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Since the recovery of independence in 1991, Lithuania has found it even more difficult to 
construct a foreign policy than to develop a domestic one. One part of the reason lies in 
the transformation of the international environment within which Lithuania must operate. 
A second part is the absence of any obvious agreed-upon model on how to proceed and 
of a ready-made set of structures to implement it. And yet a third lies in the obvious 
discomfort many Lithuanians feel in having to pursue a foreign policy based on a 
combination of competing goals rather than a choice among them. 
         
A Transformed International Environment 
 
When Lithuania reemerged as an actor on the international stage, it found a world very 
different from the one that it had experienced and the one that it had expected.  Vilnius 
has had to confront a world in which the values of the Cold War have been inverted, in 
which the approaches of the pre-World War II international community have not been 
restored, and in which the role of geography confronts all countries but especially smaller 
ones with choices more difficult than those they faced in the past. 
         
Lithuania regained its independence just as the Cold War was ending and thus has been 
forced to try to develop a foreign policy at a time when the rules of the game have 
changed dramatically. To put it the most bluntly, during the Cold War, countries like 
Lithuania were important pawns in the struggle between the West and Moscow. The 
United States saw Lithuania as an ally and the Soviet Union as an enemy. And while 
American non-recognition policy was never as supportive as most Lithuanians wanted to 
believe, it was a remarkable commitment given the realities of the nuclear age. 
 
But with the end of the Cold War and the collapse of communism, Moscow became the 
prize in the eyes of many in the West and, equally importantly, countries like Lithuania 
became obstacles in the pursuit of that prize. As even Lithuanians must concede, Russia 
will always be more important to major countries in the West than will be Lithuania. But 
that shift both because of its size and because of its timing has left many in Lithuania 
unsure about just who their friends are and what they can expect.  
 
On the one hand, the expectations Lithuanians had for the post-Cold War environment 
have proved overblown. They have not and almost certainly will not receive the support 
they enjoyed in the past and thus must make their way in a world very different from the 
one they knew or expected.  And on the other, the fears this new situation has engendered 
in the minds of many in Vilnius have no obvious remedy. Lithuanians cannot count on 
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themselves alone. They cannot simply bow again to the country that occupied them. And 
they cannot be sure that anyone else will be willing to help them in a serious way. 
 
As a result, Lithuanians now often feel more insecure than they did in the past even 
though they have achieved so much in recovering their independence and a seat at the 
international table. 
 
Second, Lithuanians have had to face the fact that the world they now face is not a world 
anything like the one that they experienced during the interwar period.  Like her two 
Baltic neighbors, Lithuania has benefitted domestically since1991 because it has a status 
quo ante to which it can return.  The experiences of the pre-war period, the existence of a 
legal and social system that people can restore, and the very notion of nationhood that the 
pre-war period helped Lithuanians to establish in twentieth century terms has been a 
major boon for Lithuania and has allowed her to make far more rapid progress in 
escaping from the communist period than have the Soviet republics. 
 
But if the pre-war experience has been a help in domestic affairs, it has been a trap in 
foreign policy.  The world of the League of Nations gave smaller countries a remarkably 
large role, one clearly disproportionate to their size.  Between the wars, countries like 
Lithuania could and did play a huge role in international relations in Europe. But their 
ability to do so reflected the League of Nations rules, the absence of nuclear weapons and 
the superpowers they support, and the relatively smaller degree of economic and political 
integration of countries in Europe.  
 
Unfortunately, many people in Lithuania assumed that they could resume their pre-war 
role in foreign policy just as they were resuming their pre-war practices in domestic 
affairs. That both limited thinking about how Lithuania should proceed and, just like the 
inversion of the Cold War following its end, guaranteed that Lithuanians would be 
shocked and disappointed when they discovered that they could not play as important a 
role now.  Such disappointments were especially certain given the remarkable role that 
Lithuania's leaders played in bringing down the Soviet Union and ending the Cold War 
divisions. 
         
Further, many Lithuanians assumed that the relationships of the pre-war government with 
the other Baltic states and with her other neighbors could simply be restored. That has 
proved impossible; even more, it has contributed to expectations that could not possibly 
be met and disappointments that are out of proportion to what could actually have taken 
place.  
 
And third, Lithuanians had to confront the return of geography as the central element of 
geopolitical life in Europe.  Many Lithuanians are fond of pointing out that their country 
lies at the geographic center of Europe, and they take great pains to make sure that 
visitors to their country see the marker to that effect not far from Vilnius.  But if 
Lithuanians are more geographically conscious in that sense, they are far less 
geographically aware in terms of what that means for foreign policy.   
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1989 and 1991 did not mark the "end of history" or even the "end of communism."  
Instead, it marked the return of geography in international relations, of the critical role of 
location in defining how countries will interact with others. During the Cold War, 
ideology was more important than geography in defining how countries related to one 
another. Now, geography is, a reflection of the declining involvement of many great 
powers in the affairs of the world and of the rise of economic issues as the primary 
definers of relations between states. 
 
For Lithuania, this return of geography is especially uncomfortable. Not only does 
Lithuania live in a very bad neighborhood, but the return of geography as a factor does 
not answer a number of questions about that geography.  Is Lithuania at the center of 
Europe, is it the easternmost country in Europe as some Lithuanian leaders have 
suggested, or is it the westernmost part of Eurasia as some in Moscow would have it?  
 
These are all questions Lithuanians have not resolved. And until they do, they will not 
have the mental security maps in their heads necessary to act in a consistent and logical 
way. Nor will they be able to compare their maps with those of others until they are both 
explicit and in agreement about what map matters most to them. 
 
And for all three of these reasons -- the inversion of the Cold War, the inability of 
Lithuania to return to the pre-World War II model, and the impact of the return of 
geography -- Lithuanians have found it very difficult to define their place in the new 
world order and hence to craft their own distinctive foreign policy.  
 
No Obvious Models or Executors 
 
These developments have left Lithuania with no obvious models on how to behave. 
Worse, having recovered independence, Lithuania lacked the foreign policy apparatus -- 
an existing foreign service, a national security staff, and a group of intellectuals with long 
experience in thinking about foreign policy -- that any country needs to proceed in the 
world.  
 
The number of survivors from the pre-war foreign service was small and thus not able to 
fill this gap. Still worse, the Soviet period had left Lithuania bereft of people who could 
step in quickly. Instead, Lithuania had to simultaneously create a foreign policy 
community and develop the structures within which it could operate. And it had to do so 
at a time when Lithuania faced many even more pressing domestic challenges and when 
the state lacked the resources -- financial and prestige both -- to attract and keep many of 
the very best people. 
 
And if there has been little or no agreement on what the policy model should be, there 
has also been little or no agreement on how to organize the foreign policy community.  
Some have wanted to concentrate everything in the foreign ministry. Others have wanted 
a decentralized system in which several ministries will be actively involved in foreign 
affairs. And still others have wanted to have a system in which the national security staff 
of the president will play the most important role. 
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Had Lithuania a long experience as a functioning state, such debates might be interesting 
but not terribly critical. But unfortunately, these debates about the foreign policy 
apparatus have been inevitably intertwined with discussions about what kind of a 
political system Lithuania is likely to have. Should it be a parliamentary democracy as 
the constitution seems to suggest and as most European countries have? Or should it be a 
presidential republic, either of the French or American model, as some foreign states 
have pushed by often incautious policies of seeking to involve the Lithuanian president in 
ways that the Lithuanian constitution did not foresee?  
 
These are critical questions, to which there are no easy answers. And the debate on them 
has been further complicated by the fact that imbedded in these arguments are questions 
about the direction that Lithuania will pursue.  The recent decision to abolish the 
European affairs ministry is a classic case in point where domestic political 
considerations, questions of state structure, and foreign policy goals all came together 
producing an outcome that may be very different than any of the participants wanted both 
for themselves and even more for how Lithuania will be perceived by others. 
 
To say that is not to imply that there is a single right way to make these choices. Rather it 
is to argue that Lithuanians must be far more explicit in making their selections among 
the many available and that they must be far more aware of the consequences of any 
particular choice not only at home but also abroad.  To date, neither officials in the 
government nor what passes for the attentive foreign policy public in Lithuania has 
always done that. Instead, both groups have tended to pursue their narrow interests as if 
they were the only possible ones, a pattern that virtually guarantees not only that bad 
decisions will be made but that Lithuania will lurch from one position to another.  And 
that pattern in turn will weaken the image of Lithuania abroad, a development with the 
most serious possible consequences for a small country in Europe. 
 
Not Either-Or But Both-And 
 
But as Lithuania moves toward away from the Soviet period, one thing has become ever 
more clear both to Lithuanian leaders and to outside observers and friends. The policies 
of either-or must be supplanted by policies of both-and in the three most important areas 
that Lithuanians leaders now have to cope with. 
 
First, Lithuania is both a Baltic state and a Central European country.  It cannot 
successfully be one or the other; it must pursue both paths at the same time.  That is often 
difficult not only for Lithuania but also for its interlocutors. But it is the only way that 
Lithuania can succeed both in gaining enhanced freedom of action for itself and in 
winning the friends it needs in the neighborhood it cannot easily leave. 
 
Second, Lithuania needs to deal with the Russian Federation not as an enemy nor as an 
ally but as a neighbor with which it has no choice but to cooperate. Vilnius will never 
gain the support in the West necessary to treat Russia as an enemy, given the power of 
the latter to cause trouble in Lithuania. But it will never be able to treat Russia simply as 
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a friend because of the unfortunate history between the two countries and because of 
Russia's far from settled agenda with respect to what Moscow continues to refer to as the 
"near abroad."   
 
That means that Lithuania must pursue an active diplomacy with Russia even as it seeks 
ties with others, a combined approach that many in Vilnius will find just as 
uncomfortable as do other national security elites in other countries. But for better or 
worse, Lithuania has no other obvious choice. 
 
And third, and drawing on its position at the crossroads of Europe, Lithuania must pursue 
a policy based not only on east-west relations but also on north-south ties.  Most 
Lithuanian leaders have focused on the former, a choice not surprising given the Cold 
War era. But increasingly, they have discovered that the West is not going to play the 
role they expected either with respect to NATO or the European Union and that the East 
will not play a role that Lithuanians could possibly want.  
 
That has led Lithuanians to participate ever more in north-south forums.  The Vilnius 
summit in September 1997, the rapprochement with Poland, expanded ties with Ukraine 
and Turkey -- all these things have contributed to Lithuanian security in ways that an 
obsession with east-west ties never could.  Again, combining these two approaches is not 
easy, and there will always be those who say that the pursuit of one will undermine the 
pursuit of the other. But Lithuania really does not have a chance if it wants to enter the 
next century secure, independent, and confident of itself. 
 
Living at the crossroads of Europe is thus never going to be easy. It almost guarantees a 
condition of permanent insecurity. But it also offers a chance which Lithuanians seem 
likely to seize to play a much bigger role than they could if they simply lived along one 
of the roads rather than at the intersection of both.    
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