Moher et al. 2009), illustrating the number of studies included in the systematic review.
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and incorporated into the dataset. As shown in Table 1, 141 studies met all eligibility 
criteria and were included in the final systematic review and the question‑based 
analysis presented in Appendices 2–4. Several of these studies provided survey 
results addressing multiple research questions. The distribution of publications in 
relation to the formulated questions is as follows:

1.	 What theories explain institutional entrepreneurship’s role in local government 
strategies for entrepreneurial ecosystems?

2.	 How does academic research examine the link between regional contexts and 
LGs’ institutional autonomy in shaping entrepreneurial ecosystems?

3.	 What key success factors link local regulations, regional contexts, and 
entrepreneurial ecosystem development in academic research?

The literature review demonstrates that, although institutional entrepreneurship 
and entrepreneurial ecosystems are well‑established fields of study, the role of 
LGs in regional management and development through such ecosystems remains 
comparatively underexplored. This gap constitutes the principal conclusion of the 
review. The subsequent analysis, based on selected academic articles and structured 
around the research questions, highlights theoretical perspectives on LGs’ capacity 
to create institutions that support ecosystem development and provides a foundation 
for implementing the RMEE strategy as a novel approach.

3. Results

3.1. What theories explain institutional entrepreneurship’s role 
 in local government strategies for entrepreneurial ecosystems?

Institutional theory distinguishes between formal institutions (such as laws and 
regulations) and informal institutions (such as cultural norms, social networks, 
and traditions), which together shape economic behaviours and opportunities for 
innovation (North 1990). In the context of entrepreneurial ecosystems, formal 
institutions provide the necessary regulatory frameworks and support mechanisms, 
while informal institutions create a social structure that fosters collaboration and 
knowledge sharing (Pratiwi et al. 2025b). Entrepreneurship as a process that 
promotes economic and social development is increasingly being analysed through 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem, an interdisciplinary perspective that encompasses 
financial, demographic, economic, and political dimensions. Early studies paid little 
attention to regional entrepreneurship, as regions were largely associated with LG and 
decentralised institutions. Recently, there has been a significant increase in scholarly 
interest in promoting entrepreneurial activity at the regional level (Candeias and 
Sarkar 2024, Torre 2025, Kumari et al. 2025). 

The concept of the regional innovation system builds on the pioneering works of 
Freeman (1987) and Edquist (2013), which are now considered foundational in the 
field of innovation. Edquist (2013: 14) defines an innovation system as ‘all important 
economic, social, political, organisational, and other factors that influence the 
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development, diffusion, and use of innovations’. Mets (2022) expands on Edquist’s 
(2013) framework, emphasising that the institutional entrepreneurship of LGs in 
supporting entrepreneurial ecosystems encompasses a range of activities in different 
areas, including social, entrepreneurial, organisational, political, and state-owned 
enterprise sectors, collectively referred to as regional innovation systems. This 
means that the role of LGs goes beyond organising local life and has the additional 
goal of increasing scientific, technological, and innovation capacity at the enterprise 
level, also encompassing both informal and formal institutional and organisational 
innovation in the regions they govern (Mets et al. 2022). The perspective of  
a business ecosystem depends largely on the relationships between participants and 
the contributions of local and national governments, communities, policy-makers, 
and actors controlling public resources (Lütjen et al. 2019).

Public policy and institutional entrepreneurship focus, on the one hand, on 
political direction, but on the other hand, they establish the institutional foundations 
necessary to promote entrepreneurship at the regional level. These foundations 
support emerging entrepreneurs and the creation of funding mechanisms (Ogunsade 
et al. 2022), while national governments play complementary roles as policy-makers 
and investors who stimulate supply and regulate demand (Avarmaa et al. 2022), 
highlighting the interplay between local initiatives and institutional frameworks. 
In addition to these roles, governments may also assume other functions, while 
coherence between legal, operational, and strategic activities contributes to legal 
certainty, thereby encouraging investors to participate in the regional business 
ecosystem (Adhikari 2023, Christopoulos et al. 2023).

Tsujimoto, Kajikawa, Tomito, and Matsumoto (2018) draw an analogy between 
entrepreneurial ecosystems and biological ecosystems, which consist of organisms 
interacting with each other and with their physical environment. Abiotic elements 
include climate, temperature, and pH levels, while biotic components encompass 
water, humans, animals, plants, and bacteria – all of which interact within a 
spatially bounded environment, depend on each other’s activities, and exert mutual 
influence (Aziz et al. 2021) . Alternatively, Stam (2015) also draws a comparison 
between entrepreneurial and biological ecosystems, defining the former as a set of 
interdependent actors and factors that, in concert, enable productive entrepreneurship. 
Based on these definitions, three key conclusions can be drawn (Stam 2015,  
Spigel et al. 2020, Audretsch et al. 2024a):

1.	 A regional entrepreneurial ecosystem consists of a localised set of actors 
(e.g. entrepreneurs, advisors, LGs, employees, mentors, and business 
incubators) and factors (e.g. cultural attitudes, policy frameworks, research 
and development systems, and networks) that collectively contribute to the 
creation and sustainability of businesses in the region.

2.	 From the perspective of LG, the entrepreneurial ecosystem serves as  
a primary driver of regional development.

3.	 The entrepreneurial ecosystem provides participants with a regulatory 
environment that supports private property rights, public goods, and access 
to economic resources for entrepreneurs.
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The entrepreneurial ecosystem shaped by LG serves as a horizontal network 
of cooperation to promote regional development, replacing traditional top-down 
economic management, as in a biological ecosystem. Such a structure is less 
dependent on the concentration of power and is more resilient to external shocks. 
Regional production and consumption systems are interconnected with the broader 
environment, the sustainability of which depends on regional well-being and is 
influenced by the quality of the environment and social relationships (Fioramonti  
et al. 2022). Regional development unfolds within a context of interaction, 
cooperation, and knowledge exchange among residents, businesses, academic 
institutions, and various governmental bodies (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 2000). 
Consequently, LGs have begun to design and implement regional programmes in 
several countries and their respective regions aimed at fostering innovation (Strand 
and Leydesdorff 2013).

The governance of entrepreneurial ecosystems is oriented towards economic 
viability, as only sustainable ecosystems can provide both direct and indirect services 
to the population, such as a safe environment, nutritious food, clean air, water, 
and green spaces (Ostrom 1990, Van Dyke 2008). At the same time, the societal 
valuation of entrepreneurship is influenced by various other factors, including 
legislation, norms of entrepreneurial culture, networks, transaction partners, and 
access to financial resources, all of which support the sustainable goals of ecosystem 
participants (Nave et al. 2024). The development of an entrepreneurial ecosystem 
is grounded in collaboration between the public sector and other stakeholders. 
Its evolution is based on a framework of reciprocal relationships, regulation of social 
entrepreneurship, and the definition of stakeholder roles and emerging circumstances 
(Avarmaa et al. 2022). The specific form of an entrepreneurial ecosystem is shaped 
by the institutional quality of the country (Audretsch et al. 2024b). 

In contemporary contexts, a technological dimension has been added, requiring  
the coordinated interaction of multiple actors to develop a digital ecosystem, 
including digital platforms, emerging digital technologies, physical infrastructure, 
human capital, networks, and high-speed internet connectivity. The development 
of digital ecosystems within entrepreneurial environments is closely linked to the 
contributions of research institutions, the formation of cultural attitudes, the directives 
of public policy, and the strategic economic approaches to entrepreneurship (Miah  
et al. 2025). Although public sector investment by LGs is often limited, attracting  
the potential capital provided by small and medium-sized manufacturing or 
technology companies and larger regional corporations requires LGs to ensure well-
organised infrastructure and efficient public service delivery (Santos 2022). Digital 
public services are increasingly regarded as integral components of the ‘smart city’ 
ecosystem, which encompasses collaborative partnerships and emerging technologies 
such as broadband connectivity, cloud and edge computing, cybersecurity and privacy, 
the Internet of Things, sensor networks, artificial intelligence (AI) applications, smart 
grids, and geographic information systems (Mitra et al. 2023). The development 
of such an ecosystem requires substantial investment in infrastructure. The rapid 
pace of technological advancement compels governments, at both national and local 
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levels, to enhance their capacity to establish innovative and sustainable institutions 
that support the growth of an entrepreneurial culture in smart cities and rural areas. 
As a new developmental paradigm, the smart city ecosystem is expected to stimulate 
urban economic growth and improve the quality of life in urban environments. 
Although LGs have shown interest in funding smart city experiments, these initiatives 
face uncertainty and challenges related to demonstrating public value and long-term 
viability. Therefore, fostering a culture of urban experimentation requires adopting 
ecosystem-based approaches (Rehm et al. 2021, Mitra et al. 2023). Implementing 
innovation requires additional resources, but stakeholders within the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem must be convinced that collaboration will lead to genuine innovation 
and enhanced competitiveness (Solleiro and Gaona 2012). Within the framework 
of innovative experimentation strategies, various entrepreneurial mechanisms are 
being developed to increase the number and diversity of ecosystem participants 
(Muftugil-Yalcin and Mooijman 2024).

A key factor in promoting regional innovation is collaboration between cities 
and their adjacent administrative areas. Consequently, future research on scientific 
and technological innovation should more thoroughly examine intercity cooperation 
(Tao and Shuliang 2022). In his anthology, Torre (2025) analyses the impact of social 
institutional developments on regional development, identifying two main branches 
of territorial development: production and governance. Differences in regional 
and national socio-economic development are linked to entrepreneurial activity 
or inactivity; in other words, studies have identified a strong correlation between 
entrepreneurship and regional development (Ferreira et al. 2018).

Contemporary regional governance is based on multilevel relationships among 
diverse stakeholders, and the management process involves the sharing of critical 
information and co-creation. Digital platforms facilitate the collection of opinions 
and attitudes from regional participants (Pinto et al. 2025). Regional entrepreneurial 
ecosystems play a crucial role in enhancing regional competitiveness, fostering 
entrepreneurship, and driving innovation. Research has emphasised the need to 
pay greater attention to the roles of universities, industry, government, and civil 
society within regional networks. The entrepreneurial ecosystem model presents 
new challenges for public policy, enabling a shift from traditional hierarchical, 
top-down governance towards more flexible, locally shaped ecosystem-based 
management approaches (Ferreira et al. 2018, Santos 2022). Studies conducted at the 
regional level are emerging as a significant field of inquiry, encompassing not only 
entrepreneurial development but also the perspective of ‘geographical inertia’. This 
approach highlights the importance of geographically localised contact networks in 
entrepreneurial activity and affirms the value of regional studies within the context 
of entrepreneurship (Kim et al. 2012). At the core of the geographical inertia concept 
lies the innovation capacity of the economy, whether regional or national, and the 
collaboration among various actors, including businesses, universities, organisations, 
research institutes, and government agencies (Solleiro and Gaona 2012). 

Theoretical perspectives on the role of institutional entrepreneurship in strategic 
LG management have thus far focused primarily on the substantive aspects of 
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entrepreneurship, regional specificities, and the nature of ecosystems. Less attention 
has been paid to how public institutions, through their participation in entrepreneurial 
ecosystems, can manage regional development in alignment with local characteristics. 
RMEE, as examined by various authors, resembles the experimental governance 
approach, although the legality of its decentralised forms remains ambiguous 
(Eneqvist et al. 2022). Governance based on entrepreneurial ecosystems significantly 
transforms the role of LGs, directly linked to the implementation and effectiveness 
of regional measures. Decision-making occurs within a polycentric framework, 
in which key inputs to LG decision-making processes originate from regional 
ecosystem participants (Ostrom 1990). To date, limited attention has been paid to the 
legal dimensions of experimental governance (Eneqvist et al. 2022). To strengthen 
the legitimacy of public authority within experimental governance, LGs could adopt 
the principles of responsible research and innovation (RRI). This would help ensure 
that the implementation of the RMEE strategy follows recommended, sustainable, 
and lawful processes, objectives, and outcomes (Stahl et al. 2017). Such an approach 
would enable municipalities to realise innovative ambitions in the service of the 
public good through everyday practices of planning, implementation, and learning 
from experimental activities. 

In conclusion, the implementation of the RMEE strategy requires institutional 
reforms that both streamline existing bureaucratic decision-making and establish new 
rules to ensure the lawful realisation of objectives set out in LG development plans. 
The RMEE approach examined here, regional governance through entrepreneurial 
ecosystems, poses a substantive challenge to current public policy and necessitates  
the modernisation of the legal frameworks underpinning local government operations.

3.2. How does academic research examine the link between regional contexts 
 and LGs’ institutional autonomy in shaping entrepreneurial ecosystems?

Contemporary policy frameworks assume that state interventions can be oriented 
towards addressing local and regional needs, thereby shaping the dynamics of 
innovation systems (Duan and Jin 2022). Regional entrepreneurship and spatial 
disparities represent significant determinants of regional economic growth, as local 
networks generate value at the community level (Kumari et al. 2025). Notably, the 
concept of ‘region’ lacks a universally accepted definition; it may refer to a single 
administrative unit or a constellation of multiple units that form a functional region. 
This ambiguity is particularly prevalent within the context of European Union 
member states, where regions may even transcend national borders (Carayannis  
et al. 2018). Although the definition of ‘region’ may vary, the public services provided 
by LGs are typically confined to specific administrative territories. At the same time, 
regions differ significantly in their economic structures and face distinct challenges 
(Isaksen and Trippl 2017). This broader conceptualisation of regions is equally 
applicable to entrepreneurial ecosystems. The innovation capacity of regions depends 
on the interplay among various ecosystem actors, including firms, institutions, and 
intermediaries, which together constitute a relatively autonomous regional system. 
Within this system, collaboration occurs through interactive platforms that facilitate 
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knowledge exchange, resource mobilisation, and joint value creation (Godlewska 
and Mackiewicz 2023, Kumari et al. 2025). Studies focusing on LGs have often 
overlooked regional disparities, despite their critical role in shaping entrepreneurial 
dynamics. 

The institutional and LG administrative region distinctions and incentives, 
established by LGs, directly influence entrepreneurial propensity and intensity 
(Rodríguez-Pose and Zhang 2020). Due to differences in administrative regions, the 
uneven spatial distribution of entrepreneurship, evident in entrepreneurial activity, 
motivation, and perceptions, varies not only across continents and countries but also 
within national regions and even city districts (Ikeatuegwu and Dann 2016).

Institutions that support entrepreneurship play a pivotal role in fostering local 
networks, enabling the creation of new ventures, and facilitating active participation 
in the entrepreneurial ecosystem, regardless of the region’s economic standing 
(Mempel-Śnieżyk et al. 2022). From the perspective of entrepreneurial ecosystem 
theory, these dynamics underscore the importance of place-based institutional design. 
Ecosystems are inherently context-dependent, and their development hinges on the 
interaction of multiple actors (entrepreneurs, public agencies, universities, investors, 
and support organisations) within a territorially bounded framework. For investors, 
the presence or absence of supportive institutions significantly affects communication 
channels and the emergence of viable ecosystems (Rodríguez-Pose and Zhang 2020). 
Despite regional differences, several key factors, such as a market-oriented economy, 
the presence of higher education institutions, entrepreneurial culture, and the growth 
of social entrepreneurship, are instrumental in shaping the role of LGs in developing 
and sustaining regional entrepreneurial ecosystems (Wei 2022). LGs’ institutional 
approaches to business require a different approach depending on the economic 
situation of the region; however, regional disparities do not fundamentally alter 
the core public responsibilities of LGs, which play a multifaceted role as public 
actors within entrepreneurial ecosystems. Herliana (2015) identifies four principal 
positions through which LGs contribute to ecosystem development:

1.	 Spokesperson – the LG acts as a promoter of entrepreneurial activity by 
offering incentives, posing challenges, and encouraging business ideas. This 
role reflects a commitment to exercising political authority in the provision 
of public services for the common good.

2.	 Mediator – based on strategic development plans, the LG facilitates coordina
t ion among people, industries, institutional entrepreneurship, resources, and 
technologies. This mediation fosters synergies across ecosystem stakeholders.

3.	 Consumer, investor, and entrepreneur – the LG may assume an active 
economic role by investing in infrastructure and participating directly in 
economic activities. This involvement positions the LG as both a market 
actor and a catalyst for entrepreneurial growth.

4.	 Regional planner – the LG shapes a creative and enabling environment 
influenced by geographic location and democratic values. Through spatial 
planning and policy design, it cultivates conditions conducive to innovation 
and entrepreneurship.
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LGs, as public agents, contribute to ecosystem resilience and adaptability by 
influencing regulatory frameworks, resource allocation, and cultural norms. These 
roles align with entrepreneurial ecosystem theory, which emphasises the importance 
of interconnected actors and institutions in fostering entrepreneurship. Their ability 
to operate in areas such as policy, infrastructure, coordination, and vision makes 
LGs indispensable in shaping territorially integrated ecosystems that respond to both 
local needs and broader economic trends ( Eneqvist and Karvonen 2021, Godlewska 
and Mackiewicz 2023).

Based on the case study of Nishapur, the second most populous city in the northeast 
province of Iran, Shakiba and Belitski (2025) identified seven key stakeholder groups 
that constitute the innovation ecosystem established and facilitated by LGs. These 
actors represent a diverse set of institutional and societal contributors, each playing 
a distinct role in fostering regional innovation and entrepreneurship:

1.	 Local-level policy-makers – responsible for designing and implementing 
policies tailored to the specific needs and capacities of the region.

2.	 National-level policy-makers – provide overarching regulatory frameworks, 
funding mechanisms, and strategic direction that influence regional 
ecosystems.

3.	 Research institutions and universities – serve as knowledge hubs, offering 
research, talent development, and innovation support.

4.	 Entrepreneurship support structures – include incubators, accelerators, 
business development centres, and advisory services that provide targeted 
assistance to start-ups and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

5.	 Regional enterprises – act as anchors within the ecosystem, offering 
mentorship, supply chain integration, and market access.

6.	 Public legal organisations – governmental or semi-governmental organisations 
that facilitate coordination, compliance, and public service delivery.

7.	 Non-profit organisations and citizens – represent the interests of consumers 
and the workforce, contributing to social legitimacy and demand-driven 
innovation.

Based on the research findings of Herliana (2015) and Shakiba and Belitski 
(2025), the authors have prepared Figure 2 below to characterise the structure and 
interrelationships of the participants in the region’s entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Figure 2 highlights another important fact, in addition to the connections, namely 
that participants in entrepreneurial ecosystems often fulfil multiple strategic roles; 
for example, citizens can simultaneously be LGs and employees of companies, and 
participate in non-profit organisations that address environmental and social issues. 
The dual role of LGs implies the need to effectively collaborate with economic 
and social stakeholders to address emerging challenges (Tarangioli et al. 2024).  
The issue of such strategic roles is helped by modern technological capabilities. 
Digital platforms play a pivotal role in shaping entrepreneurial ecosystems by 
creating community-wide networks that foster engagement. These platforms 
empower grassroots actors to participate in political processes, influence policy 
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change, enhance inclusivity, and contribute to the development of more equitable 
regional ecosystems (Paredes and Vigiola 2024). The development of local IT 
enterprises plays a vital role in advancing digital progress at the regional level.  
In regions where IT sector leadership is active and robust, economic development 
tends to accelerate. These dynamics foster job creation in high-skilled sectors, 
revitalise local economies, and enhance regional competitiveness, thereby 
contributing to long-term economic stability (Dotsenko et al. 2024).

Beyond digital infrastructures, science parks have emerged as key drivers of 
regional development. They promote interaction at local, national, and transnational 
levels by integrating both internal and external ecosystem participants. Science 
parks help reduce the time lag between the discovery of new technologies and their 
implementation in business contexts. Their role in facilitating technology transfer and 
innovation diffusion is reinforced through strategic collaboration among industry, 
academia, and public sector organisations. Business incubators and science parks 
serve as institutional bridges that enable knowledge exchange and entrepreneurial 
capacity building (M’Chirgui et al. 2018).

The interrelationships and overlaps between institutions that regulate entre
preneurship and the actors involved in entrepreneurial ecosystems have attracted 
increasing scholarly attention (Lafuente et al. 2022). For example, studies of 
regional innovation ecosystems in China view the ecosystem as a holistic system 

Figure 2. Structure and interrelations of ecosystem participants. Compiled by the authors. 
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that includes innovation actors, government, innovation carriers, resources, and 
the environment (Xu and Yu 2024). Institutions that regulate entrepreneurship and 
entrepreneurial ecosystems are justified in being considered as a single system,  
a form of regional governance, encompassing laws, regulations, court decisions, and 
administrative practices. These frameworks not only enable the provision of public 
services, but also promote a synergistic, collaborative, and inclusive approach aimed 
at achieving specific development goals (Girard 2021). National-level institutions 
define both the institutional competence of LGs and their role in supporting 
entrepreneurial activity in their regions. The protection of property rights and 
adherence to the rule of law are particularly important (Estrin et al. 2013), or more 
precisely, key legal institutions, such as property rights, entrepreneurial freedom, 
financial autonomy, labour law, and financial regulation, support opportunity-based 
entrepreneurship at the regional level (Audretsch et al. 2024a).

The empowerment of LGs in shaping entrepreneurial ecosystem concepts reflects 
the pro-entrepreneurship national policy support for LGs at the local level (Mempel-
Śnieżyk et al. 2022). For example, in Japan, local governments, including cities and 
towns, are recognised as key actors in promoting entrepreneurship (Okamuro et al. 
2019). In the United Kingdom, since the 1990s, central government has delegated 
policy-making responsibilities to selected regional authorities, such as Scotland, 
Wales, and Northern Ireland (Fomishyna et al. 2023). A notable example of network-
based collaboration to achieve strategic objectives in economic, industrial, and 
social policy is the initiative undertaken by the Portuguese government (Rodrigues 
et al. 2003). To this end, the government launched the Integrated Innovation Support 
Programme (PROINOV) in 2001, with the aim of improving Portugal’s relative 
position within the European Union. These transformations have unfolded across 
multiple dimensions – social, economic, political, and technological – and they 
have contributed to the emergence of a scientific and technological environment 
that underpins contemporary Portuguese society (Marques et al. 2006, Santos 2022), 
but the business community in the Algarve region has demonstrated hesitancy in 
engaging with innovation collaboration projects. In this context, building trust 
and offering economic incentives are essential for the success of such initiatives 
(Pinto et al. 2025). Governments play an important role in supporting entrepreneurs 
through financial assistance and capacity-building programmes (Guerrero et al. 
2020), including legitimising failure as a learning process and reinforcing the social 
image of the entrepreneur as a ‘heroic’ figure (Nave et al. 2024). These elements are 
essential for the long-term sustainability of regional entrepreneurial ecosystems.

However, changes in regulatory structures and institutional components, such 
as constitutions, laws, policies, rights, and regulations, can occur unpredictably 
(North 1990). Therefore, influencing regional and cultural business conditions 
remains a difficult challenge (Belitski et al. 2024). LG institutions that create  
a favourable business environment, nevertheless, are equally important in maintain
ing entrepreneurial autonomy and market orientation, limiting excessive government 
intervention in economic activities (Bennett et al. 2025). This balance between 
institutional support and entrepreneurial freedom is at the heart of ecosystem theory. 
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Sustainable ecosystems thrive when public institutions allow experimentation, 
lower barriers to entry, and foster a culture of innovation, but regional governance 
through entrepreneurial ecosystems requires institutional support and responsible 
implementation.

Bours (2022) has proposed a strategy for changing regional business conditions 
based on the concept of ‘small wins’. This approach recognises local and regional 
transition processes among different stakeholders and allows for deviations from 
existing normative institutions and socially embedded practices (Bours et al. 2022). 
Analysing the regional institutional and social environment, along with understanding 
the potential for institutional barriers in specific niches, is essential for implementing 
sustainability-oriented innovation and systemic change (Rosa and de Souza 2018). 
The ‘small wins’ methodology provides a valuable perspective for examining the 
normative and cultural-cognitive practices of regional stakeholders, including their 
attitudes, and also facilitates the dissemination of knowledge in the management of 
regional entrepreneurial development (Ostrom 1990, Rosa and de Souza 2018). Thus, 
this method can be an important tool for implementing the RMEE strategy proposed 
by various scholars. The institutional configuration of LGs is intrinsically connected 
to the integration of national and local regulatory frameworks across jurisdictions. 
Such integration is indispensable for ensuring the coherence and effectiveness of 
entrepreneurship development (Sulistyawan et al. 2019). RMEE is largely shaped 
by regional specificities, and its effective implementation necessitates context-
sensitive approaches. These approaches are contingent upon the core functions of 
LGs, their economic circumstances, and the availability of potential ecosystem 
participants within a given region. The current literature suggests that the mandate 
of LGs to establish institutions supporting entrepreneurial ecosystem development 
is predominantly articulated at the national level, following a top-down governance 
model. State-created institutions delineate the institutional competencies of LGs and 
their role in fostering entrepreneurship within their jurisdictions. 

Nevertheless, limited scholarly attention has been devoted to incorporating the 
regional specificities of LGs into governance strategies. Research in economic 
geography has demonstrated that regional characteristics exert a direct influence 
on entrepreneurial attitudes and practices within the same territories (Ikeatuegwu 
and Dann 2016). Understanding these differences requires a systematic analysis of 
regional experiences, thereby emphasising the importance of data-driven governance, 
stakeholder collaboration, and policy adaptability. Against this background,  
a relevant research problem arises: how have LGs used institutional entrepreneurship 
to take regional specificities into account in shaping sustainable entrepreneurial 
ecosystems? The formulation of this problem outlines a clear research direction and 
confirms the need for further in-depth research to assess the practical implementation 
potential of the RMEE strategy.
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3.3. What key success factors link local regulations, regional contexts,  
and entrepreneurial ecosystem development in academic research?

Scientific and technological development, along with entrepreneurial practice, 
has demonstrated that entrepreneurs do not allocate resources exclusively to  
a single region but instead make strategic decisions across multiple geographic 
areas. Consequently, entrepreneurial ecosystems should not be viewed merely as 
territorially bounded phenomena; rather, they must be analysed through the lens 
of geographic entrepreneurial activity (Kuebart and Ibert 2019). Existing research 
often associates entrepreneurial ecosystems with a specific locality. However, 
scholarly attention has predominantly focused on the institutional entrepreneurship 
of economically resilient LGs, while the institutional roles of economically weaker 
LGs remain underexplored. This divergence between two institutional environments 
has received limited attention, and the role of LGs in underdeveloped regions within 
entrepreneurial ecosystems remains ambiguous (Guerrero et al. 2020, Wei 2022, 
Broin 2024).

The formulation of unified public policies enables the testing of alternative 
intervention strategies for regions with limited financial and human resources. This 
is especially critical in the context of stakeholder engagement and the identification 
and analysis of regional needs (Tarangioli et al. 2024). However, the decentralised 
nature of governance creates fiscal inequalities among LGs, compelling them to adopt 
various policy measures to enhance the attractiveness of their jurisdictions. Such 
disparities may lead to a ‘race to the bottom’, characterised by reduced tax rates and 
constrained public spending. Although the impact of fiscal inequality on innovation 
remains unclear, it may hinder long-term investment in innovative ventures at the 
regional level (Wenjuan and Zhao 2023). The focus on local individual interactions 
renders ecosystems a distinctive field, yet micro‑level influences of individuals and 
communities on entrepreneurial ecosystems remain underexplored (Spigel et al. 
2020, Banc and Messeghem 2020). Empirical analysis of the intricate relationships 
among regional ecosystem actors requires new data and advanced analytical methods. 
In addition to traditional top-down approaches that focus on structural components, 
bottom-up perspectives are needed to examine how entrepreneurs leverage 
their ecosystems to access resources, knowledge, and support (Ikeatuegwu and  
Dann 2016). It is therefore reasonable to argue that entrepreneurial ecosystems require 
significantly more scientific attention, being studied primarily from a geographical 
and regional perspective. (Wurth et al. 2022).

From an institutional perspective, entrepreneurial ecosystems possess a multi-
layered structure encompassing both regulatory and cognitive dimensions (Mitra 
et al. 2023). An entrepreneurial ecosystem, including its micro-level variants, can 
be defined as a system governed by a single actor or a group of actors. Banc and 
Messeghem (2025) highlight incubators and accelerators as illustrative examples, 
often supported by large and established firms, which function as critical institutional 
mechanisms for fostering entrepreneurship (Banc and Messeghem 2025). Citizen 
and community involvement in LG policy-making and decision processes enhances 
participation in formal strategic and budgetary planning. In many developing 
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and post-conflict regions, unproductive or destructive activities are prevalent. 
Entrepreneurship policy-making stimuli for entrepreneurship, such as cultural 
values, networks, and funding opportunities, can operate as informal mechanisms 
that support productive entrepreneurship more effectively than formal institutional 
support. While the latter may offer long-term assistance, its implementation is often 
hindered by bureaucratic inefficiencies and corruption risks (Belitski et al. 2024). 
LGs play a dual role in local decision-making: first, by providing public services 
and promoting community development and democratic engagement; second, by 
ensuring economic activity and efficiency within their jurisdiction (Saguin 2018). 
These dynamics underscore the importance of recognising both formal and informal 
actors within entrepreneurial ecosystems, particularly in regions where institutional 
capacity is uneven. Ecosystem resilience depends not only on structural components 
but also on the ability of local institutions to adapt, engage stakeholders, and facilitate 
bottom-up innovation. 

In the context of LGs, a critical question arises: to what extent can LGs, within 
the boundaries of legislatively regulated activities, shape entrepreneurial ecosystems 
and implement an RMEE strategy through institutional entrepreneurship? This 
inquiry highlights a broader issue: the underrepresentation of niche-specific regional 
factors in LG governance within the academic literature. Furthermore, there is 
limited research on whether LGs’ institutional entrepreneurship is primarily confined 
to partnerships in public service delivery (Battilana et al. 2009).

This raises further questions: to what extent are LGs analysed as holistic 
organisations from the perspective of institutional entrepreneurship, and to what 
extent is scholarly attention directed towards individual LG employees (civil 
servants) acting on behalf of the organisation? Should these individuals be regarded 
as carriers of institutional entrepreneurship because their actions embody strategic 
initiatives, such as vision, mission, and enthusiasm, or are they merely executors 
of administrative functions (Czarniawska 2009)? Consequently, it may be argued 
that contemporary public administration research is shifting towards innovative 
transformation, wherein both policy-makers and citizens increasingly favour self-
organised and network-based governance models. Technological advancements 
further support this transition by enabling greater community engagement and 
reciprocal accountability (Span et al. 2012). The digital transformation of public 
services involves the adoption of key technologies, such as cloud computing, AI, 
and data analytics, which enhance decision-making, streamline service delivery, and 
improve data management (Pratiwi et al. 2025b). These technologies are essential 
for automating routine tasks, enhancing citizen engagement, and enhancing overall 
governance efficiency. For instance, cloud-based platforms and AI-driven solutions 
enable real-time data access, supporting more informed decision-making processes. 
Despite their transformative potential, several challenges remain, including the digital 
divide, resistance to organisational change, and cybersecurity risks. Addressing these 
issues is essential to ensure the effective implementation of digital transformation 
initiatives and their accessibility for ecosystem participants and all societal groups 
(Gil et al. 2020, Prachumrasee et al. 2025).
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Although the concept of ‘smartness’ encompasses multiple layers and meanings, 
in the smart city discourse, it is closely linked to digitalisation and, more broadly, 
the application of new technologies in various aspects of governance and urban life. 
A smart city represents a multidimensional development model in which AI and 
other technological solutions are used to implement systemic capabilities to improve 
competitiveness, efficiency, quality of life, and sustainability (Anttiroiko 2023).

Today, in addition to social and artificial intelligence, it also encompasses 
community life, communication, production, services, infrastructure, consumption, 
urban policy-making, and various dimensions of urban ecosystems and sustainability. 
The aim of this holistic approach is to avoid too narrow definitions of smartness 
and to create clear links with critical urban functions. This discussion contributes 
to a broader debate on the role of LGs also in promoting social entrepreneurship 
and shaping strong social entrepreneurship ecosystems (Broin 2024) . It is therefore 
essential to continue studying local government partnerships, as there is a significant 
difference in the capacity of smart cities and resource-constrained municipalities 
to select and support various actors in entrepreneurial ecosystems. The importance 
of stakeholder interaction and localised institutional support in shaping successful 
innovation environments (Pratiwi et al. 2025a) is also influenced by informal 
community-based groups, which have prompted communities to seek alternative 
governance models, fostering a shift towards municipal and community self-
organisation (Paredes and Vigiola 2024). Ultimately, the effectiveness of these 
partnerships largely depends on the exploitation of technological opportunities. 
The divergence of responsibilities between different levels of government, such 
as national, regional, and local, often leads to overlapping competencies and 
conflicts that can undermine the effectiveness of innovation policy implementation. 
Government support for the creation of business-friendly institutions, an academic 
environment, an entrepreneurial attitude, and a mindset geared towards economic 
benefits and growth are generally positive factors in ecosystem development, but 
should be seen in the context of regional differences (Ikeatuegwu and Dann 2016, 
Chen et al. 2020, Lopes et al. 2021, Audretsch et al. 2024a). 

Place-based policy approaches that acknowledge institutional diversity, 
stakeholder dynamics, and local entrepreneurial culture are essential, as innovation 
often involves a considerable lag between investment and returns. At the same time, 
public infrastructure and support for technology parks, incubators, and collaborative 
networks are critical to fostering an innovation-friendly environment (Wenjuan and 
Zhao 2023). However, in addition to creating an innovation-friendly environment, 
LGs play an important role in providing public services and collecting taxes, which 
also relates to the needs and priorities of LG governance and the residents and 
businesses in the region (Larissa et al. 2020, Wenjuan and Zhao 2023). Government 
support plays a crucial role in promoting the development of science and technology, 
as establishing and managing science parks is a resource-intensive undertaking 
that requires significant financial investments, human capital, time, and strategic 
oversight. Inadequate development planning, limited funding, and infrastructure 
gaps are among the main factors limiting the efficiency and growth potential of 
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science parks and research centres in the region (Glittová and Šipikal 2022), and 
focusing on narrower and more conventional areas of activity (Lam et al. 2022).

Regional management that employs the RMEE strategy underscores the need 
for a comprehensive examination of how national governments influence the 
modernisation of LG competencies, particularly their institutional capacity to shape 
entrepreneurial ecosystems and implement local taxation and policy measures. 
This analysis underscores the importance of aligning innovation initiatives with 
regional needs and adapting business models to leverage ecosystem support. Such 
capacities are essential for fostering regional development and enhancing local 
living conditions. Understanding how national frameworks enable or constrain 
LGs in these areas can inform the development of more adaptive, inclusive, and 
context‑sensitive management models that support sustainable entrepreneurship and 
innovation at the regional level.

4. Conclusion

This literature review examined theoretical perspectives on institutional 
entrepreneurship within LG activities, analysing scholarly positions on LGs’ capacity 
to establish and manage entrepreneurial ecosystems for regional development.  
It further identified theoretical gaps concerning the interplay between LG regulation, 
regional variation, and the evolution of entrepreneurial ecosystems. LGs possess 
considerable potential to act as regional innovation leaders. Nevertheless, within the 
public sector, the concept of innovation often remains diffuse, necessitating a more 
precise definition of applied innovation. The role of LGs in shaping entrepreneurial 
ecosystems and ensuring residents receive modern solutions also entails addressing 
social and cultural factors and responding to community changes.

An analysis of the three principal research questions confirms that LG 
institutional entrepreneurship extends beyond merely fulfilling statutory obligations. 
It encompasses the implementation of innovation within the region through 
collaboration with stakeholders, the shaping of entrepreneurial ecosystems, and 
active contributions to regional development. The RMEE strategy represents an 
innovative approach for LGs. Its successful implementation requires a comprehensive 
assessment of internal capabilities, a systematic analysis of regional externalities, 
and the formulation of a long-term development strategy.

The business model underpinning the regional RMEE strategy involves fostering 
collaboration with ecosystem partners and modernising the legal frameworks 
governing LG activities. A promising method for implementing the RMEE strategy 
is the adoption of a ‘small wins’ approach, characterised by gradual and sequential 
institutional changes. This incremental process enables stakeholders to adapt and 
derive benefits prior to the formal establishment of new institutional arrangements. 
Such a step-by-step strategy mitigates resistance, enhances legitimacy, and supports 
the sustainability of institutional entrepreneurship at the regional level.
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Going forward, it is essential to identify and examine specific indicators that 
enable a more nuanced analysis of the role of LGs within regional entrepreneurial 
ecosystems. Drawing upon current literature and ecosystem theory, four key areas 
warrant further investigation.

First, legislative regulation of LG activities. While legislative frameworks provide 
the formal foundation for LG involvement in entrepreneurial ecosystems, additional 
factors, such as political culture, administrative flexibility, leadership capacity, 
and community engagement, also play a critical role in shaping LGs’ strategic 
behaviour within these ecosystems. Entrepreneurial ecosystem theory underscores 
the significance of institutional diversity and adaptive governance in fostering 
innovation and entrepreneurship; this dimension requires deeper exploration in the 
context of LGs.

Second, territorial demarcation and participation in the ecosystem. The geo
graphical positioning of an LG, combined with the active engagement of residents, 
entrepreneurs, public institutions, research organisations, and donors, substantially 
influences ecosystem dynamics. Ecosystem theory highlights the importance of 
localised interactions and actor networks in facilitating knowledge exchange, 
resource mobilisation, and entrepreneurial activity. However, it is important to 
note that not all actors need to be physically located within the LG’s administrative 
boundaries.

Third, measuring LG performance and regional development within the RMEE 
framework. Implementing the RMEE strategy necessitates robust metrics to 
evaluate LG performance and regional development. Potential indicators include the 
growth of entrepreneurial activity and start-up density, the volume and diversity of 
innovation initiatives, the strength of networks and partnerships, investment inflows, 
infrastructure development, and levels of citizen engagement and satisfaction with 
public services. These metrics align with ecosystem theory’s emphasis on systemic 
performance and the interdependence of actors and institutions.

Fourth, country-specific comparative studies of LGs. Limited attention has 
been devoted to cross-national analyses of LG roles in developing ecosystems 
across administrative regions. Comparative research can uncover best practices, 
institutional constraints, and policy innovations that enhance LGs’ capacity to act as 
ecosystem actors and leverage entrepreneurial ecosystems as instruments of regional 
governance.
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Abstract. The increasing reliance on digital technologies, including the rapid development 
of artificial intelligence (AI), has equipped autocratic regimes with more powerful tools 
than ever to manipulate information and extend societal control both domestically and 
internationally. Likewise, the European Union (EU), its Member States, and partners have 
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1. Introduction

The recent European internal security strategy (European Commission 2025a) 
identifies election interference, foreign interference, and information manipulation 
(FIMI), including disinformation, as key elements of intensified hybrid campaigns 
targeting the European Union (EU), its Member States, and partners. Russia, in 
particular, and China are noted for having heightened their information influence 
efforts targeting the EU and its strategic neighborhood over the past decade (see, 
among others, Kokalari and Yeung 2024, Kondratov and Johansson-Nogués 
2022, Laurinavičius 2018, Loik and Madeira 2021). The strategy emphasizes that 
“some of the most serious hybrid threats jeopardizing the security and safety of 
people in Europe and targeting the EU’s democratic sphere occur online, including 
illegal activities and illegal content, information manipulation involving artificial 
amplification, misleading information, and FIMI” (European Commission 2025a: 
11, 14‒15). Therefore, and based on several related studies (see, among others, 
Bayer 2024, Brattberg and Maurer 2018, Husovec 2024, Jungherr 2024, Jungwirth 
et al. 2023, Peukert 2024), this article poses the following research questions:  
RQ1: What are the digitally enabled security threats to democratic societies?  
RQ2: What are the main normative and regulatory measures in place to safeguard 
the democratic information environment in the EU? RQ3: What are the primary 
benefits, limitations, and dilemmas of the EU’s normative approach to protecting the 
information environment from a security perspective?

Addressing these research questions should contribute to understanding emerg
ing yet rapidly evolving themes in the EU’s security agenda, primarily through the 
normative influence of its internal market regulatory powers. Based on a document 
analysis, this paper examines digitally enabled security threats to democratic 
societies. It examines normative policy measures established to protect the EU’s 
information environment as a specific case study of resilience-building against hybrid 
threats. Following that, the article highlights the challenges of ensuring security 
and democratic governance in the European Union’s information environment. 
In the document analysis, the following EU legislation was examined: Charter 
of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (CFR), General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR), Digital Services Act (DSA) and Digital Markets Act (DMA), 
the EU Artificial Intelligence Act, European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), and 
Council Regulation (EU) No 833/2014 on EU restrictive measures (sanctions) and 
its extensions.

The article is divided into three main sections, each addressing aspects of security 
and EU regulatory measures related to democratic processes and the information 
environment. The first section focuses on digitally enabled security threats to 
democratic processes and introduces the concept of hybrid threats. It examines 
the foreign information manipulation and interference (FIMI) domain as defined 
by the EU, along with the spread of online terrorist propaganda, radicalization, 
and recruitment, all of which present significant challenges to societal stability. 
The second section outlines the key binding normative measures that regulate  
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the functioning of the information environment within the EU. The third section 
examines the primary benefits and limitations of the EU’s normative model 
compared with the U.S. approach to freedom of speech, particularly with respect 
to safeguarding the information environment against targeted manipulation from 
a security perspective. The paper concludes by highlighting some dilemmas that 
emerge when balancing security concerns with the protection of fundamental rights 
in the digital information environment.

2. Digitally enabled security threats to democratic processes

2.1. Hybrid threats as a framing concept

Autocratic regimes use digital technology to carry out large-scale disinformation 
campaigns aimed at destabilizing liberal democracies by creating polarization, 
deepening crises, and interfering in free elections (see, among others, Kondratov 
and Johansson-Nogués 2022, McKay and Tenove 2020, Miller and Vaccari 2020, 
Schirch 2021, Urman and Makhortykh 2024). Wardle and Derakshan (2017: 20) 
explain that disinformation is a type of false information deliberately created to 
harm a person, social group, organization, or country. Disinformation should be 
distinguished from misinformation, which is false but not created with harmful 
intent, and malinformation, which is based on reality but used to inflict harm on 
individuals, organizations, or countries. Therefore, disinformation is intentionally 
false or misleading information that serves the motives of its creator or distributor. 
Analytically, disinformation is also the most difficult to detect because it often 
combines half-truths, half-lies, manipulated context, and other targeted, misleading 
elements.

The key difference among these types of information is the communicator’s 
intent. Misinformation is defined as unintentionally false or misleading information, 
often “produced” in social communication for various reasons. Malinformation 
involves an intent to harm someone. Examples include “leaks” and “revelations” 
that can damage specific individual(s) or group(s), as well as targeted hate speech. 
Malinformation can also be used to damage the reputation and position of business 
competitors or political opponents. Therefore, while disinformation is most often 
discussed in EU documents, it is also important to recognize the destabilizing 
risks associated with the large-scale spread of misinformation and malinformation, 
particularly during crises. In addition, as Dorosh et al. (2021) argue, the impact of so-
called post-truth politics in hybrid information influence activities is also remarkable.

In international security relations, specially designed informational influence 
activities are used to achieve objectives related to the targeted country’s political 
decisions. Because of their strategic nature, active hostile influence activities and 
foreign interference are classified as hybrid threats in the EU (see European External 
Action Service 2022: 5, 14, also European External Action Service 2023, 2024, 
2025). The development of information technology has created new opportunities 
for these activities, both in terms of quantity and quality, at relatively low cost. 



54 Ramon Loik and Jaanika Puusalu

According to Jokinen et al. (2022: 7‒8), the landscape of hybrid threats can be 
viewed as a continuum that includes conditions of “influencing, interference and 
warfare aimed at priming, destabilization or coercion by the hybrid threat actor of 
the targeted society.” Hybrid operations may follow a specific timeline and occur 
simultaneously across different domains in an orchestrated manner. As Jokinen et al. 
(ibid.) also highlight, the key is to maximize the desired impact on the target while 
minimizing risks and costs to the hostile actor. A hostile actor, driven by particular 
interests, allocates resources against the target country to fragment, polarize, and 
destabilize it. If successful, the attacker aims to exploit the resulting instability further 
and provoke escalations and crises, during which new opportunities to influence 
the target country’s decision-making processes may emerge. To hide their hostile 
activities, various proxy actors are often employed.

The EU has defined hybrid threats as follows:

“[A] mixture of coercive and subversive activity, conventional and 
unconventional methods (i.e., diplomatic, military, economic, technological), 
which can be used in a coordinated manner by both state- and (or) non-state 
actors to achieve specific objectives while remaining below the threshold of 
formally declared warfare. […]

[Hybrid tactics] exploit the vulnerabilities of the target and generate 
ambiguity to hinder decision-making processes. Massive disinformation 
campaigns, using social media to control the political narrative or to radicalize, 
recruit, and direct proxy actors, can be vehicles for hybrid threats.” (European 
Commission 2016: 2)

It is important to note that this definition is legally non-binding but, in this form, 
expresses the conceptual understanding of the nature of hybrid threats and their main 
components communicated at the European Union level.

Digital developments, by changing how information is shared and how social 
interactions occur, have increased the interconnectedness of key societal systems. 
Addi tionally, digital infrastructure has created new opportunities as well as vulne ra
bilities that are targets of the rising challenge of offensive cyber (see Katagiri 2025). 
The use of automated accounts and algorithms has accelerated data collection, 
enabled more nuanced audience analysis, and improved dissemination methods, 
making it appear that information is shared or engages a larger online audience than 
it actually does (Palmertz 2021: 113‒114). Furthermore, the rapid development of 
disruptive technologies, including the emergence of artificial intelligence (AI)-based 
applications, has enabled autocratic regimes to possess a wider range of tools than 
before for manipulating information and maintaining social control domestically. 
They can also disseminate their strategic narratives to different target audiences 
abroad (see, among others, Duffy and Harbath 2024, Easterly et al. 2024, Hunter 
2024, Mazzucchi 2022, Zygar 2024). Strategic narratives can also be bolstered 
through intimidation, which involves dehumanizing, polarizing, and destabilizing 
opponents by exploiting societal vulnerabilities to the extent that it enables successful 
power projection. Therefore, protecting the information environment is an important 
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component of a country’s security system that also serves as an early-warning tool 
for identifying potential hostile intentions.

Foreign information manipulation and interference (FIMI), combined with 
cyber  attacks, are forms of hostile hybrid activities (see European Commission 
2023, 2024) for which countermeasures against risks and threats must be considered 
within a broader set of policies and strategies against hybrid threats (see European 
Commission 2016). As described in the European External Action Service’s (EEAS) 
Report on Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference Threats, FIMI describes 
a pattern of behavior that threatens or could negatively affect values, procedures, and 
political processes. Such activity is manipulative, intentional, and coordinated. It is 
carried out by state or non-state actors, including their proxies inside and outside their 
territory (European External Action Service 2024: 4). It also involves manipulative 
interventions in democratic elections and the spread of targeted, cyber-enabled, and 
increasingly faster AI-powered disinformation campaigns designed to influence 
groups to act in ways that harm national security, public order, and legal frameworks. 
Addressing various FIMI threats requires multilevel, multisector cooperation across 
regulatory, institutional, and societal domains, including active participation from 
universities and the private sector to develop technological and socially acceptable 
solutions for effective resilience-building.

2.2. Terrorist propaganda, online radicalization and recruitment

Different crises, armed conflicts, and wars, whether they are close to the European 
Union or in more distant regions, create conditions for the radicalization and 
extremist networking of various groups. As the annual European Union Terrorism 
Situation and Trend Report (TE–SAT) warns (Europol 2023: 74), the emerging and 
long-lasting conflicts will continue to impact terrorism and violent extremism in EU 
countries. As Kaunert et al. (2020) observed, the large-scale refugee crisis of 2015 
caused a new wave of far-right extremism and terrorism in the European Union. 
Terrorists will continue to exploit instability and weak governance in some countries 
in Africa, the Middle East, and Central Asia, as well as in other conflict zones, to 
fuel their narratives and reach out to more supporters, while also strengthening their 
capabilities. It is nearly certain that the growth of radical and extremist networks 
outside of Europe increases their ability to recruit new followers and carry out actions 
within EU Member States. Due to the ongoing Russian war of aggression against 
Ukraine, the TE–SAT report (ibid.) highlights that coordinated disinformation 
and distorted narratives related to the war are likely to be used by various violent 
extremists and terrorists to polarize further and radicalize societies, improve their 
media strategies to spread violent propaganda, and attract potential new followers.

The European internal security strategy highlights the need for stronger educa
tional foundations and skills to help individuals and societies become more resilient 
to misinformation, disinformation, radicalization (both offline and online), and 
recruitment into criminal and terrorist activities (European Commission 2025a: 
14‒15, 22). The strategy also emphasizes that terrorists and violent extremists 
actively use different online platforms to spread harmful content and recruit 
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(European Commission 2025a: 23). Minors, as vulnerable users, are particularly at 
risk of online radicalization at an alarming rate. Evidencing this concerning trend, 
the TE–SAT 2025 informs (see Europol 2025: 10) that the number of minors and 
young people involved in terrorist and violent extremist activities continued to grow 
across the EU in 2024 – out of 449 suspects arrested that year, 133 were between 
12 and 20 years old, accounting for more than 29% of the total number of suspects 
arrested for terrorism-related offences. The youngest offender arrested for planning 
to commit a terrorist attack was only 12 years old. To counter online radicalization, 
the Terrorist Content Online Regulation (2021) has been a key tool for limiting the 
spread of terrorist content and enabling the rapid removal of the most dangerous 
materials. By December 31, 2024, a nominal 1426 such removal orders had been 
issued, mostly targeting Jihadist terrorist content but also content from right-wing 
terrorists, as the strategy details (European Commission 2025a: 23). The following 
chapter outlines and explains the main binding norms in European Union law, which 
aim to prevent the security threats described in the information environment (see 
also the summary in Appendix 1).

3. Normative measures regulating  
the information environment in the EU

3.1. Principles of the Charter of Fundamental Rights

The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (CFR) (2012) defines 
core values protected by EU law, such as the right to personal data protection 
(Article 8), freedom of expression and information (Article 11), non-discrimination 
(Article 21), and limits on rights and freedoms to protect others’ rights and freedoms 
(Article 52). As a key part of EU primary law, the CFR sets the main framework 
for the Union’s secondary law, including directives and regulations. Specifically, 
Article 8 affirms everyone’s right to the protection of their personal data, which 
must be processed fairly for specific purposes, based on the person’s consent or other 
legitimate basis. Individuals have the right to access data collected about them and 
to have it corrected if needed. An independent authority also oversees personal data 
protection rules. Article 11, which addresses freedom of expression and information, 
affirms the right of everyone to hold opinions and to receive and share information 
and ideas without interference from public authorities, regardless of borders. It also 
stresses that media freedom and pluralism must be respected.

Article 21 of the CFR prohibits discrimination based on sex, race, color, ethnic or 
social origin, genetic features, language, religion or belief, political or other opinions, 
membership in a minority group, property, birth, disability, age, or sexual orientation. 
Article 24 protects the rights of children, who are an especially vulnerable group.  
It highlights that in all actions involving children, whether by public authorities 
or private institutions, the child’s best interests must be a primary consideration.  
To clarify the scope of protected rights, Article 52 states that any limitations on the 
CFR must be established by law and preserve their essential nature. Importantly, 
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in line with the principle of proportionality, such limitations may be imposed only 
if necessary and serve objectives of general interest recognized by the EU, or are 
required to protect the rights and freedoms of others. Thus, freedom of speech is not 
absolute under European law; it is constrained by the rights and freedoms of others, 
as set out in the CFR.

3.2. General Data Protection Regulation

The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (2016), which has been in effect 
across all EU Member States since May 25, 2018, sets detailed rules for processing, 
storing, and transferring personal data to safeguard individuals’ fundamental rights 
in the EU and the European Economic Area (EEA). GDPR applies to both automated 
and non-automated processing of personal data stored in a filing system, with 
exceptions for personal, household, or public security activities. It covers processing 
by entities inside or outside the EU that offer goods and services. The core principles 
of the GDPR state that data must be processed lawfully, transparently, for specific 
purposes, and in accordance with data minimization rules. It ensures that data sub
jects have the right to know whether their data is being processed, to access it, to 
correct inaccurate data, and to have it deleted (the “Right to be Forgotten”) under 
certain conditions. Crucially, data subjects can also limit how their data is processed, 
object to data processing, including direct marketing, and have the right not to be 
subject to decisions based solely on automated processing.

The GDPR emphasizes the importance of implementing technical and 
organizational measures (such as encryption, pseudonymization, and regular security 
assessments) to reduce the likelihood and impact of breaches. For controllers and 
processors, the GDPR requires them to ensure security and report breaches within  
72 hours, conduct data protection impact assessments (DPIAs) for high-risk pro
cessing, and appoint a Data Protection Officer (DPO) for certain activities. Sensitive 
data categories (such as health, biometric, and genetic data), as well as the processing of 
children’s data, require additional protection. The GDPR also mandates that personal 
data transferred outside the EU remains protected. Such transfers are permitted only 
if the recipient provides an adequate level of protection or if appropriate safeguards 
(e.g., binding corporate rules and standard contractual clauses) are in place. Under 
Article 83, failure to comply with data protection rules can result in administrative 
fines of up to €20 million or 4% of annual global turnover.

3.3. Digital Services and Digital Markets Acts

3.3.1. Digital Services Act

The Digital Services Act (DSA) was adopted in 2022 to standardize the conditions 
for providing intermediary services, especially those called “mere conduit,” 
“caching,” and “hosting” services, through proportionate mandatory rules across the 
EU’s internal market. Its goal is to enable service providers to benefit from the internal 
market while creating more options for the “recipients of the services” – business 
users, consumers, and others (Article 1). As stated in Article 2, the DSA applies 
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to technology-neutral intermediary services offered to recipients with their place 
of establishment in the Union, regardless of the providers’ place of establishment.  
The Act highlights that Very Large Online Platforms (VLOPs) and Very Large  
Online Search Engines (VLOSEs) pose specific risks related to the spread of illegal 
content and societal harms. Accordingly, the DSA permits the introduction of special 
rules for platforms that serve more than 10% of the EU’s 450 million consumers.1

Under Article 34, providers of such services must diligently identify, analyze, and 
assess any systemic risks in the Union stemming from the design or functioning of 
their service and its related systems, including algorithmic systems, or from the use 
made of their services; incorporate proportionate mitigation measures (Article 35); 
and have crisis response responsibilities in front of the European Commission 
(Article 36). The European Commission (2025a: 15) emphasizes that effective 
enforcement of the DSA is crucial to maintaining a safe online environment that 
is resilient to hybrid threats. To ensure a safe, predictable, and trustworthy online 
environment, the concept of “illegal content” (the dissemination of which should 
be limited) should broadly align with existing offline rules, e.g., illegal hate speech 
or terrorist content. “Dissemination to the public,” as defined in the DSA, refers 
to information being made readily accessible to a potentially unlimited number of 
people, i.e., without further action on their part beyond what is required to receive 
the service. Alternatively, when access to information requires registration or group 
attendance, the information should be considered shared with the group only when 
recipients of the service seeking access are automatically registered or admitted 
without human discretion or selection in who is granted access. The latter means that 
communication methods, such as emails or private messaging services, are outside 
the scope of the DSA. Article 14 states that providers of intermediary services must 
include information in their terms and conditions about any restrictions they impose 
on the use of their service concerning information provided by users, including 
measures and tools used for content moderation, and must inform users when 
changes are made.

Additionally, providers of online platforms shall not design, organize, or operate 
their online interfaces in a way that deceives or manipulates users, or otherwise 
significantly distorts or hampers their ability to make free and informed decisions 
(Article 25). Furthermore, as specified in Article 18, when a service provider becomes 
aware of information that gives rise to a suspicion that a criminal offense involving 
a threat to someone’s life or safety has occurred, is occurring, or is likely to occur, 
they must promptly notify the appropriate law enforcement authorities. When an 
online platform is accessible to minors, suitable and proportionate measures should 

1	 Very Large Online Platforms (VLOPs) and Very Large Online Search Engines (VLOSEs) supervised 
by the European Commission are (as of July 28, 2025): AliExpress International (Netherlands) 
B.V.; Amazon Services Europe S.à.r.l.; Apple Distribution International Limited; Aylo Freesites 
Ltd.; Booking.com B.V.; Google Ireland Ltd.; Infinite Styles Services Co., Ltd.; LinkedIn Ireland 
Unlimited Company; Meta Platforms Ireland Limited (MPIL); Microsoft Ireland Operations Limited; 
NKL Associates s.r.o.; Pinterest Europe Ltd.; Snap B.V.; Technius Ltd.; TikTok Technology Limited; 
Twitter International Unlimited Company (TIUC); Whaleco Technology Limited; WebGroup Czech 
Republic, a.s.; Wikimedia Foundation Inc.; Zalando SE (European Commission 2025b).
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also be implemented to ensure a high level of privacy, safety, and security for minors 
(Article 28). Also, when users frequently upload or post clearly illegal content on  
a platform, the service provider should suspend those users (Article 23). Under 
Article 74, if a very large online service provider subject to the DSA fails to comply 
with the DSA, it may be fined up to 6% of its total worldwide annual turnover.

3.3.2. Digital Markets Act

The Digital Markets Act (DMA), adopted in September 2022 and coming into 
force in May 2023, aims to create fairer, more competitive digital markets by 
comprehensively regulating the influence of large digital platforms that provide core 
platform services, termed gatekeepers. As stated in Article 1, the regulation applies 
to core platform services offered by gatekeepers to business users established in the 
EU or end users located in the EU, regardless of where the gatekeepers are based or 
what law governs the service. A small number of large undertakings that provide core 
platform services – such as online intermediation, search engines, social networking, 
and video-sharing platforms – and sometimes control entire platform ecosystems, 
have gained significant economic power (Article 3). This dominance has led to rapid, 
potentially far-reaching reductions in choice for both businesses and end users, with 
gatekeepers leveraging their position to require dependent businesses to use their 
other services, preventing the installation of third-party software (see Articles 5–7).

As outlined in Article 5, gatekeepers should not misuse their position of direct 
access to large amounts of data, such as collecting end users’ personal data directly 
for online advertising when users access third-party websites and apps. Additionally, 
there should be greater transparency about what data is collected and how it is used 
for online advertising, making it clear what consenting to data collection entails 
and allowing users to withdraw their consent at any time (Article 5). As set out in  
Article 13, core platform services should not be fragmented or split through contracts, 
technical measures, or other means to circumvent the quantitative thresholds for 
gatekeepers in the regulation; similarly, any planned mergers intended to increase 
concentration must be reported to the European Commission (Article 14). Under 
Article 24, in urgent cases where there is a risk of serious and irreversible harm to 
business or end users, the Commission may issue an implementing act containing 
interim measures against a gatekeeper based on a preliminary finding of a violation 
of Article 5, 6, or 7. As specified by Article 30, failure to comply may result in a fine 
up to 10% of the gatekeeper’s total worldwide turnover in the following year, or up 
to 20% if non-compliance occurs within the past eight years.

3.4. EU Artificial Intelligence Act

To address the rapid global development of artificial intelligence (AI), the 
European Commission released in 2020 the “White Paper on Artificial Intelligence – A 
European approach to excellence and trust.” The white paper proposed policy options 
to promote the adoption of new technologies and mitigate perceived risks associated 
with their deployment, thereby enabling the EU to maximize the potential benefits 
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of AI, develop European AI, and shape global AI standards. The paper’s goal was 
to ensure that the deployment of new data-processing and autonomous technologies 
does not compromise fundamental rights and European values. However, von Essen 
and Ossewaarde (2023: 389) argue that the European Commission does not provide 
a clear framework for achieving these goals; rather, this approach should be seen as 
a strategic message to build trust in AI adoption. Therefore, while the white paper 
addresses concerns about algorithmic discrimination and dataveillance (European 
Commission 2020: 11), and the accompanying “Ethics Guidelines for Trustworthy 
AI” stress that AI systems should not undermine democratic processes (AI HLEG 
2019: 11), neither document at that time fully addressed the potential scale of AI 
misuse in informational influence activities.

The EU Artificial Intelligence Act (2024) came into effect in August 2024, with 
provisions gradually implemented over the following years. It creates a uniform 
regulatory framework for providers and users of AI systems across the EU. To en
sure it remains future-proof, the Act is technology-neutral. The regulation applies 
to AI system providers regardless of whether they are based in the Union or in  
a third country, or whether the system deployers are established within the EU.  
The definition of an “AI system” in the regulation highlights systems’ capabilities 
to: (i) produce outputs that can influence physical and virtual environments and 
(ii) develop models, algorithms, or both, from inputs or data (Article 3). Article 4 
states that, to maximize benefits from AI systems, providers, deployers, and affected 
individuals should possess sufficient AI literacy to make informed decisions about 
such systems. The regulation sets rules on how AI systems used in the EU must 
conform with the Union’s values of health, safety, transparency, traceability, and 
fundamental rights, including democracy and the rule of law. Additionally, as 
provided in Article 14, all AI systems must be subject to human oversight to mitigate 
the risk of harmful outcomes arising from their use or operation.

The Act classifies AI systems by risk level ‒ unacceptable, high, limited, 
or minimal. AI systems that pose unacceptable risks, such as those that enable 
cogni tive-behavioral manipulation, social scoring, biometric identification, or 
the categorization of people, are prohibited (Article 5). The obligations for other 
AI systems depend on their risk level. Article 9 requires that all high-risk systems 
undergo assessment before being marketed and throughout their lifecycle. Article 10 
specifies how datasets should be used in the development of high-risk AI, and Article 
15 mandates that high-risk AI systems must be designed to be resilient against 
cyber  security risks. As stated in Article 51, general-purpose AI models, such as 
large language and multimodal models, are not classified as high-risk, but must still 
meet transparency requirements and comply with EU copyright law. This includes 
disclosing when content is generated by AI, designing the model to prevent the 
creation of illegal content, and publishing summaries of copyrighted data used for 
training (Article 50). If the development or use of a general-purpose AI model poses 
systemic risk or could cause a serious incident, the provider must, without undue 
delay, monitor the incident and report relevant information and potential corrective 
actions to the relevant authorities (Article 56). Non-compliance with the regulation 
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may result in administrative fines of up to 35 million euros or 7% of the company’s 
total worldwide annual turnover, as outlined in Article 99.

3.5. European Media Freedom Act

Section 4 of the European Media Freedom Act (2024), effective from August 2025, 
emphasizes that the internal market for media services is not sufficiently integrated 
and suffers from several market failures that have worsened due to digitalization. 
Global online platforms serve as gateways to media content, with business models 
that often disintermediate access to media services, thereby increasing the spread of 
polarizing content and disinformation. Moreover (ibid.), the effective functioning 
of the internal market for media services is also challenged by providers, including 
those controlled by certain third countries that systematically spread disinformation, 
manipulate information, and interfere in, using internal market freedoms for abusive 
purposes. Therefore, Section 6 highlights the need for stronger cooperation among 
national regulatory authorities. Such cooperation is intended to prevent media market 
participants across sectors from benefiting from the EU’s internal media market if 
they systematically spread disinformation or manipulate information.

The possible risk for public security posed by media services outside the EU, as 
outlined in Section 47 of the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), may include 
inciting terrorism or conducting systematic international campaigns of foreign 
information manipulation and interference (FIMI) aimed at destabilizing the EU 
or specific Member States. In this context, as Section 48 notes, it is essential to 
coordinate national measures to address security threats posed by media services 
outside the EU that target audiences within the EU. These security risks should be 
evaluated at both the EU and national levels, including the manner in which the 
media service is disseminated or received within EU territory. Section 49 further 
states that to help national regulatory authorities protect the internal media market 
from rogue service providers, the independent European Board for Media Services, 
which is composed of senior representatives from national regulatory authorities, 
should develop a list of criteria for media service providers established or originating 
outside the EU. This list would assist national agencies when a media provider 
seeks jurisdiction in a Member State or is already subject to the jurisdiction of one, 
especially if it poses a serious public security risk (see also Article 17(1) of EMFA).

The EMFA emphasizes (Section 53) that recognized civil society organizations, 
fact-checking organizations, and other relevant professional groups should have 
the ability to flag issues with VLOP providers regarding media service providers’ 
compliance with self-declaration requirements. To facilitate this, the European 
Commission provides specific guidelines to reduce the risk of misuse of features, 
particularly by media service providers to systematically spread disinformation, 
manipulate information, or interfere, including those controlled by certain third 
countries. The Commission should also ensure that risks to the functioning of the 
internal market for media services are independently and continuously monitored as 
part of efforts to improve the functioning of the internal market for media services 
(Section 74). The so-called monitoring exercise, outlined in Article 26 of EMFA, 
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should produce detailed data and qualitative assessments, including evaluations of 
media market concentration at national and regional levels and of the risks of foreign 
misinformation, manipulation, and interference.2 This exercise should be conducted 
independently by a specialized academic entity in collaboration with researchers 
from the Member States, using key performance indicators and methodological 
safeguards.

The EMFA also sets out specific trust and transparency requirements for media 
service providers within the EU’s internal market. Article 6 mandates that media 
providers must clearly and directly provide current information to their service 
recipients regarding (a) their legal name(s) and contact details, (b) the name(s) of 
their direct or indirect owner(s) with ownership stakes, (c) the name(s) of their 
beneficial owner(s), (d) the total annual public funds allocated for government 
advertising and the total annual advertising revenue received from third-country 
public authorities or entities (see also Article 25). Similar transparency duties apply 
to media service providers operating on VLOPs, regulated by Article 18, which 
requires such platforms inter alia to (i) declare that they are media service providers; 
(ii) confirm their editorial independence from Member States, political parties, third 
countries, and entities controlled or funded by third countries; (iii) verify that they 
are subject to regulatory requirements for exercising editorial responsibility in one or 
more Member States and are supervised by a competent national regulatory authority 
or follow a widely recognized co-regulatory or self-regulatory framework governing 
editorial standards within the relevant media sector in one or more Member States; 
(iv) declare that they do not provide AI-generated content without human review or 
editorial oversight; and (v) disclose their legal name and contact details (see Article 
18(1), EMFA). To improve information sharing with market participants, Article 19 
establishes a “structured dialogue” mechanism involving VLOP providers, media 
service provider representatives, and civil society to oversee self-regulatory tools 
aimed at protecting users from harmful content, disinformation, and FIMI.

3.6. Restrictive measures  
against war propaganda and information manipulations

Since Russia annexed Crimea in 2014, the European Union has imposed various 
restrictive measures (sanctions) in response to Russia’s actions that have destabilized 
Ukraine (see Council Decision 2014a, 2014b, 2014c, Council Regulation 2014a, 
2014b, 2014c). Since the onset of a full-scale war of aggression in February 2022, 
these measures have been significantly expanded and strengthened, including 
2	 The monitoring exercise shall include: (a) a detailed analysis of media markets across all Member 

States, including media concentration levels and FIMI risks; (b) an overview and forward-looking 
assessment of the functioning of the internal market for media services as a whole, including the 
impact of online platforms; (c) an overview of risks to media pluralism and editorial independence; 
(d) an overview of measures taken by media service providers to ensure the independence of editorial 
decisions; and (e) a detailed overview on frameworks and practices for allocating public funds for 
state advertising (Article 26(3), EMFA). Also, the monitoring exercise shall be conducted annually 
and publicly available, including the methodology and data used, and presented to the European 
Parliament (Article 26(4), EMFA).
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measures targeting many media enterprises of Russian origin (see Table 1). 
These restrictions (also known as media bans) involve suspending transmission, 
distribution, and broadcasting by numerous Russian state-owned entities to curb war 
propaganda, media manipulation, and the spread of disinformation targeting EU civil 
society and neighboring countries (see also EU Restrictive Measures 2025). The 
June 2025 sanctions package also introduced measures prohibiting financial support 
for political parties, non-governmental organizations, think tanks, and media outlets 
affiliated with Russia, to address interrelated FIMI channels originating from Russia.

In comparison, while the initial sanctions on the banking sector, energy companies, 
and the defense industry against Russia were imposed by the U.S. and EU in 2014 
and 2015 (Oxenstierna and Olsson 2015), specific media sanctions by the U.S. 
were only introduced in May 2022. One of the main goals of these sanctions was to 
prevent Russia’s state-controlled media from accessing the U.S. advertising space. 

Table 1. List of legal persons, entities, or bodies whose broadcasting license or authorization, 
transmission, and distribution are suspended in the European Union (as of May 2025).  

Source: Article 2f, Annex XV to Council Regulation (EU) No 833/2014  
(Council Regulation 2014c). Authors’ formatting

Russia-sponsored media channels under the EU media sanctions

RT – Russia Today English RT – Russia Today UK

RT – Russia Today Germany RT – Russia Today France

RT – Russia Today Spanish Sputnik

Rossiya RTR / RTR Planeta Rossiya 24 / Russia 24

TV Centre International NTV / NTV Mir

Rossiya 1 REN TV

Pervyi Kanal RT Arabic

Sputnik Arabic RT Balkan

Oriental Review Tsargrad

New Eastern Outlook Katehon

Voice of Europe RIA Novosti

Izvestija Rossiiskaja Gazeta

EADaily / Eurasia Daily Fondsk

Lenta NewsFont

RuBaltic SouthFront

Strategic Culture Foundation Krasnaya Zvezda / Tvzvezda



64 Ramon Loik and Jaanika Puusalu

Additional sanctions targeting state-funded media and related companies that enable 
such media were introduced in September 2024, following revelations that Russian 
state media had engaged in covert influence activities (e.g., Tenet Media) aimed at 
supporting Russia’s military efforts and influencing U.S. domestic politics, including 
the 2024 presidential election. Furthermore, in response to actions that undermined 
democratic processes in the Republic of Moldova, sanctions were imposed on a 
Russian non-profit organization and its associated individuals (see Table 2).

Table 2. List of entities and bodies whose activities are suspended in the United States of America.
 Sources: U.S. Department of the Treasury (2022), U.S. Department of the Treasury (2024), 

Office of Foreign Assets Control (2024). Compiled by the authors

Russia-sponsored media channels and associated bodies under the U.S. media sanctions

Channel One Russia Autonomous Non-Profit Organization Dialog

Television Station Russia-1 Autonomous Non-Profit Organization Dialog 
Regions

NTV Broadcasting Company Federal State Unitary Enterprise International 
Information Agency Rossiya Segodnya

Joint Stock Company Channel One Russia Autonomous Non-Profit Organization TV 
Novosti

Joint Stock Company NTV Broadcasting 
Company

CJSC Perspective Technologies Agency

Television Station Russia-1 XH Smart Tech China Co Ltd

New Eastern Outlook Limited Liability Company Algorithm

Oriental Review Evrazia 

In addition to legal persons, entities, or bodies whose broadcasting licenses or 
authorizations, transmission, or distribution are suspended in the European Union, 
the Council Decision (2024) concerning restrictive measures in view of Russia’s 
destabilizing activities added several natural persons to the list of EU restrictive 
measures. As a result, the European Union has increasingly taken preventive and 
targeted, legally binding restrictive measures to protect the fundamental rights of 
individuals from externally directed hostile information influence activities, based 
on the experiences from the war in Ukraine.

4. Discussion

Freedom of speech is a fundamental right and holds a special place in relation to 
democracy. As Guiora and Park (2017: 958) state: “liberal, democratic governments 
recognize the freedom of speech.” However, the approach to implementing this 
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freedom varies significantly between European and German law and culture, 
and U.S. law and culture. A key feature of European discourse culture is the 
establishment of moral norms and ethical principles, including those that apply to 
communication; collectively, all speech acts are held accountable to these communal 
standards. Conversely, U.S. democratic culture strongly protects individuals’ rights 
to their speech and the freedom of its content as an “absolute” right. As Nieuwenhuis  
(2000: 195) explains, speech acts that, in Europe, might be considered inciting hatred 
or insulting specific groups ‒ and therefore banned without conflicting with freedom 
of expression ‒ may not have the same grounds under the First Amendment of the 
U.S. Constitution.

The U.S. Constitution guarantees freedom of expression and prohibits Congress 
from restricting the press and individuals’ right to speak (absolutely) freely.  
The relationship among extreme speech acts, tolerance, and free speech is especially 
complex ‒ particularly in the era of social networking sites and social media (Segado-
Boj and Díaz-Campo 2020). As a result, the challenge of drawing the line between 
extreme and free speech arises from legal and cultural differences that shape the 
features of global social networking, social media, and other intermediary services, 
which operate according to local rules and norms. Such “clash of communication 
standards” may also hinder the harmonization of norms for social media and other 
intermediary platforms and has already sparked heated debates between U.S. and EU 
institutions (see Haeck 2025).

Due to the above, the EU’s normative model for protecting the information 
environment from a security perspective has both benefits and shortcomings while 
also facing dilemmas. The spread of terrorism justifies the expansion of the EU 
security agenda into the information domain, addressing online radicalization and 
violent extremist propaganda. Also, intensive information manipulations during the 
COVID-19 pandemic crisis, the spread of war propaganda due to the war in Ukraine, 
and attempts at interfering in democratic elections by malicious foreign actors were 
the key security concerns and “trigger events” that pushed the enhancement of EU 
legislation and measures to  tackle risks from the growing infodemic and global digital 
challenges. Massive misinformation and disinformation lead to public confusion 
and risky behaviors, as highlighted by the World Health Organization during the 
COVID-19 pandemic (see WHO 2021). The development of AI introduces new, 
and currently unknown, opportunities for manipulative and enhanced information 
influence strategies. These include the creation of increasingly convincing avatar 
solutions and deepfakes, as well as the ability to distribute disinformation more 
broadly and with greater targeting. Additionally, vulnerabilities with escalation 
potential exist across interconnected information systems, enabling automated, 
distributed malware solutions to damage targets ‒ just a few examples of potential 
applications. Raising awareness of manipulations spreading in the digital space and 
taking measures to prevent and address them are, therefore, justified, in principle, to 
protect public health and uphold law and order.

There is evidence that autocratic actors use digital technologies to conduct 
large-scale disinformation campaigns that destabilize democratic countries, deepen 
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polarization, and interfere in elections. Thus, alongside protecting public safety, 
safeguarding democratic values and election integrity is a major focus of EU policy 
aimed at strengthening digital regulations within the internal market for security 
reasons. However, this can also infringe upon and restrict some freedom of information 
and expression, raising important questions about the adequacy and proportionality 
of the monitoring and surveillance measures in place. In other words, the debate 
centers on the boundaries between freedom of speech and freedom of information 
as core values of a democratic society, and on the need to ensure the sustainable 
and proper functioning of that democratic order. As this article demonstrates, in the 
European Union, the security (or security-related) agenda has been integrated into 
a risk-based approach within the normative-regulatory framework governing the 
digital and media services sector.

5. Conclusion

The main pillar of the EU model of resilience in an information environment is 
the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (CFR), which safeguards 
fundamental rights and freedoms as primary-law values. The CFR outlines core 
values protected by EU law, such as the right to data protection, freedom of 
expression and information, non-discrimination, and restrictions on rights and 
freedoms to safeguard others’ rights and freedoms. Article 11 of the CFR, which 
addresses freedom of expression and information, affirms everyone’s right to 
receive and share information and ideas without interference from public authorities, 
regardless of borders. Relevant secondary legislation primarily references the CFR, 
such as the EU data protection regulation, which is centered on the GDPR and forms 
the second pillar of the EU data and privacy protection framework. The GDPR, 
along with other data protection and privacy regulations, requires that personal data 
transferred outside the EU remains protected. Such transfers are permitted only if the 
recipient provides an adequate level of protection or, where appropriate, implements 
safeguards such as binding corporate rules or standard contractual clauses.

The third normative pillar includes measures through internal market regulations, 
specifically DSA and DMA, regulating companies operating in the EU market 
that own and utilize big data, such as media companies, core platform services, 
and intermediary services. More specifically, the DSA requires very large online 
platforms (VLOPs) and very large search engines (VLOSEs) to assess and mitigate 
systemic risks related to their services, such as impacts on civic discourse and public 
security, including foreign interference in elections. The DSA also has a crisis 
response mechanism for serious threats to public safety and health, supported by a 
voluntary DSA Incident Response Framework. Both regulations focus on consumer 
protection, transparent competition, and preventing the rise of monopoly digital 
service providers by attaching additional services to their offerings. Through market 
protection measures, the EU seeks to prevent digital manipulations and the creation 
of digital monopolies.
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The DSA also emphasizes the importance of preventing the spread of 
disinformation. At the same time, content shared by individuals falls outside the 
EU’s regulatory scope ‒ the responsibility for monitoring sharing applies only when 
information is shared automatically, meaning the recipient has not consciously chosen 
to receive it. Personal communication channels, chat groups, and email exchanges 
are not regulated. Large platforms are also responsible for critically assessing and 
mitigating the risk of disinformation spreading, monitoring content, removing 
content that violates fundamental rights, and explaining to users why certain content 
is removed. In cases where there is reason to believe that criminal activity could 
threaten, or has threatened, the life or safety of a person or persons, service providers 
are required to notify the appropriate law enforcement authorities in the country and 
provide the necessary information for investigation and legal proceedings.

Artificial intelligence systems that pose unacceptable risks, such as enabling 
cognitive behavioral manipulation, social scoring, biometric identification, or the 
automatic categorization of people without human oversight, are currently banned 
in the EU. This creates obligations for, especially, providers of VLOPs or VLOSEs 
to identify and reduce systemic risks from the spread of artificially generated or 
manipulated content. These risks include potential negative effects on democratic 
processes, civic discourse, and electoral processes, as well as the spread of 
disinformation. The risk to public security posed by media services outside the EU, 
as outlined by the EMFA, may involve inciting terrorism or running systematic 
international campaigns of foreign information manipulation and interference (FIMI) 
aimed at destabilizing the EU or individual Member States. In this context, as EMFA 
highlights, it is essential to coordinate national measures to handle security threats 
posed by media services, whether located outside the EU or targeting audiences 
within it. These security risks should be evaluated both at the EU and national levels, 
including the manner in which the media service is shared or received within EU 
jurisdiction. The fourth key area for protecting the information environment includes 
EU sanctions targeting legal persons, entities, or bodies whose broadcasting licenses, 
permissions, transmissions, or distributions have been suspended in the EU.
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1. Introduction

There is a significant shift in the geopolitical landscape of South Asia after the 
U.S. withdrew from Afghanistan in 2021. This geopolitical shift greatly influenced 
the strategic competition between Pakistan and India, as both countries were trying 
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to influence the state of Afghanistan in order to secure their national interests, in turn 
reshaping the politics and security situation in the region. 

Geostrategically, Afghanistan holds a significant position for both India and 
Pakistan, as it opposes each other’s dominance in Afghanistan. For this reason, 
India for a long time has evolved its strategic and diplomatic efforts to enhance its 
engagement with the Taliban to limit or counter Pakistan’s influence in the region. 

This strategic competition between India and Pakistan plays a significant role in 
reshaping the power dynamics and impacting the regional dynamics. Considering the 
South Asian region, the competing strategies and policies of India and Pakistan show 
a pattern of amity and enmity, which is one of the core principles of the Regional 
Security Complex Theory (RSCT). 

This study aims to explore the grand strategies of both India and Pakistan toward 
Afghanistan following the U.S. withdrawal in 2021. The study, while adopting the 
theoretical framework of RSCT, which has already been used in the past to describe 
Afghanistan but in this paper is more focused on explaining the post-2021 scenario 
and content analysis as the methodological tool, hypothesizes that both India and 
Pakistan are employing countering political, economic, security, and ideological 
grand strategies and mechanisms to achieve strategic depth against each other in 
Afghanistan.

2. Theoretical framework

B arry Buzan and Ole Wæver’s Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT) 
provides a foundational framework for understanding security dynamics in regions 
with interdependent security interests (Buzan and Waever 2003). RSCT posits that 
geographically proximate states within a security complex, such as South Asia, 
experience heightened insecurity from neighboring states compared to distant 
powers. Scholars have extensively applied RSCT to analyze South Asia, identifying 
the region’s security complexities and its susceptibility to cross-border threats  
(Tapan 2021). 

As Afghanistan straddles the borders of South Asia, Central Asia, and the 
Middle East, it occupies a complex position as an “insulator” state, a region that 
separates but is still influenced by multiple security complexes. The main security 
dynamic of the region is defined by competition and traditional patterns of hostility 
and, consequently, mutual securitization between India and Pakistan. The essential 
structure continues to be bipolar, given that nuclear parity has allowed Pakistan to 
compete on equal terms with India (Chowdhury 2022).

Under RSCT, the security dynamics between India and Pakistan are considered 
central to South Asia’s regional security complex (RSC). Afghanistan’s instability 
has historically served as a stage for Indo‒Pak rivalry, and the Taliban’s resurgence 
has intensified this competition. RSCT emphasizes the proximity factor in 
understanding these tensions. Consequently, Afghanistan’s instability has magnified 
Indo‒Pak security concerns, aligning with RSCT’s focus on how interdependent 
security issues shape regional dynamics. 
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2.1. Afghanistan as an insulator state  
in South Asia’s regional security complex

Contrary to the states highly integrated within an RSC, Afghanistan’s case is not 
the same; it has always been present outside the structure of interdependence (Buzan 
and Waever 2003).

The problem of Afghanistan is peripheral to, and not the core of, the security 
problems of South Asia. India’s and Pakistan’s interests in Afghanistan are primarily 
a reflection of their own security aspirations and insecurity fears. They are motivated 
by the rationale of checking on the influence of each other, continuing their proxy war 
on Afghan soil, albeit indirectly and through unconventional methods. For Pakistan, 
influence over Afghanistan is necessary for maintaining strategic depth against India. 
For India, economic influence in Afghanistan allows it to be recognized as a major 
donor in the region, while turning public opinion in the country against Pakistan and 
insulating itself against the dangers of drugs and fundamentalist Islam in the region 
(Tadjbakhsh 2011).

Afghanistan is placed exterior to all the regional security structures surrounding 
it, while still being vulnerable to the evolving dynamics of these regional complexes 
(Harpviken 2010). Within the South Asian context, this phenomenon is related to 
the strategic competition between Pakistan and India counterbalancing each other’s 
influence and dominance in Afghanistan and in the region as a whole (Buzan and 
Waever 2003).

The resurgence of the Taliban to power after the U.S. withdrawal demonstrated 
this pattern in a compelling manner.  Pakistan, on the one hand, perceived the return 
of the Taliban as a strategic opportunity to safeguard its national interests, while India, 
on the other hand, recalibrated its strategic approach toward the Taliban regime by 
bilateral agreements and soft power projection (Akhtar, Hussain, and Marwat 2025). 

From the RSCT perspective, the position of Afghanistan within the RSC of South 
Asia can be explained as both central and marginal. While continuously being absent 
from a regional security framework, Afghanistan tends to act as an insulator state, 
facing instabilities, contestations, and fragmentation. Being internally and externally 
unable to control the external powers’ rivalry in Afghanistan, it continues to be an 
insulator for the India‒Pakistan competition, making it unlikely to play a proactive 
role in bringing both these states toward cooperation. 

3. The geopolitical landscape of Afghanistan  
after the U.S. withdrawal

Afghanistan has always been among the geostrategically important states due 
to its geographical positioning and historical relevance. Being a gateway to some 
resourceful states in Central Asia, Afghanistan has enhanced its importance for 
regional and international powers, at some instances becoming a battleground for 
great power rivalries and competitions trying to achieve their strategic depth in the 
country (Chaghaty and Bagramwal 2025). The strategic geopolitical location of 
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Afghanistan carries significant and crucial implications for both regional and global 
politics, making it a critical player on the international stage (Rasool, Mukhtarova, 
and Jan 2024). From a wider perspective, India, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and other 
regional states could act as the geographical juncture of the regional powers. From a 
geopolitical perspective, the Pakistani establishment sees India’s growing influence 
in Afghanistan as an acute security threat. 

The official  withdrawal of the U.S. from Afghanistan in 2021 had a significant 
impact on reshaping the geopolitical landscape of the South Asian region. Pakistan, 
located in close geographical proximity to Afghanistan, faced implications both 
from the presence of the U.S. in Afghanistan during the war on terror as well as 
from its withdrawal. However, India was considered as an important ally of the 
United States in the region in its efforts to tackle extremism. Washington remained 
dependent on Pakistan’s efforts to curb terrorist activities on Afghan soil, while 
Pakistan was concerned about the growing Indian influence in Afghanistan, viewing 
a weak Afghan governing structure as an opportunity to increase its strategic depth.

The U.S. withdrawal resulted in a power vacuum posing a significant threat to 
the security of Pakistan, as the geographical proximity made Pakistan prone to the 
cross-border spillover of instability and militancy. Pakistan has already dealt with 
multiple security threats, including the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), Baloch 
separatist groups, Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), and other organized terrorist 
activities from Afghan soil (Muzaffar, Yaseen, and Afzal 2021). 

Several scholars such as Kugelman have also expressed concerns regarding the 
U.S. exit from Afghanistan, as it has severely affected the security and stability of 
Pakistan due to the rising refugee migration, increase in drug trade, and terrorist 
activities (Jamal 2021).

The foreign approach of India has also required readjustments. In order to increase 
its influence, India installed its embassies and consulates all across Afghanistan. 
This move was perceived as support to insurgent and separatist movements in 
Balochistan, serving as a base for the Research and Analysis Wing (RAW).  India, 
in order to counter the presence of Pakistan in Afghanistan, increased the supply of 
armed weapons, collaborating with defense experts and providing military training 
to Afghans (Nath 2019). 

One of the most tangible economic consequences has been the renewed influx of 
Afghan refugees into Pakistan. By continuing to uphold an open-border policy and 
avoiding direct confrontation with the Taliban, Islamabad has absorbed yet another 
wave of displaced individuals, adding to the millions already residing in Pakistan since 
the 1980s. This influx has placed a disproportionate burden on border provinces such 
as Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan, where resources for housing, healthcare, 
education, and employment are already strained. The refugee crisis has thus become 
not only a humanitarian issue but also a governance challenge, exacerbating social 
unrest and straining provincial administrations (Bhattacharya 2024). Based on the 
estimates, Pakistan’s economy got further destabilized because of an additional 
influx of 700,000 Afghan refugees, costing Pakistan almost $2.2 billion.

Zafar Moeen Nasir, the former Vice Chancellor of Punjab University, Lahore, 
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argued that a shift in the foreign policy from geopolitics to geo-economics will 
have significant financial consequences for Pakistan. He stated, “As Pakistan has 
already shifted towards geo-economics, so Pakistan will focus more on the economic 
outcome rather than geopolitical gains, and constructive role in Afghanistan by 
Pakistan will bring dividends for both nations” (Sajid 2021).

On the other  hand, the exit of the U.S. from Afghanistan has resulted in a number 
of opportunities for India to strengthen its presence and influence in Afghanistan. 
The Indian national security perspective has focused on the need to assert power in 
the region, filling the gap left behind by the U.S. after its withdrawal, while further 
increasing its involvement in Afghanistan’s internal politics.

4. Pakistan’s engagement in Afghanistan:  
balancing security concerns and strategic depth

The withdrawal of the United States from Afghanistan in 2021 fundamentally 
altered the regional order and immediately pushed Pakistan–Afghanistan relations 
into a far more complex and uncertain phase. The departure of American and NATO 
forces created a vacuum in South Asia’s security architecture, compelling Islamabad 
to re-evaluate its long-term strategy toward Kabul (Behera 2002). In the recent past, 
Pakistan has sought to have strategic depth in Afghanistan, with the notion of a client 
regime in Afghanistan that would let the Pak-armed forces to install military assets in 
Afghanistan in the case of any future conflict with India (Budihas 2011). 

The resurgence of the Taliban in Kabul offered Islamabad both a sense of strategic 
opportunity and, at the same time, deep domestic instability. While the Taliban 
leadership attempted to realign its policies in response to international and regional 
pressures, it proved largely ineffective in addressing Pakistan’s principal concerns, 
particularly the persistence of cross-border terrorism and militant activities that 
threatened national security. 

Within this environment of uncertainty, Pakistan’s foreign policy choices became 
structurally hybrid, combining historical and cultural linkages with Kabul, on the 
one hand, and the persistent objective of achieving strategic depth against India, on 
the other, to secure its vulnerable western border (Behera 2002). 

In practical terms, Pakistan initially adopted what may be described as a cautious 
but tolerant approach toward Afghanistan in the immediate aftermath of the U.S. exit. 
Rather than repeating the patterns of earlier decades, when Islamabad had pursued 
overtly deep political involvement in Kabul, Pakistan chose to limit itself to a more 
carefully calculated and strategically managed engagement. By refraining from full 
political endorsement of the Taliban regime, Pakistan sought to minimize the risks 
of diplomatic isolation, while still keeping open channels of influence in Kabul. 
However, this readjusted policy stance soon revealed the inability of the Taliban 
leadership to control militant groups such as TTP, which continued to operate and 
expand their activities, thereby posing severe challenges to Pakistan’s internal 
stability and national security (Ahmed and Ahlawat 2024).
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Consequently, Pakistan’s relations with Afghanistan in this period are best 
described as conditional and pragmatic, dependent above all on the Taliban regime’s 
willingness to address terrorism and to contribute meaningfully to regional peace 
and stability (Ghaznawi 2025).

Pakistan’s strategic orientation has been profoundly shaped by its India-centric 
security framework. Historically, Islamabad’s military elite has viewed Afghanistan 
through the lens of strategic depth: a friendly Kabul regime could offset the threat 
of Indian encirclement and provide Pakistan with greater geostrategic flexibility. 
Maintaining ties with Kabul has therefore been considered essential not only for 
western border stability but also as a counterbalance to India’s expanding social, 
economic, and political presence in Afghanistan (Riedel 2012). The India dimension 
remains central to understanding Islamabad’s Afghan calculus. Pakistan’s security 
establishment has long relied on Islamist proxies, including the Afghan Taliban, to 
blunt India’s influence in Kabul and preserve its leverage in regional geopolitics 
(Fair 2016). As a result, Pakistani elites increasingly perceive Afghanistan as a 
contested space within a broader India–Pakistan competition. Concerns about 
Indian support for separatist movements in Balochistan reinforce this perception, 
encouraging Islamabad to pursue coercive and political dominance over Afghan 
entities, particularly the Taliban (Hanauer and Chalk 2012). Ultimately, the U.S. 
exit in 2021 triggered systemic disarray, destabilizing the external security order and 
creating a vacuum that heightened regional uncertainty. The Taliban’s rapid takeover 
disrupted Islamabad’s expectation of a negotiated political settlement and forced a 
fundamental reassessment of its Afghan strategy.

A combination of internal factors, such as public opinion, leadership views, 
national security imperatives, and military strategies, has influenced Pakistan’s 
foreign policy toward Afghanistan in the years following the United States’ exit. 
In accordance with these domestic concerns, Pakistan’s government and military 
leadership modified their foreign policy toward Afghanistan with the expectations 
of strategic collaboration.

The foreign policy prioritized initiatives to counter terrorism and militant 
tendencies. This recognition produced a dual-track policy involving, on the one 
hand, cautious engagement with the Taliban regime and, on the other, protective 
measures designed to insulate Pakistan’s domestic order from Afghan turbulence.

Recently, the Pakistani military carried out airstrikes in Afghanistan targeting the 
head of TTP, Noor Wali Mehsud, accusing the Afghan government of supporting 
TTP’s extremist activities, which resulted in a spillover of Islamist militants killing 
11 Pakistani soldiers in the Tirah Valley of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The Afghan 
government refused these allegations, calling them a violation of Afghan sovereignty, 
affecting the bilateral trust between the two states and further escalating tensions 
(Shah, Yawar, and Ali 2025). 
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5. India’s engagement in Afghanistan:  
balancing soft power and strategic depth

The geostrategic significance of Afghanistan plays a decisive role in Indian foreign 
policy choices. The presence of huge reserves of natural resources, including oil, 
gas, and minerals, makes it an ideal region for India’s natural resources’ diplomacy  
(Basu 2007). Therefore, the engagement of India in Afghanistan represents a 
complete security approach, dealing with both internal and external security issues 
(Raja and Rani 2023). 

The geopolitical competition, however, defines the basic structure of India’s 
engagement in Afghanistan. Through its investment in the development of 
Afghanistan, India seeks to counter Pakistan’s “strategic depth” dilemma, while 
simultaneously opposing Islamabad’s dominance and influence in Afghanistan’s 
internal affairs. From the perspective of Kautilyan realism and the Mandala theory, 
Afghanistan serves as a crucial geographical location, vital to maintaining India’s 
security. 

The withdrawal of the U.S. from Afghanistan compelled India to readjust its 
strategic approach from solely focusing on development toward a more cautious, 
interest-based engagement, while officially refraining from recognizing the Taliban 
regime and preserving options to promote Indian influence in Afghanistan. It is largely 
based on the evolving regional security dynamics, soft power projection, balance 
of power, geopolitical rivalries, and post-U.S. withdrawal engagement (Ganaie and 
Ganaie 2022). India’s empathy for Afghan citizens affected by natural disasters and 
post-war instabilities demonstrates the dual nature of India’s approach ‒ namely, 
humanitarian diplomacy and pragmatic calculations ‒ as stability in Afghanistan is 
important to protect India’s national interests and security in the region (Mullen 
2017).

Within this framework, India’s assistance has taken both humanitarian and 
developmental forms, serving dual purposes of compassion and strategic influence. 
This strategy of Narendra Modi successfully utilized the emotions of Afghans 
regarding the Pashtunistan issue and the Durand Line to decrease the political 
influence of Islamabad in Kabul. India has accelerated its efforts to enhance its 
influence via diplomatic initiatives and collaborations in Afghanistan’s politics 
and economy. During a virtual address at the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO)–Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) event, Modi affirmed the 
continuation of humanitarian and developmental assistance to Afghanistan in the 
education, healthcare, and infrastructure sectors, to achieve its strategic goals while 
securing the favor of the Taliban regime (Farooq 2022).

After the withdrawal of the U.S. from Afghanistan, India considered the bilateral 
agreements with the Taliban regime strategically essential, understanding that 
disengagement with the Taliban regime can weaken India’s position in Afghanistan, 
making it difficult for New Delhi to achieve its strategic interests. The Taliban’s 
failure to address Afghanistan’s economic crisis provided India with further space to 
expand its role through aid and assistance.
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In this regard, the humanitarian assistance provided by India served as the most 
prominent means of engagement. Between 2021 and 2023, India offered 50,000 tons 
of wheat, medical supplies, winter items, and COVID-19 vaccines through the UN 
and the World Food Programme (Raja and Rani 2023). This aid, while humanitarian 
in nature, also enhanced India’s strategic position in Afghanistan’s evolving security 
framework. 

To further improve the bilateral relations, India has established its embassy in 
Kabul to safeguard its national interests beyond humanitarian aid. India has also 
relied on capacity building and soft power, rooted in education, health, and limited 
security cooperation (Farooq 2022). By investing nearly $3 billion in developmental 
projects, India successfully avoided the use of military force while maintaining its 
image of a reliable strategic ally. This “winning hearts and minds” policy of India 
further strengthened the bilateral relations during the Ghani and Karzai regimes 
(Ganaie and Ganaie 2022). India has trained 25 Afghan military officials since July 
2022 by offering them additional language and professional development programs 
besides military training. Likewise, India has permitted opportunities for Afghan 
students to pursue their studies and for medical patients to attain medical assistance 
in India (Farooq 2022). Alongside these efforts, New Delhi has also reinforced its 
diplomatic presence to coordinate aid and sustain engagement.

In June 2022, a technical team was deployed by the Ministry of External Affairs 
(MEA) to the Indian Embassy in Kabul to coordinate assistance, thereby reaffirming 
India’s presence in Afghanistan while maintaining the non-recognition stance 
currently held. Ministerial discussions held in Dubai in January 2025 between the 
Foreign Minister of Afghanistan and the Foreign Secretary of India solely focused 
on trade enhancement and regional connectivity through the Chabahar Port, while 
India made it clear that recognition of the Taliban regime remained off the agenda 
(Reuters 2025). Additionally, after 2021, multiple significant initiatives were taken 
regarding education and scholarships for Afghan students in India (ICCR 2023). 
Viewed through RSCT, these policies reflect the interconnected security dynamics 
of South Asia.

These engagements demonstrate the utilization of strategic policies by India 
toward Afghanistan, influenced by its strategic competition with Pakistan in the 
South Asian region. By setting aside the disagreements with the Taliban regime, 
India seeks to counter the monopolization of Pakistan’s influence in Kabul, which 
increases the security threat directly affecting India’s national interests in the broader 
regional competition. India’s increasing engagement with the Taliban regime depicts 
the practicality of RSCT, underscoring the interdependence of security concerns and 
strategic objectives with Afghanistan as the center and crucial arena for the ongoing 
strategic competition between India and Pakistan.
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6. Comparative analysis of India’s and Pakistan’s  
competing strategies in post-U.S. withdrawal Afghanistan

The strategic competition between Pakistan and India establishes Afghanistan 
as a crucial arena for their rivalry. Both Pakistan and India consider Afghanistan a 
vital element for maintaining their strategic depth and for achieving their strategic 
interests. Pakistan perceives Afghanistan as a means to achieve strategic depth 
against India and to protect its western border, whereas India aims to maintain its 
influence in Afghanistan to counter Pakistan’s dominance. Both Pakistan and India 
are engaging with the Taliban regime, utilizing different strategic moves to attain 
regional and strategic leverage against each other (Chaudhuri and Shende 2020; 
Popalzay 2024).

Table 1. India’s and Pakistan’s competing strategies in post-U.S. withdrawal Afghanistan

Dimensions India’s strategies Pakistan’s strategies

Strategic approach India’s strategic approach focuses 
more on the cautious developmental 
and economic engagement.  
It does not completely recognize  
the Taliban regime but still 
maintains enough strategic presence 
to ensure its strategic depth.

Pakistan’s strategic approach 
remains purely security-oriented 
to maintain strategic depth against 
India by ensuring cordial relations 
with the Taliban regime and other 
religious non-state actors  
in Afghanistan.

Main objectives The close bilateral relations 
between Pakistan’s leadership and 
the Taliban regime are perceived 
as a threat by India. Its strategic 
approach mostly focuses on shifting 
an anti-Indian narrative to its favor, 
to counter the Pakistani narrative 
in Afghanistan. It will help India to 
achieve both its strategic as well as 
economic interests easily.

Pakistan views the close diplomatic 
engagement between India and 
Afghanistan as an attempt to 
strategically encircle Pakistan. 
Its main focus is to decrease and 
eventually end the Indian influence, 
to avoid being encircled by India, 
and to maintain its strategic depth 
in Afghanistan, eventually securing 
both its eastern and western fronts.

RSCT perspective Due to security interdependence, 
instability in Afghanistan affects 
India both externally and internally. 
To maintain its security and 
stability, as well as that of the 
regional security environment, 
India engages with Afghanistan 
through soft power projection to 
counter Pakistan’s primacy.

Pakistan’s support for  
the Taliban regime and the religious 
factions of non-state actors helps 
Pakistan to limit security threats 
from Afghanistan spilling over 
into Pakistan due to its close 
geographical proximity, as well 
as to leverage its position in 
Afghanistan while limiting Indian 
influence.

Continued on the next page
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Dimensions India’s strategies Pakistan’s strategies

Role of Afghanistan India perceives Afghanistan as an 
insulator state, helping it to reach 
Central Asian Republics (CARs) 
and supporting the Indian narrative 
of regional politics that counters 
Pakistan’s position in the region.

Afghanistan also acts as an 
insulator state for Pakistan, helping 
it to maintain its strategic depth and 
securing its western front against 
Indian dominance.

Ideological and 
political approach

India extends its support to secular 
leadership, such as Abdullah’s 
regime and other non-state secular 
factions, which can be helpful 
in promoting the Indian secular 
narrative in Afghanistan and in  
the wider region.

Pakistan provides complete support 
to the Islamic leadership and other 
non-state actors, who can serve as 
proxies due to religious and cultural 
commonalities while providing 
Pakistan with political leverage 
against India.

Security approach India focuses on limiting  
the origination and spread of 
extremist and militant tendencies 
from Afghanistan toward India by 
encouraging the desecuritization  
of militant organizations.

Pakistan focuses on direct 
engagement with the Taliban 
regime and other Islamic extremist 
factions of the Afghan society while 
avoiding the spillover of these 
extremist tendencies into Pakistan’s 
domestic structure.

Diplomatic 
approach and 
power projection

India utilizes soft power projection 
and indirect engagement with 
the Taliban regime to counter 
Pakistan’s dominance in 
Afghanistan.

Pakistan applies direct diplomatic 
engagement with the Taliban 
leadership and control of  
the Afghan regime and security 
apparatus to limit growing Indian 
influence in Afghanistan.

Tools for strategic 
depth

India extends developmental 
aid, economic investments, 
infrastructure development, 
educational scholarships, and 
technical assistance. 

Pakistan offers religious support to 
leadership and religious non-state 
actors, strengthening cultural ties, 
security cooperation, and border 
control.

Outcome from 
RSCT perspective

India’s strategies stabilize 
Afghanistan to some extent,  
but it is still a challenge to 
gain full access to the religious 
leadership and extremist factions 
of the Afghan society. India 
prefers to focus on soft power 
projection rather than on military 
confrontation in the South Asian 
security complex.

Supporting the Taliban regime can 
be political leverage for Pakistan, 
but there are significant chances of 
increase in spillover of extremist 
and militant activities into Pakistan 
and other regional states, eventually 
affecting the regional security 
environment.

Table 1. Continued
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The above comparative evidence shows that the grand strategies of India and 
Pakistan in post-2021 Afghanistan form part of the long-term amity and enmity that 
define the South Asian RSC. The two states are intertwined in the relationship of 
radical security interdependence in which the actions of one state will automatically 
lead to counteractions of the other state. Finally, India‒Pakistan engagement in 
Afghanistan re-establishes South Asian security at the regional rather than the 
systemic level. This continuation of the suspicion on both sides ensures that the 
stabilization processes continue to be dependent on the competitive interests of 
proximity and interdependence. Afghanistan therefore survives as the center of the 
South Asian security complex, where the dominant polarity of India and Pakistan 
also recreates the structural insecurity of the region.

7. Policy recommendations for sustainable regional stability

The growth of competition inside a regional complex increases externalities; there
fore, the optimal approach is to find a solution that involves collective governance 
of security externalities instead of unilateral hegemony, which is consistent with the 
regional logic of RSCT. The application of RSCT to Afghanistan’s situation offers 
valuable insights into policy formulation for regional actors. By understanding 
Afghanistan’s role within the South Asian security complex, policymakers can better 
assess how cross-border dynamics shape their security environment. 

The following policy modifications can help to foster stability within Afghanistan 
and regionally while focusing on enhancing cooperation between India and Pakistan.

7.1. Confidence-building measures and encouraging cooperative mechanisms

It is important to promote cooperation between India and Pakistan to achieve 
stability for all ‒ India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. Both India and Pakistan should 
focus on collaborative stability projects rather than competing strategies. By focusing 
on confidence-building measures (CBMs) and transparency within their policies 
and activities, both India and Pakistan can promote cooperation rather than further 
escalate competition. 

7.2. Policies of economic and developmental cooperation

Both India and Pakistan share their own economic interests in Afghanistan. 
Given Pakistan’s historical economic relevance to Afghanistan and India’s role 
as an alternative trade route, both countries can significantly benefit Afghanistan 
and each other by focusing on economic collaboration and integration. Rather than 
establishing Afghanistan as a contested zone for their strategic competition, both 
India and Pakistan can leverage their economic relevance in reducing economic 
hostilities and maintaining Afghanistan as a hub of regional connectivity and trade 
corridor between South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East, thus helping India, 
Pakistan, and Afghanistan to achieve their national economic gains.
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7.3. Limiting proxy warfare

The limited utilization of non-state actors as proxies by both India and Pakistan 
can help to create trust between the two states, as the use of such proxies against each 
other increases mistrust and decreases the chances of cooperation.

7.4. Supporting multilateral developmental frameworks in Afghanistan

Both India and Pakistan are solely focusing on maintaining unilateral influence 
and dominance in Afghanistan, trying to achieve their own national interests and 
strategic depth while leveraging their presence against each other. Such an approach 
curbs the capacity to employ a multilateral developmental framework. Both states 
should recognize the importance of a collective political, economic, and security 
framework, encouraging India and Pakistan to cooperate to achieve their national 
interests and strategic depth rather than competing for them. 

8. Conclusion

With the withdrawal of the U.S. from Afghanistan, both India and Pakistan were 
provided with a power vacuum and an opportunity to compete to achieve strategic 
depth in Afghanistan in the absence of a major power in the country. Both India and 
Pakistan have employed competing strategies that have also shaped their quest for 
strategic depth. Pakistan, viewing Afghanistan as a buffer against the rising influence 
of India, has always tried to maintain a friendly relationship with the Kabul regime 
to achieve its national interests. These challenges have also affected Pakistan’s quest 
for strategic depth, as the presence of India in Afghanistan has prevented Pakistan 
from gaining leverage in achieving this objective.

India, on the other hand, considers its involvement in Afghanistan not only a 
necessity to curb Pakistani influence over militancy in the region but also an 
opportunity to gain respect regionally. Regardless of these concerns, India has still 
chosen to engage with the Taliban regime pragmatically, focusing more on the 
economic and developmental sector than solely political engagement. Pakistan, 
however, has focused more on the political and cultural engagement by backing the 
Taliban regime and other religious factions of the Afghan society. 

The competing strategies employed by both India and Pakistan in Afghanistan 
have left Afghanistan more fragile and vulnerable, further limiting its capacity to 
achieve its own stability and security; rather, it is only a contested geographical space 
between Pakistan and India. When analyzed through the lens of RSCT, Afghanistan 
is placed as an insulator state at the center of the South Asian security complex, 
where it faces competition between India and Pakistan, thereby connecting South 
Asia to other important geographical regions such as Central Asia and the Middle 
East. 

In conclusion, this thesis argues that the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan 
further intensified the strategic competition between India and Pakistan. Rather than 
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stabilizing Afghanistan, it left the country as a contested space for India‒Pakistan 
competition to achieve strategic depth against each other within the regional security 
complex of the South Asian region with significant implications for the security, 
economy, and politics of all these three states.

Data availability statement: This study is qualitative; hence, no quantitative 
data are used. All data supporting the findings are contained within this article and 
its referenced sources.
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1. Introduction

Alexander the Great is a legendary figure all over the world. Accounts of his 
life have been written in numerous languages and literatures, and his legend has 
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developed over time into multifaceted identities. Alexander therefore represents 
a globally common theme and consciousness of the Eastern literary traditions 
surrounding the Mediterranean basin and its environs, within which Ottoman 
literature can also be situated. Historiographical traditions have created diverse 
charismatic images and depictions of Alexander, including sage, orator, prophet, 
philosopher, lover, explorer, conqueror, Christian king, and even Ottoman sultan. 

It can be said that, within this framework, there are three categories of the 
contemporarily significant evaluation of Alexander in ancient sources: the laudatory, 
the critical, and the popular tradition. The laudatory tradition, shaped by the king’s 
contemporaries, his close circle, and subsequent writers, emphasizes Alexander’s 
military genius, his qualities of leadership, and cultural unification. In contrast, the 
anti-Alexander tradition, rooted in Greek opposition, is linked to a historiography 
that accuses Alexander of megalomania and contains myths relating to notions of 
divinity, drunkenness, tyranny, and despotism. This historiography claims that the 
achievements of Alexander were due to good fortune, rather than talent. The third 
strand, the popular tradition, has been shaped by narratives that are dominated by 
legendary, fantastic, and supernatural elements, rather than historical reality.

Scholars frequently emphasize the undeniable influence of the Alexander 
Romance ‒ generally attributed to Callisthenes of Olynthus, though its author is 
not definitively known ‒ on the widespread dissemination of this narrative genre, 
derived from popular tradition, during the Middle Ages. It is noted that this romance 
played a significant role in how Muslims place great importance on Alexander’s 
history and their composition of İskendernâmes. Similarly, it is stated that medieval 
Christian society’s knowledge and admiration of Alexander also originated from 
this romance (for a critique of ancient sources related to Alexander’s history and 
extensive information regarding the three aforementioned categories, see Arslan 
2017: 138‒156, Öztürk 2018: VII‒X).

The Alexander Romance has played an undeniable role in shaping the Alexander 
image, particularly within the popular tradition, including the forming of subsequent 
Alexander narrative traditions and amalgamating numerous layers of fabulous myths. 
Translated into Latin in the fourth century CE, the romance subsequently established 
a wide sphere of influence in both the Western and Eastern worlds due to being 
written into numerous languages throughout the Middle Ages, including English, 
French, Gaelic, German, Swedish, Italian, Bulgarian, Serbian, Czech, Polish, 
Russian, Hungarian, Spanish, Arabic, and Hebrew. In the introduction to her study of 
Persian Alexander narratives derived from the Pseudo-Callisthenes tradition, Minoo 
S. Southgate (1978) traces in detail the differences in the versions written in Western 
and Eastern languages, beginning with Pseudo-Callisthenes’ Alexander Romance. 
According to Southgate, the first Latin translation of the text was made by Julius 
Valerius in the fourth century CE, followed by the translation of Leo, the archpriest 
of Naples, in the tenth century CE. 

These two translations, as well as the derived manuscripts, served as foundational 
sources for the numerous Alexander romances written in the vernacular languages 
of Western Europe. The delta (δ) recension, one of the four main branches of the 
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Pseudo-Callisthenes tradition, was the root of the formation of Pahlavi, Syriac, 
Arabic, Persian, and Ethiopic romances in the East. Although the Pahlavi translation 
is lost, it is understood that the sixth-century Syriac version is directly connected 
to the Greek manuscript. Southgate notes that the exact Syriac text was translated 
into an (now also lost) Arabic version in the ninth century, and that this manuscript 
served as the source for Ethiopian versions from the fourteenth to the sixteenth 
centuries. Southgate further notes that while Persian romances are connected 
to the aforementioned variants, they were not translated directly from Pseudo-
Callisthenes, the Syriac, or the Ethiopic variants, and consequently could exhibit 
specific differences in terms of content and structure. Nevertheless, the Alexander 
narrative composed by Firdawsî, despite containing Persian and Islamic elements, 
bears qualities that are in many respects closer to the Pseudo-Callisthenes tradition 
(Southgate 1978: 2). 

Within this framework, Richard Stoneman emphasizes that each age created its 
own Alexander, and that a fixed and sacred image of Alexander never actually existed. 
More specifically, while the Jewish tradition positioned Alexander as an orator and 
prophet, Christian, Greek, and Syriac versions prioritized his devotion to God. 
Nevertheless, Stoneman suggests that the source and repository of all these beliefs 
is undoubtedly the Alexander Romance, and so Alexander was viewed as a knight in 
medieval Europe, as an arch-devil in Iranian narratives for damaging the sacred sites 
of Zoroastrianism, as the son by epic poets such as Firdawsî, not of Philip of Macedon, 
but of Darius the Persian king (thus the true king of the Persian Empire), who is seen 
in modern Greek literature as the semi-legendary bearer of Romiosyni, and in folk 
narratives as the ruler of the winds or the father of mermaids (Stoneman 1991: 2)1.  
As such observations are particularly applicable to the Alexander narratives produced 
during the early and classical Ottoman periods, Dimitri Kastritsis’s illuminating 
assessment of the relationship between the Alexander Romance and the formative 
period of the Ottoman Empire is of considerable importance for our subject:

Depending on one’s perspective, it was possible to represent Alexander as a 
philosopher and explorer of new lands, a champion of Islam or Christianity, 
a Byzantine Emperor, or a Muslim king (shâh, pâdishâh). In Byzantium, 
following a tradition that had developed gradually over the course of the Middle 
Ages, Alexander was presented as a Christian who had visited Jerusalem and 
destroyed pagan temples. In Islam, he was a sacred personage identified with 
the Quranic Dhû’l-Qarnayn (“the two-horned one”). In Iran, his conquest and 
destruction of the country was mitigated by the idea that he was a half-brother 
of his enemy Darius, and therefore a legitimate ruler. These traditions are well 
known, and there is a substantial scholarly literature on each of them. What is 
often missing, however, is a broader historical perspective, especially for the 

1	 For the template regarding all manuscripts and translations of the Alexander Romance in the 
introduction to this work, see pp. 28–31. For further extensive reading on this subject, see also 
(Doufikar-Aerts 2010, Hanaway 1998: 609‒612, Kastritsis 2001: 103‒131, Stoneman 1994, 
Stoneman 2008, Stoneman 2012).
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period in which the Ottoman Empire came to replace the worlds of Byzantium 
and medieval Anatolia. The chief aim of this contribution is therefore to move 
beyond the existing treatments of the subject and examine it more broadly.  
In light of this rich cultural landscape, much can be gained by taking a critical 
historical approach to the development of the Alexander Romance in the early 
Ottoman Empire, while also considering the intertextuality of the works in 
question (Kastritsis 2016: 243‒244).

2. The image of Alexander in Ottoman literature

Alexander the Great, a legendary figure considered a model ruler in Western and 
Eastern literatures and emulated by numerous monarchs and commanders, has a 
similarly powerful symbolic value in Ottoman literature through identification with 
the sultans of the period. Particularly in classical Ottoman poetry, Ottoman sultans 
are frequently given titles such as “İskender-i sânî” (the Second Alexander) or 
“İskender-i zamân” (the Alexander of the age) (for an extensive survey and evaluation 
of the different aspects of the Alexander image in Ottoman poetry, see Avcı 2014a: 
47–69). This discourse functions not merely as a historical device but also as a 
metaphorical vehicle for the ideals of political power, justice, wisdom, and conquest. 
For instance, in the Divan in which Bâkî, one of the prominent poets and bureaucrats 
of sixteenth-century Ottoman literature, collected his poems, Sultan Süleyman the 
Magnificent is defined as the Jamshid of feasting, the Darius of warfare, and the 
Khosrow of justice, as well as “İskender-i zamân,” that is, the Alexander of the age. 
Thus, Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent is idealized by being placed alongside the 
most distinguished examples of both historical and mythological rulers, as well as 
being exalted as the Alexander of his era:

Cemşîd-i îş ü işret ü Dârâ-yı dâr ü gîr
Kisrî-i adl ü re’fet ü İskender-i zamân

The Jamshid of feasting; the Darius of warfare
The Khosrow of justice; the Alexander of the age

Bi-hamdi’llâh şeref buldı yine mülk-i Süleymânî
Cülûs itdi saâdet tahtına İskender-i sânî

Thanks to God, the realm of Süleyman is once again honorable
The Second Alexander has ascended to the throne of felicity  
(Öztürk 2018: XII‒XIV)

In her assessments regarding the ideal ruler image in the Ottoman context, Serpil 
Bağcı (1994) states that not only Islamic İskendernâme versions written in Eastern 
languages but also examples written in Greek and Latin were circulated and read 
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within the Ottoman court milieu. Supporting this assessment with a concrete example, 
Bağcı draws attention to an illuminated Greek Alexander Romance manuscript 
located in the archives of the Istituto Ellenico di Studi Bizantini e Post-Bizantini in 
Venice. The manuscript in question demonstrates that Alexander narratives in the 
Ottoman palace were not limited solely to Islamic sources, but that contact with the 
classical Greco-Roman heritage was also maintained2. Similarly, Cemal Kafadar, in 
his comprehensive study examining the sources of Ottoman political thought, focuses 
on the figure of Alexander the Great, and particularly on Ahmedî’s İskendernâme, in 
the following interpretation of the codes of classical Ottoman thought:

The knowledge that Alexander the Great held an indisputable place in 
Ottoman-Turkish thought a few generations ago may seem surprising today. 
However, the earliest Ottoman history in our possession consists of nothing 
more than a brief ‘epilogue’ appended by Ahmedî (1334‒1413) to his work 
entitled İskendernâme, which recounts the legendary story of Alexander the 
Great (or more precisely, of an ‘Alexander’ who is the hero of numerous 
legends intertwined with elements reminiscent of the life story of Alexander 
the Great, King of Macedon). Reading and narrating the real or imaginary 
adventures of that famous conqueror, and mentioning them when appropriate 
in books of history and politics and in poetry, were ordinary matters in the 
Ottoman cultural world.

While the dominant forms of national ‘we-ism’ that emerged with the 
decoding of classical Ottoman thought (including Islamist versions) turned 
their backs, in a sense, on the cultural heritage of the Hellenic and Roman 
periods – at least on elements not considered to belong to Anatolia – decisions 
were made regarding what was ‘ours’, and what was not, according to new 
criteria and values. If we fail to take this historical reality into account, we 
render nativeness ahistorical, as if it were always the continuation of the same 
essence...

...The fact that pre-Westernization Ottoman-Turkish (and Islamic culture in 
general) was, in a sense (though not in every respect, of course), more open 
to and receptive of the Hellenistic and Roman heritage than it is today can be 
considered one of the interesting ironies of Turkish history. However, names 
such as Eflatun (Plato) and Aristo(teles) or Bukrat (Hippocrates) and Calinus 
(Galen), which today are approached from the framework of Western classics, 
were actually among the fundamental classics of Islamic and Ottoman 
cultures. One of the most important sources of Ottoman political thought lies 
here (Kafadar 2001: 23).

2	 For an article that examines the image of the ideal ruler in the Ottoman Empire based on İskendernâmes 
in general, and specifically on the illuminated manuscript copies of Ahmedî’s İskendernâme, see 
(Bağcı 1994: 111‒131). Additionally, for an article arguing that the İskendernâme is a nasihatnâme 
(advice book) centred on Emir Süleyman, based on Ahmedî’s life story, education, and cultural 
milieu, see (Küçükhüseyin 2016: 285‒311).
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3. The narrative of Ahmedî’s İskendernâme

The İskendernâme was composed by Ahmedî in the early fifteenth century and 
is considered to be the first link in the Alexander the Great narrative tradition in 
early Ottoman literature. In light of the information available to us today, the first 
İskendernâme of Ottoman literature is Ahmedî’s aforementioned masterpiece (for 
Ahmedî’s life and works, see Köprülü 1950: 216‒211, Ünver 1983: 3‒7). Ahmedî’s 
İskendernâme, as a version of the Alexander the Great romance in Ottoman 
literature, traces its origins to the Alexander Romance of the Hellenistic period and 
consequently to its appearance in Persian literature. In the İskendernâme, composed 
in the early fifteenth century, Ahmedî’s models are Firdawsî’s Shâhnâmeh (the first 
versified form of the story in 2,500 couplets), completed in 1010, and the Persian 
İskendernâme (Sharafnâmeh and Iqbâlnâmeh) version completed by Nizâmî in 1194 
(for the points where Ahmedî follows or departs from the Persian İskendernâmes, 
see Ünver 1983: 11‒12, 17‒21). Ahmedî, apart from minor contributions, produces a 
structurally and thematically coherent text by adding to the İskendernâmes, using the 
narratives of Gülşah and Kaydafe as models, and creating a world history containing 
a section entitled “Mawlid” (Birth of the Prophet) (Dankoff 2020: 21‒23, Öztürk 
2018: XVI, Sawyer 2005: 228‒230). These additions not only provided textual 
richness but also enabled the representation of the political, cultural, and religious 
characteristics of the period within the text. In this respect, Ahmedî’s İskendernâme 
goes beyond being merely an adaptation and translation, displaying the characteristics 
of a comprehensive narrative that responds to the historical and cultural needs of the 
period. In recent years, research opportunities in the field have increased due to two 
critical text editions of Ahmedî’s İskendernâme, as well as an intralingual translation 
study and increasing academic interest in other İskendernâme examples in Turkish 
literature (Akdoğan and Kutsal 2019, Dankoff 2020, Öztürk 2018).

Apart from Ahmedî, poets such as Alî Shîr Navâ’î, Ahmed-i Ridvân, Hamzavî, 
and Behishtî Sinân also composed İskendernâmes in Turkish literature (Avcı 2014b: 
45‒71, Ünver 1975: 121‒127). İsmail Ünver, one of the prominent turcologists of 
Ottoman literature, who devoted years of study to Ahmedî’s İskendernâme, considers 
Alî Shîr Navâ’î’s mathnawi, which is entitled Sedd-i İskandarî, as being superior 
among all the aforementioned İskendernâmes due to its planned structure, plain 
narrative style, and avoidance of contradictory accounts (Ünver 1975: 24).

3.1. The portrait of the ideal ruler in İskendernâme

In the İskendernâme, Ahmedî establishes the portrait of the ideal ruler, as well 
as the Ottoman interpretation of Indo-Iranian political theory, through a narrative 
structure based on consultations and letters exchanged between four Greek sages 
who are Alexander’s companions or boon companions. In the portrait of the ideal 
ruler drawn in the mirror for princes (siyâsatnâmes), similar versions of concepts 
such as justice (törü), divine grace (fer = devlet), generosity, and heroism, which 
form the foundation of Indo-Iranian political theory, can be seen in the tradition 
of Ottoman political thought. According to this political theory, the continuity 



99An Ottoman interpretation of the Alexander Romance

of the extraordinary power and charisma (kut) bestowed upon the ruler by God 
depends primarily on the equitable application of justice, the observance of wisdom 
in sovereignty, and the meticulous fulfillment of the rules of protocol, ethics, and 
gentlemanliness (adab). Justice occupies the centre of both political legitimacy and 
social order, and the rights and obligations of rulers were regulated in accordance 
with justice and customary laws. 

In one section of the İskendernâme, Eflatun (Plato), Aristo(teles), Bukrat 
(Hippocrates), and Socrates (Sokrat) each present a letter of advice containing 
the secrets and principles of being an ideal ruler to the young Alexander upon 
his accession to the throne. When the contents of these four letters are carefully 
examined, the reader encounters ‒ as carefully embedded in the narrative in 
accordance with Ahmedî’s narrative strategy ‒ the four most important qualities 
of an ideal ruler: justice, generosity, heroism (javânmardî), and piety. Within the 
narrative unity, the letter presented by Aristo that stands out is that of the young 
ruler’s closest companion. This letter emphasizes the avoidance of arrogance, the 
adoption of humility, the observance of merit, the harms of haste, the virtue of 
patience, and the indispensable place of consultation and counsel (mashwarat) in the 
art of ruling. Bukrat, with complete sincerity, advises avoiding tyranny, acting with 
justice in all matters, and recognizes that justice is the key to religious and worldly 
felicity. The idea of justice is established through narratives such as Moses being 
rewarded with prophethood for observing justice in shepherding and Solomon being 
given command over the wind for being just.

On the other hand, the destructive effects of greed and avarice on sovereignty 
and the ruler are also described. Eflatun’s letter advises the sultan to make a habit 
of modesty, patience, and clemency, be equipped with generosity and virtue, turn 
toward knowledge, and approach the people with compassion. Particular emphasis 
is placed on the importance of purification to avoid moral weaknesses, such as envy. 
The sage Socrates begins his letter by prioritizing the understanding of the circle of 
justice (dâ’ira-i adliyya), which has a deep-rooted place in Indo-Iranian political 
thought. According to this understanding, for a ruler to maintain his sovereignty, his 
treasury must be complete and his army victorious. The harmony of the treasury, 
army, bureaucracy, and the ruler within this circle of justice constitutes a political 
balance based on the principle of justice. The sage Socrates advises not to cast 
anyone’s faults in their face and not to gossip behind anyone’s back, and he also 
notes explicitly that humility should not be abandoned, provided that it does not 
excessively damage the ruler’s majesty and grandeur:

857  Her ki diler kim imāret eyleye  
    Mülki ʿadl ile ʿimāret eyleye 

858  Ol melik kim kişveri maʿmūr ola  
     Mālı vāfir leşkeri manṣūr ola 

859  Ger dilerseŋ kim riyāset ėdesin  
    Müfside dāyim siyāset ėdesin

857  The person who wishes to maintain sovereignty 
    Should make his realm prosperous through justice

858  The ruler whose realm is prosperous 
    Must have abundant wealth and a victorious army

859  If you wish to remain in power 
    You must always punish seditionists



100 Furkan Öztürk 

It can be seen that Ahmedî’s İskendernâme is not merely an Alexander narrative 
but also an early siyâsatnâme text that reflects the ethical codes of Ottoman political 
thought, the understanding of ideal ruling, and a form of governance based on the 
principle of consultation (mashwarat). The İskendernâme therefore recalls Yûsuf 
of Balasagun’s Kutadgu Bilig, which is constructed within the frame of a story and 
built through dialogue and allegorical representations. These letters, which present 
the virtues that a young prince should possess when embarking upon ruling through 
teachings grounded in the traditions of Islamic wisdom, further deepen the didactic 
dimensions of the work.

3.2. The love story of Alexander and Gülşah

Ahmedî’s İskendernâme, in which the secrets and principles of being an ideal 
ruler are elaborated, is a narrative in which not only political virtues but also 
individual and spiritual maturation are staged. In this respect, one of the most 

860  Kim siyāsetle olur beglik temām 
    Bī-siyāset memleket dutmaz niẓām...

866  Söylemedin söz nedür fikr eylegil  
    Ḫayr u şerrin bilgil andan söylegil 

867  Söz ki söylendi atılmış oḳ durur  
    Anı döndürmege dermān yoḳ durur 

868  Her iş içün ḫūn-ı nā-ḥaḳ ėtmegil  
    Senden anı ṣorısar Ḥaḳ ėtmegil...

872  Cāh seveni emīnüŋ ṣanmaġıl  
    Māluŋı her gişiye inanmaġıl 

873  Cāh ḥırṣı çoḳ gişiyi azdurur  
    Māla māyil olmayan gişi ͡͡ az durur 

874  Ḳıl tevāżuʿ līkin ėtme ol ḳadar  
    Ki ͡͡ ėre andan heybete nā-geh żarar 

875  Kimsenüŋ ardınca ġaybet eyleme  
    Kimse yüzine meẕemmet söyleme 

876  Ki ͡͡ ol ikiden nefrete düşer gişi  
    Senden iʿrāż eylemek olur işi 

877  Ger işitdüŋse saŋa ben bir kitāb  
    Söz dėdüm Va’llāhü aʿlem bi’ṣ-ṣavāb

(Akdoğan and Kutsal 2019: 283‒285, 
Dankoff 2020: 255‒257)

860  Since sovereignty is perfected through law 
    A realm without law cannot maintain order...

866  Think before you speak 
    Know the benefits and harms and then speak 
    accordingly

867  A word spoken is an arrow shot 
    There is no way to turn it back

868  Do not shed blood unjustly for any matter 
    The Truth will demand it of you, do not do it...

872  Do not consider the lover of position trustworthy 
    Do not entrust your property to everyone

873  Ambition for position corrupts many people 
    Rare is the person who does not covet wealth

874  Be humble, though not excessively so 
    For from that comes harm to majesty

875  Do not gossip behind anyone’s back 
    Do not cast anyone’s faults in their face

876  The person who falls into hatred because of these 
    two 
    Will turn away from you

877  If you have listened, I have spoken as many 
    words to you as a book 
    I have spoken words, Allah knows the truth

(Öztürk 2018: 68‒69)
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original and noteworthy sections of the İskendernâme is undoubtedly a “romantic 
interpolation” in which the love between Alexander and Gülşah is poeticized. This 
section, corresponding to Alexander’s marriage to Rûshanag, daughter of Dârâ, in 
Firdawsî’s Shâhnâmeh, occurs before Alexander’s conquest of India and during his 
conquest of Sistan. 

In the section, Gülşah (daughter of Zarasb), the beauty of beauties from whose 
cheek the sun borrows light, falls in love with Alexander, who comes to Sistan in 
the guise of an envoy. According to Robert Dankoff, while Alexander’s marriage 
serves the function of “political reconciliation” in Firdawsî and Nizâmî, in Ahmedî’s 
İskendernâme it serves to depict the themes of “love and mystical union.” Dankoff, 
who criticizes Gibb’s assessments on specific points, describes this love tale as 
“original” because it does not appear in similar examples of the same genre in Persian. 
Dankoff, who does not accept the claim that the section is apocryphal, that is, not 
composed by Ahmedî, agrees that this section was designed later and is not part of 
the original text. He also notes that even if this is the case, the section deserves to be 
evaluated within the context of the work as a whole (Dankoff 1987: 95‒103, Öztürk 
2018: XXIII‒XXIV). 

In this context, the love in question transcends the role of a temporary romantic 
interlude within the epic narrative, becoming a symbolic projection of the ideal ruler’s 
mystical maturation journey. Gülşah’s beauty triggers not only a passionate love in 
Alexander’s heart but also a spiritual quest. Thus, Ahmedî positions Alexander not 
only as a conqueror or political figure but also as a mystic who attains perfection 
through love. This section (dâstân), which opens with a panegyric of spring, Nawrûz, 
and the nightingale’s exuberant song, creates an original intermediate layer within 
both the thematic and poetic structure of the narrative by opening the door to the 
transformative aspect of love through the awakening of nature. In the section in 
question, Alexander comes to the palace of Zarasb, the ruler of Sistan, in the guise 
of an envoy. Zarasb shows extraordinary interest in this foreign envoy, takes great 
pleasure in conversing with him, and begins to praise Alexander even before anyone 
has posed a question. This exaggerated appreciation arouses curiosity among the 
palace household, and one of those captivated by the effect of this admiration is 
Zarasb’s daughter, Gülşah, whose falling in love with Alexander without even seeing 
him represents a significant point in the narrative. Gülşah, whose soul is consumed by 
the fire of love, watches for an opportunity to see Alexander by any means necessary. 
Ahmedî enriches the aforementioned love and its mystical sensibility in the narrative 
by incorporating romantic episodes from the stories of Nasîmî, Laylâ-Majnûn (the 
motif of Laylâ distributing love potion), and Mahmûd-Ayâz (the motif of true lovers 
becoming one). The ghazals interspersed within the text, a familiar feature of Turkish 
romantic mathnavîs, appear only in this section of the İskendernâme (Dankoff 1984: 
9‒25).
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ʿĀşıḳ şüden-i Gülşāh be-İskender

1392  Sīstānʼda kim Zeresb-i nām-cūy 
      Oldı bir müddet şeh ile kām-cūy

1393  Çünki mest olur şebistāna gėder 
      Ḫalvetinde ͡͡ İskenderʼi ͡͡ eyle vaṣf ėder

1394  Kim sözini işiden ḳalur ʿaceb 
      Görmegini ėlçinüŋ ḳılur ṭaleb

1395  Ol ḳadar söyler kimesne ṣormadın 
      Kim ḳız aŋa ʿāşıḳ olur görmedin

1396  ʿIşḳ odı cānına olur kārger 
      Göŋli milkini ḳılur zīr ü zeber

1397  Ḥīle ile cehd ėdüp çāre ḳılur 
      Şāhı görmege bacadan yol bulur

1398  Cidd ü cehd ile olur ḥāṣıl her iş 
      İster iseŋ ced cidd ile düriş

1399  Bir naẓarla çünki gördi şeh yüzin 
      Āh ėdüben unıtdı gendüzin

1400  Göz durur göŋüllere ʿayn-ı ʿanā 
      Göz ėder cānı belāya mübtelā

1401  Āh ėdüp ḳız ḥasret ile aġladı 
      Şöyle kim dāye yüregin daġladı

1402  Aldı dāye ḳızı vü ėve ėve 
      Ṭamlar üstinden ėrişdürdi eve

(Akdoğan and Kutsal 2019: 333,  
Dankoff 2020: 331‒333)

Gülşah Falling in Love with Alexander

1392  The renowned Zarasb in Sistan 
      Enjoyed himself with the king for a time

1393  When he went to the harem quarters 
       intoxicated 
      He would speak of Alexander in his harem  
      with such praise

1394  That hearing his words, those who became 
       curious 
      Desired to see the envoy

1395  He speaks so much without anyone asking 
      That his daughter falls in love with him before 
      seeing him

1396  The fire of love penetrating her soul 
      Devastates the realm of her heart

1397  She strives with cunning and finds a remedy 
      She finds a way through the chimney to see 
      the king

1398  Every matter comes through effort and  
      endeavor 
      If you desire your wish, strive with heart and 
      soul

1399  When she saw the king’s face with one glance 
      She sighed and forgot herself

1400  The eye is the source of sorrow for hearts 
      It is the eye that afflicts the soul with calamity

1401  The girl sighed and wept with longing 
      So much so that she wounded her nurse’s  
      heart

1402  The nurse took the girl and swiftly 
      Brought her home over the rooftops

(Öztürk 2018: 107‒108)

3.3. Conversations in İskendernâme on cosmology, astronomy,  
astrology, physiology, psychology, and medicine

Ahmedî also devotes space in the İskendernâme to discussions, which use various 
narrative constructions, on theology, cosmology, astronomy, astrology, physiology, 
psychology, and medicine. The content of these discussions is almost identical to 
those of encyclopedic and didactic classical Ottoman works such as Erzurumlu 
İbrahim Hakkı’s Ma’rifetnâme (Öztürk 2018: XXV‒XXVI). The discussions 
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contained in the İskendernâme, which can be considered a contemporary science 
encyclopedia, also provide insights into how Ahmedî attained his literary skills3. 

In the İskendernâme, Ahmedî vividly depicts the magnitude of Alexander’s 
army marching to conquer India through descriptions of the soldiers’ march and the 
clamor of kettledrums and drums. According to this account, Alexander, who intends 
to seize India and also hold Sint under his dominion, first comes to the land of India 
with an army so large that the sun and moon become virtually invisible from the dust 
they raise. The earth is adorned with white and blue flags, as well as various banners 
of different colors; the kettledrums roar like thunder and the soldiers surge like the 
blue sea. Kayd, the ruler of the land of India, is intimidated by Alexander’s great 
army and sends him gifts (a sage, a physician, a goblet, and his daughter Shahrbânû) 
through an envoy named Mihrân in an attempt to surrender his country without 
fighting. Once in India, Alexander discusses various topics with the sage, such as 
the creation of the universe, the magnitude of celestial bodies in the universe (moon, 
sun, fixed stars, planets, terrestrial globe), the essence of the body and soul, anatomy, 
the divisions of the soul, the hidden powers of man (imagination, fantasy, etc.), the 
fundamental senses, diet and bodily health, as well as Alexander’s desire to learn 
from the Indian sage how to maintain a healthy body:

2752  Şerḥ ėtdügüŋ bu terkīb-i laṭīf  
      Kim düzüpdür anı Ḥaḳ böyle şerīf 

2753  Saŋa bu ġurbetde ol merkeb durur  
      Oraya varmaġa kim maṭlab durur 

2754  Sėni ėrgürür Ḥaḳʼuŋ rıżvānına  
      Bāġ-ı ḳudsüŋ revḥ ile reyḥānına 

2755  Pes bunı ḳānūn-ı ṭıbb ile müdām  
      Ṣaḳlamaḳ gerek durur ėy nīk-nām 

2756  Nedür ol ḳānūnı şerḥ eyle baŋa  
      Kim gereklüdür hemīşe ol buŋa 

2757  Ne gereklüdür bu cisme şerḥ ėt  
      Ḥıfẓ-ı ṣıḥḥat aṣlı ne durur eyit 

Cevāb-ı suʾāl-ı Ẕu’l-ḳarneyn

2758  Dėdi budur ālet aŋa ėrmege  
      Varıban dārüʼn-naʿīme girmege

3	 Tunca Kortantamer, who composed a detailed biography of Ahmedî that includes his educational 
life, states that sources agree on him first attending a madrasa in Anatolia and then continuing his 
education in Egypt, where he studied under the renowned Hanafi scholar Shaykh Akmal al-Dîn. For 
extensive information, see (Kortantamer 1993: 1‒30). For additional information on Ahmedî’s life, 
see also (Kut 1989: 165‒167). For an original perspective on Ahmedî’s biography as a companion 
poet of the Germiyanoğulları, being one of the founders of divan poetry in Anatolia, and for an 
evaluation of the İskendernâme within this framework, see (İnalcık 2011: 88‒101).

2752  This beautiful composition you have explained 
      The Truth has created thus honorably

2753  To reach that place you desire 
      In this exile it is your mount

2754  That which brings you to the pleasure of the Truth 
      Leads you to the comfort and sustenance of  
      the garden of Paradise

2755  Therefore, with the laws of medicine 
      It must be constantly preserved, O well-named one

2756  Since it is always necessary 
      What is that law, explain to me

2757  What is necessary for this body, explain 
      What is the essence of preserving health, tell me

The Answer to Dhū al-Qarnayn’s Question

2758  To attain it, to reach the abode of Paradise and 
      Enter, this is the means, he said
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2759  Lā-cirem ḳānūn düzilmişdür aŋa  
      Kim mizācı dāyim anuŋla oŋa 

2760  Az yėmek durur şehā aṣl-ı ʿilāc  
      Kim anuŋla ten-dürüst ola mizāc 

2761  Az yėgil az tā ki rāḥat göresin 
      Çoḳ yėr iseŋ çoḳ ḥarāret göresin 

2762  Az yėyen gişi hemīşe saġ olur  
      Çoḳ yėyenüŋ yüregi pür-dāġ olur 

2763  Az yėseŋ geydüŋ melāyik ḫilʿatin  
      Çoḳ yėseŋ dutduŋ behāyim ḫaṣletin 

2764  Çoḳ yėmekden ne gelür derd ü ʿanā  
      Āḫiri nolur ʿanānuŋ cüz fenā 

2765  Çoḳ yėmekden kimse rāḥat almadı  
      Az yėmeklikden peşīmān olmadı 

2766  Az yėyen ʿĪsī-ṣıfat göge varur  
      Çoḳ yėyen Ḳārūn gibi yėre girür 

2767  Ney gibi ger olasın ḫālī-şikem  
      Düzesin ġam defʿine dürlü neġam 

2768  Ger ḳalemvār ėdesin maʿde tehī  
      Maʿnī iḳlīminüŋ olasın şehi

(Akdoğan and Kutsal 2019: 283‒285,  
Dankoff 2020: 255‒257)

2759  To constantly repair the body’s structure with it 
      Surely the law of this has been established

2760  Since the body will find health through it 
      The essence of medicine is eating little, O king

2761  Eat little, little, so that you may find comfort 
      If you eat much, you will experience much heat

2762  The person who eats little is always healthy 
      The heart of one who eats much becomes wounded

2763  When you eat little, you wear the robe of angels 
      When you eat much, you acquire the nature  
      of animals

2764  What comes from eating much: trouble and distress 
      What is the end: only death

2765  No one found comfort from eating much 
      No one regretted eating little

2766  One who eats little ascends to heaven like Jesus 
      One who eats much enters the earth like Korah

2767  If you become empty-bellied like the reed flute 
      You compose various melodies to dispel sorrow

2768  If you become empty-stomached like the pen 
      You become the king of the realm of meaning

(Öztürk 2018: 208‒209)

The İskendernâme, which is also of great significance for being the first versified 
Alexander story written in Turkish literature, contains, in addition to its didactic-
encyclopedic character, the Islamic ethical and ceremonial rules (adab) that 
prepare one for being a gentleman (refined person), as addressed in masterpieces 
such as the Shâhnâmeh, Qâbûsnâmeh, Siyâsatnâmeh, and Kutadgu Bilig. Nuran 
Tezcan considers Ahmedî to be the first comprehensive representative of the adab 
understanding in Ottoman literature. In the 14th century Anatolia, poets supported 
by beys laid the foundations of Turkish literature by translating Persian mathnavîs. 
These poets demonstrated their literary creativity with qasidas, ghazals, and 
especially ‘ishqnâmes (prince love mathnavîs). These works demonstrate that 
Turkish literature developed from the outset within the patronage system, featuring 
worldly content that is aligned with the adab understanding based on the ancient 
Iranian tradition. The works of Ahmedî, who was the first to possess a divan-divan 
(qasida-ghazal), history and encyclopedic mathnavi (İskendernâme), and ‘ishqnâme 
(Jamshîd va Khurshîd), correspond with the three fundamental elements of the adab 
understanding; in this respect, Ahmedî is a comprehensive representative of the 
adab tradition as a knowledgeable and historically cultural man who is able to use 
the refined language of his period (Tezcan 2015: 437‒438). Similarly, Halil İnalcık 
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has the following to say on the subject in terms of the Islamic adab, advice, and 
gentlemanly tradition:

We find the source of Islamic adab in the ancient Iranian tradition expressed by 
the term âyîn (later farhang), primarily established in Firdawsî’s Shâhnâmeh. 
Adab is defined as “refinement in thought, word, and behavior.” To attain this, it 
is necessary to learn specific rules and apply them to life. The general measure 
of these rules is also moderation, the middle way. The gentleman (javânmard) 
ethic, in the Shâhnâmeh, encompasses rules such as moderation, avoiding 
words that would hurt others, generosity, giving gifts, and not hurting the 
feelings of the other party when giving gifts. Pahlavi pand (andarz) literature, 
and works such as the Shâhnâmeh, Qâbûsnâmeh, and İskendernâmeh, all aim 
to provide guidance along this path. The distinguished person who wishes 
to be refined, namely a gentleman, must comply with these rules. A person 
should not deviate from moderation in life, in eating and drinking, in sexual 
relations (should not be captive to emotions and instincts). These high qualities 
are qualities that rulers and politicians must adopt. In Ottoman biographical 
dictionaries of poets (shu’arâ’ tadhkirahs), the Rûm (Anatolian) and refined 
persons (zurafâ’), referred to gentlemen with refined souls who had adopted 
these rules and embraced adab culture. Over a long period of time, works such 
as the Qâbûsnâmeh, the works of the Germiyanoğulları companion poets, 
and Mustafâ Âlî’s Qawâ’id are continued this tradition by teaching the rules 
(İnalcık 2011: 17‒18).

3.4. Fantastical creatures and spaces in İskendernâme

In addition to its encyclopedic-didactic character and its quality of evoking the 
rules of adab (gentlemanliness), fantastic beings (‘ajâ’ib wa gharâ’ib) also occupy 
an important place in Ahmedî’s İskendernâme. Fantastic beings and places are 
among the most intriguing subjects of world literature, attracting the interest of 
both medieval and contemporary societies. It can be clearly seen from the main 
outlines of the İskendernâme that ‘ajâ’ib wa gharâ’ib elements (figures, places, and 
images) are present, particularly in the sections on Fantastic Beings (‘Ajâ’ib wa 
Gharâ’ib) (3228‒3926) and Wars (3927‒4246) (See APPENDIX 1) in the accounts 
of Alexander’s conquest of India and his slaying, using the intelligence and cunning 
of Odysseus, of the dragon that was afflicting the locals. 

I would also like to point out that ‘ajâ’ib narratives can be found in the Final 
Journeys section (7871‒8541), Alexander’s Journey to the Land of Darkness, his 
debates with the Brahmans, the Monastery of the First Dhû al-Qarnayn, the Land 
of Women, the Land of Darkness, and the Speaking Tree (8315‒8541) sections.  
The Indian islands (Râyij, Râminî, Wâqwâq, Atvâriya, Jâba), the mysterious islands 
in the China Sea, the Eastern countries, Kashmir, Tagharghar, Russia, Khazar, 
the land of naked people, the valley of diamonds, and Wâqwâq island emerge as 
fantastic places full of fantastic beings. In Islamic-period Persian literature, fantastic 
places and fantastic figures (‘ajâ’ib wa gharâ’ib) are encountered that eclipse those 
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in Borges’s The Book of Imaginary Beings. Examples include dîvs (demons), which 
are the embodied forms of Satan and the dragon; the White Dîv; dragons; elephant-
headed fish; human-faced fish; wolf-headed humans; humans with elephant-like 
trunks on their faces; the one-legged and one-winged Nasnâs; the people of Gog and 
Magog who are half a human’s height with bodies as hairy as pigs and sharp, long 
claws; snake-bodied elephant-headed fish; creatures that swim in the sea by day 
and fly by night; giant monkeys; one-horned rabbits; a mirror that shows everything 
happening in the entire world; the water of life; and the speaking tree. ‘Ajâ’ib al-
Makhlûqât literature, which contains the collective memory of thousands of years 
of Eastern cultures and serves not merely to entertain, be pleasurable, or satisfy 
the need for fantasy but to inspire wonder and be persuasive, must have played a 
significant role in the formation of ‘ajâ’ib and gharâ’ib narratives (Öztürk 2018: 
XXVI‒XXVII, Öztürk 2020: 243‒258).

After Alexander saves the land of Sint from evil by killing the dragon, he wishes 
to travel to see all the seas and lands found there. This is in character as Alexander, 
who has had many ships built to sail the seas and discover wonders, appears in 
narratives, biographical dictionaries (tabaqât), and biographical works not only as 
a conqueror aspiring to conquer the entire world but also as a curious sage pursuing 
knowledge. This is the case not only in the İskendernâmes but also, for instance, 
in Shahrazûrî’s Nuzhat al-Arwâh, which was composed in the twelfth century as a 
biographical dictionary (a history of philosophy constructed based on Suhrawardî’s 
illuminationist perspective) and in which Alexander appears as one of the book’s one 
hundred thirty-seven sages (Şemsüddîn Eş-Şehrezûrî 2015: 440‒521). Alexander is 
also presented as a sage (‘ajâ’ib) pursuing the wonders of the world in the Durr-i 
Maknûn, written by Yazıcıoğlu Ahmed Bîcân in the fifteenth century, which presents 
the creation and design of the Islamic universe by drawing upon ancient sages 
and contemporary commentators of his own age (Yazıcıoğlu Ahmed Bîcân 1999).  
The function of traveling and contemplating these wonders is undoubtedly a wonder 
and wisdom that pervades the entire narrative. This pleasure of contemplation and 
wonder is a process leading to awareness of the presence of the Creator (Mu’aththir) 
by observing creation and awareness of the Artisan (Sâni’) by appreciation of art. It 
is a structure consciously placed and repeatedly employed by Ahmedî at the end of 
each dâstân (narrative) in the İskendernâme.

Maṭlaʿ-ı dāsitān 
3243  Çün Sikender ejdehāyı ͡͡ ėtdi helāk  

      Ḳıldı ͡͡ anuŋ şerrinden ol iḳlīmi pāk 

3244  Diledi anda ne kim var baḥr u ber  
      Yöriyüp ḳıla temāşā ser-te-ser 

3245  Çoḳ gemiler düzdi kim baḥre gire  
      Ol deŋizde ne ʿacāyib var göre 

3246  Ṣāniʿi bile ṣanāyiʿ göriben  
      Mübdiʿ aŋlaya bedāyiʿ göriben

Beginning of the Epic
3243  When Alexander destroyed the dragon 

      He saved that land from evil

3244  All the seas and lands there 
      He wished to travel throughout and see

3245  To sail the seas and see what wonders exist 
      He had many ships built

3246  That you may see the arts and know the Artisan 
      That you may see the beauties and understand 
      the Originator
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3247  Gėce gündüz çünki işlenüp müdām  
      Ol gemiler kim dėdi oldı temām 

Reften-i İskender be-cezīre-i Rāyic 
3248  Rāyic adlu bir cezīre vardı şāh  

      Varıban ḳurdurdı anda bārigāh 

3249  Pes buyurdı ki ͡͡ ėdeler ol yėri ṣayd  
      Ḳılalar her nesne kim bulına ḳayd 

3250  Pes getüreler şehe ki ͡͡ ol kār-dān 
      Ḳamusınuŋ ṣūretin göre ʿayān

3251  Aŋlaya her birinüŋ ḫāṣiyyetin  
      Fikr ėdibenin bile māhiyyetin 

3252  Göriben anuŋ ʿacāyib ʿacīb-i ḫilḳatin  
      Ṣāniʿʼüŋ bile laṭīf ṣanʿatin 

3253  Kim anuŋ her cüzvi birlige güvāh  
      Olıbanuŋ dėr ki Lā Rabbe sivāh

3254  Varlıġından birligindendür beyān  
      Ẕerre ẕerre yėr ü gök görgil ʿayān 

3255  Çün naẓarla buldı temyīz ādemī  
      Yüz naẓar olsa gerek her bir demi 

3256  Ādemī kim olmaya anda naẓar  
      Ol behāyimden daḫı olur beter 

3257  Buldılar bir nevʿ anda cānever  
      Ṣūret ile ādemī tā pā vü ser 

3258  Līki ḳanatlu ḳamu şöyle ki ṭayr  
      Uçıp ėderlerdi yėrden yėre seyr 

3259  Sözlerini kimse ėdemezdi fehm  
      Ṣāniʿʼüŋ ṣunʿına ėrmez ʿaḳl u vehm

(Akdoğan and Kutsal 2019: 505‒506, 
Dankoff 2020: 583‒587)

3247  After working continuously night and day 
      He announced that the ships were completed

Alexander’s Journey to the Island of Rāyij
3248  He arrived at an island called Rāyij 

      When the king reached there,  
      he had a pavilion erected

3249  He commanded that they seize the place 
      And record everything they found

3250  Then they brought to the king a scholar 
      Who clearly saw the form of each one

3251  Who understood the characteristics of each 
      Who contemplated and knew their essence

3252  Who, seeing their strange creation 
      Perceived the subtle art of the Artisan

3253  Who, witnessing the unity of each of His parts 
      Says: There is no Lord but He

3254  Every atom of earth and heaven 
      Reveals His existence and unity, look well

3255  Since humankind distinguishes good from  
      evil through looking 
     There should be a hundred looks in each moment

3256  The person who does not know how to look 
      Is worse even than four-legged animals

3257  There they found a species of creature 
      In human form from head to toe

3258  But since all were winged like birds 
      They flew and wandered from place to place

3259  No one could understand their words 
      Reason and thought cannot comprehend  
     the art of the Artisan

(Öztürk 2018: 244‒246)

Metin And examines and interprets many of the fantastic beings mentioned in the 
İskendernâme (Nasnâs, angels, dîvs, jinn, Burâq, Gog and Magog, the Wâqwâq Tree, 
dragons) under the heading “mythological creatures” in his book on Ottoman-Islamic 
mythology and enriches the description with miniatures (And 1998: 254‒305). In the 
book in question, the author explains the reason for dwelling so extensively, and in 
such detail, on Ahmedî’s İskendernâme:

The reason for dwelling so extensively and in such detail on Ahmedî’s 
İskendernâme is that many elements and figures in this cluster of legends 
are addressed in various parts of this book. We will address the mythological 
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creatures found especially in books of the ‘Ajâ’ib al-Makhlûqât type by 
Qazwînî in a separate section. Meanwhile, we find in the work ‒ also found 
in the Arabian Nights ‒ elements such as the Wâqwâq Tree, the mirror that 
shows everything happening in the entire world, and great serpents. However, 
the two most important subjects ‒ Alexander’s construction of a barrier against 
Gog and Magog, and his journey to the Land of Darkness with Khidr to find 
the water of immortality ‒ are addressed in several places in this book (And 
1998: 62).

3.5. The world history of Ahmedî in İskendernâme

As a portrait of the ideal ruler, the narrative of a world conqueror, a concise 
moral teaching and, furthermore, an encyclopedia of sciences, the most studied and 
popular section of the İskendernâme, is undoubtedly the “Tevârîkh-i Mülûk-i Âl-i 
‘Osmân” (7537‒7870) section, which is an Ottoman history (according to Ahmedî’s 
construction, the final part of world history) (see APPENDIX 1). This 333-couplet 
section appears to have overshadowed İskendernâme studies4. The principal inno
vation that Ahmedî’s masterpiece brought to the Alexander Romance tradition 
was its inclusion of a world history (5011‒7870). Ahmedî constructs a history of 
the world containing the “Tevârîkh-i Mülûk-i Âl-i ‘Osmân,” considered the first 
versified Ottoman history, through the mouth of Khidr, with world history up to 
Alexander’s time narrated by Aristotle, and up to his own time narrated by Khidr 
(Öztürk 2018: XX‒XXII). 

While a historiography includes the future as well as the past, in the epic in which 
Ahmedî considers the Ottomans, the narrative is conveyed through the mouths of 
Aristotle and Khidr, rather than Alexander. It is actually the case that Ahmedî speaks 
for himself because Ahmedî’s other name is Khidr (Tâj al-Dîn Ibrâhîm ibn Khidr). 
Ahmedî also chooses to present a Khidr character that narrates what will happen 
in the future, instead of the Khidr figure seeking the water of life (Sawyer 1996: 
135‒147). Dimitri J. Kastritsis argues that the fundamental turning point in Ahmedî’s 
İskendernâme is Alexander’s questioning of his companion Aristotle about the rulers 
who will come after his own death. Kastritsis suggests that Aristotle symbolizes the 
physical and visible external (zâhir) world, while Khidr symbolizes the metaphysical 
and invisible internal (bâtin) world that can only be perceived through insight and 
prophecy. In Ahmedî’s work, the opposition between these two authorities plays a 
vital role: 

4	 For extensive information on this subject, see (İnalcık 1962: 152‒167, Sılay 2004). Sılay produces 
the critical text of the Ottoman history section (7537‒7870) of the İskendernâme by consulting İsmail 
Ünver and selecting eight manuscripts. For the author’s article on the use of the interlude technique 
related to this section, see also (Sılay 1991: 153‒162). Additionally, for studies and critiques on this 
aforementioned chronicle, see (Ateş 1942: 253‒267, Banarlı 1939: 49‒176, Tansel 1939: 374‒377). 
For references, relationships, and interpretations between Ahmedî’s two unknown prose history 
texts, which form part of the world history in the same poet’s İskendernâme: the Ghazavâtnâme and 
Ahvâl (Manâqibnâme)-i Sultân Mehemmed, and the “Tevârîkh-i Mülûk-i Âl-i ‘Osmân”, see (İnalcık 
2011: 101‒104).
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Following in the footsteps of Nizâmî (the first to have divided Alexander’s 
universalism into worldly and spiritual spheres) Ahmedî organized his poem 
broadly along the lines of worldly knowledge (as represented by Aristotle and 
other Greek philosophers) and knowledge obtainable only through insight and 
inspiration (as represented by Khidr). Significantly, the crucial turning point is 
located in the field of history. As with the rest of the İskendernâme, especially 
the second part of this history (including the account of the Ottomans), 
has an important religious dimension. Since Alexander is a proto-Muslim 
guided by Khidr, Ahmedî’s history of future kings is essentially an Islamic 
history, containing, among other elements, a detailed account of the Prophet 
Muhammad’s ascent to the heavens (Miʿrâj). In earlier drafts of the work, the 
historical section was quite limited, but in the final version, it came to include 
the Ilkhanids and their successors down to the Ottomans (Kastritsis 2016: 
269‒270).

The history of the world up to Alexander’s time begins with Kayûmarth and 
ends with Dârâb ibn Dârâ. This section, which is the story of the Iranian rulers, is 
followed by their story after Alexander. Ahmedî follows Firdawsî quite closely in his 
world history narrative. On the other hand, the Mawlid (5965‒6042) and Mi’râjnâme 
(6371‒6617) sections are undoubtedly prominent among the places that must be 
mentioned within this particular world history. In the section of world history narrated 
through the mouth of Khidr, the birth of the Prophet Muhammad in the fortieth year 
of Nûshîravân’s reign is briefly recounted, and the miracles witnessed at that time 
are mentioned. After his becoming a prophet during the time of Khusraw Parvîz 
and after the revelation of the Qur’an are poeticized, the mi’râj (ascension) event 
is narrated. Meanwhile, the narrative continues with Khusraw Parvîz’s invitation 
to Islam by the Prophet Muhammad, Khusraw’s refusal of the invitation by tearing 
up the Prophet’s letter, Khusraw then being killed by his son Shîrûya, and Shîrûya’s 
subsequent tyrannical rule. The world history designed by Ahmedî continues with 
sections on the last Iranian rulers, the Caliphs, the Umayyads, the Abbasids, the 
Mongols, the Ilkhanids, the Jalayirids, and the Ottomans (Tevârîkh-i Âl-i Osmân).

4. Summary and conclusion

The İskendernâme, composed in the early fifteenth century by the Germiyanoğulları 
companion poet Ahmedî, which contains, along with Alexander’s adventures, a 
mystically-themed love tale (Alexander‒Gülşah), ‘ajâ’ib wa gharâ’ib (fantastic 
beings and places), and a world history, and which also presents to the reader 
discussions on theology, cosmology, astronomy, astrology, physiology, psychology, 
and medicine through various narrative constructions, naturally stands out as one 
of the founding texts of Ottoman literature in Turkish literary history. Ahmedî uses 
quite brilliant and dynamic language in his descriptions of spring, autumn, winter, 
and sunrise at the beginnings of epics. While there are spring descriptions in the 
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dâstâns containing Alexander’s childhood, adulthood, first conquests, and ‘ajâ’ib 
narratives, the descriptions of autumn and winter in the final periods of Alexander’s 
life are quite intense. This is a structure harmonious both with the cyclicality of the 
narrative ‒ bringing to mind Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism ‒ and the stages 
of Alexander’s life (childhood, youth, maturity, and old age). 

Ahmedî constructs the structure of his narrative with dâstâns that are immediately 
followed by advice (pand). In this mathnavi structure, which is modeled after Nizâmî, 
Ahmedî begins each dâstân with a parrot, musician (mughannî), singer (mutrib), and 
frequently, a nightingale (murgh-i shaydâ) (see APPENDIX 1). Since the century in 
which the İskendernâme was written, the work has been evaluated solely from the 
perspectives of literature and the history of the Turkish language. This has meant 
that the comprehensive structure, construction, and didactic aspects have often been 
overlooked, and so it has often been subjected to unjust criticisms (such as being 
merely a translation or adaptation from Persian). However, there is no doubt that 
the İskendernâme maintains its value and importance as one of the most significant 
masterpieces of Ottoman literature. This is due not only to the cultural and historical 
elements such as the extensive cultural accumulation regarding fourteenth-century 
Ottoman society, the cultural codes of classical Ottoman thought that constitute the 
world of mentality, encyclopedic concepts and terms that shed light on its period, all 
the rulers and heroes of the world history constructed by Ahmedî, and the fantastic 
places and figures (‘ajâ’ib and gharâ’ib) contained in the work, but also to the 
descriptions of seasons, assemblies, entertainments, music, instruments, and brilliant 
banquet scenes that are contained in the İskendernâme.

Data awailability statement: The data that support the findings of this study are 
available from the author upon reasonable request.
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APPENDIX 1: Outline of Ahmedî’s İskendernâme
1.	 Beginning (1‒306) 

The beginning of the book 						              1‒21 
The debate between a moth and a candle 				          22‒64 
The discourse on God’s unity, names, and attributes 		    	     65‒191 
The discourse on humanity 						        192‒239 
The praise of the Prophet 						        240‒283 
The purpose of the book 						        284‒306

2.	 Alexander’s birth, education, and accession to the throne (307‒917) 
The story of Alexander Dhû al-Qarnayn (307 nightingales) 		    307‒465 
Alexander’s birth (466 nightingales) 				      466‒574 
Alexander’s accession to the throne (575 mughannî) 			    575‒585 
The Greek sages and their debates with Khidr 			     586‒917

3.	 Iran (918‒1330) 
The conquest of Iran (918 nightingales) 				    918‒1098 
The war with the Dârâb (1099 nightingales) 			             1099‒1330

4.	 Sistan (1331‒1933) 
The love story of Alexander and Gülşah (1331 murgh-i shaydâ)        1331‒1933

5.	 India (1934‒3227) 
The conquest of India (1934, 1940 nightingales; 1947 mutrib)          1934‒2163 
The discussions: theology, cosmology, astronomy, 
astrology, physiology, psychology, medicine 		             2164‒2785 
The banquet and music 					                2786‒2854 
The Hunt (2855 parrots) 				          	            2855‒2948 
The war with the Fur’ of India (2949 nightingales) 		             2949‒3067 
Alexander’s killing of a dragon in Sint (3068 murgh-i khush-gû)      3068‒3164 
The discourse on virtue and morality 			              3165‒3227

6.	 Fantastic beings (‘ajâ’ib and gharâ’ib) (3228‒3926) 
The Indian islands and their beauties (3228 nightingales) 	            3228‒3534 
China 							                  3535‒3704 
The East and its beauties (3705 parrots) 			              3705‒3839 
Kashmir 							                  3840‒3903 
Tagharghar 							                 3904‒3926

7.	 Wars (3927‒4246) 
Gog and Magog 						                 3927‒4015 
The Dîvs I (4023 mutrib) 					                4016‒4113 
Russia and Khazar 						                 4114‒4143 
The Dîvs II 							                 4144‒4246
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8.	 Egypt and beyond (4247‒5010) 
Egypt and its beauties 					                4247‒4443 
Qaydâfa, Queen of the Maghrib 				               4444‒4802 
Ahmedî and his beloved; the discussion on planets 		             4444‒4519 
Qaydâfa 							                  4520‒4802 
The search for lands beyond the seven climes (4803 nightingales)    4803‒5010

9.	 World History (5011‒7870) 
The rulers before Alexander (5011 parrots) 			              5011‒5785 
The rulers after Alexander (5786 nightingales) 		             5786‒5964 
The Prophet Muhammad 					                5965‒6024 
The rulers of Iran and Yemen 				               6043‒6193 
The miracles of the Prophet; the conquest of Khaybar and Mecca     6194‒6370 
Mi’râjnâme 						                 6371‒6617 
The last Iranian rulers, the Caliphs, the Umayyads, the Abbasids      6618‒7122 
The Mongols, the Ilkhanids, the Jalayirids 			              7123‒7536 
The Ottomans (Tevârîkh-i Âl-i ‘Osmân) 			              7537‒7870

10.	 Final Journeys (7871‒8541) 
The debate with Khidr on the hereafter 			              7871‒8008 
Alexander and the Pilgrimage (8009 dawn birds) 		             8009‒8198 
(The tale of the fox that fell into the indigo vat) 		             8025‒8056 
Alexander in Jerusalem 					                8199‒8287 
The return to Egypt 						                8288‒8314 
The journey to the Land of Darkness (8315 nightingales) 	            8315‒8376 
The debates with the Brahmans 				               8377‒8432 
The Monastery of the First Dhû al-Qarnayn 			             8433‒8484 
The Land of Women 					                8485‒8501 
The Land of Darkness 					                8502‒8528 
The Speaking Tree 						                 8529‒8541

11.	 End (8542‒8754) 
Alexander’s illness, testament, death, and funeral 		             8542‒8678 
Alexander’s son’s preference for a tranquil life 
over an adventurous one 					                8679‒8708 
The end of the book 					                8709‒8754
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WAYS THAT WE ARE WRONG:  
INFORMATIONAL VULNERABILITY IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Ignas Kalpokas, Ainius Lašas, and Arvydas Grišinas

Kaunas University of Technology

Abstract. This paper is a theoretical contribution to an ongoing debate regarding the current 
predicament of truth and knowledge in the era of digital information overflow. It suggests 
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human cognitive patterns that emerge when facing the confusing and murky reality of 
information flows. The proposed model is demonstrated analysing the main characteristics 
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1. Introduction

The role of truth, understood here as correspondence of statements to verifiable 
facts, has certainly become debatable in today’s societies. Notably, the current 
epoch is often declared to be a time of post-truth, i.e. after truth (McIntyre 2018). 
Many critics present the current situation as a period of some sort of cognitive and 
intellectual degradation, i.e. the ‘post’ in post-truth tends to be taken literally. There 
is, nevertheless, a growing tendency to focus on the functional role performed 
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by such ideas with regard to both individuals and societies. It should be noted, 
however, that the epistemic pessimism that follows the post-truth discourse, rather 
than problematising the construction and adoption of ‘truthful’ narratives as such,  
criticises first and foremost technology-driven circumstances that complicate 
the processes of truth-making. Also, there seems to be an implicit and ahistorical 
assumption that at some point in the past humanity lived in the golden age of optimal 
information. Therefore, instead of being the times ‘after truth’, perhaps these are 
specific but not exceptional times when we deal with informational vulnerability.

This concept, commonly applied in data security studies, describes vulnerabilities 
of information systems that make them susceptible to hacker attacks, information 
leaks and similar incidents (MITRE Corporation 1999). This article applies the 
same term in a social and political context in order to ‘humanise’ its categorical 
meaning, that is, to analyse an individual’s tendency to internalise faulty narratives 
and construct a worldview based on them. Importantly, informational vulnerability  
is not a new phenomenon but rather a continuous feature of human social life 
(Grišinas 2025). Historically, the universal presence of mythical and other heuristic 
traditions of knowledge has demonstrated how the scarcity and fragmentation of 
information have continuously undermined people’s capacity to see the world in 
a factographic way. The purpose of this article is to examine how the excess of 
information and other challenges posed by the contemporary digital technologies 
lead to new types of informational vulnerability (see e.g. Andrejevic 2020, Woolley 
2020, Tandoc and Kim 2022).

A crucial precondition for the above-mentioned vulnerability, as proposed in this 
article, is that social cognition, by definition, is non-truth-centric. Instead of truth, 
sense-making (Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld 2005) is seen as the key consideration. 
Here sense-making is viewed as the primary function of the brain, which applies to 
physical and social worlds. Hence, rather than adopting a doom-and-gloom narrative 
of deception and/or cognitive incapacity, it is suggested that we should focus on the 
patterns of perception that are often prone to biases. As a result, the question pursued 
here is ‘how can we categorise, analyse and define the ways that informational 
vulnerability manifests itself in a digital age and beyond?’

It is by no means proposed here that the correspondence between utterances and 
facts is irrelevant in principle but, instead, that various forms of fallibility readily fit 
any kind of utterance. In fact, sometimes they are parts of the ‘sensefulness’, even 
if not the ‘factfulness’ of such utterances. While it is still argued that narratives, 
worldviews and thought patterns short of the ideal standard of sense-making are 
flawed, these flaws are to be considered largely unavoidable due to the fundamental 
human need for (immediate) sense-making. Informational vulnerability is, therefore, 
to be understood as individual susceptibility to internalise faulty sense-making and to 
consequentially generate narratives that, even if conveying a meaningful perception 
of the world, are not factually driven.

We further propose a systemic approach to understanding and analysing infor ma
tional vulnerability, presenting conspiracy theories as an example of such a short
coming in thought patterns. Instead of being pathological, it is argued, conspiracy 
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theories are best seen as simply a ‘common part of people’s understanding of 
the world, just as various as other forms of belief are’ (van Prooijen 2018: 17). 
Also, conspiracy theories appear to be universal, widespread both temporally and 
geographically (van Prooijen and Douglas 2018), rendering the case a good starting 
point for exploring the concept of informational vulnerability.

This article hence opens with a consideration of changes in the information 
environment with the advent of digital technologies that have both helped and 
complicated the already complex task of dealing with the world around us. This 
difficulty, particularly when discussing disinformation, conspiracy theories and 
other ‘vulnerabilities’, is often subsumed under the concept of post-truth, typically 
with the aim of criticising the present condition and even portraying it as a form of 
cognitive and moral decay. It is, nevertheless, demonstrated that such a condition is 
not some postmodern aberration but, instead, the opposite: a manifestation of the 
normal human tendency to focus on sense-making above other considerations, even 
such as veracity. The point is elaborated by a discussion of flawed patterns of narrative 
construction present therein, substantiating it with findings from a nation-wide 
survey on reliance on conspiracy theories among the Lithuanian population in 2021. 
Finally, to demonstrate the applicability of the proposed approach, core structural 
tenets of conspiratorial narratives are explored using the proposed classification of 
informational vulnerability patterns to demonstrate their applicability.

2. Methodology

The core contribution of this article is twofold. Firstly, it reviews a range of 
leading secondary literature in a) communication and media studies and b) political 
science, with a particular emphasis on political communication, and debates the 
predominant argument in this literature that the post-truth era should be understood 
as a shift away from the need of factually driven public life and discourse.

From the communication and media studies perspective, particular attention is 
paid to the literature on the increasing centrality of digital media on everyday life, 
typically subsumed under the conceptual header of mediatisation. This is done in 
order to contextualise current theorisations of post-truth within the broader literature 
on digital transformations and to elucidate key premises upon which the subsequent 
post-truth literature is based. Meanwhile, it must be stressed that the extant literature 
on post-truth tends to be based on piecemeal interventions and does not have 
established schools or dominant theories. 

For this reason, the authors have first identified conceptual clusters that provide a 
taxonomy of the current views on post-truth. The first set of views is seen as focusing 
on fundamental shifts that allegedly have taken place in contemporary societies. 
These include a) approaches postulating the loss of capacity to distinguish between 
truth and falsehood and/or moral decay, b) approaches focusing on disorientation 
caused by the structural features of contemporary information environment,  
c) approaches focusing on cultural change towards greater levels of distrust, and  
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d) approaches critical of cultural changes stemming from postmodernist philosophy 
and general devaluation of truth. 

Against such alleged shifts, alternative – normalising – approaches to post-
truth are presented. These approaches tend to focus on the necessity of narrative 
and meaning and their prevalence over other considerations, including truth. The 
provision of such taxonomy of approaches to post-truth is a contribution in and 
of itself. However, it also serves a methodological purpose: the development of a 
conceptual apparatus for further empirical validation. While existing work on post-
truth tends to be based on abstract reasoning or empirical evidence, the data collected 
allows for empirical validation of the dominant approaches, at least in the specific 
case of Lithuania.

Instead, the article presents a different argument, suggesting that post-truth rather 
signifies a situation where the public is beset with increased tendency to rely on 
faulty narratives, marked by a set of typical cognitive patterns. This happens due 
to the multiple challenges presented by the digital culture, but it does not mean that 
fact-driven truth narratives are obsolete. It hence rearticulates the problem presented 
by post-truth as pertaining to an increased human informational vulnerability rather 
than a culture where truth no longer matters. In doing so, it frames the problem as an 
object ‘open’ for study rather than a ‘closed’ diagnosis of our times.

Secondly, the article presents a theoretical model, based on a suggested typology 
of faulty narratives, illustrated by a case of conspiracy theories. The theoretical 
argument that constitutes the core of this contribution is illustrated with the results of 
a survey, performed in Lithuania, in September‒October 2021. A detailed discussion 
of the survey is not the main theme of this article and is used as a source for scientific 
examples to support the theoretical contribution. These examples, however, do 
demonstrate the wide acceptance of conspiratorial ideas, which renders them an 
excellent case for studying human informational vulnerability in the digital society.

3. Overflow of information in the digital age

In order to better understand the context in which the real or alleged changes in 
the audience relationship with truth take place, one first needs to delve into some 
of the changes that have become characteristic of the contemporary information 
environment. The tendency to rely on knowledge and narratives that are not factually 
driven and positively truthful yet socially meaningful, and to construct worldviews 
based on such perceptions, is far from new, with examples spanning throughout 
human history, from mythological traditions onwards. This contextualises post-truth 
as a historical phenomenon.

However, it is the quality of digital technology to overwhelm our capacity to 
process information in an orderly, systematic and critical manner that separates our 
times from the ones before. First and foremost, this pertains to overabundance of 
content that hinders meaningful choice by leaving less time and space available for 
critical consideration. Also, such an overabundance necessitates a technological 
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apparatus for the sorting of content, which then leads to the matters of algorithmic 
governance of information. Such governance, in turn, enables personalisation and 
tailoring of content as well as audience expectation of any relevant information 
being within easy reach.

The flow of information today can be characterised in terms of ‘high velocity 
and dizzying excess’ (Dahlgren 2018: 26). In particular, with the advent of social 
media and the decline of the traditional gatekeeping role performed by mainstream 
media, individuals have become permanently immersed in a vast pool of content 
(McDermott 2019: 221). It is indeed correct that ‘news today is ubiquitous, 
pervasive, and constantly around us’ (Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2017: 106), leading to the 
difficulty in distinguishing between claims and/or forming a continuous and coherent 
understanding of the world as such. This leads to a distinct challenge that both 
communicators and audiences face: even though messages still can be encountered 
(and viewed or heard, or read), they ‘cannot be attended to’ for the simple reason of 
time and cognitive pressure (Couldry and Hepp 2017: 112). Almost automatically, 
this seems to lead towards the need to ‘drastically select from the environment […]  
in order to make it more manageable’ (Couldry and Hepp 2017: 113), even though 
such trimming of one’s scope of attention can also lead to an increase in the likelihood 
of falling for and sharing fake news (Bermes 2021).

Moreover, the way information is shared and accessed has changed with the advent 
of online platforms, which have been said to be responsible for ‘the distribution of 
bite-sized and undifferentiated news out of context’ (Syvertsen 2020: 38), thus further 
increasing the difficulty of interpretation and sense-making. Moreover, individuals 
are now caught in-between an already evident scarcity of attention on the one hand 
and ‘an overriding push by corporations and institutions to capture, mobilize, and 
profit from attention’ on the other, thereby adding to the potential disorientation of 
audiences within the contemporary media environment (Doyle and Roda 2019: 1–2). 
Hence, individuals are now forced to cope (or attempt to cope) with ‘a deluge of 
information’ without having the necessary time,  motivation and cognitive resources 
for this task to be fulfilled; it is therefore only natural that other resources at one’s 
disposal, such as prior experiences and pre-existing beliefs and convictions, are used 
as substitutes (Ecker 2018: 80). 

 Once processed, such information becomes the basis for interpreting further 
encounters with content, thus becoming deeply engrained and making retractions 
and denials ‘notoriously ineffective’ (Ecker 2018: 80). In this context, post-truth 
can be seen as a crisis of authority, primarily applying to the traditional structures 
and institutions of knowledge (Enroth 2023) that are seemingly being replaced with 
alternative tools of sense-making. However, it is necessary to point out that pre-
existing beliefs are by no means new or unique to the digital age. They have shaped 
our sense-making since our brains developed this function. The same can be said 
about bite-sized and context-poor information. In the pre-mass media age, which 
makes up the longest period of human history, scarcity and partiality of information 
was the status quo, exposing individuals to informational vulnerability.  
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Under the current conditions of excess, the flow of content is notably intermediated 
by online platforms that effectively  ‘produce the social structures we live in’  
(van Dijck, Poell, and de Waal 2018: 2). Similarly, for Hepp (2020: 82), today’s 
societies are in the midst of ‘processes of an automated, data-based construction of 
the social world’. This production, however, does not take place under the logic of 
public interest but, instead, following the platform logics of popularity and content 
congruence with user data. In this way, metrics, data patterns and data-based insights 
become central to the production of the social world, including the information 
individual users are supplied with (Hepp, Breiter, and Hasebrink 2018: 5–6; see also 
McDermott 2019: 221, Syvertsen 2020: 38). 

Starting from these premises, it is then not uncommon to encounter claims of 
humans losing their agency in social matters to algorithms (see e.g. Andrejevic 
2020: 30). Moreover, particularly under conditions of acute information overload 
and cognitive stress, whereby users are faced with a sudden additional onslaught 
of content (the COVID-19 pandemic could be an example here), individuals often 
display a tendency to avoid news altogether, thus even more deeply relying on 
accidental encounters tailored to their tastes and further increasing the likelihood of 
endorsing fake news and conspiracy theories (Tandoc and Kim 2022). As such, then, 
processes of platformisation tend to be seen as part and parcel of the rise of post-
truth tendencies. But even here one should not be blind to the shadows of the past, 
when the Western partisan press arguably embodied the notion of platformisation. 
Furthermore, the selection and tailoring of information can take place not only at 
an individual but also at a state level. For instance, China presents an example of 
a society facing information overload and deficit at the same time as the ruling 
Communist party shapes the national informational environment. Algorithms are 
used to track and prevent any unwanted content, thus putting artificial barriers for 
individuals to access information. Similar examples can be derived from many other 
current or past authoritarian regimes that sought to actively shape their informational 
space and overpopulate it with propaganda and disinformation.

Under the circumstances described above, individuals who feel they are informed 
are more likely to act on their perceived knowledge of the world, regardless of the 
quality of such information (which can equally be good or sub-par); hence, even 
people who are, in practical terms, misinformed, can end up being active participants 
in democratic processes to no lesser extent than those possessing adequate knowledge 
(Song, Gil de Zúñiga, and Boomgarden 2020: 64). It also transpires that, even if 
and when users encounter diverse information through the use of multiple social 
networks, this might not have a perspective-broadening effect as counter-attitudinal 
information could well be processed in a biased, opinion-congruent way, thus 
eliciting a reinforced drive to defend one’s point of view (Guo and Chen 2022). This 
activism would, undoubtedly, further contribute to the spread of disinformation. For 
the individuals concerned, however, this would give a notable sense of self-efficacy 
and emancipation (see e.g. Kalpokas 2019).
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4. Post-truth as moral and cultural decay

The current patterns of information consumption have created an unease among 
at least some scholars, often expressed under a catch-all term ‘post-truth’. While it 
is not the aim of this article to examine in any depth the question of whether a post-
truth condition as such exists, it is suggested that at least some of the more radical 
interpretations do miss the point. In particular, within the literature on post-truth 
there is a tendency to treat it not merely as an aberration but, even more forcefully, 
as a sign of moral and cultural decay, whereby any sense of truth is lost and citizens 
themselves no longer care about matters of veracity, blindly giving in to emotions 
and beliefs. This section, then, provides an outline of such claims to lay ground for 
an alternative explanation later in the article.

Foroughi, Gabriel, and Fotaki (2019: 140) would equate post-truth with some 
kind of widespread lack of cognitive capacity that leads to universalisation of lies and 
fakery as well as to an overall weakness, if not degradation, of the public’s character 
(see also McDermott 2019: 218). Following this line of argument, it might transpire 
that ‘many human beings cannot realise their capacity to relate in an independent, 
reflexive manner to the world’ (Schindler 2020: 392). Instead, they succumb to 
the role of emotions, convictions and prior experiences as coping strategies in an 
environment overpopulated with (dis-)information. Indeed, a common strategy of 
attempting to disqualify post-truth from meaningful political discourse rests on 
establishing a false dichotomy ‘between the esteemed objective realm of facts, 
science, and reason and the dangerous subjective realm of emotions, ideology, and 
irrationality’ (Harambam, Grusauskaite, and de Wildt 2022: 787). It is worth paying 
attention that audiences tend to be described as simultaneously overly passionate  
and cynical (see e.g. Schindler 2020), thus only further muddling the role that 
afactual knowledge plays in today’s societies. Also, this seems to presuppose the 
presence of some exceptional rational age in the past, where emotions played a lesser 
role in decision making and information processing.  

Within the mainstream literature on post-truth and fake news, the net result of 
the preceding developments transpires to be one of prevalent disorientation and 
epistemic anarchy whereby ‘everything, and nothing, is believable anymore’, 
leading to potential ‘political paralysis’ (O’Shaughnessy 2020: 59). Such lack of 
a clear and recognisable reality is seen as further exacerbated by the prevalence of 
social media bots as well as new forms of technology-enabled manipulation, such 
as deepfakes, that are used to amplify fake content and to drown factual information 
(see e.g. Woolley 2020). All in all, then, disorientation and lack of fixed points of 
reference are seen as the order of the day (Vaccari and Chadwick 2020), so that truth 
becomes irrelevant (McIntyre 2018: 5). Likewise, scholars lament ‘the diminishing 
importance of anchoring political utterances in relation to verifiable facts’, with 
audiences being claimed to ultimately lose the capacity of distinguishing between 
verifiable claims and mere bullshit (Hopkin and Rosamond 2017: 2, 12).

For Kavanagh and Rich (2018: x‒xi), this process signifies ‘truth decay’ by 
way of decreasing consensus over facts, decline in traditional forms of information 
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authority and dominance of personal opinion and experience. Indeed, personally 
comfortable belief-based information and easy-to-digest anecdotes are typically 
seen as more believable than factual but opinion-incongruent content (Ball 2017: 
179–180). In this way, it would seem, the very possibility of a debate over what 
constitutes truth is undermined (Bufacchi 2021: 349–350).  As Harjuniemi (2022: 272) 
somewhat ironically puts it, post-truth ‘nullifies any claim to objectivity’, thereby 
breaking away from ‘the modernist model of truth-telling’. Of course, this form of 
truth nostalgia fails to account for the multiple ways in which modernity itself has 
been less than fully compatible with truth.

Elsewhere, a ‘post-truth culture’ is presented as one ‘characterized by near para
noiac levels of distrust, in large part thanks to the constant sophisticated attempts 
to confuse and dupe’ the public by political leaders (Harsin 2019: 102; for a similar 
view, see also Hopkin and Rosamond 2017: 2). Following this standpoint, audiences 
could be seen as a passive flock, significantly led astray by those in power (indeed, for 
d’Ancona (2017: 142), for example, passivity is central to post-truth). For Bufacchi 
(2021: 354) as well, ‘post-truth is an invention of the powerful, not the powerless’, 
projected ‘specifically with the intent to undermine the Truth’. Also, in a similar 
manner, for Foroughi, Gabriel, and Fotaki (2019: 137), post-truth is about powerful 
and malevolent elites having hijacked the otherwise legitimate emancipatory dis
courses of previously oppressed communities, while McDermott (2019: 219) 
emphasises the ways in which political elites aim to obfuscate the details of their 
policies through appeals to emotions that are intended to make their audiences blind 
to facts (see also, generally, Suiter 2016: 27). Paradoxically, though, at least in some 
ways such accounts themselves demonstrate a very similar narrative model to that 
of conspiratorial thinking described later in this article, not just in form (shadowy 
elites conspiring to take control) but also in function (as an attempt to explain away 
a troubling reality).

Viewed from a historical perspective, the new information environment seems 
to represent a broader philosophical shift – the collapse of Enlightenment ideals, 
such as the universality of rational knowledge, rejection of the occult and the 
indisputability of the standards of knowledge, all being undermined by data analytics 
and algorithmic content moderation (see e.g. Andrejevic 2020: 32; for a similar 
argument, see also McDermott 2019: 219). While the debate as to whether such a 
view of the Enlightenment is correct (or perhaps merely an example of post-truth 
itself) lies beyond the scope of this article, it should still be stressed that accounts like 
this do function as explanatory tools (and, therefore, coping strategies), identifying 
a quick and easy-to-use narrative account of the present information environment. 
While for some (see, characteristically, Foroughi, Gabriel, and Fotaki 2019: 140) 
any reliance on incomplete information, biases and mental shortcuts is solely the 
result of ‘[t]he breakdown of consensus about a single all-encompassing truth’, such 
a nostalgic attitude itself seems to be largely ahistoric, Western democracy-focused 
and based, in the words of Harjuniemi (2022: 279), on ‘a baseless nostalgia for a by-
gone era characterised by truth and reason’. Indeed, it is evident that such framing 
rests on dichotomy-based thinking that posits a lost good that has been stolen (by 
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elites, platform companies, etc.) or otherwise degraded against an inferior current 
condition that is presented as directly caused by such an alleged degradation. That 
itself bears all the hallmarks of conspiratorial thinking discussed below.

5. The challenge of the rational ideal

While much, if not most, of the current debate on post-truth represents a nostalgic 
yearning for a supposed time when fact and accuracy allegedly were the key attributes 
of public debate, there is a good reason to claim that such longing is misguided in 
the first place. Instead, it transpires that truth-making in the social world depends 
on multiple, extensive and often open-ended processes of sense-making and the 
subsequent synergy of these elements into a narrative of truth. In other words, it 
is a highly cognitively demanding and continuous process with multiple potential 
pitfalls, which can come from the excess or lack of information and from distraction 
or disbalance in cumulative sense-making processes. Furthermore, even factually 
incorrect narratives do bring benefits to those who believe in them, thus providing 
an additional reason for their uptake.

As Sloman and Fernbach (2017: 257) observe, ignorance is a natural and inevi
t able part of the human condition, with the complexity of the world exceeding 
human capacity for immediate and definite understanding. After all, a key concern 
for individuals is comprehending the situation they are in and knowing how to act 
accordingly. Hence, particularly in situations that lack clarity, they seek to resolve 
uncertainty by way of relying on partial knowledge, rumours and unverified 
information (Kim 2018: 2). What ultimately matters, though, is how the various 
snippets of sense-making fit together to create a narrative. After all, people rely on 
narratives as they ‘describ[e] the past, justif[y] the present, and present a vision of 
the future’ (Holmstrom 2015: 120). Similarly, according to Baron (2018: 73), the 
truly important factor to keep in mind for any communicator ‘is not evidence (i.e. 
facts) but meaning’. 

This is not to say that facts do not matter (or, as many critics of the post-truth 
condition would claim, that truth no longer matters); instead, it should be recognised 
that narratives are personalised ‘forms of evidence’ (Baron 2018: 196). They undergo 
an individual process of construction and/or adoption that is prone to various pitfalls. 
Therefore, if a factual explanation does not yet exist or is incomplete or is simply 
more complex and indeterminate than the alternative (as factual explanations often 
are), then some individuals will always choose the alternative to fill in the void 
(Ecker 2018: 82). Such sense-making shortcuts can approximate factual narratives 
but can also lead through the gates of the imaginary world. 

In another attempt to identify a false chasm, McDermott (2019: 221) seeks to 
establish a dichotomy between fact and narrative, as if facts would never necessitate 
narrativisation, while a narrative would essentially be constructed out of false 
explanations. Similarly, for Schindler (2020: 392), narratives merely provide an 
escapist fantasy that prevents people from encountering the world as it is. Instead, it 
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must be stressed that facts or pieces of information gain value and start to make sense 
once they are incorporated into a narrative (Holmstrom 2015: 124). Consequently, 
for any conception of the world, truthful or not, narrative is of the essence. In a way, 
though, the value of the narrative can be seen as independent of its foundations in 
either truth or falsity. As a result, even conspiracy theories can be a practical and 
functional response to the circumstances ruling at the time: after all, ‘conspiracy 
theories also connect people, give meaning to experienced disparities and corruption 
in society’ (Harambam, Grusauskaite, and de Wildt 2022: 785). 

As such, they are, therefore, sense-making and orientation-providing tools – as 
any narrative would be. Nevertheless, an important caveat must still be stressed: 
while such narratives must be seen as equal in a functional sense, this is not to say 
that no distinction should be made in terms of their truth congruence. For this reason, 
after a broader discussion of conspiracy theories, this article will proceed with a 
classification of potential cognitive shortcomings (problematic narrative structures) 
that demonstrate multiple ways of digressing from the rational ideal. 

6. Conspiracy theories as faulty narratives

Conspiracy theories are by nature narrative and, in most cases, include factual 
misinformation and faulty thinking. We propose to conceptualise conspiracy theories 
in terms of informational vulnerability because such an articulation reflects their 
universality and historicity, avoids unproductive normative judgements and provides 
means to test the relevance of the proposed concept. While often considered to be a 
fringe phenomenon, conspiracy theories must be seen as a consistent feature of social 
life. They appear to be universal, widespread both temporally and geographically 
(van Prooijen and Douglas 2018). 

It should not come as a surprise that conspiracy theories tend to be particularly 
popular in times and situations that manifest a great deal of uncertainty because 
they ‘resolve the ambiguity of complicated situations by providing a coherent 
account of what is going on and who is good and who is bad’ (Butter 2020: 67). 
Indeed, it must be stressed that truth can sometimes simply be beside the point, 
as people, particularly in uncertain and challenging situations, tend to ‘search for 
frameworks to make sense of events’, often opting for ‘narratives that connect a 
number of developments with a causal logic’, thereby constituting a way to satisfy 
this immediate need for sense-making (Mazarr et al. 2019: 52). In this way, the need 
for the adoption of explanatory narratives can easily trump the need for full evidence 
(see e.g. Baron 2018: 73). Since conspiracies tend to error on the side of cynicism, 
caution becomes a substitute for truth.

Conspiracy theories, courtesy of their capacity to provide a simple and easily 
understandable explanation, provide order in knowledge. As noted by Brotherton 
(2016: 110), ‘the thing we want to avoid above all else is seeing the world as 
haphazard’ because, if the world around us is devoid of both patterns and agency, 
‘we have little hope of comprehending, predicting, and controlling our fate’. For this 
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reason, individuals sometimes prefer to believe in some controlling force behind the 
scenes, even if it is a malign force. After all, ‘identifiable enemies can potentially 
be thwarted, managed, or at the very least understood’, which is not the case with 
faceless randomness (ibid.).

At their heart, conspiracy theories are hence functional problem-solving and 
conceivable sense-making tools. While it might be relatively easy to pin conspiracy 
beliefs on some clearly identifiable personal characteristics, such as socioeconomic 
status, age or gender, existing research disproves such overly quick explanations 
(see, notably, Butter 2020: 74). More than anything, they are ‘attempts to explain 
the ultimate causes of significant social and political events and circumstances’ 
by way of a very specific explanatory strategy, i.e. postulating ‘claims of secret 
plots by two or more powerful actors’ that are secretly operating from behind the 
scenes (Douglas et al. 2019: 4; see also Adam-Troian et al. 2021: 4, Butter 2020: 9,  
Douglas and Sutton 2018, Oleksy et al. 2021:1).

7. Informational vulnerability

It is at this juncture that we encounter the problem of vulnerability within the 
shifting structures of knowledge. To illustrate how conspiracy theories relate to the 
epoch of post-truth, it is time to discuss the core concept of our debate: informational 
vulnerability. We define this term as individual susceptibility to construct and/or 
internalise faulty narratives. For the purposes of this paper, narratives are understood 
as certain explanatory patterns. They are constructed by putting separate pieces of data 
together to form an explanation of observed events and developments. Predictably, 
faulty narratives then contain flawed data and/or flawed patterns. 

Figure 1. Types of faulty narratives.
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In this case, the ideal type is a factually and relationally accurate narrative, which 
serves as a reference point for the evaluation of other narratives of interest. An accu
rate narrative contains all relevant data pieces, with their relative importance and 
links among them (if any) correctly identified and internalised/accepted. For the 
pur poses of illustration and analysis, Figure 1 provides a three-point pattern (A, B, 
C), where, for the sake of argument, an accurate pattern is conceived as C causing 
both A and B. A faulty narrative falls short of this ideal either in terms of the narrative 
itself or its structure due to various possible reasons. We will further demonstrate and 
discuss faulty patterns using examples from a representative survey on conspiracy 
theories conducted in Lithuania, in September‒November 2021. Since the authors of 
this article constructed and initiated the survey, we draw on it by showing how faulty 
patterns interact with conspiratorial narratives, thus expressing but also contributing 
to the concept of human informational vulnerability.1 We propose to consider five 
cognitive patterns, underlying the concept of informational vulnerability: limited, 
biased, illusionary, distractive and misdirected. These patterns emerge as we 
consider possible alternatives to the basic ‘accurate’ pattern, which can be further 
augmented along with the growing complexity of the pattern and even the interaction 
of different patterns. However, these basic ‘deviations’ are sufficient to illustrate key 
points of the paper.  

A limited pattern (LP) offers an explanation based on partial information. It con
tains only a segment (or segments) of the overall narrative. This segment meets the 
ideal standards of relative importance and relevant links, but it is incomplete (as 
indicated by the missing causal link from C to B in Figure 1). Due to the lack of 
all relevant information, the pattern is a limited one and thus flawed. Regardless, a 
counter-factual truth-claim is being produced as a part of the sense-making effort. 
Drawing on the results of the representative survey, we identified that 22.2% of 
Lithuanian respondents tended to agree with the statement that the collapse of the 
Soviet Union was the work of the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). While it is 
difficult to deny the fact that the CIA sought to undermine the Soviet regime during 
the Cold War period, such a statement clearly ignores not only the question of the 
effectiveness of alleged CIA actions but also the complexity of the disintegration of 
the Soviet Union. It prefers a simplistic explanation at the expense of various other 
external and internal factors, including the rise of nationalism, the nature of Soviet 
leadership, etc. (see e.g. Tuminez 2003). Thus, this limited perspective constitutes 
the limited pattern, determining respondents’ support for the faulty narrative.

The second category, a biased pattern (BP), relates to preference for particular 
data. In such cases, all relevant data pieces are available for narrative formation, but 
a recipient consciously or subconsciously (de)emphasises some parts or linkages 
over others. In comparison to a limited pattern, the biased pattern deficiency is less 
about fragmentation and more about distortion. Revisiting the survey, the statement 
1	 The survey included 1,041 participants aged 18 years and older, who were chosen through a multi-

stage sampling process. The average age of the participants was 54 years, with a standard deviation 
of 17, and females made up 54% of the sample. The participants were asked to answer 34 questions, 
including an assessment of various statements related to conspiracy theories (Lašas, Grišinas, and 
Kalpokas 2025).
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‘in reality, all politics is a puppet show where everything is pulled by strings’ has 
found support among 65.61% of Lithuanian respondents. Even under superficial 
contemplation, it is obvious that many contingent/situational factors can influence 
a political process as well and reduce the effectiveness of ‘pulling strings’. Politics 
is, of course, a power game with many processes hidden from the public, but the 
exaggerated emphasis on the ability to control everything, even if contingent factors 
would be mentioned, can provide a rather biased or imbalanced view.

Moving onto an illusionary pattern (IP), as the name implies, a mental schema 
is created where there is none. This is not so much a deficiency of the ideal type but 
more of an alternative imagined narrative, which is based on different data pieces ‒ 
imagined data. Returning to the survey, we included a statement ‘Israel exerts active 
backstage influence upon Lithuania’s internal affairs’. It was endorsed by 20.4% 
of survey respondents. The statement has very little to do with reality, as Lithuania 
is of marginal strategic importance to Israel and, at most, its influence is limited 
to Holocaust-related issues. Even in such cases, the reviews of the Lithuanian 
politics of Holocaust memory do not consider Israel an influential player (see e.g. 
Nikžentaitis 2019). The fact that the factor is accepted as influential by a fifth of the 
respondents demonstrates the proclivity of some to illusionary information, creating 
a faulty narrative as a result.

Next, a misdirected pattern (MP) misinterprets the nature of linkages among 
relevant factors. For example, it can reverse causality between two variables or 
approach a correlation as causation. In the survey, we tested a statement on the 
nature of media‒business relations in Lithuania by asserting that ‘major Lithuanian 
media outlets serve the interests of specific political/business groups’. 60.4% of the 
respondents agreed with the statement, though current academic literature tends to 
reverse this relationship and instead asserts the ability of Lithuanian media outlets to 
put substantial pressure on both businesses and political parties (Lašas 2023). 

And finally, a distractive pattern (DP) draws recipients’ attention away from 
available relevant information pieces to other information. In such a way, the emphasis 
of another pattern/linkage is treated as a type of flawed narrative because it distracts 
recipients’ attention from the accurate pattern, affecting recipients’ narratives and 
actions. In the survey, we did not test such statements, but the order of multiple 
conspiracy-related statements can be viewed as potentially affecting participants’ 
responses. After all, the anchoring effect is a widely established phenomenon in the 
literature on cognitive biases (Tversky and Kahneman 1974).

In all cases, the lack of critical thinking is both a necessary and sufficient condition 
for flawed cognitive patterns to emerge. Critical thinking is here understood as 
‘intellectually disciplined process of actively and skilfully conceptualizing, applying, 
analysing, synthesizing, and/or evaluating information gathered from, or generated 
by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to 
belief and action’ (Scriven and Paul 1987). Crucially, Scriven and Paul point out that 
critical thinking is ‘never universal in any individual; everyone is subject to episodes 
of undisciplined or irrational thought’ (ibid.). For this reason, both the process 
(critical thinking) and the result (factually and relationally accurate narrative) need 
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to be approached as ideal types. Paradoxically, however, critical thinking functions 
as a means of deconstructing counter-factual yet sense-making narratives, which 
further increases human informational vulnerability.

Under certain unique conditions, every individual is hence informationally 
vulnerable. In such a case, informational vulnerability should be approached as a 
typical human condition rather than some unusual deviation of a specific group 
of individuals. Thus, this concept does not presume the presence of a previous 
historical period with optimal information flows (as the concept of post-truth would 
suggest) but instead points to a continuous and problematic relationship between 
truth-seeking and sense-making, between information flow and human perception. 
The current period may indeed be described by the excess of information, but the 
lack of it is just as problematic. The nature of informational vulnerability evolves 
and changes with technological advancements, but the phenomenon itself is a fixed 
feature of the human social world. Starting with this baseline, it is then possible to 
consider in greater detail how informational vulnerability functions in connection to 
conspiracy theories.

8. Informational vulnerability in conspiracy theories

The arguments laid out above regarding the ever-presence of informational 
vulnerability apply to conspiracy theories that are also seen as a ‘common part 
of people’s understanding of the world, just as various other forms of belief are’ 
(van Prooijen 2018: 17). Douglas and Sutton (2018: 259) insist that ‘everyone is 
to some extent likely to believe in conspiracy theories’ (see also Brotherton 2016, 
Butter 2020). Viewed as such, informational vulnerability becomes a key feature of 
conspiracy theories, but it also underlies other misinformed beliefs. Thus, the nature 
and scope of this link between informational vulnerability and conspiracy theories 
can help to provide a better understanding of the nature of the latter. To illustrate 
this point, we draw on van Prooijen and van Vugt’s (2018: 771) and van Prooijen’s 
(2018: 5–6) characterisation of conspiracy theories that are allegedly characterised 
as composed of five key ingredients:

1)	 They substitute correlation with causation.
2)	 They read agency into such a pattern by perceiving it as a matter of intentional 

actions by conspirators. 
3)	 They ascribe such agency to a coalition of malign actors. 
4)	 They imbue this imagined coalition with a sense of threat by ascribing to it 

goals that are harmful. 
5)	 They imply that both the coalition and its aims are shrouded in secrecy, the 

corollary being that such theories are typically close to impossible to invalidate. 

The first component clearly corresponds to the misdirected pattern of informational 
vulnerability, while the rest of the ingredients can be treated as specific features of 
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conspiracy theories (rather than some other types of beliefs/narratives). However, 
as demonstrated in the previous section, this characterisation appears to be overly 
narrow and ignores other possible patterns of informational vulnerability that may 
also underlie conspiracy theories. Thus, the concept of informational vulnerability 
serves as a useful device for understanding the potential scope of conspiracy theories.  

Furthermore, informational vulnerability pinpoints a continuous and problematic 
relationship between information flow and human perception, where changes on 
both sides can have substantive implications. Exposure to a surplus of information 
(a hyper-informational environment) often requires critical sorting and selection 
skills in order to avoid the pitfalls of the DP or IP patterns, while information-deficit 
conditions (a hypo-informational environment)  require openness to multiple future 
scenarios and possibilities in order to steer away from the LP, BP or MP patterns. 

In an environment where e.g. state institutions or social media algorithms 
actively shape information flows, both of these elements can be present at the same 
time, establishing a parallel informational environment. Here some segments of the 
information flow exhibit hyper features, while others are intentionally truncated, 
producing the same or a mixture of the same vulnerability patterns: limited, biased, 
illusionary, distractive and misinterpreted. That is because vulnerability is a function 
not so much of information dynamics and technology but of human perception, 
sense-making capacity and its vulnerability. In other words, the tension between 
truth-seeking and sense-making provides a common foundation and a common 
gateway for various vulnerabilities to transpire in different informational spaces.

The analysis above demonstrates how inadequate information processing can 
generate vulnerability through the incorporation of flawed cognitive patterns into 
the narratives that we entertain. At the same time, the systematisation of cognitive 
patterns allows for a more nuanced understanding of conspiracy theories and their 
scope. In future research, the concept of informational vulnerability should be 
applied to other types of narratives and beliefs in order to gain a wider (comparative) 
perspective. 

9. Conclusion

This paper engages with the existing literature on the current crisis of social 
cognition, which has popularly taken on a name of ‘post-truth’. It discusses different 
challenges that the digital age has posed on keeping factually truthful narratives at 
the core of the Habermasian public sphere. However, it has been argued that truth-
utterings are by no means extinct and, likewise, the current epoch in no way truth-
absent either. Instead, what comes to prominence because of the overabundance of 
information flow in our daily lives is the importance of meaningful narratives, so 
much so that these narratives are sometimes produced and reproduced at a cost of 
factual veracity. For the purposes of this article, narratives are understood as certain 
explanatory patterns, constructed by putting separate pieces of data together to 
form an explanation of the observed events and developments. Predictably, faulty 
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narratives then contain flawed data patterns, which can be analysed and understood 
using the approach proposed. Crucially, it is this narrative quality of our social 
cognition that lays ground for informational vulnerability.

Informational vulnerability is a structural part of the changing information and 
media environment. It is a coping mechanism in which out of a slew of information 
reduced narratives are being formed. As such, they can often be factually false. With 
reference to the survey on the perception of conspiracy theories in Lithuania, this 
article has distinguished five cognitive patterns that demonstrate different ways 
in which information can be distorted in the process of producing meaningful 
narratives: limited, biased, illusionary, distractive and misinterpreted patterns. In 
order to demonstrate the explanatory capacity of the proposed approach, conspiracy 
theories were chosen as an illustrative example of flawed narratives. 

This article has, therefore, distinguished between different patterns of infor
mational vulnerability, understanding them as different ways of making cognitive-
performative mistakes. Since these mistakes are embedded within the social and 
political processes that constitute the fabric of everyday life, they performatively 
begin to structure narratives and worldviews in a way that ultimately gives birth 
to counter-factual knowledge and skewed narratives, thus producing what is some
times titled as post-truth. What this approach demonstrates, nevertheless, is that 
informational vulnerability, rather than being framed in epochal terms (such as an 
‘era’ of post-truth), is part of normal and typical processes of human cognition. As a 
corollary, then, the debate should also be reframed from one focused on the presence 
or absence of vulnerability and non-factual understandings of the world to one 
focused on the degree of any given person’s informational vulnerability.
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Abstract. This article explores Ukrainian borscht as a symbol of ethnic identity, analyzing 
how its gastronomic characteristics shape and reflect the ethnocultural psyche of  
Ukrainians. The discourse goes beyond the culinary aspect to highlight how borscht serves 
as a metaphor for broader cultural, spiritual, and social dimensions, thus emphasizing 
its continuing role in preserving and affirming Ukrainian well-being traditions. Drawing 
on cultural anthropology, ethnopsychology, and resilience theory, the study explores 
the relationship between cultural values measured by the Schwartz Values Survey and 
subjective perceptions of borscht using the semantic differential method. The results show 
that Ukrainians, who favor values such as belonging and equality, view borscht as a unifying 
element that strengthens community ties, positive emotions, and national cohesion. These 
findings also emphasize the metaphorical significance of borscht as a cultural artifact and 
a means of mnemonic security, protecting national identity from external narratives and 
building resilience. 
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1. Introduction

In socio-cognitive and socio-cultural approaches to intangible heritage, 
traditional gastronomic dishes are viewed as socially invested objects. Such an 
object becomes a phenomenon around which common meanings and norms of 
acceptability are formed and reproduced. In this logic, meanings are not reduced 
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to individual preferences, but emerge as social representations. It is known that they 
are embedded in communication and set the conceptual framework for evaluation, 
emotional valence, and expected behavior among members of a particular social 
stratum (Prost et al. 2022, Moliner and Piermattéo 2025). The semantic profiles of  
a food symbol can therefore be seen as indicators of collectively shared meanings 
that define and maintain the boundaries of “us/them.” At the same time, they regulate 
inclusion or exclusion from the imagined community.

It should be noted that studies of gastronomic heritage show that the verification 
of the “heredity” of a dish, the locality of ingredients, and the legitimacy of 
cooking practices are associated with the risks of substituting authenticity under  
the pressure of industrial and political contexts (Almansouri et al. 2022, Arcadu and  
Migliorini 2024). In Ukraine, as recent studies show, food practices are acquiring 
a pronounced identification and communicative function in diaspora and host 
communities, in particular through the public demonstration of “their” dishes and 
their use in cultural diplomacy (Bondarenko 2024).

According to sociocultural theorists and anthropologists, gastronomic customs often 
serve as vital markers of an ethnic group’s collective identity and behavioral patterns. 
From a cultural and anthropological perspective, the food we eat is inextricably linked 
to cultural rituals, family structures, and historical memory. In the Ukrainian context, 
few dishes embody the nation’s cultural and spiritual heritage as vividly as borscht,  
a flavorful beetroot soup that is an integral part of both daily life and festive occasions. 
While borscht is consumed throughout Eastern Europe, the Ukrainian version has 
a special symbolic power, signifying more than just nutrition. It has become an 
embodiment of tradition, community spirit, and national identity, reflecting shared 
values such as belonging, equality, and harmony that Ukrainians value.

Moreover, borscht has a metaphorical function in the collective psychosomatics 
of the Ukrainian nation. By disrupting domestic routines and socializing, the pre pa-
ration and consumption of borscht may represent an act of cultural and psychological 
resistance, representing also a tangible way to maintain daily normality and strengthen 
national unity (Otamas et al. 2022). These themes resonate with broader findings 
that emphasize how adaptive capacity and interpersonal behavior are key aspects of 
resilience, psychological health, and identity formation. In fact, everyday practices, 
culinary or otherwise, act as cultural anchors that can mitigate the widespread un
certainty of life, thus preserving both the social fabric and the sense of collective 
self. Based on ethnopsychological and ethnocultural approaches, this study explores 
how borscht traditions are preserved and transformed in the contemporary globalized 
context.

In this context, the purpose of this article is to investigate how cultural values, as 
measured by an adapted version of the Schwartz Values Survey (SVS), are related to 
the semantic perception of borscht among Ukrainians. By exploring the subjective 
connotations of borscht using a semantic differential approach, we aim to highlight 
how deeply rooted cultural orientations, from affective autonomy to belonging, 
manifest themselves in how people perceive this iconic dish (Schwartz 2012). 
These findings shed light on the broader question of how gastronomic symbols 
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and practices intersect with collective identity, particularly in periods marked by 
heightened stress and uncertainty. Through this integrative framework, the study 
contributes to ongoing discussions about cultural heritage and the preservation of 
shared identity. Importantly, the results suggest that the influence of gastronomic 
practices on collective identity may manifest differently across cultures, depending 
on the specific characteristics of each nation’s culinary traditions and symbolic food 
heritage.

On the contrary, people with high affective autonomy perceive borscht as a dy - 
na m  ic, adaptable concept that reflects openness to gastronomic innovation and 
personal creativity. The study emphasizes the role of harmony in anchoring borscht 
to tradition, while mastery/dominance is consistent with more individualistic 
interpretations that may undermine its communal aspects. Gender differences indicate 
that women emphasize the communal and harmonious aspects of borscht more, likely 
related to their role in preserving culinary traditions in family and community contexts.  
By blending historical traditions with modern innovations, borscht becomes not only 
a culinary calling card but also a critical element in the preservation and negotiation 
of Ukrainian identity. The study emphasizes how culinary practices, especially in 
times of crisis, reflect and reinforce broader social, emotional, and identity-based 
values, offering crucial insights into the intersection of tradition, innovation, and 
resilience in Ukrainian society.

2. Literature review

The contemporary study of national cuisines increasingly emphasizes their role 
as cultural markers and dynamic spaces where notions of authenticity, heritage, and 
identity converge. Ukrainian borscht has become a symbol of the convergence of 
heritage preservation efforts and broader socio-political discourses around national 
brand building. Recent scholarship offers several lenses through which to analyze 
this phenomenon. The study of Ukrainian borscht reveals its multidimensional role 
not only as a culinary symbol but also as a linguistic and technological phenomenon 
associated with ethnocultural identity. According to Oskirko (2017), the term borscht 
reflects linguistic features within the Eastern Podillia dialects, where variations in 
its phonetics and semantics reflect historical and cultural adaptations. This linguistic 
diversity emphasizes how language preserves and transmits cultural heritage, 
combining gastronomic practices with regional identity. Meanwhile, innovations in 
the preparation of borscht demonstrate its dynamic evolution in modern Ukrainian 
cuisine. Ivashyna and Byshovets (2021) analyzed the technological progress in 
the preparation of Kholodnoyarsky borscht, emphasizing how the addition of 
new ingredients and cooking techniques meets the changing demands of modern 
gastronomy. The use of marigold flowers and the combination of three types of 
meat not only increases the nutritional value but also demonstrates the potential 
for creative reinterpretation of traditional dishes. These innovations, while modern, 
respect the essence of borscht, reinforcing its identity as a cultural marker.
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Both linguistic and technological perspectives emphasize the role of borscht 
in maintaining cultural continuity and resilience. In the context of ongoing social 
change, the evolution of borscht serves as a metaphor for resilience and identity, 
combining historical traditions with modern culinary practices. A central theme of 
the current scholarly debate concerns the recognition of Ukrainian borscht as an 
element of intangible cultural heritage (Shparaga and Smishchenko 2019). Such 
a perspective emphasizes not only the culinary recipe itself but also the social 
practices, narratives, and social identities that coalesce around the dish. Inclusion 
on national and international cultural heritage lists, especially the UNESCO list, 
is seen as a strategic step to protect borscht from appropriation and to strengthen 
its status as a cultural emblem. Such an approach is part of a larger trend in which 
gastronomic elements are positioned as representatives of national identity, a trend 
often reinforced by the development of culinary labels to promote them on global 
platforms.

Meanwhile, studies of culinary authenticity emphasize historical continuity, 
regional differences, and the interplay between tradition and innovation. These 
studies argue that technological and historical factors have shaped the evolution of 
national dishes, showing how certain foods become saturated with cultural capital 
(Bieliatynskyi et al. 2024). In the Ukrainian context, the classic borscht recipe – 
especially in regions such as Cherkasy – represents a particular historical lineage, 
although modern gastronomic practices are adapting to contemporary tastes 
(Shparaga and Smishchenko 2019). Parallel dynamics are occurring in neighboring 
cultural spaces, as evidenced by research on sour borscht, a related fermented soup 
documented in Romania (Covaliov et al. 2021).

This comparative analysis indicates that each of the local variations of seemingly 
related dishes can serve as significant cultural anchors, illustrating how culinary 
heritage transcends national borders and remains an integral part of local identity. 
For example, in Ukraine, increased attention to cultural self-definition has led to 
a renewed interest in small-scale farming and local food practices, which are in
creasingly understood not only in economic terms but also as markers of shared 
heritage and identity (Mamonova 2018). This discourse aligns with the broader 
food sovereignty movement, which critiques the dominance of industrial agriculture 
and calls for increased local control over production, distribution, and consumption 
(Hopma and Woods 2014, Ngcoya and Kumarakulasingam 2017).

Historically, the centerpiece of borscht in Ukrainian culture is evident in folklore, 
literature, and family stories. Cooking borscht has long been a rite of passage filled 
with social significance, with each family’s recipe passed down through oral tradition, 
creating ties between generations. In modern Ukraine, rapid modernization and 
global integration have introduced new culinary influences and practices. Despite  
the inflow of international cuisine, borscht remains a staple, symbolizing resilience 
and cultural perseverance. The dish is also adapting to modern lifestyles, with 
restaurants in urban centers offering innovative variations (e.g., vegetarian or fusion 
versions), reflecting an openness to creative reinterpretation while maintaining  
the essence of the traditional recipe.
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Ukrainian borscht, a colorful soup made primarily from beetroot, is not only  
a favorite dish but also a powerful symbol of national identity and cultural heritage 
in Ukraine. Rooted in Eastern European culinary traditions, its historical origins 
can be traced back to the late 17th century, evolving through regional adaptations 
influenced by diverse cultural practices, including those of the Ukrainian and Jewish 
communities. The dish has surpassed its humble beginnings to become an emblem of 
Ukrainian identity, especially within broader debates concerning the attribution and 
interpretation of shared culinary heritage (Hercules 2017, Evans 2022, Smithsonian 
Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage 2023). The importance of borscht in 
Ukrainian culture is underscored by its role in daily meals, festive celebrations, 
and community gatherings, making it a staple that embodies social integration 
and unity. Distinguished chefs and cultural figures have noted that borscht reflects  
the diversity of Ukrainian lifestyles while cultivating a sense of national solidarity 
(Martinez 2024). The dish has also attracted international attention, notably after it 
was inscribed on the UNESCO list of intangible cultural heritage (Selyukh 2022).

There are many accounts of the origins of borscht in Eastern Europe, particularly 
among the Ashkenazi Jewish communities. This dish, known primarily for its beet
root base, gained popularity in the late 17th and early 18th centuries, probably first 
prepared by ethnic Ukrainians. Historical evidence suggests that borscht has been 
adapted over the centuries, with various regional variations influenced by local 
ingredients and culinary traditions (Hercules 2017). Significant waves of Jewish 
immigration to the United States in the late 19th and early 20th centuries played 
a major role in spreading borscht beyond its original context, as many immigrants 
brought their culinary traditions with them. The Catskill Mountains, sometimes 
known as the Borscht Belt, became a cultural center for Jewish families in the United 
States, fostering entertainment and social gatherings in the mid-20th century. 

Despite its roots, the definition and cultural affiliation of borscht have been 
contro versial, especially between Slavic communities. Ukrainian sources often claim 
that borscht is a national dish, an integral part of their identity, while other Slavic 
narratives often present it as a staple of their own culinary heritage. This ongoing 
debate reflects broader historical pressures and the overlapping histories of  
the two nations, making it difficult to recognize the origins and significance of 
borscht (Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage 2023). There are 
variations of the dish itself that continue to evolve, both in Eastern Europe and also 
around the world as it adapts to new cultural contexts and tastes. Whether through the 
introduction of different ingredients or culinary techniques, borscht remains a vivid 
marker of identity for different communities, illustrating the dynamic interaction 
between tradition and modernity in its preparation and consumption (Hercules 2017).

Ukrainian borscht is not just a gastronomic product but a metaphor for cultural 
unity and spiritual depth. During family gatherings, it helps to create an atmosphere 
of unity, encouraging joint communication and sincere dialogue. This phenomenon 
resonates with the concept of “collective flourishing,” according to which shared 
experiences strengthen emotional bonds and reinforce group identity. Ukrainians 
embody a form of cultural ritual that reinforces belonging, affirming both their 
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historical heritage and their future resilience. In addition, the process of cooking 
borscht engages many of the senses: flavor, color, and texture simultaneously evoke 
nostalgia and pride. These sensory experiences reveal what ethnopsychologists call 
collective emotional memory, in which taste and smell evoke memories of family 
roots, common struggles, and cultural achievements. Thus, borscht goes beyond 
simple food, functioning as a spiritual and symbolic anchor in Ukrainian society. 
Borscht occupies an important place in Ukrainian culture, serving not only as  
a favorite dish but also as a powerful symbol of national identity and unity. 

One prominent Ukrainian chef notes, “Borscht has become a symbol of  
the unity of the nation for me,” reflecting the diversity of Ukrainians’ lifestyles and 
preferences while uniting them through their common love of the dish (Martinez 
2024). The soup, often cooked in different forms in different regions of Ukraine, 
demonstrates geographic and cultural diversity, ensuring its distinctive flavor and 
popularity. This widespread presence of borscht emphasizes its role in everyday 
meals as well as at holiday feasts, where it functions as a place of shared tradition 
and a means of strengthening social ties. The preparation and consumption of borscht 
are deeply involved in the social life of Ukrainians. In both everyday meals and 
festive occasions, it is a staple, symbolizing shared practices that strengthen cultural 
identity. Borscht is not just a food product but embodies the values of hospitality, 
social integration, and intergenerational continuity. At its core, it stands as a culinary 
masterpiece that simultaneously emphasizes regional diversity and fosters a sense  
of shared heritage among Ukrainians (Hercules 2017, Smithsonian Center for 
Folklife and Cultural Heritage 2023, Martinez 2024).

The cultural significance of borscht has become increasingly pronounced in 
recent years. As confirmed by numerous sources, Ukraine’s efforts to make borscht 
an offi cially recognized component of intangible cultural heritage symbolize a 
broader strategy of strengthening national identity and resilience (Evans 2022,  
Selyukh 2022).The UNESCO inscription of borscht in 2022 further emphasizes its 
cultural importance. At the same time, some government officials and cultural figures 
argue that borscht is historically common among Eastern European peoples, illustrating 
how political rivalries can manifest through culinary narratives (Evans 2022).

Beyond its gastronomic appeal, borscht operates as a means of social practice 
and cultural continuity. It regularly manifests itself in humor, narrative, and artistic 
expressions, all of which emphasize the integrative power of the soup in Ukrainian 
communities (Hercules 2017, Martinez 2024). Even in the face of rapid modernization 
and migration, borscht remains a source of unity, bridging generational and regional 
differences, thereby strengthening its status as a cultural icon. In the broader 
landscape of geopolitical tensions, the UNESCO recognition of the dish has taken on 
greater symbolic weight, and the designation of borscht as a heritage item becomes 
an act of cultural preservation. By preserving these traditions, officials argue, they 
are also protecting a core component of national identity, creating a semblance of 
stability in uncertain times (Selyukh 2022).

Ukrainian borscht continues to develop, adapting to modern culinary trends 
while maintaining its cultural essence. As a traditional dish, it has become a canvas 
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for experimentation, allowing chefs and home cooks to integrate ingredients that 
reflect global influences. Some choose to add beans, apples, or even seafood 
elements, creatively combining tradition with modern preferences – an approach that 
demonstrates the adaptability of the dish and speaks to Ukraine’s openness to culinary 
fusion (Hercules 2017, Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage 2023). 
It is noteworthy that these innovative recipes do not minimize the cultural resonance 
of the soup. Instead, they are an example of how longstanding food practices can 
coexist with a changing culinary landscape. Chefs who experiment with unusual 
variations of borscht often emphasize that despite the updates, the soul of the dish – 
its beetroot essence – remains intact (Martinez 2024).

Beyond the political sphere, the borscht dispute points to broader social and cultural 
dimensions. The act of preparing and sharing borscht remains an important means 
of maintaining a sense of normalcy and cultural continuity (Selyukh 2022). Indeed, 
UNESCO’s recognition seeks to protect the dish itself as well as the community 
traditions that revolve around it; traditions that are increasingly vulnerable when 
entire communities are displaced or disintegrate. From its deep historical roots to its 
current status as an internationally recognized symbol, Ukrainian borscht represents 
a fascinating intersection of tradition, modernity, and cultural politics. 

It has been documented by historians, chefs, and cultural scholars as well as by 
cultural critics, and remains both an everyday product and a vessel of national heritage, 
constantly adapting while maintaining its core identity. In a landscape shaped by 
geopolitical tensions, borscht has become more than just food. It acts as a cultural 

Table 1. Main theoretical approaches to the analysis of borscht as a cultural symbol

Theoretical approach Basic concepts Explication

Ethnopsychology Collective psyche, 
affective memory, 
emotional warmth

Allows one to explore how borscht evokes 
a sense of belonging, nostalgia, and cultural 
peace

Cultural anthropology Symbolic food, ritual, 
continuity

Borscht is seen as a tool for preserving 
traditions and transmitting identity

Axiology (values) Belonging, equality, 
autonomy, harmony

Analyzes how personal values shape 
the perception of borscht: traditional vs 
innovative

Mnemonic security 
theory

Cultural memory, 
resistance, narratives

Borscht becomes a means of preserving the 
national self under pressure from external 
challenges

Gastronomic semiotics Culinary identity, 
meanings of taste

Meals are considered a language of culture, 
where borscht becomes a “text” that encodes 
the meaning of the community

Source: created by the authors.
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binding stone that unites communities around a shared history, social practice, and 
collective pride. By highlighting the significance of borscht, Ukrainians are affirming 
a form of culinary diplomacy, emphasizing that preserving intangible heritage can be 
a powerful act of cultural resilience. Thus, the theoretical framework of the study is 
summarized by the methodologies of cultural anthropology, ethnopsychology, and 
axiology (value paradigm), which allow us to metaphorize borscht as a gastronomic 
artifact as well as a certain socio-cultural symbol. Table 1 summarizes the authors’ 
theoretical research.

In such an interdisciplinary discourse, borscht is emphasized as a traditional 
dish and as a metaphor for a cultural gradient that combines the vital, personal, 
social, and symbolic. The human ability to metaphorize phenomena conceptualizes 
the ability to jointly define meaningful identities, and thus supports the transition to 
an ethnopsychological focus. In addition, we are delving into cultural anthropology 
as a methodological field that also provides a ritual context in which borscht functions 
as an expression of cultural continuity, while gastrosemiotics allows us to categorize 
it as a phenomenon of the language of culture.

3. Materials and method

The study involved 387 respondents from Ukraine aged 18 to 40, including 157 
wo men and 230 men. Participants were selected from all administrative regions 
of Ukraine, except for the temporarily occupied regions, to represent a wide geo
graphical distribution and cultural background. Data were collected using two estab
lished methodologies. First, the SVS was used to determine the hierarchy of cultural 
values of each participant. In this study, values are grouped into seven poles, such as 
belongingness, harmony, and emotional autonomy, which provide insight into how 
people prefer communal, individualistic, or hierarchical ideals (Schwartz 2012).

Secondly, a semantic differential (SD) procedure based on the original Osgood’s 
framework was used to examine participants’ subjective evaluations of borscht 
(Yanovska et al. 2023). A list of bipolar scales was developed to cover different 
aspects of borscht perception, including its emotional warmth, traditionality, and 
stimulating qualities. Respondents rated borscht on each scale using a seven-point 
continuum, which allowed for the construction of a semantic profile that reflects 
both common and divergent views. Data analysis included quantitative statistical 
analysis using SPSS (version X.X). The SVS responses were standardized by mean 
correction, while the semantic differential responses were analyzed using principal 
component analysis (PCA) to identify the leading perceptual factors. To establish the 
relationship between value orientations and semantic profiles, Pearson’s r correlation 
was calculated. In addition, multiple regression analysis was used to determine the 
predictive value of the value poles for each perceptual factor. All analyses had a 
standard significance level of p < 0.05. The entire process consisted of four stages: 
(1) instrument development and pilot testing, (2) online distribution and recruitment, 
(3) data pre-processing and cleaning, and (4) statistical modeling and interpretation.
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4. Results

A total of 387 participants completed the adapted SVS. Table 2 shows the mean 
scores for each of the seven value poles. Higher scores indicate stronger support for 
the corresponding value orientation.

Table 2. Means and average standard deviations  
for the seven value poles (estimates in the center)

Value pole M SD

Hierarchy 4.10 1.07

Mastery/dominance 3.75 1.02

Affective autonomy 4.30 1.05

Intellectual autonomy 4.20 1.00

Equality 4.65 1.10

Harmony 4.50 1.08

Belonging 5.05 1.15

Note: The mean (M) represents the arithmetic average of all participants’ scores for a particular variable or value 
pole. It is calculated by summing all individual scores and dividing by the total number of observations. The standard 
deviation (SD) measures the dispersion or variability of scores around the mean. It shows how much participants’ 
responses differ from the average value. Source: created by the authors.

In contrast to belonging and harmony, mastery/dominance has the lowest mean 
(M = 3.75, SD = 1.02) and thus indicates less reliance on assertiveness, competitive
ness, or personal control in this group. This means that classic foods such as borscht 
are less likely to be perceived in relation to personal power or dominance, and more 
likely to be a source of collective identity and continuity. In addition, hierarchy 
has a relatively low rating (M = 4.10, SD = 1.07), which indicates that respondents 
are less dependent on power, status relations, or strict social structure as defining 
cultural values. Interestingly, affective autonomy (M = 4.30, SD = 1.05) and intel
le ct ual autonomy (M = 4.20, SD = 1.00) were in the middle range, indicating a 
moderate degree of openness to personal expression and autonomous thinking. 
These orientations may be related to a more active interpretation of borscht by some 
people who see this dish not only as a specific tradition but also as a platform for 
personal creativity and cultural reinterpretation, as will be shown in the following 
parts of the article.

The differences by gender were also evident, with female participants scoring 
higher on the belonging and harmony scales than male respondents (p < 0.05).  
This tendency is consistent with dominant theories in ethnopsychology, as they 
suggest that women typically play a central role in maintaining cultural and family 
continuity, including food-related rituals in particular. These findings are also 
consistent with the trend that women in Ukraine tend to be cultural transmitters and 
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psycho-emotional anchors in times of socio-political upheaval. Overall, the profile of 
value poles observed in the data emphasizes the centrality of communal, egalitarian, 
and emotionally cohesive orientations among Ukrainians during the crisis. Such 
cultural values directly influence the semantic perception and cultural positioning 
of borscht, not just as a dish but as a repository of collective memory, emotional 
resilience, and national identity.

4.1. The structure of the semantic differential of borscht

Bipolar scales. To assess how participants perceive borscht across several 
dimensions, we used a set of 12 bipolar scales, each of which was rated on a 7-point 
continuum (1–7). Table 3 shows the scales used along with examples of anchor 
points.

Table 3. Use of the scale with examples of anchor points

Scale Adjective polarity Anchors

1 Warm–cold 1 = extremely warm; 7 = extremely cold

2 Tasty–tasteless 1 = extremely tasty; 7 = extremely tasteless

3 Traditional–modern 1 = extremely traditional; 7 = extremely modern

4 Simple–complex 1 = extremely simple; 7 = extremely complex

5 Familiar–foreign 1 = extremely familiar; 7 = extremely foreign

6 Joyful–sad 1 = extremely joyful; 7 = extremely sad

7 Stimulating–calming 1 = highly stimulating; 7 = highly calming

8 Satiating–non-satiating 1 = very satiating; 7 = not satiating

9 Thick–thin 1 = extremely thick; 7 = extremely thin

10 Everyday–festive 1 = very everyday; 7 = very festive

11 Domestic–exotic 1 = completely domestic; 7 = completely exotic

12 Comforting–unpleasant 1 = very comforting; 7 = very unpleasant

Source: created by the authors.

The participants indicated how they perceived “Ukrainian borscht” on each scale 
by circling one of the seven points between the bipolar adjectives (e.g., 1 = closest 
to warm, 7 = closest to cold). A neutral score of 4 indicates a balanced or undecided 
position. 

Factor analysis. Using principal component analysis on the 12 bipolar scales, 
three main factors were identified that together explained 68% of the variance in 
respondents’ perceptions: emotional warmth (F1; 45% of the variance), traditionality 
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(F2; 14% of the variance), and stimulation (F3; 9% of the variance). High loadings were 
observed for warm–cold, joyful–sad, domestic–exotic, and comforting–unpleasant 
on F1, indicating that participants with high scores on this factor perceive borsch as 
comforting, homely, and evoking positive emotions. High loadings were observed 
for traditional–modern, everyday–festive, and familiar–foreign on F2, suggesting 
that respondents perceive borscht as a culturally inherited dish that reflects family 
and national traditions. High loadings were observed for stimulating–calming, tasty–
tasteless, and simple–complex on F3, indicating that participants with higher scores 
on this factor consider borscht to be exciting, flavorful, and somewhat invigorating.

4.2. The relationship between cultural values and the semantics  
of borscht perception

Correlation analysis. Table 4 shows the Pearson’s correlation coefficients 
between the seven value poles (from SVS) and the three extracted factors from  
the semantic differential.

Table 4. Pearson’s correlations between the value poles and semantic difference factors

Value poles Emotional warmth  
(F1)

Traditionality 
(F2)

Stimulation 
(F3)

Belonging 0.47 0.19 0.05

Equality 0.21 0.08 –0.01

Mastery/dominance –0.29 –0.05 –0.06

Affective autonomy 0.11 0.03 0.34

Harmony 0.09 0.39 –0.01

Intellectual autonomy –0.01 0.19 0.07

Hierarchy –0.02 –0.06 0.09

Notes: F1 represents the orientation toward emotional warmth, comfort, and positive emotions; F2 represents the 
orientation toward traditionality and cultural continuity; F3 represents the perception of dynamism, excitement, and 
novelty. p < 0.05, p < 0.01, N = 387. Source: created by the authors.

Belonging was strongly correlated with emotional warmth (r = 0.47, p < 0.01), 
indicating that respondents with a strong desire for connection with the community 
consider borscht to be particularly warm, homely, and comforting. Equality was 
also positively associated with emotional warmth (r = 0.21, p < 0.05). In contrast, 
mastery/dominance was negatively associated with emotional warmth (r = –0.29, 
p < 0.01), suggesting that respondents who value individual dominance may be 
less likely to view borscht as a symbol of shared warmth. Affective autonomy was 
positively related to stimulation (r = 0.34, p < 0.01), which indicates that respondents 
who value emotional freedom tend to perceive borscht as livelier and more engaging. 
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Harmony showed a significant positive correlation with traditionality (r = 0.39, 
p < 0.01). Intellectual autonomy showed a weak but significant positive correlation 
with traditionality (r = 0.19, p < 0.05). By contrast, hierarchy did not show a strong 
relationship with any of the three semantic factors.

The revealed correlations between Schwartz’s value poles and the semantic per
ception of borscht reveal stable and theoretically significant patterns. The strongest 
positive correlation was found between the belonging factor and the emotional warmth 
factor (r = 0.47, p < 0.01), indicating that participants who prioritize community 
relations, social connection, and group identity are more likely to perceive borscht 
as warm, homely, and calming. This suggests that borscht functions as a symbolic 
anchor of collective identity and emotional security, which is especially important in 
times of national upheaval.

The moderate positive correlation between equality and emotional warmth 
(r = 0.21, p < 0.05) also emphasizes the function of egalitarian and inclusive values 
in structuring the affective interpretation of food as traditional. Respondents who 
believe in equality seem to view the value of borscht as a collective, non-hierarchical 
cultural icon – one that promotes emotional closeness and strengthens social ties.  
In contrast, the value of mastery/dominance is negatively correlated with emotional 
warmth (r = –0.29, p < 0.01), suggesting that those who value control, success, and 
self-affirmation are less likely to perceive borscht as a source of affective comfort or 
as communal. This result supports the more general interpretation that competitive or 
individualistic value systems tend to neglect the collective and affective implications 
of food traditions.

Harmony most strongly correlates positively with traditionality (F2) (r = 0.39, 
p < 0.01), indicating that people who value balance, calmness, and conformity to 
social norms are more likely to perceive borscht as a time-honored, socially inherited 
symbol. A weaker but still significant relationship was found between intellectual 
autonomy and traditionality (r = 0.19, p < 0.05), indicating that an orientation toward 
independent thinking does not necessarily exclude an orientation toward tradition; 
on the contrary, they can exist together, even in culturally determined contexts such 
as food. In particular, affective autonomy was also positively correlated with the 
stimu lation factor (r = 0.34, p < 0.01), indicating that people who prefer emotional 
expression and personal creativity perceive borscht as more stimulating, dynamic, 
and receptive to reinterpretation.

This is consistent with the idea that food traditions can also be a place for experi
mentation, attractive to people interested in novelty even in the context of tradition. 
Finally, the value of hierarchy was not statistically significantly related to any of 
the three dimensions of perception. Perhaps this result suggests that orientations 
based on power and status do not influence how people emotionally or symbolically 
relate to borscht, enhancing the democratic and egalitarian tone of common food 
traditions in Ukrainian culture. Collectively, these findings suggest that personal 
value orientations are meaningfully reflected in the semantic framing of national 
cuisine. Borscht appears not just as a culinary practice but as a projection surface 
for cultural identity, emotional content, social values, and the complex interaction of 
psychological structures and collective symbols.
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4.3. Multiple regression analysis

Three separate multiple regressions were conducted, each with one of the 
semantic factors as the dependent variable and the seven value poles as predictors. 
Model 1: Predictors of emotional warmth (F1): R² = 0.35, p < 0.001. Belonging 
(β = 0.41, p < 0.001) and equality (β = 0.22, p < 0.05) had positive contributions, 
while mastery/dominance had a negative contribution (β = –0.20, p < 0.01).  
Model 2: Predictors of traditionality (F2): R² = 0.28, p < 0.01. Harmony (β = 0.33, 
p < 0.01) was the strongest positive predictor, followed by intellectual autonomy 
(β = 0.17, p < 0.05). Model 3: Predictors of stimulation (F3): R² = 0.23, p < 0.05. 
Affective autonomy was a significant positive predictor (β = 0.29, p < 0.05). 

Models of borscht perception. Based on the factor analysis and connections 
with cultural values, three general models, or “profiles,” of borscht perception 
emerged. The first profile, home warmth and social cohesion, is primarily associ - 
a t  ed with belonging and equality, and is reflected in high scores on emotional  
warmth (F1). In this model, borscht is considered an embodiment of community ties, 
family comfort, shared social rituals, cultural tradition, and authenticity. The second 
profile, cultural tradition and continuity, is associated with harmony and, to a lesser 
extent, intellectual autonomy, both linked to higher traditionality (F2). In this case, 
borscht is perceived as a cornerstone of the Ukrainian cultural heritage, symbolizing 
historical continuity and richness of culinary customs. The third profile, liveliness 
and stimulation, is driven by affective autonomy, which positively correlates with 
stimulation (F3). Respondents in this category consider borscht to be exciting and 
flavorful, and they are open to creative experimentation (e.g., alternative ingredients 
or modern fusion recipes).

5. Discussion

The results show that cultural values significantly influence how Ukrainians 
interpret the meaning of borscht. For people who endorse belonging and equality, 
borscht serves as a unifying cultural element, strengthening community ties and 
positive emotions. In the context of ongoing stressors, symbolic anchors in everyday 
life, such as shared meals, become particularly important for resilience. Consequently, 
respondents who favor communal and egalitarian values perceive borscht not just as 
a meal but as a collective ritual that emphasizes national cohesion and psychological 
connection (Ulunova et al. 2022).

On the other hand, people with high affective autonomy tend to see borscht as 
more stimulating and adaptive, indicating an openness to gastronomic innovation. 
This finding is consistent with the broader notion of how personal autonomy and 
self-expression can stimulate new meanings in cultural practices, even in times 
of crisis. In this sense, borscht can be a conduit for creative self-determination,  
an adaptive strategy that echoes theories of cultural identity development that 
suggest that people negotiate traditional norms while embracing new culinary or 
social influences (Maehler et al. 2025).
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It is noteworthy that harmony is consistent with the perception of borscht 
as traditional, reflecting a desire to preserve cultural continuity. This finding 
underscores the idea that people who value social and spiritual balance rely on 
established intergenerational practices to build resilience, a phenomenon that has also 
been observed in studies of ethnic minority organizations and their efforts to revive 
culture in Ukraine during previous transitions (Pohuliaiev et al. 2025). Meanwhile, 
dominance is negatively related to warm, communal aspects, implying a somewhat 
more individualistic stance that may minimize the role of borscht in community 
building. People with this orientation may perceive culinary traditions as less crucial 
to collective well-being, which is consistent with research that emphasizes how 
certain personality or value structures can lead to lower communality and increased 
self-directed strategies (Berragan et al. 2024).

In summary, this multi-faceted pattern reinforces the notion that borscht is a rich 
cultural symbol among Ukrainians, linking food practices to deeper social, emotional, 
and identity-based values. This interpretation finds parallels in other contexts, where 
symbolic objects – from language choice to national cuisine – serve as a buffer 
against external aggression and a place to negotiate identity (Ulunova et al. 2022). 

The gender differences in this study, although small overall, indicate that women 
place a somewhat stronger emphasis on the communal and harmonious aspects of 
borscht perception, potentially reflecting their role in preserving culinary traditions 
in the family context. This finding is consistent with a broader psycho-cultural 
perspective that women often bear the primary responsibility for communicating 
cultural norms, especially in times of social upheaval (Pohuliaiev et al. 2025). 

More importantly, these findings support the argument that Ukrainian borscht 
is not just a dish but a culturally charged concept – a view that resonates with 
the science of memory, identity, and discourse. The high scores in the category 
of belonging and equality emphasize borscht’s role in communal bonding, while 
emotional autonomy supports more dynamic and exploratory interpretations. From 
the perspective of mnemonic security theory, domestic cultural practices such as 
borscht making can serve as a defense against external narratives that undermine 
Ukrainian identity by strengthening a sense of unity and shared historical continuity 
(Pohuliaiev et al. 2025).

As recent research shows, ongoing stress and fatigue can seriously affect 
cognitive and emotional well-being. Following daily rituals associated with national 
identity, such as cooking together, can help counteract some of these damaging 
effects by creating a sense of normalcy and mutual support. Understanding these 
patterns allows for a deeper understanding of how culinary traditions reflect and 
reinforce broader cultural values and identity processes among Ukrainians (Maehler  
et al. 2025). 

Thus, research into discourses on the perception of borscht shows that the practice 
of preparing it translates it from a phenomenon of socio-cognitive content in the private 
sphere into a symbolic configuration. Consequently, the dish becomes a marker of 
group affiliation and an object of institutional protection (Lesiv 2022). Research on 
intangible heritage also proves that symbolic practices (especially gastronomic ones) 
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become a tool for articulating differences and mobilizing memory. Accordingly, we 
can summarize the socio-cognitive understanding of borscht as an object of social 
representations and group identity. We can also note that this creates a theoretically 
sound basis for interpreting its semantic evaluation in relation to value orientations 
and contextual conditions of communication about heritage.

6. Conclusion

This study emphasizes the multiple roles of Ukrainian borscht as a cultural 
emblem inextricably linked to value orientations and subjective perceptions. Using an 
adapted version of the Schwartz Values Survey and a semantic differential approach, 
the authors found how deeply rooted cultural values such as belonging, equality, 
harmony, affective autonomy, and mastery or dominance influence how Ukrainians 
interpret borscht. While those who favor communal and egalitarian dimensions tend 
to perceive borscht as a warm, familiar, and identity-affirming practice, people who 
emphasize personal autonomy show greater openness to new interpretations and 
culinary experimentation.

The findings highlight the dual nature of borscht: on the one hand, it symbolizes 
the continuity of historical and family traditions; on the other hand, it encourages 
creativity and innovation, reflecting current socio-cultural shifts. It is noteworthy 
that the modern Ukrainian context seems to reinforce the symbolism of borscht, 
transforming it from a favorite everyday food into a locus of collective resilience 
and identity preservation. In this regard, borscht becomes a lens through which 
to understand broader phenomena – such as the importance of community rituals, 
national cohesion, and psychological well-being in times of prolonged social 
stress. On the theoretical side, these results strengthen the view that gastronomic 
practices serve as guides to cultural identity, echoing existing scholarship on national 
resilience, postcolonial transitions, and mnemonic security. 

In methodological terms, the integration of quantitative measures of value 
orientations with semantic differential scales provides a solid foundation for 
exploring the relationship between culinary patrimony and evolving cultural 
paradigms. Given the fact that men and women show slightly different emphases 
on shared and harmonious aspects, future research could delve deeper into gender 
roles in culinary and cultural transmission. Collectively, our research highlights 
Ukrainian borscht as a rich, dynamic symbol of well-being at the intersection of 
tradition and innovation, an everyday practice that remains closely intertwined with 
the construction of collective identity. Through documenting how cultural values 
influence its semantic interpretation, we offer a deeper understanding of how food, 
identity, and sustainability intertwine in the Ukrainian socio-cultural landscape.
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