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EMPIRES, THE WORLD ORDER
AND SMALL STATES
Raimundas Lopata, Nortautas Statkus*

Introduction
“We must create a self-dependent empire and substantially expand our
pivot. Former territories of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania constitute our
natural borders and crossing them would present no challenge <…>. Europe
and, I think, the United States too need our empire – both powers will soon
realise it. After all, all their actions indicate they have already realised it, although not to the extent to which we are prepared to go. What good is having our own empire for us? We need it in case the U.S. and Russia collapse.
Europe will then remain the power ﬁeld and we must be one of those powers
controlling Europe.” These are a few excerpts from Gintaras Beresnevičius’
book “Forging an Empire. Sketches of Lithuanian ideology”, which received
somewhat ironic but generally positive appraisals a few years ago.1 The critics
were apparently captivated not so much by the idea of the Lithuanian empire
as such but by the idea as an intellectual provocation. However, only the foreign policy makers succumbed to the provocation and began talking about
*
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Lithuania’s ambition to become the regional leader. The pride taken in the
recent publication of the Russian edition of Professor Edvardas Gudavičius’
“History of Lithuania” reveals that the public opinion seems to be more enticed by the retrospective – supposedly, now the Russians will ﬁnally be able
to read about the medieval empire of Lithuania in their own language.3 It’s
a pity though. The metaphor of empire is becoming entreched in the expert
debates regarding the condition of the international system as a serious
methodological instrument both in the analyses of the international power
distribution and for predicting further development of the international
system.
This was recently spotlighted by Kęstutis Paulauskas in his review of Colossus: the Price of America’s Empire, a study by British historian and political scientist Niall Fergusson, which came out after Beresnevičius’ book. As
Paulauskas notes, the author does not shun from value judgements, does not
feign objectivism and openly pronounces for the empire by making a convincing argument that the anarchic society of sovereign states can no longer
cope with contemporary challenges. Hence, Fergusson urges to acknowledge
that which most prefer to gloss over: whether we like it or not, the world is
living in the century of the American empire and the persistent attempts of
the White House administration to deny the imperial nature of the United
States only conﬁrm that the problem exists.4
Doubtlessly, both the theoretical imperiological debates and the empirical studies of the particularities of the so-called American empire are encouraged by the domestic and foreign policy developments in the United States
in the context of unipolarity. Naturally, historical parallels remain an important source of their popularity. After the U.S.-led coalition invaded Afghanistan and Iraq especially, it is often emphasised that American troops repeated
Alexander the Great’s march to Kabul and that American tanks that roared
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over the Mesopotamia cannot but create associations with the empire-building projects – attempts to master the overseas colonies. However, it is not
so signiﬁcant in these cases that the new insights are often based on the images, notions or concepts that had already captured the minds and hearts of
researchers at some point in the past. In these cases, the intellectual intrigue
– the reasonableness of the reconstruction – plays the decisive role.
Admittedly, the current understanding of empire has been cleansed of
the images of primitive, traditional imperialism that were woven by the Soviet and American ideologists during the Cold War when the main criterion of
an empire was the fact of direct rule over colonies. The criteria for identifying
empires are undergoing gradual reﬁnement in the research (imperial ideology, power concentration, centre-periphery relations, and imperial dynamics)
and are increasingly used in modelling the evolution of other international
relations actors as well. The processes of empire creation identiﬁed in the European Union, Russia and China on the basis of the said criteria sometimes
even nourish explanations that the world order is gradually evolving towards
the imperial structure.
This article will discuss the peculiarities of the application of this instrument in the studies of the international system, as well as its explanatory
strength in predicting the place and the functions of small states in the eventual imperial structure, which will be created if, to rephrase Beresnevičius, the
imperial or empire-like entities do not collapse.
Imperiology
The notion of empire and its building strategies is not a new subject in
the history and theory of international relations. However, the concept of
empire that refers to the distribution of power in the international system has
recently (beginning with the mid-nineties of the twentieth century) gained
increasing popularity.
It may be noted that there is a pattern in the resurgence of discussions
about empires and imperialism. There is a link between the genesis of debates
and the development phases of the international system – debates surge with
the weakening of the hegemonic power and the growing ambition of the
candidates to replace it (in other words, during the interregnum).
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Debates about empires at the end of the nineteenth century can be
found in the academic literature at the start of the twentieth century. The
“New imperialism” spans from 1871 to 1914 (from the Franco-Prussian War
until the First World War). The Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895), the Spanish-American, the South African, and the Russo-Japanese wars are said to
mark the beginning of the new imperialism. It is associated with the spread
of the industrial revolution, development of the capitalist system, and the
ensuing expansionist policies and colonial acquisitions of the European powers, the U.S. and Japan, as well as their struggle for Africa.5 Proponents of
the theory of economic imperialism supported such struggles. Charles A.
Conant, who is regarded to be the author of the concept of economic imperialism, claimed in his essay “The Economic Basis of Imperialism” (1898) that
imperialism was necessary to absorb surplus capital in the face of the shortage
of proﬁtable investment outlets. Meanwhile, critics of economic imperialism
associated the concept of the empire with the negative aspects of capitalism:
economic exploitation, inequalities of economic development, subservience
to the interests of the ruling class, as well as racism.
British economist John Hobson was the leading critic. In his Imperialism: A Study (1902), he argued that every improvement of methods of production and the concentration of capital lead to imperialist expansionism.
Imperialism was motivated by the need for new markets where goods could
be sold and investments made and, in order to preserve new markets, it was
necessary to establish protectorates or perform annexations. Hobson had an
inﬂuence on Lenin, who explained the mutual competition between empires
in an analogous book Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism (1916) that
became the basis of Marxist studies of imperialism.
As a consequence of these normative discussions about empires among
the Marxists and liberals at the start of the last century, the term “empire” later had negative associations in the U.S.: it was not considered academic and
5
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was avoided. During the Vietnam War, which may be regarded as a new stage
of the study of empires, the term came into usage but, again, mostly among
the leftists. Harry Magdoﬀ’s book The Age of Imperialism: The Economics of
U.S. Foreign Policy (1969) is considered to have initiated systematic analyses
of imperialism anew. He regarded the Vietnam War not as choice of separate
individuals in the U.S. government but as an outcome of long-term U.S.
foreign policy tendencies closely related to capitalism. Magdoﬀ argued that
imperialism is directly beneﬁcial to the capital at the imperial centre and the
imperial struggle resulted from the unequal development of capitalism. Liberals criticised him, disagreeing that the control of resources was useful only
to the U.S. corporations and the government that served their interests.
Contemporary academic debates about empires were stimulated by attempts to grasp and give a practical sense to the prospect of the potential unipolar world order. The debates examined the global dominance of the U.S.,
their relative and structural power shifts, and the signiﬁcance of domestic
and foreign policy tendencies to the international system. Especially noteworthy is the change in the terminology – the concept of empire in the analysis of international politics gradually replaced by the concept of hegemony.
This indicates the increasingly prevalent view that the U.S. is undergoing a
fundamental transformation and it is no longer regarded only as a hegemon
or a superpower.7
In other words, the discussion is whether the U.S. has already become
or will soon become or will not become an empire at all. For example, some
neoliberal and most neoconservative authors agree that the U.S. has already
become an empire. However, the former criticise the U.S. empire and the latter support it. According to them, there has never before been an empire that
would exert as much inﬂuence as the U.S., although it does not directly rule
overseas territories and mostly exercises informal control. The imperial ambitions of the U.S. are also made more credible by the new strategic thinking
after September 11 (the war against terrorism, the war in Iraq), which arising from a certain world outlook and a speciﬁc assessment of the U.S. power
7

R. Rilling, “‘American Empire’ as Will and Idea. The New Major Strategy of the
Bush Administration” (2003), available at <http://www.rainer-rilling.de/texte/
americanempireaswillandidea.pdf>, last visited 03.11.2004.

Empires, the World Order and Small States

which reﬂect the neo-imperial U.S. ideology. The third party of participants
in the debates, the critics of the imperial approach question whether the U.S.
could be viewed as an empire because such a view relies on the assertion that
the international system is unipolar. However, this assessment of the structure
of the international system raises some doubts since the U.S. power in nonmilitary sectors is not entirely unquestionable. Thus, these authors believe
that the U.S. may be viewed as superior to other states (especially in military
terms) but not as a hyperpower. Finally, there is a rather original argument in
the debates about empires that the age of the U.S. empire is ending, rather
than beginning, because imperial domination is based on “hard” power, while
the U.S., although dominant militarily, is gradually getting weaker in the economic sphere.8
Thus, discussions about the U.S. as an empire started from the emphasis
on the role of its exceptional power in the creation of a unipolar world. The
entrenchment of neoconservatives in the U.S. administration, the new strategic thinking of the administration and the emerging tendency in the U.S.
foreign policy to replace inﬂuence by control in relations with other states
provide basis to talk about the United States as an empire. On the other hand,
it remains debatable whether the changes are signiﬁcant enough to call the
U.S. an imperial power. Therefore, it is worth reviewing the discussions about
empires in general ﬁrst. Who seeks to introduce the notion of the empire into
the discourse of International Relations, and why? And, conversely, why is the
notion of empire viewed negatively? Second, it is important to distinguish the
attributes of the creation (and collapse) of empires, from their general characteristics, which would allow assessing the applicability of the concept of the
empire in the analysis of contemporary international relations.
1. The notion of empire in International Relations
Debates about empires have a signiﬁcant impact on the theoretical discussions of International Relations and serve as a challenge to the (neo)liberalist
and globalist theories that have garnered a lot of supporters since the Cold
8
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War. Moreover, the participants in the debates about empires question the
realist explanation of the international system, which was dominant for a
long time.
Debates about the signiﬁcance of empires introduce a new approach to
International Relations. While the (neo)realists take the perspective of national (sovereign) states and the (neo)liberal institutionalists* as well as the
globalists adopt the perspective of globalisation, students of empires argue
that the past and future political, economic and socio-cultural processes in
the international system are hierarchical in nature. In their view, relations
between the subjects of the international system may be (and ought to be)
studied through the prism of the relations of control and subordination.
The (neo)realists accept the classical notion of empires, according to
which “empire” refers to one state’s direct or indirect political domination with regard to other states or (and) nations.9 The proponents of the
(neo)realist theory rely on the Westphalian model of the international system: the contemporary international system was formed out of sovereign
states precisely after the disintegration of the pre-modern empires and other
political entities. According to them, the international system is anarchic
(because there is no higher authority above the nation-state), although not
chaotic, and therefore, the state is the most important and independent unit
of analysis of international politics. Following this approach, decolonisation
and the dismemberment of multiethnic socialist states, such as the USSR and
Yugoslavia, may be viewed as the victory of nationalism and anti-imperialist
ideologies over the imperialist ones.10 However, the (neo)realists do not take
suﬃcient account of either the impact of globalisation or the hierarchical
(subordinative) relations between states in the international system.
*
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During the Cold War, the concept of the empire was usually used by leftist scholars (globalists) subscribing to Marxist views, who associated it with
economic exploitation, racism, etc., thereby condemning the expansionist
foreign policies of the U.S. and questioning its morality.11 In the early eighties of the twentieth century, the paradigm of liberal institutionalism based on
theories of mutual dependence and globalisation was gaining strength.
The latter approach emphasises peaceful relations between the largest states,
which are conditioned by increased multilateral linkages, international regimes
and international institutions. In the opinion of the (neo)liberals, globalisation
forces even the U.S. to adjust to other international actors and processes. “The
world is thus too complex and interdependent to be ruled from an imperial
centre.”12 According to the theorists of globalisation, the empire is a new form
of global sovereignty, consisting of a series of national and supranational actors united under a single logic of rule.13 It is the whole system of moral and
ethical norms and the law that regulates market and political relations between
governments, organisations, individuals, companies and other actors.
The postmodern globalist notion of empire asserts a paradox that the
empire is functioning not as some clearly deﬁned subject of the international
system but as a regime of governance without government. Governance is
here understood in the Foucauldian sense – as the regulation of the behaviour of subjects. Such governance is a network of social relations, institutional powers and ethical principles that deﬁnes the norms of the actions
or the behaviour of any particular subject. The postmodern notion of the
empire deprecates the practice of the exploitation of peripheries by the classical imperialist “centre” and argues that, while the postmodern liberal empire
does not eliminate the manifestations of subordination, it follows the logic
of paciﬁcation and not exploitation. In other words, states under the liberal
11
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empire submit to the conditions of the governance regime because this ensures development and peaceful coexistence for them.14
Thus, the (neo)liberals and the globalists view various international
agreements, the creation of multilateral institutions and the rule of international law positively because this strengthens the formation of the global
security and governance system.15 Unilateral actions of the United States are
deprecated because of the alleged failure of the U.S. to grasp the importance
of mutual interdependence and the overestimation of its power and because
such U.S. policies will ultimately lead to a blind alley as the logic of globalisation deﬁes the imperial logic.16
According to neoliberals and globalists, international security is indivisible. Security is understood as a shared interest and value that the states can
only achieve through co-operation and not by strengthening their national
security individually.17 Neoliberals argue that ensuring national security by
the (neo)realist means of increasing power is no longer adequate and cannot eliminate contemporary security threats because of their transnational
nature.18 They do not believe that the U.S. or any other state could ensure
its security by military force and emphasise the large ﬁnancial costs and the
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coercive nature of the emerging U.S. empire, as well as threats to institutions
and alliances that have so far guaranteed the security of the United States and
its allies.
Finally, the development of the international system may be viewed in the
context of the hierarchical nature of relations among international subjects.
Hence scholars who approve of the revival of the concept of the empire argue
that “the fundamental categories of international relations were developed
without suﬃcient regard to the nature and the character of those international relations that encompass the bigger part of the planet <…>, in particular,
to the various types of imperial relations.”19 Currently, the concept of the
empire is becoming more and more acceptable to the U.S. right wing – the
so-called neoconservatives who claim that the choice of the imperial strategy
is determined by the need to defend against threats to national security and to
promote freedom and democracy20 (although this is indistinguishable from
striving to preserve and expand U.S. power). As the Hobbesian world order
vision was conﬁrmed by the events of September 11 and as the traditional
assumptions about threats and deterrence strategies lost their meaning, the
logic of neo-imperialism is becoming “too attractive to be refused.”21 The imperial approach envisions imperial rule as a certain response to the challenges
of globalisation to the nation-state. In other words, it is sought to re-empower
the state to control its fate in the age of globalisation. However, apart from
“self-interested imperialism”, when the empire is justiﬁed by the desire to
ensure the safety of the imperial centre, there is also “humanitarian imperialism”, when the empire is motivated by the beneﬁts to the periphery (transposition of good government traditions, resolution of human rights issues).22
Intellectual links between globalisation theories and the authors of the
“imperial perspective” may be noted – as relations in the international arena
are becoming more interconnected, there emerge premises for global politics
19
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and the need for global governance which could be implemented by a global
multilateral institution or a hyperstate (which in its political structure would
essentially be comparable to a global empire). On the other hand, a certain
ideational aﬃnity between the theorists of imperialism and the hegemonic
stability theory within the (neo)realist paradigm as well as the neoliberals
may be discerned. The said theory states that international stability depends
on the will and capacity of the hegemonic power to “create and maintain
the world order.”23 On the basis of this idea, the authors of the imperial
perspective develop the ideas of the global liberal empire.24 The hegemonic
stability idea is associated with the doctrine of “liberal imperialism”, which
emphasises the political inequality of states: some states cannot legitimately
intervene into the domestic aﬀairs of other states disregarding the principles
of national sovereignty and self-determination.25 As J. N. Pieterse notices,
neoliberalism and the imperial perspective and the theorists and practitioners
of neoliberal globalisation follow the same logic and lead to the same result – to
the global hierarchical integration.26
Therefore, it is understandable that, in order to protect the United States
against threats and preserve domination, the U.S. neoconservatives promote
the use of U.S. power in an insecure world – it is considered to be a liberal
force that nurtures the spread of democracy and is capable of suppressing
tyranny and terrorism.27 Essentially, the authors of the imperial perspective
who lament the undeserved abandonment of the concept of the empire may
be called globalisation imperialists (or liberal neo-imperialists).
23
24
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Thus, in analysing debates about empires, three conceptualisations of
the empire may be distinguished: classical, neo-classical and postmodern. Differentiation between the “classical”, “neo-classical” and “postmodern” ideal
types of empires is particularly important for the recognition of empires – the
current imperial processes are diﬀerent from past imperialism and the postmodern and neo-classical concepts of the empire permit discussion on new
forms of empires.
The qualitative diﬀerence between the “classical” (past) and the “neoclassical” (present imperialism) versions can be apprehended by analysing
the foundations of imperial power and the relations between the “imperial
centre” and “peripheries”: the “hard” (military) power, which was dominant
in the past and on the basis of which empires were forged, is replaced by the
“soft” (economic, social and cultural), while the formal relations of subordination between the imperial centre and the periphery is replaced by more
informal and indirect ones.
Theories of globalisation present a radically revisited postmodern conceptualisation of the empire. Basically, the empire is deﬁned not by the clear
relation between the centre and the periphery but by focusing on the governance regime. This conceptualisation of the empire does not have the “centre”
as a political subject or, more precisely, the imperial centre is nothing more
than a set of rules and norms constituting the governance regime and the
network of institutions supervising these rules and norms. One of the more
important features of such an empire that distinguishes it from the classical
one is decentralisation. No single subject – either nation or state – is or can
be the imperial centre or posses the power of the centre. Such imperial rule
regime does not have limiting boundaries, it is characterised by universality
and the sense of “the end of history.”
However, we would argue that, when even the proponents of the postmodern concept of the empire admit that imperial relations are hierarchical
relations of control and subordination and that there are subjects of the international system who are overseeing the implementation of the “governance
regime”, the motives for which the imperial international relations system is
created cannot be an essential argument in validating the academic independence of the postmodern concept of the empire. In other words, it seems that
it is merely a concealed version of the neo-classical concept of the empire.
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Finally, it should be noted that as the imperial ambitions of such powers as the U.S., Russia, China or the EU are growing in the international
arena, the study of empires is reasonably claiming to integrate the globalist,
(neo)realist and (neo)liberalist theories in explaining the politics implemented by the subjects of the international arena and their mutual relations.
2. Attributes of empires
Participants in the debates about empires basically distinguish three essential criteria for the identiﬁcation of empires:
-

imperial ideology,

-

concentration of power in the “imperial centre” (hierarchical structure of
the “centre”),

-

“imperial peripheries” – existence of client states (satellites) (speciﬁc
conﬁguration of the structure of relations between the “centre” and the
“periphery”).
2.1. Imperial ideology

First, a state can become an empire only if it has an “imperial perspective”28
(self-understanding as an empire) or, in other words, an imperial ideology.
Empires are a type of ideocracies, projections of one or more ideas (value
systems) in the geopolitical space, as well as structures for their spread and
implementation. The origin of ancient empires is indistinguishable from theocracy based on transcendental absolute sacral truths that are not bound
by either time or space. Empires are missionary by deﬁnition. Therefore,
an empire essentially lacks boundaries – it is global and eternal because its
ideational foundations are the absolute truths and values of belief. From this
viewpoint, any imperial borders are temporary. Naturally, in reality geopolitical or ethno-cultural barriers stop the expansion of an empire and the
28
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assimilation of the “barbarians”. However, theocracy (ideocracy) inevitably
presupposes the aspiration towards the global empire based on the spread of
an absolute sacral truth.29
All previous empires were characterised by self-portrayal as a superior
civilisation or ethnic or ethic (religious) community. The mission of all classical empires was to civilise (to proselytise) or at least contain the “barbarians”.
Similarly, it may be observed that the Cold War “barbarians”, the Soviet
Union and China, are being replaced by the “axis of evil” states, international
terrorism and other “freedom enemies” in the contemporary rhetoric of the
American globalisation imperialists. For the ideologists of the EU expansion,
the “barbarians” are substituted by the “instability” at the EU borders.30
2.2. Power concentration in the “imperial centre”
As already mentioned, although empires are potentially global by nature, the barriers of geopolitical and cultural reality draw the boundaries of
empires by impeding their expansion and force them to create a network
of satellite (client) states – the periphery of an empire.31 The authors of the
imperial perspective emphasise that the key precondition for the formation
of empires is a signiﬁcant disproportion in power among the subjects of the
international system. The imperial relationship of subjects indicates domination and control. The necessary condition for the emergence of this relationship is power, which may be deﬁned as a causal link when the one
who possesses power determines the behaviour of the subject of power. The
hierarchical nature of relations in the international system that permits the
formation of concentrated power pools (“imperial centres”) is considered to
be the main precondition for the creation of empires.
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The emergence of a global empire requires a hierarchical world order,
which exists if there is a dominant power in the international arena that establishes and enforces order. Discussions of the current state of the international
system point out that the international arena is dominated by the U.S., which
has a monopoly over the use of force, and that the domestic order of states
at the national level is also inﬂuenced by the global inﬂuence of the United
States.32 Therefore, the current structure of the international relations system
is often called unipolar. Unipolarity impels creation of an empire but is not
the only condition for the emergence of the global “imperial centre”.
Thus, apart from the imperial ideology, the second basic characteristic of
an empire is large concentration of power in one “centre” (not necessarily a
physically deﬁned territory) and its capacity for controlling the periphery.
Imperial ideology and the concentration of power create the conditions
for the recurrent, although not essential, feature of an empire – a speciﬁc relationship between the state and an individual and a hierarchical (autocratic)
imperial rule model. An empire does not have citizens but only subjects. Empires nurture the “ruler-ruled” political culture and autocratic (monarchical,
sultanic) political regimes. This is not surprising. The raison d’être of empires
is the idea of which an empire is an earthly reﬂection. Therefore, an individual and the population of an empire are merely means for the implementation
of the imperial idea. An empire is a perfect incarnation of the hierarchical
principal – the supreme hierarch (it could also be a collective institution) is a
mediator between the sacral transcendental truths and the inhabitants of the
empire, qualitatively superior to all the other subjects of the empire.33
2.3. “Imperial periphery”
Thus the phenomenon of empires is not possible without the “imperial
centre”, and the latter – without the periphery controlled by such a centre.
There is a dialectics of the imperial centre and periphery. Classical deﬁnitions
of an empire indicate that the object of the relation between the centre and
the periphery is state sovereignty or communal capacity for self-regulation. It is
32
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emphasised that the peripheries may have their autonomous institutions and
elites but without the possibility of independent government and decisionmaking. The level of subordination of the peripheries to the centre varies.
On the basis of the historical analysis, some authors observe that ancient and
medieval empires were characterised not by rigid hierarchy but by graduated
political structures in which the inﬂuence of a hierarchically more organised centre was progressively lessening towards the deeper peripheries.34 In
comparison to past empires, contemporary proto-imperial subjects (e.g., the
United States) are able to control the “periphery” much more eﬀectively due
to globalisation and the speed of communication. The periphery may thus be
much larger and more readily accessible by means of the new forms of control. The latter are related to the second aspect – the increasing importance of
soft power.35 According to J. G. Ikenberry, in shaping the world order, power
and liberalism provide a much more potent mixture than the usual use of
crude material power. Therefore, it is maintained that the liberal empire is
far more attractive and its control would not be resisted (furthermore, such
control would be less noticeable as well).36 The periphery of contemporary
proto(neo)empires consists of a network of client states and other political
subjects. The cost of administration of such a network is substantially lesser
than the annexation of territories and a more favourable image of the “imperial” state can be created.37
In discussing past colonial empires, the rule over territories is particularly important. Empires were created by annexing the territories of others
and appointing vicegerents to positions of authority. There was a belief that
“there has to be some sort of direct rule over the dominion for a power to
34
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be classiﬁed as an empire.”38 On the other hand, control was not necessarily
implemented directly: for example, “the British imperialism pursued formal
annexation and informal domination, direct political government and indirect economic control.”39
The neo-classical concept of the empire emphasises new forms of the
manifestation of imperial inﬂuence:
- the expansion of military bases – it is based on the expansion and
control of military bases, rather than the occupation of territories. It is suggested that the U.S. is consolidating its Cold War military power and re-arranging it bases according to the new global imperial rule system40;
- temporary territorial imperialism – intervention to a foreign state, regime change and withdrawal after the establishment of a friendlier regime;41
- the current debates about empires emphasise greater disposition towards the rule of territories through informal control and not through annexation (i.e. the formal rule of territories is replaced by control through
economic dependency, etc.).
3. Imperial dynamics
When the international system is viewed as hierarchic by nature, the history of international relations appears as cycles of the formation and collapse
of empires, and the strategy of building an empire is considered by the new
imperialists to be the strategy of national and international security. “While
the Westphalian state system always made a claim to permanency, empires
were always limited in time, emerging and disintegrating.”42 According to A.
J. Motyl, “degeneration is typical to the very system of imperial government”
38
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and, therefore, they can be considered to be self-destructive systems. The
preconditions for the collapse of an empire are:
-

Disintegration from within. The constant friction between the centre
and the periphery gradually leads to an inevitable conﬂict and the
joining of the forces of peripheries against the centre may result in the
disintegration of an empire.

-

Imperial overstretch. It is conditioned by, ﬁrstly, the hypercentralisation
of an empire, which means a less eﬀective accumulation of information
and use of resources that encourages the socio-political fragmentation of
the empire. Secondly, the excessive economic cost of the maintenance of
an imperial regime increases the appeal of nationalism to regional elites
and hampers the capacity of the empire to compete on the international
arena with the less fragmented states.44

-

Growing power of hostile forces. Empire building always prompts
formation of counter-alliances. The emergence of blocs of adversarial
states either stops the expansion of an empire and increases the cost of
its preservation (which eventually leads to its disintegration – (see the
second precondition) or destroys its power altogether.

Thus the hierarchical international system, the concentration of power at
the “centre” through the subordination of the “periphery”, and the imperial
ideology creates conditions for the emergence of an imperial state. Imperial
rule manifests itself in the control of other units of the international system.
The conditions of the collapse of an empire are inbuilt in the imperial rule
itself and the capacity of the units of the international system to form balance
against an imperial power. Therefore, the dawn of the new age of empires is
inseparable from the new age of anti-imperial revolts.
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Imperiography (identiﬁcation of empires)
As already mentioned in examining the theoretical debates regarding the
formation of empires, they are essentially incited by the ongoing changes in
the domestic and foreign policies of the U.S. under the conditions of increasing unipolarity. Therefore, the natural course to begin the identiﬁcation of
empires would be to examine the existence of the main attribute of empires – the
imperial ideology in the U.S. (without disregard to the other two attributes
as well). Analyses of this and the other attributes of empires in the cases of
the EU, Russia and China indicate the empire building processes in these
countries as well.
1. The United States of America
At the moment, the United States may not yet be called a full-ﬂedged empire.
However, among all the contemporary great powers, the U.S. has the greatest potential to become a global empire. The U.S. has a messianic imperial vision and
suﬃcient power to implement it, which after the terrorist attacks on September
11, 2001, is upheld by an inﬂuential political force – the neoconservatives. The
neoconservatives essentially understand the U.S. global rule as the “Empire of
Freedom”, which primarily aims to build peace in the world through the spread
of freedom and democracy based on the U.S. military superiority.
Scholars analysing events in the international arena agree in principle
that the U.S. is the only global hegemon after the end of the Cold War. With
the collapse of the Soviet Union, there is no state that could match the U.S.
in its power. Naturally, a state or an alliance capable of challenging the U.S.
may emerge in the medium term, i.e. in the next 10-15 years. Nevertheless,
the United States substantially surpasses all its closest competitors claiming
the status of a global hegemon both in terms of its military capacity and in
terms of economic potency, as well as the level of technological development
and the global reach of its culture.
As mentioned, a certain vision is required for building an empire. It
seems that the U.S. has such a vision. It is a messianic universalist world vision, in which the American nation (as a civic nation) performs the divine
mission related to the spread of “freedom” and “democracy” in the world.
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The universalisation of democratic liberal values creates the conditions for
the qualitative transformation of the global hegemony of the U.S.
Apart from the unprecedented dominance of the U.S. power in various
areas, some episodes of concentration of power in the “centre” can already be
observed. After September 11, activists of the administration of President G.
W. Bush initiated the establishment of several new intelligence, security and
strategic planning institutions that are accountable only to the president or his
close subordinates: a new special service – the Homeland Security Department;
a new analysis and planning unit – the Oﬃce of Special Plans under the Ministry of Defence45; the Oﬃce of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization under the State Department, which is responsible for co-ordination of
the activities of the Pentagon, the State Department, the CIA and other U.S.
institutions in stabilising Iraq and other collapsed states and conﬂict regions.
Moreover, a draft bill has already been registered at the Senate regarding the
establishment of the Oﬃce for International Reconstruction and Stabilisation,
which would be responsible for full-scale international implementation of the
functions of the said co-ordinator for reconstruction and stabilisation.46
The main characteristic of an empire is political domination. Political
domination means that “the periphery does what the centre commands it.”47
All the empires that have existed so far (e.g., Roman, Chinese, British empires) had a clear hierarchy of authority. While the current political domination of the U.S., which manifests as political inﬂuence, in some states (e.g.,
Iraq) may remind of the political control of peripheral zones by past empires,
this obviously does not yet give a reason to talk about a full-ﬂedged global
American empire. Nevertheless, the problems encountered by the U.S. in the
implementation of foreign policies remind of those that were troubling past
empires.48 As America ensures control over a certain number of states and
45
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societies and with the corresponding changes in its domestic political-administrative structure, the implacable logic of the resolution of these problems
may force the United States into becoming a full-ﬂedged global empire.
The U.S. currently has the largest network of client (satellite) states in
the world. According to S. Majeski and D. Sylvan, at least sixty states in the
world are currently dependent on the U.S., i.e. their patron state.49 Many of
the geostrategically most important states are clients of the U.S.; the indirect
control of these states allows talking about the potential creation of a global
system of governance based on American values. A signiﬁcant increase in the
control exerted from Washington over the domestic and foreign policies of
client states and the growth of the number of new satellite states could be
considered to be a clear-cut criterion of the formation of the U.S. empire.
2. The European Union
The current European Union has features of both the neo-classical and
the postmodern empire. First, the EU functions as a governance regime characterised by a uniﬁed set of rules. Second, a power relation exists, in which
the peripheries accept and conform to the decisions of the “centre”. Third,
the enlargement of the EU conditions the absence of clear boundaries and
the internal mobility of the governance regime, as well as a weak hierarchical
structure. However, the problems of the “centre” of the EU empire result in
the uniqueness of the European Union as an emerging empire.
The idea of Europeanisation is the European Union’s analogue to the U.S.
ideology of “liberal globalisation”. In our opinion, Europeanisation can most
usefully be deﬁned as the deepening of the European integration and the impact of this process on the states outside the EU, as well as the adjustment of
these states to the EU. Europeanisation is essentially the process of synchronisation and harmonisation of the domestic and foreign policies of the member states, the candidate state and the neighbouring states. Europeanisation
takes place through the adaptation of the business conditions to the norms
49
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functioning in the EU, the democratisation of domestic political systems, the
implementation of obligations in the area of human rights and freedoms, and
the introduction of European values, beliefs and identity. Therefore, in our
opinion, Europeanisation is a complex historical phenomenon that characterises the potential imperialism of Europe, the spread of cultural values, norms,
traditions, as well as political and economic practices 50, while promotion and
propagation of Europeanisation serves as the Pan-European ideology.51
The governance system of the EU and its comparisons to the nation-state
system has been one of the main puzzles of leading EU scholars for quite
some time now. The mainstream approaches conceptualise the EU as a multi-level governance system.52 The more critical ones see the EU as network
governance, while others specialise in more narrow analyses of decision-making processes. However, all these approaches share the view that the EU has
already become a governance system in which the competencies of the main
decision-making actors – the national governments and the supranational
EU institutions – are intertwined. The EU has already become a governance
system in which the centre – the supranational institutions of the EU – create
rules that are mandatory for the peripheries – the member states.53 The position of peripheries in relation to the centre, largely determined by the close
integration and “voluntarism”, is being replaced by dependency. Some states
50
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agree to implement voluntary “imperisation” in the areas of “high politics” as
well (the “last sanctuary of states”); however, other states have diﬀerent visions
of the EU. The discrepancies between the visions, variations in the integration
to the EU structures, and the diﬀerent coalitions of the member states determine the European Union’s movement towards a postmodern empire.
The imperial power relation of the EU is also manifest in the enlargement
policy. As old member states attract third parties like a gravitation centre, the
EU policies towards these states turn into the domination of the centre and
the control of the peripheries. By setting the conditions of membership, the
centre sets and controls the reforms and adjustment in the peripheries. The
result is that “external” peripheries become “internal” ones. The membership
negotiations of Central and Eastern Europe illustrate this process.
Various geopolitical factors and the European Union’s reputation as a
guarantee of democracy, prosperity and welfare in third countries turned
the EU club into a centre of gravitation. Through its enlargement policies,
the EU functions as an integral imperial centre that directly and indirectly
inﬂuences the peripheries – the states seeking to join the EU. The membership conditions that must be met by the candidates in order to achieve
full membership in the EU function as a mechanism of domination and
control.54
The new European Neighbourhood Policy has already become a compromise that reconciles the deceleration of enlargement with the further projection of the EU power to third countries without giving a clear promise of
membership. Action plans devised for each particular state participating in the
Neighbourhood Policy are used by the EU to exert indirect inﬂuence – they
determine the progress, assess the state and the technical analysis of relations
with the EU, and encourage reforms ﬁnancially. Thereby the EU creates buﬀer
zones of stability in the East, the Caucasus and the Mediterranean Sea region.
This new European Neighbourhood project contributes to the EU’s evolution
towards the imperial model by softening the boundaries between the inside
54
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and the outside of the EU. Agreements at various levels between the EU and
the “neighbourhood” countries that are likely in the future will form additional overlapping structures. The Barcelona Process for the Mediterranean
Sea region and the Stability Pact supporting the Balkan countries perform
essentially the same function as the European Neighbourhood Policy.
Thus the EU enlargement process obscures the boundaries between the
inside and the outside that are characteristic to the classical state. Shifting
borders is a typical feature of medieval empires. The enlargement of the European Union is becoming a form of colonialism, whereby the “Other” is
incorporated into the population of the empire but does not fully become
part of the “Self ”. The complex structure of the EU is characterised not by hierarchy but rather by overlapping, graduated structures. The Euro-zone and
the Schengen area provide the best example of the formation of overlapping
circles-coalitions, which create the “inside-outside” eﬀect – the core states
inside and the peripheries outside.
The postmodern EU empire as a geopolitical entity does not have a future in the Westphalian international system. Further enlargement and the
lack of unity will paralyse the EU as a unitary agent in foreign policy. In the
event of the Post-Westphalian international system (the “new middle ages”),
the development model of the EU empire would become the model. Institutionalised interdependency, an integrated system of multiple policies and
uniﬁed rules, obscure boundaries between the inside and the outside, and the
voluntary movement towards the dissolution of state sovereignty are the deﬁning features of the Post-Westphalian international system. In an ideal case,
the evolution of the Post-Westphalian system would culminate in a global
“voluntary” empire without the sovereign subject at the centre.
3. Russia
Russia is not merely a state or a distinct society – it is an individual and
unique civilisation. The deﬁning characteristic of the Russian civilisation is
the constant fear for its survival. This fear ﬁnds its expression in messianism
and the “missionary” imperialist state created and constantly recreated by it.
Over the centuries, only the names of “missions” and the ideological grounding changed.
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The duchy of Moscow liberated itself as well as other Russian duchies
from the Mongol Tartars. Later, Muscovy liberated the Orthodox lands of
Kiev Russia captured by Catholics and Muslims. Then the Russian empire
liberated “brother Slavs” and other nations from the yoke of the Ottoman
Empire and the Germans. Finally, the Soviet Union liberated “the proletariat
of the entire world.” In actual terms, liberation usually meant incorporation
in Russia and the imposition of the Russian civilisation, which was supposed
to result in increasing the security of both the incorporated ones and Russia.
This mission of liberation indicated the indeterminacy of Russian identiﬁcation. On the other hand, the mission of liberation concealed the intertwined
aspirations of security and imperialism, the Machiavellian realism and the
Campanilian idealism.55
At present, Russia no longer has any particular mission of liberation but
the general disposition of the disseminator of the good still remains. This disposition is noticeable in the daily ideological propaganda in Russia in relation to, for example, the countries that once belonged to Moscow’s sphere
of inﬂuence and, especially, that were part of the USSR. The propaganda
reveals a tendency to emphasise that the population (“the people”) of one or
another state favour Russia and express desire to integrate with it and that,
seemingly, only the ruling elites of these countries divert them from Russia. This is a typical symptom of latent imperialism.56 Currently, the ruling
elite of the Russian Federation propagate an idiosyncratic set of symbols and
values composed of individual components of Soviet ideology, the ideas of
Zapadniks (Westernisers), and elements of the Eurasian perspective. True, it
must be noted that the ideological schizophrenia is characteristic to Russia’s
transitions from one political and social order to another.
During the presidency of V. Putin, a closer political and economic integration of the former republics of the USSR with Russia as well as the centralisation of the administration of the Russian Federation itself has become a priority
for the president’s administration.57 In this way, Putin seems to have returned
the state to the traditional domestic and foreign policy course of Russia.
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In order to achieve control over the post-Soviet space (including the
Baltic States), Russia uses the instruments of diplomatic pressure, economic
and energy dependence, and information conditioning. Moreover, Russian
foreign policy-makers take advantage of ethnic tensions and conﬂicts in the
former republics of the USSR, as well as connections with criminal organisations and special services of the USSR.58
In domestic politics, Putin strengthened and expanded the powers and
the apparatus of the president’s administration, thereby creating the so-called
“vertical of authority”. The president’s administration duplicates the work of
the government and other state institutions. The administration and presidential representatives in federal districts essentially perform the functions of
the apparatus of the former Communist Party.
Putin’s administration supplements the power monopoly of the central
authorities with economic state monopolies. Current plans are to form a
multiproﬁle mega-concern of raw materials on the foundation of Gazprom.
The logic of central state control would inevitably spread to other strategically important areas of the economy as well. In other words, the oligarchic
monopolies of the times of B. Yeltsin are gradually being replaced by the monopolies of state “apparatchiks” (a large number of whom consists of former
and present members of special services).59
Russia still has imperial ambitions and its relations with the “near
abroad” possess the character of the relations between the imperial “centre”
and the peripheries. However, these ties are weakening and the ambitions are
not supported by eﬀectively co-ordinated actions of the governmental and
non-governmental structures in mobilising the required resources. Russia’s
attempts to control the states of Central and Eastern Europe, the Caucasus
and Central Asia were not successful. Thus the project of the restoration
of the “new USSR” may at best be implemented within the bounds of the
territories of Russia, Belarus, Eastern Ukraine and Northern Kazakhstan.60
Essentially, this corresponds to the boundaries of the geostrategic continental
zone – the heartland. This re-imperisation of Russia would be based on ethnic
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and cultural commonalities, the existing integration of economies and the
energy dependence on Russia. Russia’s inﬂuence in other post-Soviet states
is waning and there are no convincing indications that Russia could restore
control over these states in the medium term.
Russia is currently undergoing a crisis of realisation of its imperial potential. The Russian Federation faces a set of external and internal problems
that are ruining the remains of the former empire. Internally, Russia faces the
social and economic backwardness of regions and the growing extremism of
the Muslim subjects of the Federation. The case of Chechnya shows that Russia encounters diﬃculties in controlling the situation inside the state and the
Chechen tendencies threaten to engulf neighbouring Dagestan, Ingushetia,
North Ossetia, as well as Tatarstan and Bashkortostan that are experiencing
crises of regional government and growth of the Islamic factor. Externally, the
Russian Federation encounters the problem of making a geopolitical choice
between the Eurocontinentalist and the Eurasian perspectives. In the event of
a choice, Russia will be treated as a “junior” partner that has energy resources
and a well-developed military industrial base as its main advantage.
4. China
The imperial traditions of China go back to two thousand years before
Christ. The strategic and political culture of China is essentially imperial.
They aﬀect every aspect of life in China.61
The traditional Chinese strategic and political culture has profound inﬂuence on the modern Chinese state and geopolitical identity, as well as its
foreign policies, and encourages Sino-centrism and Chinese imperialism in
East Asia. The modern imperialist ideology of China focuses on the concept
of the “peaceful ascension” in international politics. The so-called fourth generation of China’s leaders (Hu Jintao, Wen Jiabao) replaced China’s strategic
foreign policy goal of creating a multipolar world with the aim of “peaceful
ascension”. “Peaceful ascension” is primarily based in the supposedly mutually beneﬁcial co-operation in economic, social and military areas with
61
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neighbouring countries. The provision of good neighbourhood policies is
meant to resolve disputes with the neighbouring countries and strengthen
economic ties with other East Asian states, as well as provide for the peaceful
expansion of China’s inﬂuence in the region and help China integrate into
the global economy.62
However, Chinese strategists discuss the necessity for China to create
a “survival space” around it (i.e. essentially turning the neighbouring states
into buﬀers and controlling the South and East Chinese seas). Thus, the
concept of “peaceful ascension” is basically supposed to help China create
in the medium term a regional system and economic co-operation in East
and Southeast Asia under the leadership of China, which would exclude the
U.S.63 China’s aspiration to become the leader of East and Southeast Asia is
based on a long historical tradition of Sino-centrism.64 Moreover, the global
and regional position of China determines that continental China understands itself not as the only legitimate Chinese state (in the dispute between
China and Taiwan) but as the defender and promoter of the entire Chinese
civilisation – as the state of all the Chinese of the world.
The growth of Chinese power is a long-term historical process. In the
course of the last two thousand years, China has more than once reached
the status of a regional power*. The idea of the revival of China’s inﬂuence
was used in the rhetoric of both Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, as well
as Jiang Zemin. The concept of the “recovery of power” involves a psycho62
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E.S. Medeiros and M.T. Fravel, “China‘s New Diplomacy”, Foreign Aﬀairs, 82,
6 (2003), 22-35.
N. Statkus, E. Motieka, J. Daniliauskas, “Globali geopolitinė raida ir Lietuvos
užsienio politikos galimybės”, Lietuvos metinė strateginė apžvalga 2004 (Vilnius: Lietuvos karo akademija, 2005), p. 39-80.
Peter Van Ness, “China’s Response to the Bush Doctrine”, World Policy Journal
21, 4 (2005), 38-47.
During the rule of the Chan (206 BC-220 AD), Tang (618-907) and early
Ming (1368-1643) dynasties. According to the calculations of historical political economy, China’s GDP in 1820 (29 years before the Opium Wars) constituted approximately a third of world GDP. The defeat in the Opium Wars substantially weakened the Chinese Empire ruled by the Cin dynasty and paved
the way for its collapse in 1911.
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logical understanding of power, which is manifested in China’s aspirations to
reclaim the former global status of the country and the concept of “peaceful
rise”. In 1978, the Communist leadership of the country made decision to
implement four radical modernisations of the country’s industry, agriculture,
science and technology, as well as its military force. The Programme of Four
Modernisations aims of integrating China into the global economy, creating
a viable modern socially-oriented market economy and a defence system corresponding to the status of a superpower.65
The surprising continuity of China’s domestic and foreign policies was
ensured by the stability of the Chinese Communist Party’s rule. The party basically performs the role of a traditional monarchical dynasty. The structure
of the party is characterised by strict hierarchies, distribution of functions
and centralisation of authority. The functions performed by the chairman of
the party may be seen as analogous to the traditional functions of the Chinese emperor. Although lately China has been placing more emphasis on its
economic growth as the foundation of overall national power, China seeks to
strengthen its military power and its strategic position as well. The programme
for the modernisation of the national military forces of contemporary China
states the aim of the Chinese political and military leadership to strengthen
its inﬂuence on the sea, as well as its view of the east and the south as the
main source of threats to China. Regaining inﬂuence over the neighbouring
states is an important indicator of China’s rebirth as an empire. China’s relations with Mongolia and Myanmar (Burma) are particularly important in
this regard. The rapid economic growth of China, the programmes for the
modernisation of the armed forces, and its increasing political and economic
inﬂuence over the countries of the ASEAN worries the foreign policy elites
of the U.S.66 Therefore, the U.S. is creating a system of preventive alliances
against China in East Asia.67 The U.S. is strengthening military co-operation
65
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A. D. Barnett, “Political Overview”, in Reform and Development in Deng’s
China, ed. Shao-chuan Leng (Virginia: University Press of America, 1994), 1.
R. Sutter, “Why Does China Matter?” The Washington Quarterly 27, 1
(2003), 75-89.
“How ASEAN can hold its own against China”, The Straits Time, available at
<http://straitstimes.asia1.com.sg/home/0,1869,,00.html>.
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with India and has reinforced its strategic ties with Japan, Australia , and
Singapore69.
Thus, as in the case of the imperial ambitions of the EU and Russia, the
future of China’s empire in the long term depends on its ability to resolve
its domestic problems and create (as well as preserve) a bloc of satellite (peripheral) states (a certain buﬀer zone of its own). The creation of such a bloc
would be favourable to the implementation of China’s concept of “peaceful
rise”. In building a bloc of exclusive inﬂuence, China would reduce the strategic superiority of other powers, primarily the U.S. and Russia.
Opportunities for small states in the imperial structure
The imperiographical analysis presented above reveals that the great
states of the world – the U.S., Russia and China – are evolving towards the
formation of neo-classical imperial structures. The formation process of the
EU as a postmodern empire is taking place in Europe. Naturally, questions
arise regarding the impact of these processes on the foreign policies of small
states (including Lithuania) and the eventual opportunities for their international action.
The deﬁnition of small states is not universally accepted in the academic
literature and depends on the criteria selected by each scholar. There are two
approaches in describing small states and, correspondingly, two groups of
deﬁnitions: those based on quantitative parameters and those based on relational characteristics.
Quantitative deﬁnitions list the measurable characteristics of states,
such as territory, population and GDP, and assign various values to these
criteria, according to which a state may be described as a small state. Relational deﬁnitions are based on the results of mutual relations between states,
as well as ideational factors (identity, etc.). According to these deﬁnitions,
small states are those which do not have independent policies and are under the inﬂuence (tutelage) of larger states. It is clear that both groups of
68
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deﬁnitions use state power as an essential criterion in distinguishing states as
small and large, only deﬁnitions of the ﬁrst group value the relative power of
states and deﬁnitions of the second – the structural power.70 In our opinion,
both types of power are important in describing the status of states in the
international system. It is important both how a state assesses itself and how
it is assessed by other subjects of the system, as well as the material parameters of power.
However, it must be stated for the purposes of this article that the existence of small states, however deﬁned, depends on and acquires meaning only
in the context of the interests of large states.71 Small states in multipolar or
bipolar international relations systems may perform a number of useful functions: they may serve as buﬀer states, barriers, outposts, geopolitical gateways,
resource-rich peripheries, diplomatic mediators, etc.72 In the context of the
problems examined in this article, it is important to examine and historically
compare the roles of small states in hierarchical (imperial) structures of the
international relations system.
The results of comparative historical studies of the role of small states in
imperial international relations structures show that:
-

First, small states in strictly hierarchical (imperial) international relations
structure survive if they are suﬃciently far from imperial centres and
have geostrategic importance;

-

Second, small states in international systems dominated by land empires
more often perform three main roles – buﬀers, barriers, and outposts;

-

Third, small states in international systems dominated by sea empires
are more often performing the role of outposts and geopolitical nodes
(protection of communication nodes).
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1. Opportunities for Lithuania
According to the mentioned scenarios of the imperial world order,
Lithuania’s opportunities will be determined by two circumstances.
First, the decision of the large states regarding the eventual functions of
Lithuania as the state at the junction of geostrategic zones. Geostrategically,
Lithuania and other Baltic States are located at the fringe of the discontinental geostrategic zone. This essentially delineates the range of particular functions: a barrier of maritime states or an outpost against the continental states;
a barrier of heartland states or an outpost against maritime states.
Second, the resolution of Lithuania itself regarding the functions provided for it by the geopolitical codes of the large states. At the moment, as a
result of its political initiative and civilisation belonging, Lithuania orients
itself towards sea states.73 The orientation is based on the historical experience and the belief grounded in the realist paradigm that Russia’s political
and military power in the region can only be counterbalanced by the U.S.
This creates tension with both Russia and the core states of the European
Union that attempt to use Russia in acquiring strategic independence from
the U.S.
If the key global power centres are evolving towards empires, Lithuania
will soon doubtlessly face the necessity to reconsider the consequences of its
choice. Essentially, the number of choices is limited: continuing orientation
towards the U.S., aligning with the continental core of the EU, or beneﬁting
from the growth of Russia’s inﬂuence. Each of these choices entails diﬀerent
correlations of threats and opportunities in the short and in the long term.*
Orientation towards the U.S. With regard to short-term threats, the cost
required by the U.S. imperial project of global democratisation should ﬁrst
be mentioned: ﬁnancial and human resources for the peacekeeping, peace enforcement and democracy promotion operations initiated by the Americans.
This could decrease Lithuania’s possibilities of ensuring smooth socio-economic development and create tensions in domestic politics. The situation
73
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would be aggravated by Russia’s attempts to take advantage of the domestic
problems of the country, as well as the diplomatic pressure of the EU core
states with regard to joining the Eurozone, delays in European projects, reduction of support from structural funds, etc. In the long term, the client
status of Lithuania, as well as other states continuing similar orientation,
would strengthen. Eventually, multilateral institutions under the exclusive
control of the U.S. would not fulﬁl their purpose as they would not ensure
the political autonomy and, even more, if there were exchanges of the spheres
of interests between great states.
On the other hand, Lithuania’s opportunities resulting from orientation
towards the U.S. are already apparent. Tensions with Russia and the core states
of the EU have been overcome, albeit with some diﬃculty. Lithuania receives
support in positioning NATO and the EU towards the East (Kaliningrad
Oblast of the Russian Federation, Belarus, Moldova, and South Caucasus). In
other words, Lithuania is regarded as an eﬀective implementer of democratisation projects that reasonably aspires to distinctiveness in the region. In the
long-term perspective, the acquired experience and the accumulated human
potential would allow Lithuania to achieve the role of an expert on Eastern
Europe and Northern Russia and diplomatic mediator (an outpost of the
spread of U.S. inﬂuence), transformable into the role of the barrier against
Russia’s imperial reintegration. Implementation of the U.S. plans aiming at
strengthening transatlantic co-operation (e.g., the creation of a transatlantic
free trade zone, the transatlantic summit council, etc.) would allow expecting
both economic beneﬁts and political dividends for Lithuania.
To conclude, it may be argued that the long-term beneﬁts of this choice
would outweigh the threats and their costs.
Alignment with the continental states of Europe. The short-term threats
of this strategy are lesser but the long-term beneﬁts are dubious. Full integration of Lithuania into the functioning EU mechanisms, the introduction of euro, and so forth, should result in social stabilisation and economic
development, although at the likely price of reduced political autonomy. If
Lithuania manages to integrate with the economic nucleus of the EU and
perform economic or political functions that are useful for the large EU
states, Lithuania would become a safe, “golden” province of the EU. On the
other hand, alignment with the core of the EU would be one of the factors
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strengthening the federalisation of the European Union, i.e. its becoming a
full-ﬂedged geopolitical subject, which would melt the autonomy of states.
In regaining its strategic independence, the EU may be forced to enter into
exchanges of the spheres of inﬂuence with Russia. This would be particularly
felt at the eastern borders of the EU, “liberated” from the imperial inﬂuence
of the U.S., where Russia would gain dominance.
Elements of these event scenarios may be observed in the current situation as well. The core states of the EU are sometimes rather indulgent towards
Russia’s eﬀorts to increase Lithuania’s dependence (e.g., energy dependence)
and to ostentatiously point to its continuing presence within Russia’s sphere
of inﬂuence. Russia motivates its actions by both short-term (social stabilisation, development of communications transport and energy, as well as
agricultural sectors) and long-term beneﬁts, cultural aﬃnities and the important geopolitical function of Lithuania in bringing Russia closer to Europe.
Such motivation has the following implications – turning Lithuania into an
“agent of inﬂuence” in the Western transatlantic and European institutions
and strengthening shared cultural (linguistic) basis. Doubtlessly, the implementation of this projection would eventually turn Lithuania into an outpost
of the renovated Russian empire in Europe.
Concluding remarks
Obviously, the projection of Lithuania’s capabilities is based on a pragmatic cost-beneﬁt analysis. It illuminates the range of available options.
However, this analysis alone may not serve as the basis for making decisions.
Primarily, because the so-called imperial tendencies discerned in the international system lack any deﬁnitiveness. Apparently, only the third – the Russian
option – does not raise questions. Yet, even in this case, the pragmatic allurement of stability could be stronger than the other two options that presuppose more freedom but greater risks as well. In other words, further political
analysis of these issues is futile because the choice will be ﬁnally determined
by the values dominating in the Lithuanian political community.
Naturally, Lithuania’s resolution regarding one or another foreign policy
strategy will not have a decisive inﬂuence on its international position. The
context of global geopolitical processes is particularly important in this regard.
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The growing imperial tendencies in international relations should neither be
perceived as only threatening nor ignored. The tendencies of imperialisation
indicate eﬀorts to minimise the possibility of global turmoil by increasing
control over global processes. If this process accelerates, the basis for the survival of small states will be their ability to ﬁnd specialised niches in the imperialist international environment (e.g., administration of the territories of
“failed” states, development of market economy mechanisms and democratic
institutions, etc.). In the particular case of Lithuania, global management
needs must be identiﬁed and corresponding capabilities must be created for
the fulﬁlment of these needs. A pragmatic cost-beneﬁt analysis seems to indicate that, in the long term, the global (imperial) governance project nurtured
by the U.S. is superior and more advantageous for Lithuania. Among other
things, this would mean a serious revision of G. Beresnevičius’ idea – we have
already been invited to “forge” an empire.

