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Introduction
Lithuania, a nation nestled along the shores of the Baltic Sea, has long stood at the
crossroads of European history, shaped by its distinct cultural heritage and the ebbs
and flows of geopolitics. From the era of the Grand Duchy to the hard-won rebirth of
independence in 1990, Lithuania’s political journey has been rich, complex, and at
times turbulent. Today, Lithuania is recognized as a modern, vibrant democracy,
playing an active role within the European Union and the wider international
community. Yet, in order to truly understand the present-day political system, it is
essential to explore the constitutional foundations, institutional structures, and
societal forces that underpin its politics.

This book, "The Politics of Lithuania: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Lithuania," aims to serve as the definitive resource for anyone seeking to comprehend
the workings of Lithuanian democracy. Whether you are a student, researcher,
journalist, or simply a curious observer, this guide will walk you through the country's
constitutional order, the powers and responsibilities of its key political institutions, and
the dynamic interplay between political parties and civil society. Drawing on historical
context and contemporary analysis, the book examines the evolution of Lithuania’s
multi-party system, the milestones of its European integration, and the challenges that
confront its democratic processes today.

Lithuania’s political system is defined by its Constitution, ratified in 1992, which
enshrines the separation of powers among the executive, legislative, and judicial
branches. This legal framework not only establishes the core institutions—the
President, the Seimas (parliament), the Government, and the Judiciary—but also
secures fundamental rights and the rule of law for all citizens. However, the realities of
political life reveal a much more intricate landscape: one influenced by coalition
politics, shifting party alliances, and the enduring need to respond to economic, social,
and security challenges.

Throughout the chapters of this book, we will delve into the mechanisms of law-
making, the nuances of electoral contests, and the ongoing struggle against corruption
and inequality. Attention will be given to both national and local government,
highlighting Lithuania’s decentralized but unitary administrative model, and the
importance of local self-governance. The analysis extends to foreign policy, where
Lithuania’s strategic priorities reflect its commitment to Euro-Atlantic integration and
the realities of its geographic neighborhood.

Finally, as Lithuania continues to confront contemporary issues such as political
polarization, economic transformation, and regional security threats, this book offers a
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critical assessment of both present circumstances and future prospects. Through
comparative perspectives and expert insight, it seeks not only to inform but also to
provoke thought about the ongoing evolution of democracy in Lithuania.

With clarity, depth, and balance, "The Politics of Lithuania" provides a comprehensive
guide to understanding how political decisions are made, who holds power, and how
politics affects the lives of Lithuania’s citizens. Welcome to a journey through the
machinery—and the spirit—of Lithuanian democracy.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Deep Roots of Lithuanian
Governance
The political landscape of modern Lithuania is not a sudden sprout, but rather a plant
with deep roots reaching back through centuries of complex history. To truly grasp the
intricacies of its current system, we must journey back in time, exploring the evolution
of governance, the struggles for sovereignty, and the enduring spirit of a nation
shaped by powerful neighbors and internal dynamics. Lithuania's story is one of
impressive state-building, periods of grand influence, painful losses of independence,
and tenacious revivals.

Our tale begins with the formation of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in the 13th
century. This was a time when Baltic tribes were consolidating, and Mindaugas
emerged as a unifying figure. He was crowned King of Lithuania in 1253, a pivotal
moment that brought international recognition and acceptance into the political fold of
Western Europe. This early state was a formidable entity, expanding significantly in
the following centuries to become one of the largest states in Europe, stretching from
the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea. This vast territory encompassed diverse ethnic and
religious groups, a factor that would shape the political and social fabric for centuries.

The Grand Duchy was initially a pagan state, one of the last in Europe to adopt
Christianity, which it officially did in 1387. This conversion was tied to a dynastic union
with Poland through the Union of Krewo in 1385, marking a significant shift in
Lithuania's orientation. This personal union evolved over time, leading to ever-closer
ties with the Kingdom of Poland.

A crucial development in the political history of the Grand Duchy was the creation and
implementation of the Lithuanian Statutes. These legal codes, first compiled in 1529
and later revised in 1566 and 1588, were a remarkable achievement for their time.
They were written in Ruthenian, a language used in the eastern parts of the Grand
Duchy, and later translated into Latin and Polish. These statutes codified a wide range
of laws, including those related to land ownership, criminal justice, civil matters, and
state administration. Notably, the Third Lithuanian Statute of 1588 has been
recognized for its advanced legal concepts, with some scholars suggesting it even
contained elements of the separation of legislative, executive, and judicial powers, a
concept quite ahead of its time in Europe. These statutes served as the legal bedrock
of the Grand Duchy and were seen as a symbol of its continued distinctiveness even
within the developing union with Poland.

The relationship with Poland culminated in the Union of Lublin in 1569. This agreement

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

transformed the personal union into a "real union," creating the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth. While a single state was formed, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
retained significant autonomy, maintaining its own territory, army, treasury, and laws.
The Commonwealth was a unique political entity in Europe, characterized by an
elective monarchy and a powerful parliament dominated by the nobility. This period
saw the development of a complex parliamentary system where the gentry played a
significant role.

However, this grand experiment in shared governance eventually faced internal
weaknesses and external pressures. By the late 18th century, the Commonwealth was
in a weakened state, plagued by internal instability and the rising power of its
neighbors. This led to a series of tragic events known as the Partitions of Poland.
Between 1772 and 1795, the Russian Empire, the Kingdom of Prussia, and the
Habsburg Monarchy progressively divided the Commonwealth's territory among
themselves. The Third Partition in 1795 effectively erased both Poland and Lithuania
from the map of Europe, ending their sovereign existence for over a century.

For Lithuanians, the vast majority of their historical lands fell under the rule of the
Russian Empire. This period of foreign domination was marked by attempts to
suppress Lithuanian language and culture, particularly after the failed uprisings of
1831 and 1863. The Russian authorities imposed a ban on the Lithuanian press in the
Latin script, attempting to force the use of the Cyrillic alphabet. Despite these
oppressive measures, the Lithuanian language and a sense of national identity
persisted, often nurtured in secret and through the courageous efforts of book
smugglers who brought in Lithuanian-language publications from abroad.

The 19th century witnessed the Lithuanian National Revival, a crucial period where
intellectuals and activists worked to preserve and promote Lithuanian language,
culture, and a sense of national consciousness. Figures like Jonas Basanavičius and
Vincas Kudirka played pivotal roles in this movement, which sought to reclaim a
distinct Lithuanian identity after centuries of union with Poland and decades of Russian
rule. The lifting of the press ban in 1904 was a significant victory for the movement.
This period of cultural and national awakening laid the groundwork for the eventual re-
establishment of an independent Lithuanian state.

As World War I raged and empires crumbled, a window of opportunity opened for
Lithuania. In 1917, the Vilnius Conference convened, bringing together Lithuanian
representatives who declared their objective of creating an independent Lithuanian
state. The Council of Lithuania was established, tasked with achieving this goal. On
February 16, 1918, the Council of Lithuania boldly declared the restoration of an
independent Lithuanian state with its capital in Vilnius. This declaration marked the
beginning of the First Republic of Lithuania.

The newly independent state faced immediate challenges, including the lingering
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presence of German troops and the threat of invasion from Soviet Russia. Despite
these obstacles, Lithuania began to build its state institutions. A provisional
constitution was adopted in November 1918, and the first government was formed.
The period between 1918 and 1926 saw Lithuania function as a democratic republic
with a division of power between the President and the Seimas. However, this
democratic phase was short-lived.

In December 1926, a military coup d'état brought an end to parliamentary democracy
and installed an authoritarian regime headed by Antanas Smetona, who had
previously served as the first President. Smetona's rule, sometimes referred to as a
"velvet dictatorship," relied on the army, political police, and the Lithuanian Nationalist
and Republican Union as its political base. The Seimas was dissolved in 1927 and did
not convene again until 1936, and even then, elections were not democratic, with
other political parties eventually being banned. This authoritarian period lasted until
1940, when Lithuania faced yet another existential threat.

The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 1939, a non-aggression treaty between Nazi Germany
and the Soviet Union, included secret protocols that divided Eastern Europe into
spheres of influence. Lithuania, tragically, fell into the Soviet sphere. In June 1940, the
Soviet Union issued an ultimatum to Lithuania, demanding the right to station an
unlimited number of Soviet troops and the formation of a pro-Soviet government. With
Soviet forces already present due to a previous mutual assistance treaty, Lithuania
accepted the ultimatum, effectively losing its independence.

The subsequent Soviet occupation led to the rapid Sovietization of Lithuania, with the
destruction of its existing political and economic structures and the suppression of
national identity. This period was interrupted by the Nazi German occupation during
World War II, from 1941 to 1944. Some Lithuanians initially saw the Germans as
liberators from Soviet rule and even formed a short-lived provisional government, but
hopes for renewed independence under German protection were quickly dashed.
Following the defeat of Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union re-occupied Lithuania, and the
country remained under Soviet control for nearly 50 years. The Soviet era was marked
by political repression, mass deportations, and attempts to integrate Lithuania fully
into the Soviet system. However, resistance to Soviet rule persisted, both actively and
passively, throughout this long period.

This long and often difficult history, marked by periods of independent statehood,
unions with powerful neighbors, devastating partitions, and foreign occupations,
profoundly shaped Lithuania's political consciousness and its yearning for self-
determination. The experiences of the Grand Duchy, the legal traditions embodied in
the Lithuanian Statutes, the national revival, the brief interwar republic, and the
prolonged struggle against Soviet rule all contributed to the political identity and
aspirations that would re-emerge with force in the late 20th century.
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