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The ‘Cultural Awareness’ Factor in 
the Activities of the Lithuanian PRT in Afghanistan 

 
By Egdunas Racius 
 
Continuous failures to achieve stability and lasting peace in Afghanistan 
have brought about the question of impediments standing in the way of 
the occupying coalition’s efforts. A frequent explanation of this issue first 
puts the blame on the very same Afghani nation – its insurgents, war- and 
drug-lords, incapable, weak, and extremely corrupt government, fledgling 
security forces, nonexistent civic society, etc., before recognizing the 
mistakes and shortcomings emanating from the pursuers of this joint US 
and NATO (ISAF) venture. But there are plenty of them amongst which 
the shortage of troops on the ground and lack of funds for 
reconstruction (sometimes translated as lack of commitment on the part 
of some allies) are the most often cited. Bulks of failures in Afghanistan, 
however, have their roots in a single notion of ‘cultural awareness’ or 
rather the lack of it.  
 
‘Cultural awareness’ indicates basic acquaintance with the history and 
language of the society that is being dealt with. It is assumed in this article 
that ‘cultural awareness’ is the essential prerequisite for any transnational 
relations. Whoever is involved in them has to have a minimal amount of 
knowledge about the local culture as this would save human and material 
resources and facilitate smoother interaction producing more favourable 
results.  
 
Where does Lithuania stand in all this with its Provincial Reconstruction 
Team (PRT) in a central Afghanistan province of Ghor? To what extent 
do Lithuanian governmental institutions supervising the mission 
(primarily the MOD and MFA) perceive the ‘cultural awareness’ factor as 
a crucial step in the successes and failures of the Lithuanian PRT’s 
activities in the province as well as in the capital, Kabul? Do Lithuanians 
possess enough ‘cultural awareness’ and what is being done to advance it 
in making their mission successful? 
 

                                                   
 Dr Egdunas Racius is a lecturer at the Institute of International Relations and Political Science of 
the University of Vilnius and Adjunct Professor of Islamic Studies at the Baltic Defence College. 
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1. The background 
 
Many international observers think that the beginning of the 21st century 
has been marked with a new chapter in the evolution of the relations 
between the North and the South. The events of September 11, 2001 
triggered a reaction which led to a military intervention of unprecedented 
scale in the post-Cold War world in Afghanistan and later Iraq. Though 
led by USA, these invasions were supported by many in the Old 
continent. Both invasions were argued by their instigators to be forms 
and means of fighting international terrorism and spreading the 
democratic values worldwide. Incidentally, Lithuania has fully subscribed 
to such rhetoric (Adamkus, 2005a, 2005b). 
 
Afghanistan (and a little later Iraq) proved that the American military 
machine worked perfectly well – it was as good as it could only be at 
deposing the Taliban regime. Yet, it appeared that the U.S. administration 
was not as successful in peace and nation-building (or post-conflict 
rehabilitation) there. It turned out that the Americans had no real plan for 
a post-Taliban Afghanistan. In the words of W. Flavin, ‘with regard to 
Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, because there was no 
interagency plan before the operation started, there was no clear idea 
about what termination or a post-conflict scenario would look like’ 
(Flavin, 2003, p. 101). Even worse, the Americans (notably, the 
Administration) apparently had hardly any idea about the nature of the 
Afghani society and its culture. This added to the international 
community’s growing puzzlement as to where Afghanistan (under the 
American guidance) was heading to. 
 

1.1 ‘Cultural awareness’ and ‘cultural literacy’ 
 
The term ‘cultural awareness’ (also used as ‘cultural understanding’, 
‘cultural sensitivity’ or ‘cultural intelligence’, and coupled with ‘cultural 
training’) has recently become a routine one in American and British (and 
increasingly in other NATO member states’) military terminology. Special 
‘Cultural Awareness’ and language (chiefly based on ‘A Call to Action for 
National Foreign Language Capabilities’ by the U.S. Department of 
Defence released on February 1, 2005) courses and practical (for instance, 
‘Iraq Culture Smart Card’) as well as academic texts (Beleaga, 2004) are 
offered to military personnel to be posted to missions abroad, especially 
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to Muslim countries. The U.S. Army is, amongst other things, in the 
midst of designing ‘cultural awareness’ training systems for its personnel 
posted to Afghanistan. For example, a New York Times journalist wrote 
about mandatory ‘cultural awareness’ training that the 10th Mountain 
Division of the U.S. Army underwent while preparing for the tour of 
duty in Afghanistan. The training would include classes in the history, 
morals, customs and culture of Afghanistan (Kifner, 2006). Mounting 
deaths and overall failures during the conflict resolution in Afghanistan 
and especially Iraq have made ‘cultural awareness’ a kind of obsession 
among U.S. military as by now it has been realized that the beliefs of a 
culture are as critical as terrain features. The unit should have those 
coordinates as well (Skelton, 2004, p. 14).  
 
As ‘cultural awareness’ implies basic acquaintance with a culture (history, 
traditions, economy) and the languages of distant societies, it might be 
maintained that ‘cultural awareness’ is indispensable to extensive 
transnational engagements like post-conflict rehabilitation situations that 
involve nation and state-building by outside powers. As I. Skelton and J. 
Cooper argue in the case of the American involvements, ‘it is cultural 
awareness that helps determine whether a host population supports long-
term American military presence – and may determine the outcome of 
the mission’ (Skelton, 2004, p. 14; also Duffey, 2000, p. 151, where she 
forcefully argues that ‘maintaining good relations with the local 
community, a prerequisite for successful operations, relies on 
peacekeepers’ understandings of the local population’s culture and 
respect for their cultural traditions). It could also be argued that ‘cultural 
literacy’ is even more desirable. This includes not only superficial 
familiarity with the basic aspects of indigenous cultures, but some deeper 
knowledge of intellectual currents and undercurrents, stratification of 
society under question, pressure groups, informal authorities, and 
religion, all supported by in-depth studying of the respective local 
language. Duffey furthermore distinguishes between ‘culture-general’ and 
‘culture-specific’ components in the overall ‘cultural training’ (Duffey, 
2000, p. 164). 
 
One cannot, of course, expect every single government official or 
employee in private sector be well versed in the intricacies of the cultures, 
the territories of which they have specific duties in or related to. Yet, it is 
expected (or even demanded) that either the  decision makers themselves 
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possess the knowledge of cultures that their decisions will affect or have 
expert-assistants to advise them. Only ‘culturally literate’ decisions have 
propensity to be welcomed by partners.  It is also advisable that even 
lower-level government and private sector employees are exposed to 
prior ‘culture training’ – e.g. courses in the history, language, religion, and 
society of the countries they are posted to. Some private enterprises 
world-wide have already started this practice. Certain governmental 
agencies also do this but the results are so far not up to the expectations 
unfortunately.   
 
‘Cultural awareness/ literacy’ serves in general at least two purposes: 
firstly, to get to know the culture of the enemy (e.g. Taliban, al-Qaida, 
jihadists, anti-government elements, drug- and warlords) and secondly, to 
get to know the culture of the potential friend (those willing to cooperate 
with the foreign powers). The culture of the enemy primarily entails 
‘difficulties that would be encountered during the present “cultural” 
phase of the war where intimate knowledge of the enemy’s motivation, 
intent, will, tactical method, and cultural environment has proven to be 
far more important for success than the deployment of smart bombs, 
unmanned aircraft, and expansive bandwidth’ (Scales, 2004, p. 2). 
Although for the military it is most important to tackle the problem of 
the enemy on the ground, it is also up to the civil authorities to direct 
military’s activities to yield best results both in short- and long-term 
perspectives. In other words, knowledge about the enemy’s ‘culture’ – 
ideologies, motivations and aims, as well as mobilization channels – 
would enhance the effectiveness of the decisions of civilian authorities 
and military performance . As for the culture of the potential ally, the 
focus revolves around enlightened relationships based on mutual trust 
coupled with understanding, tolerance, and respect. The biggest risk and 
mistake pervading today’s post-conflict rehabilitation efforts is the 
ignorant (and often arrogant) behavior of the occupiers which alienate 
the locals and even push them into the hands of resistance (in the 
Afghani case, the Quran had allegedly been flushed down the toilet, 
burning of the corpses of Taliban fighters, roadblocks on major 
thoroughfares in Kabul and similar blunders and cultural insensitivity). 
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1.2 The trap of Orientalism 
 
The issue of ‘cultural awareness/ literacy’ revolves around enlightened 
relationships based on mutual trust coupled with understanding, 
tolerance, and respect. Yet, ‘cultural awareness/ literacy’, if handled 
neglectfully, is prone to become ancilia Orientalismi. Orientalism, a broad 
notion denoting unique European view of non-European cultures, 
implies a dichotomy and binary opposition of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, where 
‘they’ are perceived to be of lesser (civilizational) status. Orientalism, in 
its critics view, is a vice, which has been crippling the relations between 
Europeans and ‘Orientals’, especially since its virtual institutionalization 
in the colonial era. As Edward Said has passionately argued in his 
Orientalism (Said, 2003), too often have imperial European (and recently 
American) decision- and policy-makers assumed to have grasped the 
essence of respective non-European societies (their cultures) and acted 
upon that perception, while in reality acting upon wrong assumptions and 
misjudgements.  
 
W.P. Lang, in the opinion of many an heir to and the inheritor of the 
European imperial heritage, argues in the case of the U.S., ‘we Americans, 
as a group, and the governments that we create for ourselves, have a 
continuing inability to understand that other peoples really are different 
than we are’ (Byman, 2005, p. 9). An even graver problem is that ‘we 
believe we understand how these people ought to be and that we can 
organize them with minimal effort because they really want to be like us’ 
(Byman, 2005: 10). In Duffey’s words, ‘this approach assumes a 
prescriptive stance: “we know what’s best for them”’ (Duffey, T, 2000, p. 
152). Lang’s and Duffey’s reasoning is echoed in the National Interest 
Editorial, which has split the editorial board of the magazine into two 
camps: ‘we should abandon the demonstrably false pretence that all 
nations and cultures share essentially the same values. Every country, 
every region, every civilization has its own cycle, circumstances and path 
of development’ (Ellsworth, 2004/05).  
 
R.F. Ellsworth and D.K. Simes accuse the contemporary American 
approach of infantilism toward alien cultures. They passionately argue 
that the U.S. administration ‘proudly pronounced that the liberation of 
Iraq was just a beginning of a grand democratic transformation of the 
Greater Middle East. It required an inordinate degree of naivety, and 
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frankly, ignorance about the real conditions in Iraq and in the Middle 
East in general to believe that this overly ambitious scheme could work’. 
Indeed, failure to understand and appreciate differences among cultures is 
one of the core aspects of today’s neo-Orientalism. Yet, this can be 
changed through educational means like ‘culture awareness training’.  
 
A much more complex problem rests in the ‘knowledge’ generated in the 
process of studying the cultures which too often represents not the actual 
reality of those cultures but rather our perception of that reality. In other 
words, there is a gap between ‘what is out there’ and ‘what we think is out 
there’. Therefore, there is a major difference between unprejudiced 
inquiry into remote cultures for getting to know them better and 
searching for proofs to preconceived stereotypes about those cultures 
that merely confirm our already held ‘knowledge’ and expectations. In the 
latter case, the whole process of study does not lead to genuine ‘culture 
awareness/literacy’ but rather to becoming a transmitter of the very 
Orientalist notions. In such a case, the locals will most likely  not 
subscribe to the picture drawn by outsiders about their culture since the 
outsiders assume to know the local culture whereas in fact they based 
their decisions on stereotypes the locals might forcefully reject.  
 

2. The Lithuanian case 
 
Where does Lithuania stand in all this? Especially since it has taken the 
responsibility for leading a Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) in the 
Afghanistan’s Province of Ghor.  
 
Afghanistan was the first place outside Europe Lithuania sent its troops 
to at the request of the U.S. back in 2002. At the time, Rolandas Paksas, 
the newly elected president of Lithuania travelled to Afghanistan in the 
beginning of 2003 to visit the Lithuanian soldiers on his first trip abroad 
as the head of state. Though the trip was not officially regarded as a state 
visit, it was highly symbolic. It was to show Lithuania’s position in regard 
to NATO (the member of which it was seeking to become) and 
Lithuania’s role in NATO as well as its determination to fight against 
international terrorism. In other words, it was to show the world that 
Lithuania ‘cares and is capable’.  
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More of this show-up came when in the Spring of 2005 Lithuania 
accepted repeated invitations from NATO to lead one of the new long-
term Provincial Reconstruction Teams to be set up in the West of 
Afghanistan. The initial NATO invitations (starting from November 
2004) called for the establishment of a joint Baltic states’ PRT. Estonia 
refused to join it from the very beginning. Latvia promised to join at first 
but later changed its mind. Latvia is reported (Tvaskiene) to still consider 
PRTs a venture of ‘military tourism’ and refuses to join any operations. 
 
It was the first mission where Lithuania took upon itself the role of the 
leader that required not only technical (encompassing material and 
statistical) knowledge but also ‘cultural awareness’ if not ‘cultural literacy’. 
Knowing the local society, its history, language, values becomes 
indispensable if any positive results from this endeavour is expected. 
 

2.1 The Province of Ghor 
 
The Ghor Province is in the north-western corner of the central part of 
Afghanistan, in the western part of the Hindu Kush. Its territory is over 
thirty six thousand square kilometres. The Province is divided into ten 
districts, with the capital Chaghcharan located in the north-eastern part of 
the Province. Distance to the capital of the country, Kabul in the east is 
some 360 kilometres while the closest city in the west is the second 
largest city Herat, some 350 kilometres from Chaghcharan by dirt road.  
 
Practically the entire territory of the Province is mountainous, with the 
peaks varying between two and a half and three and a half kilometres in 
height with steep slopes and deep valleys. Because of the high altitude, 
the climate of the Province is one of the harshest in the whole country – 
winters tend to be particularly long and severe and last anywhere between 
October and April. During the winter months, when temperatures fall 
below zero (in some higher places they go as low as minus fifteen) and 
deep (up to a meter and deeper), snow covers mountain passes and dirt-
roads, life in the Province comes to a virtual standstill. 
 
Because of the difficult topography, the system of roads in Ghor is 
particularly poorly developed. There is not a single square centimetre of 
paved roads. Only suitable for use between late April and October are a 
half dozen regional roads operable throughout the year, a majority of 
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local gravel-covered and dirt roads (often in summer time dry river beds 
are used as roads) as well as animal paths.  
 
Though the natural conditions in Ghor (established in 1974) are not 
favourable, its territory has been inhabited by small human communities 
from early on. It is believed that Alexander the Great passed the region 
on his way to India in the 3rd century B.C. In the 7th century A.D., Ghor, 
along with neighbouring regions, hitherto under the Persian influence, 
was incorporated into the then fast expanding Arab khaliphate. Arab 
conquests brought Islam which in its Sunni form soon became the 
religion for the majority of the land’s inhabitants.  
 
Despite the fact that today the majority of the inhabitants of the Province 
are Tajik (Dari) speakers (Tajiks - the second-biggest ethnic group in the 
country after Pushtuns), Ghor’s history is intimately connected with the 
history of the Hazarajat (sometimes spelled as Hazarjat) – the territory 
inhabited by the Hazara ethno-religious group which lies between the 
capital of Afghanistan and Ghor. Hazaras, who also speak a dialect of 
Dari, live practically only in Afghanistan (and also as refugees in Pakistan 
and Iran) where an estimated of two and a half million people they make 
around 10 per cent of the country’s total population. Today Hazaras 
make up to 20 to 30 per cent of the population of the Ghor Province (the 
total number of inhabitants is estimated at 670 thousand) while in one of 
the ten Districts, the north-eastern Laal wa Sarjangal, they constitute 100 
per cent of inhabitants (around 130 thousand) (“Ghor District Profiles”). 
 
Most of the development escaped Ghor in the monarchic Afghanistan – 
while big cities and their environs received a bulk of investments (both 
foreign and locally procured), the city-less and rural Ghor remained one 
of the most backward regions in the country with no paved roads, little 
electrification, no industry, and no proper education. As it held no 
strategic significance, Ghor was virtually ignored by the monarchs. Little 
changed during the brief republican period under the presidency of Daud 
Khan.  
 
After the Communist takeover of 1978 and especially during the Soviet 
occupation in the 1980’s, many of the Province’s inhabitants joined 
armed resistance against the new central regime and the occupation. Due 
to its difficult topography, Ghor was difficult for the Soviet and local 
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military to access and even harder to control (Soviet presence in the 
Province was virtually limited to its capital Chaghcharan) and mujahids 
used it as a relative sanctuary. Mujahids, operating in the western 
provinces of the country had their depots and bases in Ghor and would 
occasionally hold regional meetings there. One such meeting is reported 
to have been held in July of 1987, at which several hundred commanders 
from the western provinces took part (Kifner, 1988).  
 
Likewise, as most non-Pushtuns elsewhere in the country, inhabitants of 
Ghor resisted the rule of the ultra-Sunni Taliban, though some of the 
local warlords opted to serve the Taliban as local petty officials. 
Overthrow of the Taliban regime was welcomed by most of the Ghoris. 
However, not all were ready to submit to the will of the new government 
in Kabul. This was well shown by a widely reported armed and bloody 
ousting of the President-appointed Governor Malikzada by a rival 
warlord Abd as-Sallaam Khan in the summer of 2004 . Abd as-Sallaam 
Khan had accused the Malikzada’s administration of corruption and 
misbehaviour toward local population but was in fact opposed to the 
disarmament of militias initiated by the Central Government.  
 
The Province has practically no industry. 99 per cent of the inhabitants of 
the Province are farmers (only some five thousand of 670 thousand 
Ghoris live in a single town - the capital Chaghcharan) who live in 
approximately two thousand villages spread over the territory of thirty six 
thousand square kilometres.  
 
Though grain cultures dominate in agriculture, opium poppies are also 
widespread. Opium poppies are cash crops that bring real profits in 
comparison to other crops. In a particularly good year there are up to two 
harvesting seasons for poppies. This provides relative security and 
stability even in the harshest years. The Ghor Province, the inhabitants of 
which make just over three per cent of the total population of 
Afghanistan, was ninth in opium poppy cultivation and eleventh in opium 
production among all the provinces in 2006 . Significant increase in 
poppy cultivation could be observed in Ghor between 2005 and 2006. 
(United Nation Office on Drugs and Crime, 2006)    
 
Development of the economy in the Province is among other things 
impeded by poor educational system. Ghor has no single institution of 
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higher education or vocational training. There are only some schools 
which offer complete secondary education while the majority of schools 
in the villages are only able to provide primary education. Due to  the 
small number of literate inhabitants, the Province does not have any local 
print media and central media does not reach Chaghcharan.  
 
The health system is in an extremely poor condition – though 
Chaghcharan has a hospital with several physicians and a surgeon and 
District centers have clinics, most villages have no access to medical 
services. This sector is entirely dependent on supplies and all sorts of 
support from NGO’s and international donors. 
 

2.2 Lithuania in Ghor: the mission of the PRT 
 
The mission behind the PRTs in Afghanistan is generally described 
through PRT Objectives. These include supporting the Government of 
Afghanistan in the development of a more stable and secure 
environment, maintaining public support to the international community, 
facilitating the reconstruction effort and reinforcing national 
development priorities. PRT Tasks involve improving the security 
environment for the Afghan people through a dialogue with provincial 
leaders, confidence building activities, mitigating likely areas of conflict, 
assisting the Government of Afghanistan in dissemination of its decisions 
and policies to the regional leaders, organizing and facilitating periodic 
principals' meetings to induce dialogue and liaison between the 
Government of Afghanistan/ UNAMA and regional leaders. (ISAF, 
2005) One might argue that both Objectives and, especially, Tasks a priori 
imply the necessity for acquaintance with the ‘cultural terrain’ of the 
region under supervision by different PRTs. Top Lithuanian officials 
confirmed on more than one occasion (Businskaite, 2005) that these 
objectives and tasks are entirely shared by the Lithuanian side and that its 
PRT fully adheres to them and therey implicitly accepting the necessity 
for ‘cultural training’ and ‘cultural awareness’. ‘Cultural intelligence’ 
becomes even more obligatory given the remoteness of Ghor and the 
lack of reliable information about it. 
 
Yet, a number of observers suggest that generally the PRTs are in fact 
culturally illiterate and ignorant (Kucheide and Tekelioglu, 2006, p. 21). 
For example, a British Army Major Andrew Roe argues that ‘the coalition 
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also suffers from a deficiency of cultural awareness, regional knowledge, 
and local language skills. (…) PRT members' inability to speak tribal 
languages is a barrier to basic understanding and communication. 
Language difficulty prevents tactical units from establishing working 
relationships with village elders and receiving local intelligence’ (Roe, 
2005). The level of ‘cultural awareness’, however, varies significantly 
among the PRT personnel from different countries. The British, for 
example, being the former colonial power both in South Asia and in the 
broader Muslim world, manage better as they had a certain tradition of 
cultivating ‘cultural awareness’. And this is what Roe so passionately 
argues in his article. One might add that the French and the Dutch are 
also familiar with the concept of ‘cultural training’. The other, especially 
smaller, countries have not yet had time to look into the issue of ‘cultural 
training’ simply because of the lack of earlier involvements overseas.  
 
This especially applies to Lithuania - a new actor in the international 
arena with very limited experience of participation in international peace-
keeping and peace-building operations. Though Lithuania has 
contributed troops for such missions in the Balkans for more than a 
decade by now, the experiences drawn in the Balkans can, despite their 
value, only be applied to such a totally different ‘cultural terrain’ as 
Afghanistan to a very limited extent.  
 
Structurally, PRTs consist of two components – a dominating military 
(usually comprises of 90 to 95 per cent of the PRT personnel) and a 
rather symbolic civilian. The maintenance and local day-labourers are not 
included in the calculations as a rule. The first Lithuanian military 
detachment of 70 arrived in Ghor in June 2005 and immediately set up a 
makeshift camp by the runaway of an airfield near the provincial capital 
Chaghcharan. When the PRT personnel grew bigger (with the joining of 
the other half of the Lithuanian military personnel of some 60 persons, a 
small military detachment of Danes, Croats and Icelanders of some 30 
persons, and the maintenance component - chiefly consisting of 
employees of the camp service provider, the American KBR company 
around 50 persons, and finally four members of the civilian Special 
Mission), the camp was moved several hundred metres to its permanent 
location. In addition to just over 200 permanent residents of the camp, 
the camp is served by several dozens of local day-labourers, used mainly 
in building and construction works. 
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2.2.1 Evaluation of the military component 
 
As the PRTs are of military nature, the leading role in the Lithuanian 
endeavour naturally fell on the MoD rather than the MFA, with the latter 
serving as a lesser partner. Thus the mentality and rationale of the MoD 
regarding the Lithuanian PTR in Chaghcharan invites to be addressed 
first. Upon launching the mission Gediminas Kirkilas, then the Minister 
of Defence and currently the Prime Minister expressed his opinion that if 
everything progresses effectively (it) can last four/five years. Once state 
and economic structures are rebuilt, the troops would be withdrawn 
(Businskaite, 2005). Juozas Olekas, the current Minister of Defence, 
estimated back in March 2005 that the mission would take more than ten 
years and that Lithuania had to get ready for it. (ELTA a, 2005) These 
words might be read as statements of long-term commitment that by 
default calls for comprehensive planning on all levels – strategic, tactical 
and operational – involving not only Armed Forces and several ministries 
but also the entire government with its legislative and executive branches.  
 
However, by the end of 2006 it was becoming increasingly evident that 
this mission remained solely within the interest of the MoD – neither the 
Parliament nor the Government showed any enthusiasm in boosting it: 
the request of the meagre amount of 1.5 million USD by the 
Government from the State Budget of 2007 (this indicates that the 
Government is unresolved about the endeavour) for the reconstruction 
projects in Ghor was met with resignation and resistance in the 
Parliament. See, for example, the position of Algis Kaseta, the deputy 
head of the Parliamentary National Security and Defence Committee 
(BNS a, 2006). 
 
MoD’s commitment to the mission, on the other hand, has been attested 
subsequently on many occasions – it has successfully lobbied the 
Government for more and more funds for equipment and even troops. 
Rhetorically, the top MoD officials and military chiefs would stand by the 
commitment Lithuania had made. 
 
Yet, at least one dimension of the mission tends to be disregarded 
permanently and that is the ‘cultural awareness’. For example, Renatas 
Norkus, Undersecretary for Defence Policy and International Relations at 
the Lithuanian MoD, correctly points to the need for greater 
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‘interoperability of minds’ among the allies while discussing the vital 
prerequisites for a successful international peace mission abroad in his 
paper  ‘Lithuania’s Contribution to International Operations: Challenges 
for a Small Ally’. He argues that ‘achieving interoperability of minds is a 
far more difficult goal. Understanding each other on a battlefield comes 
only through constant and intensive common training and education. 
Without it, our militaries would be forced to build familiarity with each 
other’s mind-set, practices and capabilities during actual operations, 
which do not help in terms of effectiveness’ (Norkus, 2006a). He fails to 
even mention ‘cultural training’, which, one might argue, would enable 
the allied militaries, paraphrasing Norkus, to become familiar with the 
mind-set of the people of the mission area (Norkus, 2006b). In describing 
how international military operations and defence transformation are 
intertwined, even when discussing the Lithuanian PRT in Afghanistan, he 
almost exclusively concentrates on the usability of armed forces and their 
effectiveness in eliminating the enemy, totally ignoring the ‘cultural 
training’ phase, which as many proponents of ‘cultural training’ argue 
would help keep locals away from turning into the very same enemies. 
Norkus’ disregarding of ‘cultural awareness’ as one of essential features of 
overseas deployments is symptomatic: into the second year of the 
mission, MoD is still slow in allocating funds for pre-deployment ‘cultural 
training’, relying rather on that provided for troops on their way to 
Afghanistan by allies like the UK on the British soil. 
 
Lithuanian Armed Forces, though directly under the MoD control, seem 
to be pursuing a somewhat more culturally sensitive approach to the 
issue. As of January 2007, with some 500 Lithuanian soldiers having 
already served in Afghanistan so far (a number of them two tours of 
duty) the Lithuanian Armed Forces had managed to design pre-mission 
training, which has a small component of ‘cultural training’. The Warfare 
Training Center in late 2005 signed an open-ended agreement with one 
NGO, the ‘Multicultural Relations Center’, fellows of which (academics 
in the field of Islamic and Middle Eastern studies with grounding in Farsi 
and Arabic) were providing both language (Dari, one of the two widest 
spoken languages in Afghanistan) and culture (Muslim in general and 
Afghan more specifically) classes. This was a follow-up to the signing of a 
similar agreement between the MoD and Vilnius University in May of 
2005 under which University’s Center of Oriental Studies was to provide 
language training to the Lithuanian troops prior to their deployment to 
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Afghanistan on the premises of the Warfare Training Center. The 
agreement, however, was short-lived, since it soon became apparent that 
the quality of language instruction was low, yet heavily overpriced. For 
this reason, the Warfare Training Center decided to look for a new 
contractor and resolved on the ‘Multicultural Relations Center’. However, 
due to lack of interest and shortage of funds from the Ministry, the 
‘cultural training’ component was virtually soon abandoned reverting to 
reliance on outside help by allies and impressions by those returning. 
 
Informal learning from brothers in arms returning from Afghanistan, 
who bring along filmed material, photographs and most importantly, live 
impressions about life in Afghanistan in general, and Ghor in particular is 
gaining ground and there are first steps to formalize it. The MoD 
announced its intention to set up a special post-mission follow-up center, 
where those returning would systematize their experience and knowledge 
and pass them onto the consecutive detachments. 
 
However useful (for relaying survival skills in a difficult climatic 
environment, and some rudimentary advises on patrolling, 
communicating with locals and intelligence gathering), such surrogate 
peer ‘cultural training’ would be profoundly deficient. First of all, 
returning soldiers bring back at best anecdotal information, which not 
necessarily is ‘culturally correct’. Themselves with little background in the 
Muslim cultures they are rather transmitters of latent Orientalism referred 
to earlier in this text.  
 

2.2.2 Evaluation of the civilian component 
 
Lately, MoD officials and especially military commanders have started 
expressing out loud their irritation at the sluggish behaviour and 
ambivalence of the Lithuanian MFA toward the mission in Afghanistan. 
In unison, they call upon the MFA to finally start initiating civilian 
projects in the Province the coordinator of which falls under jurisdiction 
of the MFA and particularly its Special Mission (BNS a & b, 2006). The 
new Minister of Foreign Affairs, Petras Vaitiekunas, realizes the 
precariousness of his position and has been responding positively to the 
urgings to improve MFA’s performance in this field. Recently he publicly 
invited NGO’s and other private and public institutions to submit 
reconstruction project proposals to the MFA’s newly established 
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Development Cooperation and Democracy Promotion Department. 
(ELTA a, 2007) 
 
However, MFA’s but in the broader terms also Lithuania’s indecision in 
regards to its Afghanistan policy is in big part caused by the fact that 
being a relatively young state, Lithuania has no history of relations with 
any of the countries in that region of the world. Additionally, geographic 
distances make such relations (especially commercial and cultural) even 
now at best tentative.  
 
As there is no such thing as Lithuanian Middle Eastern or South Asian 
policy, it is not surprising that in the Lithuanian MFA a total of three 
diplomats cover the entire region of Africa and the Middle East (Africa 
and Middle East Division), roughly one third of the world’s countries 
(sic!). One of these three diplomats has traditionally been specifically 
charged with dealing with the state of Israel. Lithuania has only two 
embassies in the region (Israel – 3 diplomats, Egypt – 2 diplomats) if not 
counting one in Turkey (Lithuanian MFA considers Turkey to be a 
European country, therefore it is covered by one of numerous European 
divisions). Two other diplomats (Asia and Pacific Division) at the 
Ministry cover the South, South Asian and Far Eastern regions (with the 
Lithuanian embassies in China and Japan, each staffed with 3 diplomats). 
Only those diplomats dealing with the South Asian and Far Eastern 
regions have background in the relevant cultures. The Middle East and 
Africa, unfortunately, are covered by those who have never had any even 
informal advance ‘cultural training’, and whatever expertise they hold 
comes from practical experience acquired while serving in the region.  
 
However, in fact, it is even not the Asia and Pacific Division (the staff of 
which have been routinely doing paperwork related to Afghanistan) of 
the Americas, Africa, Asia and Pacific Department but the Security Policy 
Department which coordinates the civilian side of the Lithuanian PRT. 
None of the diplomats at that Department have background (educational 
or other) in the regional cultures.  
 
The lack familiarity with the cultural terrain of Afghanistan and more 
specifically the Province of Ghor has already proven to be a hurdle on 
several occasions. For example, when preparing parcels of books and 
stationery supplies to the Ghor children, the MFA (and other, non-
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governmental, organizations) was met with a problem of contents in the 
books that might be offensive to a Muslim population. The MFA 
requested professional assistance, which is to its credit. Yet, so far there 
has been very little cooperation between the MFA and experts (first of all 
in the Lithuanian academia) versed in local languages and familiar with 
cultures. All in all, one might argue that the Lithuanian MFA (and by 
extension other governmental agencies charged with formulating and 
executing foreign policy, like the Office of the President and the 
Executive Office of the Prime Minister) has so far been ‘culturally 
illiterate’ in regards to the region under discussion. This has naturally 
been extended to the PRT. 
 
The civilian component of the PRT on the ground (consisting of the 
officially called ‘Special Mission of the Republic of Lithuania to the 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan’, established in June of 2005 
(Government of the Republic of Lithuania, 2005) and other civilian 
members of the PRT) has so far been a meagre one – next to three heads 
of the Special Mission (Mr. Dainius Baublys, July 2005 – May 2006, Mr. 
Gediminas Serksnys, June - December 2006, and Ms. Birute Abraitiene, 
February 2007 - present, all from the MFA), there have only been one 
deputy head of the Mission (civilian from the Lithuanian MoD), two 
Lithuanian police officers and one Icelandic and one American (from the 
USAID) development specialists.  
 
As might have been guessed none of the members of the civilian 
component (not even the heads) have been subjected to ‘cultural training’ 
and thus did not posses any forehand knowledge of the region’s 
specificity, not to mention familiarity with local language. Unlike Armed 
Forces, which require their military commanders to undergo a minimal, 
‘cultural training’ either at home or on their way to Afghanistan, the 
civilians are spared the burden. One might accuse the MFA of short-
sightedness, but there is another aspect to this – there are very few 
civilians who want to serve in the Special Mission at all. And those who 
choose, knowing that the tour of duty is very short (six to eight months), 
do not see a point in bothering to learn about the culture of the people 
one is going to work with. 
 
Even worse, the MFA tends to send people as the heads of the Special 
Mission who have not even worked either in the Departments of the 
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MFA covering the region or in the region itself. For example, the current 
Head of Lithuanian Special Mission in Afghanistan Ms Abraitiene has 
worked at the Lithuanian Permanent Mission to the United Nations, 
Department of Multilateral Relations of the Lithuanian MFA, Lithuanian 
Parliament, and the daily “Lietuvos Aidas”. 
 
On the one hand, one might argue that there has not been any great need 
on behalf of the MFA to consider ‘cultural training’ seriously – too few 
people, practically no action. But with the growing consensus on the 
urgency to expand and strengthen the Civilian component of the PRT – 
including both diplomats and specialists in such diverse fields as 
construction, engineering, agriculture, health care and even education – it 
should also be realized that in the case of civilians, who would be 
exposed to the local people much more than the military, ‘cultural 
awareness’ would become indispensable and maybe even life-saving. 
Moreover, the Armed Forces have announced a tender to assume the 
place of the American KBR in providing maintenance services for the 
PRT. As KBR kept a permanent staff of 50 in the camp, in the case of 
successful bid by a Lithuanian company, one might expect several dozen 
Lithuanians to travel to Chaghcharan to join the military and the Special 
Mission. These people, having minimal contact with the outside of the 
camp, would also need some rudimentary ‘cultural training’. 
 
In order to improve ‘cultural awareness’ one needs a bulk of reliable data 
and information on the region of concern. Unfortunately, Lithuania looks 
poor in this regard. Therefore, in order to alleviate the situation of virtual 
absence of concise and systematic information on Ghor, the two 
ministries (MFA and MoD) prepared a tiny (some 30 pages) handbook 
on the Province of Ghor in the beginning of 2006 , which would include 
two to three page chapters on history and geography of the Province and 
its economic, social, and security situation. Up till now, Lithuanians had 
to rely on a general Afghanistan handbook prepared by Americans, 
which, however, is of limited use in Ghor, for it deals with things 
common to entire Afghanistan and largely leaves out the peculiarities of 
different ethnic, religious and social groups of Afghanistan. Moreover, in 
‘cultural awareness’ terms, its value is at best superficial. In addition to 
diplomats and military, at least one scholar familiar with the region was 
commissioned to write several chapters. Unfortunately, the work has 
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been stalled for almost a year because of uncommitted clerks at the very 
same ministries in charge of the editing work.  
 
Closely related to Lithuanian PRT military and civilian personnel’s 
cultural illiteracy, there is another dire problem – that of able and reliable 
interpreters on whom the entire PRT personnel depend. A number of 
hired local interpreters had to be soon fired for lack of qualifications (as a 
rule, because of insufficient English). Luckily Denmark had lent one of 
the Danish interpreters well versed both in Farsi/ Dari and English. Yet, 
this was only a temporary solution. Without the knowledge of the local 
vernaculars and with total dependence on non-Lithuanian interpreters, 
the entire effort is severely handicapped. Virtual non-existence of 
Lithuanian citizens capable of interpreting from and to Dari is 
unfortunate (there are just two in the whole of the country and both of 
them have taught it to the soldiers at the Warfare Training Center in 2005 
and 2006), but neither MoD, nor MFA have addressed this issue. And 
this is in the case of a major long-term overseas commitment!  

 
Concluding remarks  

 
‘Cultural awareness’, not to mention ‘cultural literacy’, has been so far one 
of the most neglected elements in recent post-conflict rehabilitation 
efforts around the world in which members of the Euro-Atlantic 
community have been taking part. As the experiences in Afghanistan (and 
also Iraq) suggest, better acquaintance with both the ‘enemy’s culture’ and 
‘friend’s culture’, would have enormously enhanced the results of 
international missions, not the least of which would have been saving of 
lives on both sides. Greater realization that the ‘institutions of 
governance also need to be developed in the context of Afghan history 
and social relations rather than simply implanted from off-the-peg 
models of liberal democracy’ (Cramer, 2002: 905), would help to set more 
realistic goals, which would be more in line with local cultures and 
therefore more acceptable to local populations. 
 
Though it is officially recognized that the mission in Afghanistan is of big 
importance in the sphere of Lithuanian foreign policy (Rugsejis, 2006), 
there still seems to be no consensus among politicians as to what 
Lithuania seeks to achieve with it. The belated joint Resolution of the 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Defence regarding the functions and 
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relationship between the military and civilian components of the PRT 
(Lietuvos respublikos Seimas, 2006) testifies to the Lithuanian 
Government’s uncertainness about the direction it wants the PRT to 
pursue. The unconfirmed suggestions by high ranking officials about 
Lithuania anxiously looking for a nation to take over the burden of 
leading the Chaghcharan PRT, suggest that the mission is becoming 
unpopular even with its designers. In any case, it is expected that 
Lithuania will lead the PRT at least until 2009. 
 
Regarding the ‘cultural awareness’ dimension of the Lithuanian PRT in 
Ghor, although increasingly gaining attention from the authorities, it is 
still not up to the level comparable to the scale of the mission undertaken 
by Lithuania. The military component (MoD and especially the Armed 
Forces) is leading in this regard, while the civilian component (primarily 
MFA, but also Ministry of Interior), badly lags behind. It is yet difficult to 
ascertain if the increase in civilian component (especially from the side of 
Lithuanian NGOs and maintenance providers) would push the 
authorities to turn to ‘cultural training’. As too often happens in 
Lithuania, financial concerns (drive to save money) might prevent the 
MFA and other institutions from investing in ‘cultural awareness’. If so, 
one would only have to hope that no grave consequences follow. 
 
In order to improve the ‘cultural awareness’ situation among the 
Lithuanian military and state employees (and not only those working for 
the PRT), at least three things are needed – the realization of the 
situation, the will to change it, and a recourse enabling the change. 
Unfortunately, at this time, all this seem to be still lacking. Most 
importantly, there is no realization for a greater need of ‘cultural training’ 
on the state level – though ‘cultural awareness’ is indispensable not only 
for MoD and MFA but also employees of many other governmental 
institutions, such as Migration Department, Refugee Reception Center, 
State Border Guard Service, State Security Department, even Police 
Department. Lithuanian Government does not envision establishing any 
cultural training division either within the already existing state employee 
training centres or separately, where formalized centralized ‘cultural 
training’ would be provided to state employees from various institutions. 
As long as there is no will for change, many ways to withhold its funding 
remain. This, however, might turn up to be very costly in a long run. 
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