Thirty Years

of Independent Belarus

Thirty years ago, in 1991, Belarus re-
gained independence. After the collapse
of the Soviet Union, the post-Soviet
elites felt helpless. The independence
granted to Belarusians was treated as
a necessary evil, as it was associated
with the poor economic situation. It
was really hard to build the foundations
of the independent state, and the new
democratic system was perceived, not as
an opportunity, but as a problem.

The situation changed in 1994, when
Alexander Lukashenko won the first
presidential election in Belarus. In his
election campaign, Lukashenko prom-
ised the citizens a return to the good
Soviet times. Short afterwards, he be-
gan to restore the solutions used in the
communist times. The only difference
was that the administrative power of the
President was extended instead of party
structures. In the dispute between the
President and the opposition, most Bela-
rusians generally supported Lukashen-
ko. The President was expected to take
decisive actions. From the point of view
of most citizens, a stronger position of
the President in the state structures of
the Republic of Belarus seemed to be
a better solution than excessive parlia-
mentocracy, as they saw it.

During his reign, Lukashenko has man-
aged to create an effective system of
exercising single-person power while
maintaining the facade principles of
democracy. In the authoritarian Bela-
rusian regime, nostalgia for the Soviet
system was skilfully combined with the
powerful authority of the President. The
role of the opposition was marginalized,
and all expressions of dissatisfaction
were suppressed quickly and effectively.

The most recent, and so far, the strong-
est, wave of people’s protests erupted in
2020, after another presidential elec-
tion won (!) by Lukashenko. The waves of
demonstrations spread across the coun-
try. After more than 25 years of rule of
a single person, many Belarusians ex-
pect some changes.

In this special issue of ‘Biuletyn His-
torii Pogranicza’, published in Polish
and in English, we present the papers
of outstanding Polish researchers inves-
tigating the most recent history of the
Republic of Belarus. We want as many
Readers as possible to be able to learn
about the processes occurring in Bela-
rus in the past thirty years.

Wojciech Sleszyriski
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of the Contemporary
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Studies
and articles

In the second half of the 1980s, chang-
es initiated by Mikhail Gorbachev aug-
mented the erosion of the political
system of the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics (USSR). The process of liberat-
ing from the Soviet domination began in
Central and Eastern Europe. Out of the
former Soviet republics, changes were
the quickest in Lithuania, Latvia and Es-
tonia, which went through accelerated
transition. In the other Soviet republics
the political elites often remained pas-
sive and displayed a waiting attitude to
the socio-political processes they wit-
nessed. This was also the situation in the
Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic
(BSSR). The former Belarusian com-
munist elites were not able to break the
dependence relations with Moscow. The
rapid political processes and the deepen-
ing economic crisis surprised them. The
Belarusian nomenklatura were still wait-
ing for the former center to solve their
problems. The center, however, was also
in deep crisis and was losing the status
of superpower, so it was unable to meet
the expectations of its closest ally. The
Belarusian political elites were in a com-
pletely new situation, in which they had
to make decisions by themselves. Para-
lyzed with fear for their future, in a way
they gave in to the events taking place in

Central and Eastern Europe. The process
of democratization of Belarus occurred
much later than in the other countries
of the region. In March 1990, the elec-
tion for the Supreme Council of the 12th
convocation was organized. For the first
time, representatives of democratic cir-
cles found themselves in the parliament.
On July 27, 1990, the declaration of the
state sovereignty of the BSSR was adopt-
ed, and on August 15, 1991, Belarus an-
nounced its independence’.

In the first years of independence, no
strong national or democratic elites
developed in Belarus that would be
able to carry out system transition.

The main opposition trends concen-
trated around the Belarusian Popular
Front (BPF) formed at the end of the
1980s, joined by people from various
political circles who wanted democratic
transformations in the country. The na-
tional slogans promoted by that group
were not received well by the Belaru-
sians and the new political powers were
not able to convince the society that
a system change was needed.

Belarusians did not have any deeper
democratic traditions. The mentali-

! A.Czwolek, Opozycja polityczna na Biatorusi (1989-2010), Gdansk 2013, pp. 94-124; R. Cza-
chor, Transformacja systemu politycznego Biatorusi w latach 1988-2001, Polkowice 2016, pp.

113-144.

-d Monument, Belarus, 2012
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ty shaped by communism, involving
subjection to authorities, aversion to
changes and stereotypical thinking,
promoted passivity in the society.

In the early 1990s, most Belarusians
did not trust the political, economic
and social changes they witnessed. The
process of development of civil society
in Belarus was also much less advanced
than in other countries of Central and
Eastern Europe®

In the years 1990-1994, Prime Minis-
ter Vyacheslav Kebich, the former 1st
Secretary of the Belarusian Commu-
nist Party, had the strongest political
position. The political camp associated
with him was mainly made up of former
members of the Communist Party. The
Belarusian nomenklatura of the time
were characterized by opportunism
and a lack of their own ideology . They
displayed conformism and an unclear
attitude to the occurring socio-politi-
cal changes. At the time, that group was
the main actor on the political scene.
The parliamentary election in 1990 en-
sured the nomenklatura an overwhelm-
ing majority in the Supreme Council
of the 12th convocation. Although the
democratic circles gained several doz-
en parliamentary seats, they were un-
able to work out a coherent strategy of
competing against the nomenklatura.
After the 1990 parliamentary election,
an unprecedented situation occurred,
as the elected parliament functioned
until 1995, which can be seen as unusu-
al when compared with the other coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe.

2

In most countries new parliamentary
elections were soon organized, which
allowed the democratic powers to take
over the power. In the following years,
democratic circles carried out demo-
cratic transition in those states. In Be-
larus the powers of the former regime
blocked the democratization process.
In the specific political situation in Be-
larus, the newly formed political par-
ties functioned out of the parliament
until 1995, when another election was
organized. Within that period, they had
no influence on the functioning of the
state. Pro-democratic forces in the par-
liament had not enough seats to play an
important role in the country. The no-
menklatura had a strong ressentiment
for an alliance with Russia, and their
approach was shared by the majority of
the Belarusian society®.

In August 1991, a group of Russian
politicians attempted a coup in order
to take over the control from Mikhail
Gorbachev and prevent democratic re-
forms and further disintegration of the
USSR. The so-called August Coup led by
Yanayev ended in discrediting the sup-
porters of restoration of the old empire.
As a result, Boris Yeltsin, promoting
the liberalization of the Russian polit-
ical system, took over the power. After
those events, the Belarusian nomen-
klatura agreed to limited democratic
reforms. In the following days, a deci-
sion was made to depoliticize the state
structures and suspend the activity of
the Communist Party. Furthermore,
Stanislav Shushkevich, known for his
pro-democratic beliefs, was appointed

A. Czwolek, Rezim autorytarny na Biatorusi. Modele transformacji, [in:] Kleska demokracji?

Obszar bytego ZSRR, ed. P. Grochmalski, Torun 2010, p. 374.

A. Czwolek, Opozycja polityczna, 81-83; R. Czachor, Elity polityczne Biatorusi wobec proce-

su transformacji systemowej w latach 1990-1994, ‘Bialoruskie Zeszyty Historyczne’ 2014,

No.14, pp. 169-173.
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the Chairman of the Supreme Coun-
cil of the 12th convocation. Soon, the
system crisis of the Belarusian econo-
my became the most serious problem.
Loosening the economic relations with
Moscow and the former Soviet repub-
lics led to a rapid drop in the value of
the Belarusian currency. Belarusian
nomenklatura stopped the process of
liberalization of the economy. Without
making structural reforms, the country
could not be expected to overcome the
economic crisis. In the years 1991-1995,
the GDP decreased by 35%. In order to
save the economy, Prime Minister Vy-
acheslav Kebich decided to reintegrate
with Moscow”.

It was only in 1994 that Belarus adopted
a new constitution, which introduced
the institution of president elected in
universal elections for a five-year term
with the possibility of re-election. Even
before the adoption of the constitution,
the nomenklatura revoked Stanislav
Shushkevich as the Chairman of the Su-
preme Council of the 12th convocation.

The constitution adopted on March
15, 1994 did not differ from the Euro-
pean standards. It stressed i.a.,

the principle of sovereignty

of the nation, a unitary democratic
state, a social legal state, respect
for human dignity and the basic

civil rights and liberties.

4 TI. BappeBaHsH
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It guaranteed the Montesquieu’s tripar-
tite separation of powers, freedom of
economic activity, and the protection of
various forms of ownership. Based on
the principles adopted in the constitu-
tion, a semi-presidential system devel-
oped in Belarus. The country could well
become a democratic state®.

The first presidential election was
scheduled for June 23, 1994. Initial-
ly, Vyacheslav Kebich had the greatest
chance for a victory, as he was support-
ed by the nomenklatura and the Russian
elites. The democratic forces could not
agree to a single candidate and pro-
posed several of their politicians. The
most popular were Stanislav Shushke-
vich and the leader of the Belarusian
Popular Front Zianon Pazniak. Another
candidate was Alexander Lukashenko,
a deputy in the Supreme Council of the
12th convocation and the founder of
a small parliamentary fraction ‘Pro-
Democratic Belarusian Communists’.
He failed to form a political party. He
became recognizable mostly thanks to
his fight against corruption and finan-
cial frauds in the state apparatus. In
1993, he led the parliamentary commit-
tee for combating corruption in state
structures. He was the main initiator
of revoking Stanislav Shushkevich as
the Chairman of the parliament. In his
electoral campaign, Lukashenko used
populist rhetoric a lot. The main motif
of his campaign was the fight against

SSSSEEEE 0 DOAEERAA B 19922001 . [in]

, peq. B. H. KorkoB, Munck 2002, p. 80

® B. Gorowska, Ustrdj konstytucyjny Republiki Biatorus, ‘Sprawy Wschodnie’ 1994, No. 2, pp.

75-96; Toczek E., Podstawy ustroju konstytucyjnego Biatorusi, Kancelaria Sejmu, Biuro Stu-
diow i Ekspertyz, Wydziat Analiz Ekonomicznych i Spotecznych, Communication No. 313,
May 1995, pp.1-8; J. Wojnicki, Ewolucja pozycji parlamentu biatoruskiego, [in:] Spoteczeristwo
i polityka. Doswiadczenia i wyzwania. Ksiega jubileuszowi Profesora Alfreda Lutrzykowskiego,
eds J. Marszalek-Kawa and M. Poptawski, Torun 2015, pp. 288-289.
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corruption. He was also a supporter of
reintegration of the post-Soviet space.

In Lukashenko’s opinion, the disso-
lution of the USSR was the greatest
political misfortune. In his election
program he promised the society

a return to the period of stabilization
known from the times of the USSR.
His populist campaign matched the
mood of the Belarusian society very
well and ensured him a victory in the
presidential election in 1995.

The choice of Lukashenko as President
was not only an expression of opposi-
tion to the system transformation with
the participation of the nomenklatura,
but also a response to the collective so-
cial expectations.

That election ruined the chances of
democratization of the country. The new
President was clearly against the lib-
eralization of the political system, free
market economy, free media, and the
civil society. Within the first two years of
his presidency, he caused the most seri-
ous political crisis in the history of the
young Belarusian state, only to take full
control of the country. In the following
years, he initiated successive nation-
wide referenda aimed to strengthen his
presidential power. The changes intro-
duced by the nationwide referendum in
1995 allowed Lukashenko to change the
constitution if it was regularly violated
by the parliament. The competence of
the head of state was extended the most
in the nationwide referendum in 1996,
when on the initiative of Lukashenko
many amendments were made to the
constitution from 1994. The 2004 ref-
erendum enabled the President to hold
his office virtually infinitely, although in
accordance with the 1994 constitution
the president should not serve as the

8

head of state after 1999, when two terms
of office had passed. The legitimization
of Lukashenko’s power enhanced at the
subsequent presidential elections, all
of which were carried out with the vi-
olation of international standards. The
results of the elections were purpose-
fully falsified for Lukashenko to win.
In the 1996 referendum, the President
obtained strong attributes of executive
power. From then on, he could appoint
the Prime Minister and the cabinet. In
the authoritarian system developed in
Belarus after 1996, the government be-
came a facade institution, because it did
not bear any liability before the parlia-
ment. The President gained unlimited
rights regarding the parliament, gov-
ernment, the judiciary, audit bodies, lo-
cal government, and power structures.
Pursuant to the constitution, the Presi-
dent had the right to issue decrees and
regulations, valid all over the country.
The amendments to the 1994 consti-
tution violated one of the basic rules of
a democratic legal state, i.e., the princi-
ple of separation and balance of powers.
Since then on, the Montesquieu’s sep-
aration of powers was non-existent in
Belarus. The President exercised pow-
er personally, and the constitutional
terms were only the background for his
political actions.

In authoritarian systems like those in
Belarus or Russia, the essence of po-
litical leadership was the possibility to
influence ultimate political decisions.
One of the characteristic features of
such political systems is the personal
interference of the head of state in the
subjectivity of legislative, executive and
judiciary power, much deeper than pro-
vided for in the constitution.

In Belarus there are only fragmentary
forms of democratic institutions, and
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political parties and non-governmental
organizations do not have the condi-
tions to develop freely. The regime does
not approach positively any activity of
the society. What the authorities expect
is rather passivity and apathy. The foun-
dation of Lukashenko’s power is the ver-
tically subjected official apparatus, not
only at the state level but also in terri-
torial self-governments. Lukashenko is
supported by groups without their own
ideologies, such as ‘White Rus‘. A huge
role in the power system is played by
the power structures (special services,
police, the military, etc.), which are used
to frighten and control the society®.

The Supreme Council made up of 260
individuals had been functioning until
1995. As a result of changes made to the
constitution in 1996, it ceased to exist
and was replaced by the bicameral Na-
tional Assembly of the Republic of Bela-
rus. The new parliament was composed
of two chambers: the 110-person House
of Representatives, and the 64-person
Council of the Republic. Deputies were
only elected in universal elections for
the lower chamber. As for the higher
chamber, 8 senators were delegated by
the President, and the remaining 56
senators were chosen by Local Councils.
In democratic countries the legislative
authority serves the constitutional, leg-
islative, creative and control functions.
Although the new parliament formal-
ly retained those functions, they were
considerably reduced. In recent years, it
was the President who proposed chang-
es to the constitution and effected them
at nationwide referenda. The legislative

6

function of the parliament was also di-
minished, as the head of state received
the right to issue binding decrees and
regulations. In many spheres of life, the
presidential regulations and decrees
regulated the basic issues, thus reduc-
ing the legislative functions of the par-
liament. The President could change
alaw adopted by the parliament or even
repeal it by means of a decree. The cre-
ative function of the parliament was
reduced because the President often
decided at his own discretion who to
appoint for the most important state
positions. The power of the President
was actually taken out of the control
of the parliament. One characteristic
feature of a democratic state is cyclical,
real contest elections. In the case of Be-
larus, only the first element of this de-
scription applies. After 1995, no parlia-
mentary election has been carried out
in accordance with international rules.
All the parliamentary elections violat-
ed the democratic standards. The par-
ticipation of political parties, including
opposition ones, is delimited. Within
the last twenty-five years, very few rep-
resentatives of democratic circles have
been allowed in the parliament. There
are almost no representatives of polit-
ical parties in the parliament, which
does not happen in democratic coun-
tries. The aim of parliamentary elec-
tions in Belarus is only to legitimize the
current political system. They are also
a way to convince the international
opinion that Belarus observes demo-
cratic rules. In the Belarusian political
system, the parliament serves a facade
function. It is just an obedient instru-

A. Czwolek, Rola i znaczenie ogdlnokrajowych referendow na Biatorusi, pp. 219-220; W. Zieta-

ra, Instytucja referendum ogdlnopanstwowego w Republice Biatorusi po 1991 r., ‘Annales Uni-
versitas Mariae Curie-Sklodowska’, Sektio K, 2016, vol. XXIII, 2, pp. 140-143; K. Kakarenko,
System polityczno-prawny Biatorusi, Warszawa 2018, pp. 150-154; P. Usov, Cechy odmienne
biatoruskiego rezimu politycznego, ‘Politeja’ 2012, No. 22, p. 54.
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ment in Lukashenko’s hand, completely
subjected to him and passive”.

Even the constitution of 1994 changed
the position of the government as an
executive authority, because the provi-
sions concerning its functioning were
placed in the chapter on the head of
state. In the structure of state author-
ities, the government was located af-
ter the President and the parliament.
Although the functions of the head
of state and the Prime Minister were
separated, the Prime Minister was di-
rectly subjected to the President and
responsible before the parliament. In
accordance with the 1994 constitution,
the President shall appoint the Prime
Minister with the consent of the House
of Representatives. If the candidate was
disapproved twice by the lower cham-
ber of the parliament, the President
could either appoint a person to serve
as the Prime Minister or dissolve the
parliament and set the date for a new
parliamentary election. The position of
the President in appointing the Prime
Minister is privileged in respect to the
parliament, because he has the right to
shorten the parliament’s term. The head
of state also autonomously appoints the
Deputy Prime Minister, ministers, and
the chairpersons of the state commit-
tees. Even the Prime Minister has no
influence on their nomination. Pursu-
ant to the constitution, the President
may revoke the Prime Minister and the
government. In the Belarusian politi-
cal system, the government has a very
weak position and is fully controlled by
Lukashenko®.

7

K. Kakarenko, op.cit., p. 89.

8

In the early 1990s, a reform of the judi-
ciary was first discussed in Belarus. Its
main assumptions were to guarantee
courts and judges independence. By
virtue of the constitution of March 15,
1994 and the Act of March 30, 1994 on
the Constitutional Court, the Consti-
tutional Tribunal was established for
the first time. In the initial period of its
functioning, the Constitutional Court
considered issues and announced de-
cisions related to the constitutionali-
ty of acts, decrees of the head of state,
international agreements made by the
Republic of Belarus, governmental reg-
ulations, acts of the Supreme Court,
Higher Economic Court, and the Public
Prosecutor General. The Constitutional
Court also considered cases concerning
the protection of citizens’ rights and
liberties. It was competent to settle cas-
es concerning the violation of the con-
stitution by the President. In the first
years of its existence, the Constitutional
Court emphasized the need to observe
the constitutional principle of separa-
tion of powers. Its independent position
resulted in a conflict with Lukashen-
ko, who decided to make substantial
changes in its functioning.

The aim of the changes introduced
after the referendum in 1996 was to
weaken the status of the Constitu-
tional Court. The President obtained
the right to appoint six judges of the
Constitutional Court, including its
Chairperson, and the other six judges
were to be appointed by the higher
chamber of the parliament.

J. Sobczak, Pozycja ustrojowa Rady Ministrow w systemie politycznym Biatorusi, ‘Nowa Po-

lityka Wschodnia’ 2011, No. 1 (1), pp. 220-231; J. Zielinski, Rzqd Republiki Biatorusi, [in:]
Rzqdy w panistwach Europy, Warszawa 2006, vol. 3, pp. 27-28, 37-47.
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In the Council of the Republic, only the
Chairperson of the Constitutional Court
(appointed by the head of state) had the
right to propose candidates for the Con-
stitutional Court. This way, the Presi-
dent personally influenced the com-
position of the Constitutional Court.
Before, only the Supreme Council had
that power. The guarantee of judges’
independence was reduced by the new
version of the constitution of 1996 and
by the Act on Constitutional Court. The
president had the right to revoke the
Chairperson of the Constitutional Court
and each judge. In addition, the entities
with the right to initiate the considera-
tion of cases by the Supreme Court were
limited to the President, both chambers
of the parliament, the Supreme Court,
the Supreme Economic Court, and the
Council of Ministers of the Republic of
Belarus. Later, practice showed that the
President was the main initiator of cas-
es at the Constitutional Court. In addi-
tion, the Constitutional Court no longer
had the right to lodge motions for inves-
tigating the violation of the constitution
by the President. In the following years,
the Constitutional Court resigned from
examining the conformity of Presiden-
tial decrees with the constitution. After
1996, the Constitutional Court lost its
function of the guard of the constitution
and became an instrument fully sub-
jected to the head of state. Its role, just
like the roles of the parliament and the
cabinet, is facade. The situation is sim-
ilar with regard to common courts and
the judiciary, because the President has
a huge influence of their functioning®.

9

Authoritarian regimes usually toler-
ate limited pluralism. This is also true
in Belarus, where political parties and
independent media function in a frag-
mentary form.

Since the beginning of the 1990s, when
over 40 parties emerged on the political
scene, the party system has been devel-
oping dynamically. When Lukashenko
won the presidential election in 1994,
he began to reduce the role of political
parties.

The same happened in Russia when
Vladimir Putin came to power. In the
first years of Lukashenko’s rule, the
number of political parties decreased
by more than a half. Most political
groups were made illegal or discontin-
ued their activity under the pressure of
the authorities. Since the year 2000, no
new political party has been registered.
Currently, there are 15 legal political
parties, and several opposition political
groups function out of the official regis-
ters. The majority of the registered po-
litical parties support the regime; only
few have kept their independence. Po-
litical parties do not play a significant
part in the political system, because the
regime fully controls and licenses their
activity. The failure to develop a strong
party system has led to a low degree of
political competition. Political parties
do not initiate an exchange of opinions
in the public debate. Except from elec-
tions, they do not really participate in
the political life. They are also poorly
recognizable in the society and unable

K. Kakarenko, op.cit,, pp. 196-218; A. Waszkiewicz, Sqd Konstytucyjny Republiki Biatorus:

przed i po referendum listopadowym 1996 roku [in:] Sqdy Konstytucyjne w Europie, vol.4: Bia-
torus, Litwa, Lotwa, Rosja, ed. J. Trzcinski, Warszawa 2000, pp. 13-31; R. Czachor, Sqdow-
nictwo konstytucyjne na Biatorusi, Ukrainie i Motdawii. Studium ustrojowo-poréwnawcze,
‘Zeszyty Naukowe Uczelni Jana Wyzykowskiego. Studia z Nauk Spotecznych’, 2018, No. 11,

p- 29.
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to legally cause the alternation of power.
The incumbent President has retained
the functioning of a fragmentary party
system, mostly due to the international
opinion, to demonstrate that the princi-
ples of polarized pluralism exist in his
country.

After taking over the power in Belarus
in 1994, Lukashenko began to limit the
development of independent media.
Under his rule, no serious transfor-
mation of the media system has taken
place.

The classic model of authoritarian
media system functions in Belarus.
Its main features are the monopoliza-
tion and control of nationwide mass
media, including television, radio, the
press, the Internet, as well as printing
industry and means of distribution.
The regime mostly subsidizes nation-
al media, which are an instrument of
indoctrination and propaganda.

Independent media (mostly the press)
function in a fragmentary form. Re-
cently, most of them have moved to the
Internet, which is the last sphere of
freedom, although the authorities have
made a number of attempts to limit or
even liquidate it. In the national me-
dia there is no objective socio-political
analytics, only power-controlled in-
formation. The authorities use various
methods and techniques of limiting the
freedom of functioning of independent
media, i.a., liquidation or refusal to reg-

10

lusz, K. Gawron- Tabor Torun 2013 pp- 254-256; [if

ister, frequent censorship, and limita-
tion of printing and distribution oppor-
tunities. Moreover, the authorities make
it difficult for independent journalists
to access public information and ap-
ply criminal and financial restrictions
to independent media. In democratic
countries independent media serve as
the fourth power, apart from the legisla-
tive, executive and judiciary ones. They
serve the control function with respect
to the other powers, preventing poten-
tial abuse on their part. They also ini-
tiate the public debate concerning im-
portant social problems?™.

The functioning of civil society is one of
the most serious threats to Lukashen-
ko’s regime. Political independence of
non-governmental organizations often
reflects the degree of democratization
of a certain state. It is also an expres-
sion of civil maturity. In the first years of
Lukashenko’s rule, the civil sector was
slowly developing, and the President
did not pursue direct confrontation.
Later, some symptoms of a change in
Lukashenko’s attitude to non-govern-
mental organizations appeared, when
they engaged in presidential elections.
After 2001, a planned action occurred
of limiting the importance of the civ-
il sector, only to partially liquidate it
later. Subsequently, the process of ero-
sion of the third sector was deepening.
Nowadays, in Belarus the conditions
of development of the civil society are
among the most difficult in Central and
Eastern Europe. The main goals of the

A. Czwolek, Ewolucja systemu partyjnego na Biatorusi, [in:] Partie i systemy partyjne Eu-
ropy Srodkowo-Wschodniej. Dwie dekady doswiadczen, ed. A. Czwolka M. Nowak Para—

B, https:/minjust.gov. by/dlrectlons/compa—

re_coverage/regis ratlon/m ormaton/"sp rase_id=108893, accessed on 5.11.2020;
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regime with regard to non-governmen-
tal organizations have not changed for
many years.

Lukashenko is trying to fully control
the non-governmental sector and is
constantly blocking the development
of independent civic initiatives. In the
authoritarian system functioning in Be-
larus citizens are deprived of the right
to express their dissatisfaction with the
authorities.

They cannot take part in manifesta-
tions, protests or strikes. All forms of
protests are punished with criminal re-
strictions and the authorities often use
force to fight them, although the right to
express personal opinions is one of the
fundamental civic rights in democratic
countries'z

The result of over 25 years of rule of
Alexander Lukashenko in Belarus is
tragic. His actions have led to the disap-

12

pearance of democratic institutions. In
Belarus there is no tripartite separation
of powers. The president plays the major
role in the political system, exercising
full control of the legislative, executive
and judiciary power. All the civil service
system is subjected to his authority. The
president also has the power structures
(the army, militia, and special services)
at his disposal. Lukashenko uses vio-
lence to maintain his power. For many
years, all the elections (presidential,
parliamentary ads local) have been car-
ried out with the violation of the basic
international standards. Their only goal
was to further legitimize Lukashenko’s
power. Under his rule, no party system
has developed that normally would in
a stabilized democracy. Independent
media hardly exist in the country. Any
expressions of citizens’ activity are
nipped in the bud, and the fundamental
human and civil rights, although guar-
anteed in the constitution, are not re-
spected at all.

A. Czwolek, Bariery rozwoju spoteczeristwa obywatelskiego na Biatorusi po 2010 roku [in:] Po-

miedzy demokracjq a autorytaryzmem. Doswiadczenia polityczno-ustrojowe panstw wspotcze-
snych, eds J. Wojnicki, J. Zalesny, Warszawa 2018, pp. 259-261; J. Czawusow, O. Smolanko,
Zmiany regulacji prawnych dotyczqcych organizacji pozarzqdowych na Biatorusi w okresie
rzqdow autorytarnych (od 1996 do 2000 roku), ‘Politeja’, 2012, No. 22, pp. 121-129.

15

translated by Anna Artemiuk



Eugeniusz Mironowicz
(The University of Biatystok)

Foreign Policy

of the Republic of Belarus
in the Years 1990-2020




Belarus was one of the most stable pillars
of the Soviet Union. Unlike in the neigh-
boring Soviet republics, in Belarus there
were no significant intellectual trends
questioning the existing legal and politi-
cal order with the administrative center
in Moscow. The Republic was a relatively
well prospering part of the huge Soviet
area, and its residents accepted the po-
litical status of an administrative unit of
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR)". The dissolution of the Soviet
state took place without a significant
participation of Belarus.

In the summer 1990, most USSR repub-
lics proclaimed declarations of sover-
eignty. Belarus did so on July 27, declar-
ing the republic to be a neutral state,
which renounced any membership in

military blocs and the nuclear weapons
it had.

The economic crisis caused by the ad-
vancing process of dissolution of the
USSR and the effects of the disaster
at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant
forced the authorities of the republic to
seek aid out of the Soviet area. Belarus
had to implement its own foreign policy
while still a USSR republic, without the
status of a subject of international law.

On August 24, 1991, the Supreme Sovi-
et of the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist

1

2
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Republic (BSSR) proclaimed the inde-
pendence of the Republic of Belarus,
and on December 8, 1991, the Soviet
empire was liquidated by the head of
the Belarusian state Stanislav Shush-
kevich, president of Russia Boris Yelt-
sin, and president of Ukraine, Leonid
Kravchuk. On that same day, the Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CIS)
was established as an organization that
was to promote economic and political
collaboration of the former Soviet Re-
publics. The idea of the CIS was shared
by the majority of political forces repre-
sented in the Supreme Council.

Most post-Soviet Belarusian elites
wanted to retain the political and
economic ties with Russia2. More
than 80% of Belarus’ economic ex-
change in 1992 was with Russia. The
Belarusian economy was completely
dependent on Russian fuels and raw
materials, and Russia was the basic
market for the products of Belarusian
industry.

In the situation of progressing down-
fall of the state’s economy and finances,
the Belarusian government headed by
Vyacheslav Kebich tried to overcome
the crisis by restoring collaboration
with Russia and broadening integra-
tion within the CIS®% The Russian ori-
entation consolidated as early as at the

E. Mironowicz, Historia panstw swlata w XX wwku Biatorus, Warszawa 2007 pp 253 275.

vol. 2, eds S. Jaczynski, R. Pekasa, Siedlce 2009, p. 62.
3 K. Marzeda, Pozycja ekonomiczna Biatorusi, [in:] Biatorus w stosunkach miedzynarodowych,

ed. I. Topolski, Lublin 2009, p. 149.
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beginning of Belarusian independence.
That was largely the internal choice of
Belarus forced by the economic situa-
tion. It gave great industrial complexes
a chance of surviving and maintaining
employment, and thus, allowed to limit
the rapid drop of the GDP and alleviate
the social effects of the economic crash.

At the same time, in the first years af-
ter the declaration of independence,
the majority in the Supreme Council
desired to maintain the state’s neutral-
ity in international relations. Balance
in the policy of relations with the East
and the West was considered to be ide-
al. This line of foreign policy was sup-
ported by the Chairman of the Supreme
Council Stanislav Shushkevich, who
refused to sign the Collective Security
Treaty in Tashkent on May 15, 1992, ex-
plaining it with the Belarusian neutral-
ity doctrine.

The authorities of the republic were
very active in attempts to build a space
without nuclear weapons or military
blocs in Central and Eastern Europe?.
After gaining independence, the Be-
larusian proposal was presented to
neighboring countries through the
diplomatic channels of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. The nuclear-free zone
was to include Belarus, Ukraine, Poland,
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia and could
be extended to other countries of the
former Warsaw Pact. Only Ukraine had
a similar vision of political order in this
part of Europe.

4 V. Cuankoycki, i

Since Russia was not interested in
extending collaboration with Belarus,
Prime Minister Kebich and the Chair-
man of the Supreme Council Shushke-
vich tried to probe the possibility of
changing the strategic partner. They
needed someone who would have the
capability and motivation to support
the Belarusian economy by opening
its market for the products of the Be-
larusian industry and granting loans
for the purchase of raw materials.

The only world super power after the
dissolution of the USSR - the United
States —did not attach great importance
to the process of shaping the geopoliti-
cal situation of Belarus, accepting as ob-
vious that it would remain in the zone of
Russian influence®. None of the Europe-
an powers displayed greater interest in
Belarus, either, primarily caring about
good relations with Russia.

The only country that had an idea of
policy regarding the post-Soviet area
at the time was Poland, but the plan
of reorientation of Belarusian foreign
policy based on Poland was impossi-
ble to carry out in that reality®. Poland
was too weak to try and balance the
Russian option on its own. Being out of
Euro-Atlantic structures, it had limit-
ed capabilities of persuading Western
politicians, and it was pursuing part-
nership relations with the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the
European Economic Community (EEC)
itself. In Europe, nobody wanted to

], ,beropycckuit xyp-
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Polska- Biatorus: wybrane aspekty polityczne i gospodarcze, eds M. Wolanski, G. Tokarz, To-
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additionally complicate the political
situation caused by the disintegration
of the Soviet bloc, and then, the Soviet
Union.

At the end of 1992, Viktor Cher-
nomyrdin, who wanted to build allianc-
es with Belarus and Ukraine, became
the Prime Minister of Russia. At the
same time, Poland declared its inten-
tion to join the NATO. The Belarusian
project of a neutral zone in Central and
Eastern Europe was becoming increas-
ingly unrealistic.

In the situation of advancing econom-
ic crisis and a rapid drop in the GDP,
Kebich signed agreements of eco-
nomic and military cooperation with
Russia. In return, Belarus received
cheap energy resources and access
to the Russian markets. In 1993,

a short period of politics oriented at
maintaining neutrality ended.

The election of Alexander Lukashenko
as President in summer 1994 strength-
ened the tendencies initiated by Kebich.
The choice of the authoritarian model
of managing the state and the society
led to Belarus’ isolation in Europe. The
possibility of having active foreign pol-
icy was reduced to the area of the CIS.
Still, the priority in Belarusian foreign
policy was collaboration with Russia.
On January 1995, president Lukashen-
ko signed with President of Russia Boris
Yeltsyn the Agreement on the Customs
Union, on February 21, the Contract on
Friendship, Neighborliness and Coop-
eration, on April 2, 1996, the Treaty on
the Creation of a Union State of Russia
and Belarus.

7
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The idea of integration was mostly used
in the internal policy of power centers
in both countries. In Belarus, that pol-
icy was consistent with the expecta-
tions of most citizens, and in Russia, it
alleviated the effects of a specific social
depression after the loss of the Russian
empire.

Both presidents, Boris Yeltsin and
Alexander Lukashenko, needed those
new agreements. The President of Rus-
sia was running for the second term of
presidency, was very unpopular, and
the citizens could not forgive him for
participation in the liquidation of the
Soviet Union. The pompous declaration
of the beginning of the process of rein-
tegration of the post-Soviet space after
the signing of the Treaty on the Creation
of a Union State of Russia and Belarus
was to restore hope to all who missed
the collapsed empire’. Lukashenko, in
turn, had problems with the new Su-
preme Council and the Constitutional
Tribunal. The agreement with Russia
was the fulfilment of many promises
and an action oriented at gaining the
support of the public opinion in the face
of the inevitable confrontation with the
parliament, where the procedure of im-
peachment was initiated against him.

Lukashenko gained new opportunities
in his politics toward Russia through
the signing of the Treaty on the Union
between Belarus and Russia on April 2,
1997. As one of the highest representa-
tives of the union state, he had an op-
portunity to independently carry out
policy in Russia oriented at building his
political base®. In the face of the grow-
ing indisposition of Yeltsin, he hoped

K. Malak, Polityka zagraniczna i bezpieczenistwa Biatorusi, Warszawa 2003, p. 45.
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to gain the primary role in the Belaru-
sian-Russian state®.

The majority of contracts and treaties
signed between Belarus and Russia
were never carried out. One of the fac-
tors that inhibited the integration pro-
cess was the financial crisis that para-
lyzed life in Russia in 1998. The Russian
market’s potential to absorb Belarusian
products decreased. In the situation of
a financial crash, the signed declara-
tions only mattered in propagandistic
terms. It was the beginning of a crisis
in the integration policy of Lukashenko,
who accused the Kremlin elites of the
lack of progress in implementing the
treaty provisions.

As for the other neighbours of Belarus,
Lukashenko cared the most about re-
lations with Ukraine. He made several
attempts to convince the president of
Ukraine Leonid Kuchmato createatrilat-
eral alliance with Russia. Despite many
premises for close cooperation of the
two countries, the Belarusian-Ukraini-
an relationships were correct but rath-
er cold™. Good relations were probably
more important for the Belarusian side.
From the Kievan point of view, Belarus
was not one the countries whose posi-
tion could determine Ukraine’s position
on the political map of Europe. The au-
thorities of Ukraine felt that their coun-
try was great and had a significant geo-
political position. They tried to balance
between Russia and the West. Belarus,
with its pro-Russian orientation, could
not be a partner in that game, as it was
too clearly inclined toward an alliance
with the Russian Federation.

The relations between Belarus and
Poland deteriorated from the time
when Prime Minister Kebich resolved
to integrate with Russia and Poland
announced its intention to join the
NATO. Without the participation of
Poland, the Belarusian concept of se-
curity in Central and Eastern Europe
collapsed, and the appearance of

a powerful military bloc by its western
border made Belarus a country locat-
ed in a potential front zone.

Returning to the concept of strategic
partnership with Poland, which Bela-
rus had tried to force in 1992, was out
of the question. The negative attitude
of successive Polish cabinets to Bela-
rusian close relationships with Russia
was actually the main factor affecting
the relations between the two countries,
although propaganda messages em-
phasized the issue of violating human
rights and democratic principles and
the discrimination against the Polish
minority.

Since 1999, Poland was presented in
the Belarusian media as an enemy of
Belarus, which had lost its political in-
dependence and become an instrument
of American politics after joining the
NATO.

The issue of Polish national minority
played an important role in Polish-Be-
larusian relations. The Belarusian au-
thorities applied the same standards to
Poles as to Belarusians, fully controlling
all activity of Polish organizations, pub-
lishing houses, and educational and
cultural institutions. In Poland it was

9 E.Mironowicz, Polityka zagraniczna Biatorusi 1990-2010, Biatystok 2011, pp. 74-76.
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usually defined as a display of discrim-
ination against the national minority,
although the titular nation was equal-
ly devoid of all elements building its
identity. The manipulation with the or-
ganizational life of the Polish minority
(by both sides) led to an acute crisis in
relations between the two countries in
2005.

Out of all the Western countries, most
important in Belarus’ foreign policy
was Germany, which was its biggest
commercial partner. In the case of
Germany, Belarus was an important
country of transit to Russia''.

From the point of view of economic in-
terests of Germany, the power in Minsk
needed to ensure efficient transfer of
goods through the territory of Belarus.
Lukashenko was a guarantee of that,
and despite criticism of his internal
policy on the part of the leading Ger-
man politicians, in practice Germany
intended to strengthen his position.

The Belarusian policy toward the USA
was the effect of Belarusian perception
of security. As the major element of the
NATO bloc, the USA was perceived by
Minsk as the main architect of the new
European order, and the NATO deter-
mined the zone of American political
influence in Europe. The negative eval-
uation of perspectives of the NATO had
a negative impact on Belarusian-Amer-
ican relations from the beginning of Be-
larusian independence.

Isolation of Belarus in the West caused
itto seek contacts with countriesin Asia,

Foreign Policy of the Republic of Belarus

Africa, and Latin America. The common
feature of the majority of new partners
from Asia and Africa was that they did
not have any reservations concerning
Belarusian democracy and Lukashen-
ko’s methods of exercising power, and
in most cases, they had a critical or dis-
tanced attitude to the American policy.

In Asia Belarus had closest relations
with China, India, Vietnam, Iraq and
Syria, in Africa, with Libya, and in Amer-
ica, with Venezuela. The leaders of those
countries willingly accepted Lukashen-
ko as guest or visited Minsk themselves.
What Belarus needed most was markets
for its industrial production. The Bela-
rusian industry had been built in the
Soviet times and designed to manufac-
ture goods for the needs of the empire
and its satellite countries. Only selling
abroad gave the industry a chance to
survive. Therefore, president Lukashen-
ko sought markets beyond Europe, too.
As Vladimir Putin became the host at
the Kremlin, Lukashenko lost the per-
spective of playing a significant role on
the Russian political scene. Any union
of two countries as equal political sub-
jects was no longer realistic, and the
new President of Russia took actions to
weaken Lukashenko’s position in Bela-
rus and continue the process of integra-
tion on conditions proposed by Russia.
In 2002, Putin proposed integration
through incorporating Belarus in the
Russian Federation, which would com-
pletely exclude Lukashenko from po-
litical life. Hence, for Lukashenko, the
most important goal was to retain the
Belarusian statehood, which allowed
him to be the President and have real
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power over the 10-million nation in the
middle of Europe'. The slogan ‘integra-
tion with Russia’ was no longer used in
propaganda.

In order to force Lukashenko to agree
to sell the strategic enterprises, Rus-
sian authorities usually demanded the
valorization of prices of energy resourc-
es and limited Belarusian alimentary
products access to the Russian market.

Almost every year, there were ‘gas wars’
or ‘milk wars’ accompanied by real
propaganda wars. In 2002, Lukashen-
ko responded with announcing ‘a mul-
ti-vector foreign policy’, assuming bal-
ance in relations with Russia and the
West.

The advantages of Moscow and Brussels
were analyzed in Minsk as regards the
expectations of authorities and the so-
ciety, economic interests and state se-
curity. It was assumed that the current
circumstances would help strengthen
the country’s independence. The state
elite emerged, and the conviction that
their country is valuable was growing
in the society. It was believed that in
return for Belarus’ cold attitude to the
West, Russia would be willing to pay
a lot for keeping Belarus in its sphere of
influence but without the possibility to
impact the decision-making processes
in Minsk.

The difficult financial situation in 2008
forced Lukashenko to make some con-
ciliatory gestures toward the West, i.e.,
soften repressions against his political
opponents, reactivate several journals

12

13

that had been liquidated, and demon-
strate his disapproval of the Russian
policy. Belarus declared neutrality in
the Georgian-Russian conflict concern-
ing South Ossetia, and later, unlike Rus-
sia, it did not recognize the sovereignty
of two formerly Georgian provinces of
South Ossetia and Abkhazia'.

The paradox in the years 2008-2010
was that the President strengthened his
authoritarian power by mobilizing the
society through pointing out the danger
of losing sovereignty to Russia with all
its consequences: terrorism, organized
crime, and lowering the life status of the
citizens.

The clear deterioration of relations be-
tween Belarus and Russia was accom-
panied by improvement in relations
with the European Union. Because of its
Caucasian policy, Belarus was invited
by the European Union to the Eastern
Partnership. Thus, Lukashenko gained
an asset in relations with Russia, allow-
ing him to demonstrate the readiness
to change his political orientation to
pro-Western one. Demonstrating in-
dependence in foreign policy gave the
European Union the basis for gradually
lifting the sanctions against the Bela-
rusian regime and offering Belarus in-
centives for (at least symbolic) democ-
ratization of its political system. The
country was promised investments and
loans in return for organizing a demo-
cratic presidential election scheduled
on December 19, 2010.

Ten days before the election, the Rus-
sian authorities changed their tactics

M. Maszkiewicz, Biatorus. Zespot ukrytego paradoksu, Warszawa 2008, p. 173.
V. Karbalewic, Stosunki pomiedzy Biatorusiq a Unig Europejskq: nowe tendencje, [in:] Biatorus

— w strong zjednoczonej Europy, ed. M. Maszkiewicz, Wroctaw 2009, pp. 188-192.
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regarding Belarus. President Medve-
dev gave consent to the conditions of
supplying Russian energy resources to
Belarus expected by Lukashenko. The
change of Russia’s stand on the princi-
ples of sale of oil was to be beneficial for
Belarus: the Ministry of Finance of the
Russian Federation estimated the profit
at nearly 4 billion dollars a year.

Russia outbid the European Union as
regards the extent of aid for Belarus.
The Union made promises and had
some conditions, while Russia gave
real money in the form of cheap re-
sources.

In that situation, Lukashenko did not
have to take Brussels’ opinions into
consideration and meet its expecta-
tions regarding his internal policy.

The effects of Kievan Maidan in Febru-
ary 2014 were assessed very negatively
in Moscow. In Minsk those events were
conservatively accepted, yet the initial
speculations about the possible disso-
lution of Ukraine were strongly disap-
proved. Lukashenko was also consistent
in the subject of territorial integrity of
Ukraine. He did not recognize the Rus-
sian annexation of Crimea or the sub-
jectivity of the Donetsk and Luhansk
People’s Republics.

The sanctions imposed in summer 2014
by the West on Russia and the retalia-
tory actions of Russia, i.e,, banning the
importation of food from European Un-
ion countries, were perceived in Minsk
as an opportunity for great profits. Not
only did Belarus refuse to join the Rus-
sian policy of banning food importation
but it also quickly began to increase the
purchases of fruit, vegetables and meat
in countries of the European Union
with the intention to re-export them to
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Russia. In the situation of an acute cri-
sis in relations between Russia and the
West, Moscow treated with indulgence
the disloyalty of the Belarusian ally in
the form of smuggling goods from the
European Union or the sale of fuels to
Ukraine manufactured from Russian
oil and the rhetoric of multi-vector for-
eign policy. Until 2019, energy resourc-
es were supplied at prices satisfactory
for the Belarusian authorities.

In 2020, Russia again demanded to set
market prices for energy resources. As
they did before, Belarusian authorities
began to ostentatiously demonstrate in-
dependence. Belarus purchased small
amounts of oil from Azerbaijan and
Norway. Americans also immediately
offered to help in solving Belarusian en-
ergy problems. The visit of the USA sec-
retary of state Mike Pompeo in Minsk
in February 2020 was a demonstration
of improvement in relations with the
country that for many years had been
defined as the greatest threat. On March
21, Russia again gave up and signed
contracts for oil supplies at prices satis-
factory for Lukashenko, who must have
believed that he had powerful allies in
the West and was able to dictate the
terms in relations with Russia.

For many years, Lukashenko tried to
persuade his listeners in public talks
that Belarus did not have any difficul-
ty choosing between the East and the
West, because due to historical, eco-
nomic, cultural and geographical as-
sociations, it belonged both to the East
and to the West. Especially important
for Belarus was the European Union,
where between 30% and 40% of Bela-
rusian export goods went in the 21st
century. Belarusian authorities right-
ly understood that their country was
an object of a game between Russia
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and the European Union'. They de-
cided to make the most of that fight,
stressing the equality of both subjects
and raising the price for supporting
one of them. Lukashenko adopted the
strategy of playing on the contradic-
tory interests of Moscow and Brussels
as long as it was possible. In the case
of the Union, the relations with Bela-
rus were part of a plan of geopolitical
transformation of Eastern Europe, and
in the case of Belarus, the way to solv-
ing economic problems and a means of
influence on Russia. The ultimate goal
of President Lukashenko was to keep
his power, and good relations with the
Union allowed to maintain a good eco-
nomic situation and were an important
part of that plan.

The relations between Belarus and the
USA were worsening all the time from
the beginning of Lukashenko’s presi-
dency. In 2004, the Congress issued the
“Belarus Democracy Act”, clearly stat-
ing that the goal of the American poli-
cy was to remove the current President
from his office. However, they worked
too actively to achieve that goal, and as
a result, in 2009, the Belarusian author-
ities demanded to reduce the staff of the
American embassy from 35 to 5 people.
The USA ambassador was asked to leave
Minsk. Ten years later, several high rep-
resentatives of the American author-
ities visited the President of Belarus,
including the secretary of state for se-
curity, John Bolton, so as to propose
him to normalize the relations between
the two countries. In the beginning of
2020, normal functioning of the Ameri-

14

can embassy was restored. Lukashenko
believed in the good intentions of his
interlocutors, and according to Russian
commentators, kept the content of the
talks secret from the decision-makers
from the Kremlin'.

He had no idea that the Americans
used on him the same strategy they
had used before with respect to

the President of Georgia, Eduard
Shevardnadze, President of Uzbeki-
stan, Islam Karimov, and Presidents
of Ukraine, Leonid Kuchma and Viktor
Yanukovych. ‘Color revolutions’ were
always preceded by the improvement
of relations between Washington and
the respective regimes, strongly op-
posed a few months later by the ‘civil
society’.

On August 9, 2020, a presidential elec-
tion took place, in which Lukashenko
ran for the seventh time. From the be-
ginning of the year, another propagan-
da war had been going on, in which the
Belarusian media accused Russia of an
attempt to eliminate the ruling pres-
ident. All the candidates perceived as
Kremlin protegés, Sergei Tikhanovsky,
Viktar Babaryka and Valery Tsepkalo,
were arrested.

The election results announced as
usual, showing a crushing victory of
Lukashenko, were totally unreliable for
most Belarusians. The protests were
pacified with unprecedented brutality.
On the first day of protests, most Rus-
sian journalists were arrested, treated
as the co-organizers of the rebellion
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provoked by Moscow. Only two days lat-
er did Lukashenko realize that the 'Be-
larusian revolution’ was coordinated by
centers lying on the western side of the
border. The head of diplomacy Vladimir
Makei was immediately sent to Mos-
cow. At a conference held together with
Sergey Lavrov, he said plainly that he
had been cheated on by his Western
‘partners’, who had promised him not
to organize anti-government protests
in return for withdrawing from integra-
tion with Russia.

On September 3, a delegation of the
Russian government with Prime Min-
ister Mikhail Mishustin came to Minsk,
and on September 14, Lukashenko vis-
ited Vladimir Putin, often humbly call-
ing the president of Russia his ‘good
friend’.

Within a month, in Belarusian policy,
Russia regained the name of most re-
liable ally, and Russians, the ‘brother
nation’. The enemy countries that sup-
ported the ‘revolution’ were Poland,
Lithuania and Ukraine, considered
to be carrying out instructions from
Washington.

Foreign Policy of the Republic of Belarus

Ukraine was a new country in this
group, as it had always been perceived
by Minsk as a potential ally and a state
that had common geopolitical interests
with Belarus.

In September 2020, a lot suggested that
the multi-vector policy, irritating for
Moscow, would soon be abandoned in
the Belarusian diplomacy. The eastern
vector became dominant. However, at
the end of October, Lukashenko unex-
pectedly announced he would contin-
ue the previous multi-vector foreign
policy. Perhaps this was only a form
of demonstration of sovereignty of the
Belarusian authorities. But more prob-
ably, it meant the lack of consent to the
model of integration expected by Rus-
sia and the belief that the ally had no
choice and would have to support the
current authorities in Minsk so as to
keep Belarus in its sphere of influence.
The actual situation and the measure
of sovereignty in international policy
will be evidenced by whether Belarus
recognizes the independence of Abk-
hazia and South Ossetia and recognizes
Crimea as an administrative unit of the
Russian Federation.
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The border between the Polish People’s
Republic and the Union of Soviet So-
cialist Republics (USSR), established in
1945, for the first time in history divid-
ed the previously uniform Belarusian
ethnos. The difference between the so-
cio-political systems in the two coun-
tries and the fact that afterwards, the
life of Belarusian minority was linked
with the life of Poles, so different from
the Russians dominating Belarusians
in the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Re-
public (BSSR), led to the growing diver-
sity between the two Belarusian com-
munities. In both countries, however,
assimilation pressure was at work, as
a result of which the Soviet Byelorussia
could not provide any support for the
Belarusian minority in Poland.

Polonization gained impetus in the
1970s. Unlike in the previous period, it
was compulsory and forced by the au-
thorities. Belarusian schools were lig-
uidated, and the Belarusian language
only remained as an elective subject.
From then on, Belarusian parents had
to declare each year that they wanted
their children to learn Belarusian. (Ac-
tually, this condemnable custom is still
in force nowadays..) The Belarusian
Ethnographic Museum in Bialowieza
was closed, and the ‘Lawonicha’ ensem-
ble, performing Belarusian music, was
dissolved. In addition, the pre-war pro-
ject of settlement in areas inhabited by
Belarusian communities was restored.
With the exception of few protests,
these activities were not opposed by the
Belarusians. Most of them were happy
with the general improvement in mate-

rial status and individual career oppor-
tunities.

The nationwide awakening of Poles in
1980 mobilized Belarusians as well. Be-
larusians employed at great work estab-
lishments in Bialystok initially joined
the ‘Solidarity’. With time, however, they
became more and more disturbed by
the intensifying patriotic and religious
tendencies among Poles and allusions
to the tradition of the Second Republic
of Poland. Orthodox Belarusians per-
ceived the patriotism and Catholicism
of Polish people as nationalism, and
they associated the pre-war period with
poverty and oppression. The memories
of dark post-war times, with the ethnic
cleansing of the Belarusian nation car-
ried out by Polish anti-communist un-
derground, also began to come back.

Nevertheless, there were some peo-
ple contesting the reality of the Polish
People’s Republic in the Belarusian
intelligentsia. The basic motivation for
their activity was the need to oppose
the communist practice of nation-

al eradication of Belarusians. That
awakening was undoubtedly a reflec-
tion of moods of the Polish intelligent-
sia, who perceived their situation in

a similar way. Clearly, the most out-
standing representative of that group
of Belarusian intelligentsia was writer
Sokrat Janowicz.

The activists associated with Janowicz
established the Association for the Pro-
tection of Belarusian Relics and Devel-
opment of Belarusian Material Culture

-a ‘Biatystok Is in Solidarity with the Yanka Kupala National Theatre
in Minsk’ Biatystok, Poland, 13 IX 2020, Photo: K. Karpinski
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in Poland, as an organization independ-
ent of the Belarusian Social and Cultur-
al Association, which had the author-
ity-given monopoly for activity in the
Belarusian minority. The ferment in the
Polish circle also caused the awakening
of Belarusian students, who established
the Belarusian Student Association in
1981. Both associations were in the reg-
istration stage when the martial law
was introduced, and then, the authori-
ties refused to register them.

Yet, the martial law did not stop the new
Belarusian movement. Sokrat Janowicz
founded the Independent Belarusian
Publishing House, which in the years
1982-1986 published four anthologies of
‘Biatoruskich Dokumentéw’ [‘Belarusian
Documents’], the ‘Bietaruski Architiny
Sszytak’ [‘Belarussian Historical Note-
book’] with similar content, and several
brochures. Unable to form an independ-
ent organization, Belarusian students
continued their activity in the Council
of Culture of National Minority Students
at the Polish Students’ Association, and
they began to legally publish their jour-
nal ‘Sustreczy’ [‘Meetings’]. Apart from
that, they published illegally, so as to
promote the Belarusian national tradi-
tion. The underground activity of Belaru-
sian students was possible thanks to the
kindness of Polish opposition organiza-
tions. In general, about 50 titles of vari-
ous magazines, brochures, songbooks
and greeting cards were published be-
yond the reach of censorship, with the
total circulation of approx. 20 thousand
copies. Thus, the Belarusian national mi-
nority, although criticized for passivity
and the tendency to assimilate, was the
only minority in Poland to develop an-
ti-communist opposition.

The Belarusian circle in Poland also
had some contacts with the Belarusian
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emigration in the West, receiving na-
tionally-oriented literature from there
and imitating their ways of manifesting
Belarusian patriotism.

Students also motivated their older
mentors to act. Under the influence of
events in Poland in February 1989, the
representatives of that circle formed an
informal Belarusian Club led by histo-
rian and journalist Jerzy Turonek, who
was living in Warsaw. The club was to
serve as the center of shaping the Be-
larusian political thought. Most of its
members were activists from the Bela-
rusian Student Association, who later
initiated the formation of the majori-
ty of Belarusian national institutions
functioning in the 3rd Republic of Po-
land.

That circle actually established con-
tacts with the national opposition in
Belarus. Turonek had worked with
Alyaksey Kauka from Moscow before
and transferred to the West ia., his
‘Letter to a Russian Friend’. Along with
Gorbachev’s perestroika, Belarusian
national movement emerged in Belarus
and the first trans-border contacts were
established.

Constant exchange of thoughts between
the Belarusian opposition in Polish Peo-
ple’s Republic and the Byelorussian SSR
was organized by Turonek, who began to
publish the ‘Kantakt’ [‘Contact’] journal.
It was the first socio-political periodi-
cal that dealt with general Belarusian
subjects, since all the previous maga-
zines had mostly discussed the situation
of Belarusians in Poland, especially in
Bialystok region. The need to publish
this kind of magazine resulted from the
acceleration of transformations in Bela-
rus. In October 1988, the Organizational
Committee of the Belarusian Popular
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Front ‘Adradzennie’ [Rebirth’] (BPF) was
formed under the leadership of Zianon
Pazniak. The first issue of ‘Kantakt' was
published in January 1989. The journal
was issued and distributed both in Po-
land and in Belarus. Until July 1990, four
issues had been published. The main
aim of the magazine was to promote
Belarusian national revival and to build
a sovereign Belarus, and in the most op-
timistic variant, to regain independence.
At the time, it played an important part
in the formation of Belarusian socio-po-
litical thought.

At the same time, the political events in
Poland in 1989 forced the Belarusian
Club to active participation in them.
Before the June election, a Belarusian
Election Committee was formed, which
initiated a few years of tempestuous
political activity whose most outstand-
ing manifestation was the participa-
tion in all the parliamentary and local
government elections that took place
in Poland in the late 20th century. In
February 1990, the founding congress
of a Belarusian party called ‘Belarusian
Democratic Union’ (BDU) took place.
The party soon signed a collaboration
agreement with the BPF ‘Adradzennie’.
In October 1990, a conference of these
two organizations was held in Bialo-
wieza. During the conference, the po-
litical and economic situation of Soviet
Belarus and the potential ways toward
independence were analyzed.

Sadly, some Polish politicians con-
sidered that event to be an anti-state
coup, as they associated it with the
failed visit of the Polish Minister of
Foreign Affairs Krzysztof Skubisze-
wski in Minsk. That failure was con-
nected with Pazniak’s demand to
consider the Bialystok region as ‘eth-
nically Belarusian land’.

However, the BDU’s representatives had
managed to convince the politician at
least not to raise the issue of changing
the Polish-Belarusian border. On the
other hand, in the Supreme Soviet in
Moscow, nationalistic Russian deputy,
‘Black Colonel’ Viktor Alksnis accused
the participants of the convention in
Biatowieza of preparing the dissolution
of the USSR (which was actually true).

The anti-Belarusian campaign initiat-
ed in the late 1990 after the Bialowieza
conference did not intimidate the BDU
activists, who organized another con-
ference in Bialowieza one year later for
politicians from Belarus and Belarusian
activists from Western countries. Still,
the accusations of nationalism repeat-
ed in the media against the independ-
ent Belarusian circle from the BDU
contributed to the failure of the Belaru-
sian Election Committee in the parlia-
mentary election in October 1991, and
to the local government officials from
the Belarusian communes of Bialystok
region breaking all contacts with the
party. It may be said that when interfer-
ing in international political games, the
BDU activists put too much at stake and
had to pay the price.

Yet, it did not discourage them from
collaborating with the BPF, which they
considered the only organization to be
fighting for national revival. Unfortu-
nately, they also had to look helplessly
as the Front activists more and more of-
ten ignored their advice. When I spoke
at the session of the BPF convention, ad-
vising them to act upon the proposal of
Prime Minister Vyacheslav Kebich to let
the Front take over the ministries of ed-
ucation and culture (which, as some now
claim, he did not really mean), I was told
informally that the only reason I was
not regarded as a traitor was because
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I came from Bialystok and did not know
the situation. The greatest failure, how-
ever, was the consultations before the
first presidential election in Belarus in
1994. Activists from Bialystok advised
those from Minsk to put forth the candi-
dature of a young, handsome, Orthodox
candidate, because most Belarusians
identify Catholics with Poles. The reply
was that the Belarusian society was So-
vietized and non-religious, and hence,
the division into the Orthodox and
Catholics was unimportant everywhere
except the Bialystok backwater. As we
all unfortunately know, the Belarusian
nation elected a young, handsome, Or-
thodox atheist. Anyway, the activists of
the BPF could not propose anyone ex-
cept Zianon Pazniak.

Soon after the election, representa-
tives of Lukashenko’s closest circle
came to Bialystok. They made a very
good impression: they were young,
elegant, and - most importantly - they
assured everyone that the president
was a sincere Belarusian.

They probably did believe that, but the
reality quickly proved them false and
the BDU still supported the opposition,
this time, anti-Lukashenko opposition.
The bodies of the Belarusian Social and
Cultural Association (in particular, its
leader Jan Syczewski), who had collab-
orated before with structures subjected
to Prime Minister Vyacheslav Kebich,
then began to actively support presi-
dent Lukashenko and have been coop-
erating with his regime ever since.

Aware of their own political weakness,
before the election in the fall 1997, the
management of the BDU allied with the
Labour United. The aftermath of the

election was the establishment of the
Poland-Belarus Civic Education Center
in the following year. A former depu-
ty from Labour United, Artur Smotko
(at the moment serving as the security
advisor to the Prime Minister) became
its president, and Oleg Latyszonek, its
vice-president. With time, they were
replaced by Marcin Rebacz and Euge-
niusz Wappa, respectively. The Center
worked actively to overcome the divi-
sion between the two national groups in
Biatystok region. It also collaborated, at
least as actively, with Belarusian demo-
cratic opposition in Belarus. The Center
became an actual forum of exchange of
thoughts between the leaders of oppo-
sition in Belarus and the Polish govern-
mental circles. In addition, it supported
the development of independent press
in Belarus, organizing courses for jour-
nalists. One of the manifestations of
that activity was that the Belarusian
Association in the Republic of Poland
and journalists from Radio 101,2 from
Minsk (liquidated by the Belarusian
authorities) established Radio Racja in
1998, mainly designed to be the radio
for the Belarusian national minori-
ty but also for the listeners in Belarus.
A similar role was to be played by the
Biatystok TVP Branch, established to
carry out the same mission.

The election in the fall 2001 was won by
the Democratic Left Alliance [SLD]. The
Belarusian policy of that party was to
differ from that of the previously ruling
Solidarity Electoral Action [AWS], and
the Bialystok region circle supporting
Belarusian opposition was considered
as its local political rival, because SLD
largely won in the province thanks to
Belarusian votes. First of all, the financ-
ing for Radio Racja was withheld, so it

Concert ‘The Heart Goes out to Belarus’, Biatystok, Poland,
4 X 2020, / Organizer: TUTAKA Foundation, Photo: K. Karpinski
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had to stop broadcasting in October
2002. At the Bialystok TVP Branch, after
a huge dispute, one weekly program for
the Belarusian minority was retained.
Broadcasting for viewers in Belarus was
out of the question. The Poland-Belarus
Civic Education Center practically sus-
pended its activity. Furthermore, at the
University of Bialystok, the Senate’s res-
olution on opening the Institute of Be-
larusian Studies was put aside.

But the heaviest blow to that circle hit
in the middle of 2003. The Bialtystok
Regional Branch of the Supreme Audit
Office carried out an apparently routine
control ofthe Program Council of the Be-
larusian weekly ‘Niwa’ [‘Subject’], which
resulted in sending to the prosecutor’s
office a notification of a crime commit-
ted by the Management Board of the
Council with Eugeniusz Mironowicz as
the leader. The prosecutor’s office found
them to be acting as an organized crim-
inal group, which was punishable by an
eight-year imprisonment sentence. Ul-
timately, ten members of two terms of
the Management Board (the leaders of
Belarusian organizations originating
from anti-communist opposition) and
an accountant were brought to court.
Their process was protested by nearly
all the Belarusian organizations (except
the Belarusian Social and Cultural As-
sociation), as well as many circles from
the Republic of Belarus and Belarusian
diaspora all over the world. The only
Polish politician who displayed a kind
attitude to people engaged in the ‘Niwa’
case was senator Zbigniew Romasze-
wski.

In May 2006, in the political situation
that had changed after the victory of
right wing opposition in the election
of September 2005, the court acquit-
ted all the defendants from the charges
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made by the Supreme Audit Office and
the prosecutor’s office. In February
2006, the Belarusian Radio Racja was
also reactivated and broadcast its first
programs before the 2006 presidential
election in Belarus.

The ‘Niwa process’ is a clear dividing
line in the history of the Belarusian
national movement in Poland. As a re-
sult of that process, the circle that had
been politically active from the early
1980s — first, working in anti-commu-
nist underground, and then, taking part
in elections and supporting Belarusian
democratic opposition — finally stopped
their political activity. Since then, no
candidate from that circle has run for
any election. The activists who still have
the desire to work do so in the areas of
culture, education or science. The fi-
nal end of collaboration of Belarusians
from Bialystok with the Belarusian op-
position was the effect of the pogrom of
the opposition in December 2010. Con-
tacts with political refugees from Bela-
rus who found asylum in Poland were
also minimal (mostly through the Radio
Racja radio station).

The Belarusian revolution of 2020
completely surprised the Belarusian
circle in Biatystok. The local activists
knew the former opposition members
for a long time, even over 20 years.
Therefore, in the opinion of this circle,
the elections in Belarus ended at the
moment of imprisonment of Mikola
Statkevich and Paval Sieviaryniec.

In their view, the newly proposed oppo-
sition candidates for the presidential
election were clearly protegés of the
Kremlin (and they are still not trusted).
The only hope is the revival of the Bela-
rusian nation represented by the white-
red-white flag. However, the actions of
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protest against repressions were or-
ganized here by ‘new’ Belarusians: eco-
nomic immigrants from Belarus, who
experienced national awakening as
a result of the revolution. Although the
‘locals’ participated in the demonstra-
tions in large numbers, they tended to
do so individually. The local Belarusian
Historical Society issued their declara-
tions twice, demanding the liberation of
the arrested historians. The Belarusian
Association in the Republic of Poland
did not even take an official stance re-
garding the repressions. The only posi-
tive outcome of the recent events is the
establishment of contact and coopera-
tion between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ Belaru-
sian circles in Bialystok.

Neither provincial nor municipal au-
thorities display any interest in creat-
ing a Belarusian center that would be
a kind of showroom for Belarus. The
slogan ‘Bialystok is West Berlin of the
21st century’, uttered recently in this
context by a former politician who used
to be engaged in Belarusian issues and
now works as an expert and journalist,
Jerzy Marek Nowakowski, appears as
a grim joke.

To sum up, we may say that the role of
Belarusians from Poland was impor-
tant for the opposition in Belarus at the
turn of the 1990s. That role was largely
the effect of the function of mediator
in contacts between Belarus and the
West, between Belarusian opposition
and emigration activists, served by the
Bialystok region. The experience Bela-
rusian activists had in political activity,
both underground and legal, was also

very useful for the political opposition
in Belarus, which was only in its infancy
at the time. The collaboration was only
revived in the second half of the 1990s
thanks to the activity of the Poland-Be-
larus Civic Education Center, which was
the forum of meetings for Belarusian
opposition and Polish politicians. In the
current century, Bialystok does not play
virtually any role in the political life in
Belarus any more, which results both
from the weakening of the local Bela-
rusian movement and from the Belaru-
sian opposition’s opening to the broad
international arena.
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The Belarusian state created in 1991
was the first state of Belarusians ever
that matched their ethnic boundaries.
True, for a few centuries in the Middle
Ages, the Principality of Polotsk used to
exist on lands nowadays referred to as
‘Belarusian’, which is regarded by many
contemporary Belarusians as their first
political organism, later absorbed by
Lithuania. With time, the Belarusian
lands became part of the Grand Duchy
of Lithuania, which until the Union of
Lublin of 1569 had included Ukraini-
an, Belarusian and Lithuanian lands,
where the vast majority of inhabitants
were Slavs. Following three partitions of
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth,
the Belarusian lands became part of
the Russian Empire, and then, its Soviet
continuation. Especially from the mid-
17th century, Belarusian elites were
undergoing Polonization, and those
in Russia and the Union of Soviet So-
cialist Republics (USSR), Sovietization.
As a result of the Bolshevik Revolution
(and later, Stalinist practices), they were
completely or almost completely elim-
inated: they emigrated or were mur-
dered. The Belarusian society became
a community of peasants. After World
War II, they moved to towns in large
numbers, forming there new elites of
Soviet officials and white-collar work-
ers, very few of whom were nationally
Belarusian.

Independence of Belarus was develop-
ing strenuously and was approached

1

2 Ibidem.

-4 Contemporary banner, Belarus, 2012

with indifference by the majority of the
society. Independence was not some-
thing people fought for, or even dreamt
of. A renowned scholar dealing with
Belarus, Eugeniusz Mironowicz, writes
about it as follows:

‘On July 27,1990, with a narrow majority
of votes, the Supreme Soviet issued the
"Declaration of the State Sovereignty of
BSSR" as part of the Soviet Federation.
That step was mainly motivated by the
external situation, especially the forc-
ing of sovereignty by Russia. Although
the decision was not the result of be-
lief or will of the majority of deputies,
it opened Belarus the way to real inde-
pendence, although it was not what the
Belarusian society wanted’.

On March 17, 1991, a referendum
was carried out in Belarus (just like in
other republics of the USSR, with the
exception of the Baltic republics, Ar-
menia, Georgia and Moldova), where
almost 83% residents chose to re-
main part of the USSR?2.

Right after the collapse of the USSR,
in December 1991, according to a so-
ciological poll, 69% respondents sup-
ported Belarus’ independence and the
agreement to become part of the Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CIS)
10% of the respondents were against.
However, in February 1992, 52.6% re-
spondents approached negatively Bela-
rus’leaving of the USSR, while 30.7% ap-

E. Mironowicz, Biatorus, Warszawa 2007, p. 293.
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proved of it®. This data proves the high
volatility of Belarusians’ attitudes to the
newly gained independence.

A survey important from the point of
view of identity issues was carried out
in March 1991 (i.e, in the period of po-
litical thaw conducive to doing rela-
tively rehable research) by the Soviet

). In that survey,
as many as 69% Belarusians consid-
ered themselves to be the citizens of
the USSR (predominantly identifying
themselves with that state), while 24%
Belarusians chose to identify with their
own republic (for comparison, 63%
Russians in the Russian Soviet Feder-
ative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) iden-
tified themselves with the USSR, and
25% with their own republic, whereas
in the case of Estonians, 3% identified
themselves with the Soviet Union and
97% with Estonia) Among Ukrainians,
this proportion was 42% identifying
with the USSR vs 46% identifying them-
selves with their own republic?. On the
basis of that study, we could hypothe-
size that Belarusians were the most So-
vietized titular nation in the USSR and
had the least developed national iden-

tity.

While in the USSR, most Belarusians
were thinking (and to some extent,
they are still thinking) in the catego-
ries of the ‘triune Russian nation’ or
the ‘All-Russian nation’, linking Rus-
sians, Belarusians and Ukrainians as

, MuHCck 0

one community. This sense of commu-
nity has been clearly weakening among
Ukrainians since the last Maidan.

Although Belarusians by no means con-
sider themselves to be Russians (some-
times they even distance themselves
from Russians, exposing their negative
traits®), they are quite strongly rooted
in the Russian culture, also in terms of
their emotional approach, system of val-
ues, sense of homeliness and closeness,
shared (in their opinion) history of the
recent centuries, and the language of
the vast majority of residents.

In 1991 (when Belarus gained inde-
pendence) and 1994 (when Alexander
Lukashenko was elected President),
part of Belarusian elites attempted to
build a national, though not nationalis-
tic, Belarus, which would be democratic
and not only formally independent. The
Belarusian language was introduced to
schools (not only rural ones, as it was
in the USSR) and the public life, and it
was made the only state language. The
Soviet emblem and flag were replaced
with ones alluding to the pre-Soviet tra-
dition. After the election of Alexander
Lukashenko and the 1995 referendum,
in compliance with the referendum re-
sults, symbols similar to the Soviet ones
and the domination of the Russian lan-
guage were restored. Once again in the
20th century, most Belarusians were
unable to choose the national option,
politically and culturally independent
from Russia. The reasons for that were

mog  pep.
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related to the distant past as well as the
strong Sovietization of the society with-
in the nearly seven decades of being
part of the USSR.

Sovietism was manifested on two
planes. First, it systematically reduced
the liberation ambitions, the pro-so-
cial, individual activism and non-con-
formism (being the source of success
of Western societies) and promoted
subjection to state-controlled collec-
tive, ensuring the sense of security and
a minimum of financial security. The
level of aspirations of Belarusians in the
1990s largely resulted from the ideals of
the traditional peasant ethnic group.

Another plane on which Belarusian So-
vietism was manifested was slightly dif-
ferent.

Doubtless under the influence

of Russians, Belarusians rejected

the ‘upper class’ elite culture with

its idea of national pride and the abili-
ty to display individual activism (which
would be important in a society that
not so long ago was still a class
society, with peasants being in

a state of semi-slavery for a very

long time), the sense of freedom,

and the honor with its roots in the
knightly ethos. Belarusianness was
reduced to a peasant state

and the popular culture.

Research on the local folklore and di-
alects at Belarusian universities was
supported by the authorities and had

Who Are Belarusians?

amuch higher level than the non-privi-
leged and strongly idealized Belarusian
historiography, treating Belarus in re-
gional categories and mostly focusing
on the 19th and 20th centuries, i.e, the
period when the Belarusian lands be-
longed to Russia / the USSR.

But Belarusians were gradually getting
used to having their own state, accept-
ing the fact of its formation. While in
the early 1990s they wanted to return
to the USSR, within the next few years
they abandoned that view. What is in-
teresting, a study from 1996 shows that
almost two-thirds of Belarusians at the
same time supported the independence
of Belarus and its union with Russia®
That contradiction resulted from the
fact that for Belarusians, a union with
Russia at least to some extent resem-
bled the reality of the USSR, when Bela-
rus had formally been a subject of inter-
national law as a member of the United
Nations (UN). At that time, it had the
characteristics of a separate state entity
and was a component of a state shared
with Russia, the Soviet Union. The study
revealed that Belarusians wanted to
draw some economic profits from the
ties with Russia. Most of them rejected
(probably under the influence of the
Chechen War) the possibility to create
a shared army, and like in the Soviet
Belarus, wanted to retain separate state
structures, i.e., the President (formerly,
the Secretary of the Communist Party
of Byelorussia), the government, and
the parliament. The study repeated in
2002 demonstrated decreasing approv-
al of renouncing the signs of their sov-

6 “Hosocru HUCBOIIW”, Beimyck 1,1996, p.12. The main research institution in Belarus, doing
research representative for the entire Belarusian society, was the Independent Institute
of Socio-Economic and Political Studies (IISEPS [HUCOIIH]), functioning from the early
1990s until its forced closure in 2006. It published its quarterly newsletters from 1996 to
2016, in total, 80 issues of quite lengthy newsletters.
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ereignty combined with the still clear
desire to seek economic profits in the
union with Russia, even if it caused the
risk of limiting their independence’. In
comparison to their western neighbors,
the Belarusian society treated the state
in a more instrumental way, recogniz-
ing fewer autotelic values.

Within the 26 years of rule of President
Lukashenko, further Russification of
the country occurred in cultural, espe-
cially linguistic terms and in the dom-
inance of the Russian mass media. Be-
larus is not Russia, but culturally, not
to mention the language, it is closer
to Russia than to Western Europe; the
same refers to its political culture. Be-
larusians differ from Russians in the
absence of imperial and nationalistic
inclinations in their culture, less stress
on high culture, and lower degree of na-
tionalization. Unlike Russians, the Bela-
rusian ethnos is clearly territory-based,
at least in the awareness of residents of
the republic. Furthermore, Belarusians
have rather poorly developed state, cul-
tural and national tradition in the pow-
er elites; thus, both in the society and
its elites there are still clear remnants
of attitudes of subjection to the ‘elder
brother’.

For many years, when Belarusians
were asked whether they felt rath-

er Europeans or Soviet people, they
chose Sovietness. Only in the survey
from June 2012 did a relative majority
of Belarusians (47.2%) regard them-
selves as Europeans and 45.6% as
Soviet peopled.

7 Ibidem, Boimtyck 2, 2002, p. 27 (Table 44).
8 Ibidem, Beimmyck 2, 2012, p. 23 (Table 44).
9 Ibidem, Bbimyck 2, 2012, p .23 (Table 45).
10 Jbidem, Boimmyck 1, 2016, p. 22 (Table 49).
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When asked whether they felt closer to
Russians or to Europeans in 2010, 2011
and 2012, between 68.0% and 74.5% Be-
larusians chose the Russianness®. Oth-
er studies are presented in the follow-
ing table 1'%

The results of the surveys show that
Belarusians’ attitude remained un-
changed at least until 2016: they be-
lieved they were part of a larger na-
tional (Rus’) entirety, which must ob-
viously weaken their emancipation
inclinations (not only in the sense of
nationality and independence) regard-
ing their eastern neighbor, considered
as potential support in the new, difficult
reality after the collapse of the USSR.
Relations with Russia and the Russian
nationality, knowledge of that reality
resulting from regularly watching Rus-
sian TV (sometimes less than the Be-
larusian reality, treated as provincial)
often cause the sense of subordination,
treating Vladimir Putin as an authority
more important than Lukashenko. Ob-
viously, this approach does not occur
in the whole Belarusian society, but it
is shared by a considerable part of Be-
larusians. It results in the common am-
biguous attitude to the independence
of their own state as a value perceived
largely in social categories. Since this
understanding of Belarusian national-
ity (as part of the triune nation) is also
typical of President Lukashenko (who
values power for the sake of power and
treats his function paternalistically), his
long rule has never promoted the Bela-
rusian identity understood subjectively,
nationally (which he was afraid of).



Table 1.

‘Are Belarusians, Russians (f
three branches of the same nation ([

)?

Who Are Belarusians?

) and Ukrainians different nations (

2006 2009 2015 2016
August December March March
Three branches of 657 665 66.6 658
the same nation
Different nations 28.3 30.6 271 28.6
No ans;{zver /Tdon’t 6.0 2.9 63 56
now

The data in Table no. 1 corresponds to
the results of research done by the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences of Belarus,
demonstrating that between 2002 and
2008, the proportion of people living
in Belarus who found it hard to speci-
fy their nationality grew from 15.1% to
257%. It was the same with the term
‘ja — russkij’ [T'm Rus’]. Within the same
period, the proportion of people in Be-
larus identifying themselves this way
grew from 29.9% to 46.6%!". Obviously,
it is possible to feel both Rus’ and Bela-
rusian. Then, being a Belarusian is part
of a wider concept of being Rus’. Hypo-
thetically, the strength of Belarusian
identity may be greater than that of Rus’
identity (and possibly, evolve in this di-
rection). Although it is growing, howev-
er, this phenomenon does not seem to
be dominant among those who opted
for the Rus’ identity in the years of the
surveys.

200 (Table I1.2).
2 Ibidem, Boimyck 4, 2007, p. 7 (Table 5).
8 H. Jlemenxo, AARBEEEAR AAAEE BERAA, Ilommr.py’, http:/polit.ru/article/2010/12/17/bela-
rus/; the author is working for the London Institute for State Ideologies.

In the years 1999-2016, the IISEPS
asked the respondents about the poten-
tial unification of Belarus and Russia. In
the studied period of seventeen years,
between 23.9% and 57.5% respondents
were for the unification, and between
23.8% and 58.4%, against. The unifica-
tion tendencies periodically prevailed
until 2008. From the following year
onwards, the tendency of opposing the
unification of the two countries was al-
ways dominant. It did not mean, how-
ever, that Belarusians were ready to let
their state be fully absorbed by Russia
as another governorate. Basically, they
saw their place in the Russian Federa-
tion but with clear autonomy**.

Natalia Leshchenko, a Belarusian po-
litical scientist, stated just before the
presidential election in December 2010:
‘The lack of national identity in Belarus
is almost physically painful.

Munck 2012, p. 134 (Table 4.11), 136 and
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Ryszard Radzik

In Belarus there are active national
circles, but they are far from prevail-
ing The identity of Belarusians has

a clear negative character. Our east-
ern neighbors know much better who
they are not (especially in relation to
the West) than who they are, what
makes them unique and what they
have in common, although quite

a positive self-stereotype of a Belaru-
sian has already developed (but has
not yet been supplemented with na-
tional contexts and emotions).

Grigory Ioffe observed in the beginning
of the second decade of the 21st century
that any concept of Belarusian identity
was more specific in stressing who Be-
larusians were or were not with regard
to something out of Belarus (Russia or
Europe)than in defining who they them-
selves were. In that regard, each concept
is blurry and obscure'. Well-known
Belarusian intellectual Valancin Aku-
dovich claims: ‘Unless we cut the cord
connecting us to Russia, we will never
become a fully-fledged nation®. On the
other hand, Nelly Bekus expressed the
opinion that Russia is in a way ‘inside’
Belarus, so any political parties and
movements that propose the anti-Rus-
sian geopolitical strategy for Belarus are
perceived as ‘foreign’ and imposed by
the West, so the formation of the Belaru-
sian nation in opposition to the Russian
identity is not completely right's. These
determinants clearly limit the develop-
ment of a strong Belarusian nation-for-

mation process. The following table 27
shows how Belarusians chose between
two options, the economic situation and
independence, within a decade:

The results of the surveys clearly show
that Belarusians value much more the
level of daily living in material terms
and the possibility of improvement
than the country’s independence (at
least, they did until 2015), which is
not surprising in the context of the
above-mentioned facts.

Detailed data from March 2013 shows
that younger people with better educa-
tion care more about the improvement
of the economic situation than do older
ones and those with poorer education.
For many years, Belarusians did not re-
act en masse to limiting their freedom,
the Russification of the country, au-
thoritarian inclinations of authorities,
or repressions affecting the protesting
groups of national opposition. It was
naturally expected that an econom-
ic crisis would be an important factor
causing mass protests.

The Belarusian society, like any other
society, is not uniform as regards their
political attitudes. Reflections on divi-
sions in the political, ideological and
identity contexts have been stimulated
for years, though their intensity is not
high. Years ago, the concept of so-called
‘three national projects’ was developed.
A significant initiator and promoter of

14 G. loffe, Dlugotrwate poszukiwanie biatoruskiej togsamosci, [in:] Tozsamosci zbiorowe Biato-

rusindw, ed. R. Radzik, Lublin 2012, p. 101.

5 B. Akynosmuy,

? “Benopycckui naprusan”, 7 centsiops 2010

r, http://www.belaruspartisan.org/bp-forte/?page=100&backPage=13&news=67138&new-
sPage=0, as cited in: G. Ioffe, Dlugotrwale poszukiwanie..., p. 57.
16 N.Bekus, Nardd biatoruski jako idea i kategoria praktyki spotecznej. Paradoksy rozwoju post-
komunistycznego, [in:] Togsamosci zbiorowe Biatorusindw, ed. R. Radzik, Lublin 2012, p. 337
7 ?Hosoctu HUCDOIIN”, Beimyck 1, 2015, p. 14 (Table 27); Beimyck 1, 2013, p. 32 (Table 7.1).

44



Table 2

Who Are Belarusians?

‘What is more important, improvement of the economic situation in Belarus or the

state’s independence?

2006 2007 2010 2013 2015
August September June March March
Improvement
of the economic 485 59.4 62.3 65.2 58.8
situation
State’s independ- 419 329 30.4 293 33.9
ence
No answer /I 9.9 84 73 55 73
don’t know

the concept was a Belarusian and Lith-
uanian journalist Vadim Vileita'®. He
identified three orientations that can
be described as ‘identity, political and
ideological the first, national one, in
his opinion is represented by 18-28%
of the society (similar to the nation-
al orientations in Central Europe), the
second, homo sovieticus by 25-35%, and
the third, Western-Russian, by 33-43%
of the residents of Belarus. The sec-
ond and third orientations are clearly
pro-Russian, which in his opinion is the
right attitude.

In Polish literature we can find a ver-
sion of this vision modified by Grigory
Ioffe, an American scholar born in Mos-
cow'. He rightly observes that the na-
tional (‘nativist’) project is pro-Western,

18 B. Binmerra,

org
19

20 Ibidem, pp. 99-100.

}, “Wider Europe Review” summer 2005, vol. 2, No. 3; http://review.w—europ.

distances itself from the Russian identi-
ty and the current (actually, both in the
past and in the present) state authori-
ties, copying the patterns of emergence
of cultural nations. It is a minority pro-
ject (orientation), in my opinion even
gradually weakening within the last
two decades. It promotes the vision of
independent Belarus based on a West-
ernist vision of the nation. The second
(according to Vileita, or third according
to Ioffe) project is a creole one (alluding
to the concept by Mykola Riabchuk),
Soviet-Belarusian (Vileita) and based
on Lukashenko’s Russian-speaking
electorate, rural, and generally poorly
educated. The third project is liberal/
pro-Russian, rather anational and ahis-
toric®®. The separateness of Belarusians
is the most evident in the first project,

G. Ioffe, Dtugotrwate poszukiwanie..., pp. 97-100;
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and the least, in the third one. Obvious-
ly, this translates into the degree of im-
portance attached to independence. In
the case of the first project, it is assumed
that 1/5 or even 1/4 of the society may
be nationalized in favorable conditions,
which does not mean that they already
have a fully developed national identity.
Clearly national attitudes are displayed
by the elites of that project.

Similar conclusions can be drawn from
the considerations by Oleg Manaev and
Yuri Drakochrust based on many years
of research carried out by the IISEPS.
They claimed almost a decade ago that
the older generation displayed great-
er attachment to their country (as it is)
and felt close to the Russian culture (in
a broad sense, as a lifestyle and as a so-
cial system). The younger generation,
to the contrary, presented much less
attachment to the current Belarus and
felt close to the European culture®.

| would add that currently, the younger
generation does not really distance it-
self strongly from the Russian culture
but is largely practical. They do not fo-
cus on ideology or politics but on in-
dividually understood benefits, much
more than people focused on liberties
in the past.

They were raised in independent (at
least formally) Belarus, have frequent
contacts with the external world and
their attitude to the West and the Eu-
ropean Union differs from that of the
generation of their parents or grand-

parents, strongly socialized in the Sovi-
et reality and treating it with sentiment.
Their attitude, however, is not identical
to that of Poles, who feel they are part
of the Western civilization. More or less
from the beginning of the new millen-
nium, Belarus has been overcoming
the economic crisis of the period of the
falling USSR and the first years of in-
dependence. This is evident for exter-
nal observers, especially in Minsk. The
capital city has begun to change. There
are new, Western cars, quite good cafés,
restaurants, and recently, also hotels.
The class of people has emerged who
are relatively wealthy. In democratic
countries, such people make the middle
class, supporting political and econom-
ic liberties (ownership and stable law
protecting individuals).

After the IISEPS discontinued its re-
search in 2016, the studies are still car-
ried out by Andrej Wardamacki, who
leads the Belarusian Analytical Labo-
ratory from Poland. The survey results
show that Belarusians’ attitude to the
Eastern neighbor has been changing
in recent years in some aspects. In the
IISEPS surveys carried out in the years
2008-2016, Belarusians asked to choose
between uniting with Russia and join-
ing the European Union only twice opt-
ed for the European Union (2012-2013).
In 2016, 42.0% chose Russia, and 34.0,
the European Union®’. In the survey
done by Wardamacki in January 2018,
63.9% opted for Russia and 20.2% for
the European Union, but in August
2019, 54.5% were for Russia and 25.0%

2 O.Manajew, J. Drakochrust, Wlasciwosci wspélczesnej tozsamosci biatoruskiej, [in:] Togsamo-
sci zbiorowe Bialorusindéw, ed. R. Radzik, Lublin 2012, p. 42.
22 “Hosoctu HUCDIIN”, Beimyck 2, 2016, p. 19 (Table 38)
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for the European Union?:. The results
of those studies in the period of Bela-
rus’ independence fluctuate and de-
pend on the economic and political
situation and relations with Russia.
Interestingly, Belarusians asked in the
years 2008-2016 whether they were for
or against a unification with Russia al-
ways voted against. When asked about
uniting with the European Union, they
were also most often against, except the
years 2011-2013%1. It can be concluded,
not only on the basis of these studies,
that Belarusians approach with some
reservation both the West and Russia.
Often they do not see themselves on any
side, although culturally they feel closer
to Russians.

His studies, mostly the 2019 surveys,
show that the increased distance to Rus-
sia is caused i.a, by the growing impact
of Belarusian non-state mass media on
part of the Belarusian society, as well as
the reflections and assessment of the
processes perceived by an average Bela-
rusian as occurring at the level of politi-
cal and state elites. Very few Belarusians
opt for incorporating Belarus in Russia
as its subordinate component — an ob-
ject, not a subject with equal rights. In
the potential choice between the Eu-
ropean Union and Russia (including
various options of the union with the
eastern neighbor), only young people
aged 18-34 choose Europe. Research on
the motivation for relationships with
Russianness (Russians, Russia) demon-
strates that mental relations (in terms
of character and views) are more im-

23

Who Are Belarusians?

portant than the economic and security
reasons. The most popular answers to
the question of why they are ‘for Russia’
refer to the shared Slavic values (‘Rus-
sians are like us’), linguistic similarities,
and shared history (‘we lived together
in the Soviet Union’). World War II (‘the
Great Patriotic War’) was considered as
less important than living together in
the Soviet Union. Wardamacki believes
that the positive approach to Russia is
actually a media phenomenon, not only
the result of historical factors and the
matter of values. Media can change the
geopolitical orientations of Belarusians
by 10% within a month.

Negative motivations concerning Rus-
sia and Europe are similar in both
cases: the fear of potential loss of inde-
pendence, the dictate of either Moscow
or Brussels. We can be ‘either a whip-
ping boy for Russia or a working girl for
Brussels’.

Both sides are perceived as poten-
tial liquidators of Belarusian enter-
prises. In Belarusians’ eyes, if Europe
comes to Belarus, it will come with its
factories, commerce etc. The same ap-
plies to Russia. Both sides treat Bela-
rus as an object, a red flag on a map,
a bridgehead against the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) or against
Russia. It can be added that these are
the effects of Russian propaganda ab-
sorbed for many generations, plus
Lukashenko’s propaganda, plus some
elements of realism, especially in eco-
nomic terms.

When referring to Wardamacki’s studies (carried out on samples representative for the

Belarusian society), I always use: A. Wardamacki, Geopolityczne orientacje Biatorusinéw.
Rosyjskie wartosci czy europejski dobrobyt, Studium Europy Wschodniej Uniwersytetu War-
szawskiego, Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Belarusian Analytical Workroom, Warszawa, Ja-

nuary 9, 2020 (copied).

2 “Hosoctu HUCHIIN”, BeImyCk 2, 2016, p. (Tables 36 and 37).

47



translated by Anna Artemiuk

Ryszard Radzik

To sum up and briefly characterize the
evolution of Belarusian society within
the last almost three decades, we can
conclude:

First, the Belarusian society, despite the
remains of Sovietism (particularly in
the elderly and middle-aged genera-
tions), is more open to the world, more
aware of what the world is like (in eco-
nomic and political terms), which was
impossible in the USSR.

Second, a new generation has grown up:
people who do not remember or do not
know the Soviet reality, are relatively
wealthy and desire economic and polit-
ical liberties, and more and more often,
also civil empowerment. However, they
are not the majority in Belarus yet.

Third, in the discussed period, Bela-
rusians have been subject to further
Russification, especially cultural and
linguistic, which they usually did not
counteract, and in a larger part, even
fully approved (at the level of common-
ly watched Russian mass media). Men-
tally, they are very close to their eastern
neighbor.

Fourth, after the period of development
in the early 1990s, the Belarusian na-
tional movement radically decreased
due to the lack of social support, and
currently, unlike in Central Europe (cul-
tural nations) or Western Europe (polit-
ical nations), the Belarusian community

does not have the clearly national char-
acter. Perhaps Belarusians are a nation
in statu nascendi. In their case, there
is definitely a state community with
a sense of pararegional identification
of some of its members with a broader
Rus’ (but not Russian) community, al-
though a growing sense of separateness
is emerging in some parts of the society.

Fifth, all thisis accompanied by an inten-
sifying inclination to perceive Belarus
mostly in the categories of political in-
dependence, though not only: as a state
between the East and the West, between
Russia and the European Union, inde-
pendent, neutral, not exposed to shocks
like in Russia (e.g.,, military) or dangers
occurring in the still unknown West (e.g,,
economic), whose negative stereotype
has been formed for centuries.

Sixth, it is a society much more diverse
in terms of structure (the class system),
identity and views than three decades
ago. Thus, it is not as egalitarian as
it used to be, which has some conse-
quences in economic and political atti-
tudes. Slowly and partially, it is getting
accustomed to thinking, and is even
creating the attitudes of opposition to
the paternalistic and authoritarian so-
cio-political system.

However, the Belarusian country and
society is too unstable (as regards its
structures and the level of community)
to even try to predict its future.

Rally in support of Alexander Lukashenko, Minsk, September 2020, Photo: Homoatrox s
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The historical policy pursued by the
Soviet authorities in Belarus after the
end of hostilities had a radical form.
The entire population underwent prop-
aganda. The totalitarian system de-
manded unconditional obedience to
the proclaimed slogans and rules from
the citizens. In the 1960s and 70s, one
of the main goals of the communist
authorities was to accelerate econom-
ic development. It was associated with
enormous social changes. The entire ed-
ucation system, including the historical
one, was subordinated to the supreme
goal — building the Soviet nation. The
rapidly modernizing Belarusian society
was offered bonds based on the com-
munist thought instead of the national
idea. The vision of history proposed by
the state at that time was fully accepted
by Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Repub-
lic (BSSR), overwhelming the majority
of citizens. An important stage in the
transformations in the Soviet system
was Mikhail Gorbachev’s rise to power.
He was aware that in a rapidly chang-
ing world (the economic crisis, an arms
race), it was impossible to maintain the
current state of society’s ignorance of
the past. The conducted historical pol-
icy was not to be changed so much as
to be adapted to the requirements of
new challenges. A breakthrough event,
which coincided with the changes in
the state-citizen relations initiated by
Gorbachev, was the failure of the Cher-

nobyl nuclear power plant on April 26,
1986. The lack of information about
the potential consequences of the ca-
tastrophe severely damaged faith in the
all-power system of the Soviet state!.
The changes began to accelerated more
and more. Gorbachev, wishing only to
reform communism, triggered deeply
hidden dissatisfaction.

The article by Zianon Paznyak entitled
] [‘Kuropaty.
The Way of Death] published in June
1988 in ‘Jlitaparypa i macranrsa’ [‘Lit-
erature and Art’], was found by the Be-
larusian society unbelievable®. Readers
could learn about the scale of crimes
committed in the Stalinist times. On
the wave of indignation with this infor-
mation, among others, the Organizing
Committee of the Belarusian Popular
Front (BPF) was established in October
1988. Although the movement in Bela-
rus did not take on the strength of sim-
ilar initiatives, such as those already in
operation, for example, in Lithuania or
Latvia, it was the part of the current of
changes taking place throughout the
territory of the Soviet Union.

In Belarus, the activity of national cir-
cles met with great social resistance.

Belarusians were genuinely attached
to the vision of history propagated in
the Soviet times. A characteristic fea

! A.Poczobut, System Biatorus, th1ce 2013, p. 32.

2 3. IMasusk, 5. [MImbrranéy, f
pp. 14-15.

A, Jliraparypa i macranrsa’, 3 VI 1988,

- Alexander Lukashenko's meeting with Vladimir Putin during the 7th
BRICS Summit, Ufa, Russia, 8 VII 2015 / http://kremlin.ru
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ture of the Belarusian collective iden-
tity was its strong connection with
Russian identity. This connection,
constructed back in the tsarist times
and modified in the Soviet period, had
features characteristic for the forma-
tion of collective identity in postcolo-
nial states.

The dominance of metropolises — in
this case of Russia, the weakness of the
local elites coming from the social low-
lands, and their very strong cosmopoli-
tanism (in this case communism) — are
the features that recur also in colonial
and post-colonial communities. There-
fore, at the time the independence was
gained in 1991, the new vision of the past
was blocked in the social consciousness
by the ubiquitous message of the me-
tropolis, overlapping with Belarus’ own
political and economic weakness. In the
new political reality (that emerged after
1991), Belarusian historians were faced
with the task of re-evaluating the cur-
rent Marxist-Leninist image of the past.
Areference pointhad to be found against
which a new vision of history was to be
built. The supporters of the national
concept of history pointed to the need
to implement the assumptions of ‘3 de’
— ‘de-ideologizing’, ‘de-politicizing’ and
‘de-partizing’ of historical research. The
national-state concept based on these
assumptions assumed that although the
name ‘Belarus’ did not exist historically
in the state nomenclature, Belarusians
had their own state. The overriding goal
of most of the researches undertaken
was to highlight Belarusianness in every
possible element of the past. This con-
cept met with criticism in the post-Sovi-
et scientific circles at that time. Political
opponents accused it of excessive na-
tionalism. The idea of rewriting histo-

ry was criticized. As a counter-concept,
an economic and social idea based on
Marxist-Leninist theory was proposed.
In line with its assumptions, the Bela-
rusian state structure appeared only af-
ter the October Revolution. Proponents
of the social-economic concept did not
agree with most of the interpretations
made by the national circles aimed at
undermining the Soviet description of
history.

The dispute among intellectuals did not
significantly translate into the feelings
of the society, where the increasingly
deteriorating economic situation re-
mained a much more important issue.
Nostalgia for ‘good Soviet times’ was
common.

The struggle to construct a historical
message gained significant importance
in 1994, when the presidential cam-
paign entered the final stage of the dis-
pute. The final result of the presidential
election clearly showed the defeat of
national concepts.

The election of Alexander Lukashenko
as president at the level of historical
communication was a specific act of
opposition to the vision of the histo-
ry propagated by the national circles.
In the new, post-election reality, it was
contrasted with the rebuilt, strong, his-
torical union of Eastern Slavs. The re-
turn to the ‘good old Soviet times’ was to
be activated by bringing together Bela-
rus and Russia. The post-Soviet rhetoric
became dominant in the official pub-
lic historical message. The discussion
around the national symbols and the
Belarusian language was one of the el-
ements of the ongoing political struggle
to strengthen the president’s power?.

3 T. Gawin, Polskie odrodzenie na Biatorusi 1988-2005, Biatystok 2010, p. 233.
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The method of resolving political dis-
putes proposed by the Lukashenko
administration, which also included
the debate on the perception of histo-
ry, was in fact a choice between the
model of a democratic-capitalist state
and an authoritarian-post-communist
state.

As a result of the actions taken, the
opposition was greatly weakened and
its historical message marginalized.
The vision of the history proposed by
A. Lukashenko was accepted by a large
number of the citizens as their own. It
was easy because, similarly to the Sovi-
et era, a noticeable element of Belaru-
sian consciousness was the relatively
low character of national conflicts. As
then, also now the economic aspect re-
mained much more important. The as-
sumptions created from the beginning
of Lukashenko’s rule were based on two
fundamental pillars: the conviction that
Belarus played aunique role as the lead-
er of eastern civilization and the presi-
dent’s lasting symbiosis with the people.
According to official propaganda, Bela-
rus was able to go through the difficult
economic period only because it was
blessed with the genius of Lukashen-
ko. Just as in the years of World War II,
a strong leader (Stalin) united and led
the Soviet people in dramatic times,
so today the president of Belarus led
the state in the ‘rough waters’ of the
post-Soviet world. In the constructed
image, the president was an institution
personifying the state, and the entire
society was consolidated around him.
The cult of personality, well-known
from the Soviet times, was an important
element of the state ideology, and the

4

glorification of the leader took various
forms — from a very pushy presence in
all information media, to hidden mes-
sages in school textbooks, where, ad-
mittedly, Lukashenko was not directly
mentioned, but a subliminal message
left no illusions about who it was really
about.

The marginalization of opposition
groups on the level of political activities
was translated into greater flexibility
of the authorities in their approach to
Belarusian heritage. The assumptions
of the foundations of the state ideology,
constructed at the beginning of the new
millennium, meant that the historical
message increasingly referred to slo-
gans previously reserved for national
circles. By expanding the field of inter-
pretation of history and by inserting
the modified historical message into
a new, larger idea, which the state ide-
ology had become, a significant part of
the arguments with historical content
was very skillfully taken away from the
opposition.

The development of the assumptions of
the concept of state ideology in Belarus
took place at the beginning of the 21st
century, along with the increasingly
intensifying conflict between Moscow
and Minsk. The new ruler of the Krem-
lin, Vladimir Putin, viewed Russian-Be-
larusian relations in a much more
pragmatic way than his predecessor,
Boris Yeltsin®. The escalating Belaru-
sian-Russian economic conflict at the
level of the internal policy of the Bela-
rusian state resulted in the conviction
that there was a need to strengthen na-
tional-Belarusian elements in the con-

Za Biatorus. Rozmowa z Andrejem Lachowiczem, [in:] Ograbiony narod. Rogmowy z intelektu-

alistami biatoruskimi, ed. M. Nocun, A. Brzeziecki, Wroclaw 2007, p. 176.
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structed historical message. It was quite
an urgent challenge, because alongside
national circles in Belarus, an increas-
ingly stronger group of supporters of
the liberal-post-Soviet concept was be-
ginning to emerge, partially in opposi-
tion to the Lukashenko administration.
It was created on the basis of a combi-
nation of nostalgia for the Soviet world
and acceptance of the irreversibility
of the ongoing political and econom-
ic changes. Some Belarusian citizens
watched the changes taking place in
Moscow with great interest. During the
reign of Putin, Russia gained a new, at-
tractive character.

The Belarusian milieu of Rus-
sian-speaking democrats, which did not
accept the vision of history represented
by the Belarusian national groups and
kept a distance from the official state vi-
sion, constructed its vision of the world
mainly on the basis of the Russian me-
dia.

Swiatlana Alexievich is one of the sup-
porters of this concept, at least partial-
ly. Being in opposition to the political
message spread by the Lukashenko
administration, at the same time she
remained deeply immersed in the So-
viet heritage in her works. Criticism of
the president’s actions, however, does
not automatically mean acceptance of
the actions of the opposition, which in-
volved distancing from the Russian, and
especially the Soviet, heritage, which, in
her opinion, constitutes one of the key

&2}

pillars of the contemporary collective
identity of Belarusians. Criticizing the
message of the opposition circles, she
claimed that: ‘Belarusians do not per-
ceive Russian language as the language
of the occupier (..) People from ‘Arche’
and ‘Nasha Niva’ [‘Our Subject’] do not
represent the Belarusian nation. They
represent their own dreams about the
Belarusian nation (..) In my books, it is
in Russian language that I express my
love for Belarus®. In another speech,
she said: ‘I remember how Pazniak ex-
horted Belarusians to go to the forests,
to fight as partisans and to drop trains
from the slope in protest against re-
unification with Russia. And in Russia
in the Svoboda Radio I was asked then:
‘What are Belarusians doing now?
I said: ‘They dig potatoes and close jars,
and the revolution takes place only in
Pazniak’s head. Thanks to that our na-
tion will survive’.?”

With real strength at his disposal,
Lukashenko managed to direct the
actions of the supporters of the liber-
al-post-Soviet concept towards an ide-
ological dispute with national circles
at the beginning of the 21st century.
This allowed the state administration
to effectively build its own image of
the history of the Belarusian state, as-
suming an increasingly precise form
of state ideology. In this new message,
Belarus and its history became a value
in itself, although the heritage of the
Soviet Union and attachment to the
Orthodox culture remained a key and

As cited in: G. Ioffe, Dlugotrwate poszukiwanie biatoruskiej tozsamosci, [in:] Togsamosci zbio-

rowe Biatorusinow, ed. Ryszard Radzik, Lublin 2012, p. 90.

As cited in: N. Mieczkowska, Stulecie biatoruskiego odrodzenia narodowego: gtdwne wyda-

rzenia i trendy w historii samoswiadomosci jezykowej i sytuacji jexykowej na Biatorusi, [in:]
Tozsamosci zbiorowe Biatorusinéw, ed. Ryszard Radzik, Lublin 2012, p. 155.

Entrance gate to the Belarusian factory, Grodno, Belarus, 2012 B
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indisputable part of it. The Belarusian
authorities realized that despite the
strengthening of national accents at
the level of historical transmission, one
cannot cut oneself off from the common
Belarusian-Russian history. It was also
necessary to take into account citizens’
attachment to a general, lasting picture
of history.

By expanding the field of interpretation
of history and inserting the modified
historical message into a new, larger
idea, which the state ideology had be-
come, Lukashenka’s administration
very skillfully knocked out a large part
of the arguments with historical con-
tent from the opposition. National cir-
cles were presented as groups unable
to change, persisting with their Russo-
phobia, unacceptable by the majority of
Belarusian society. Lukashenko turned
out to be much more modern against
their background. Without question-
ing the historical links with the Or-
thodox-Ruthenian heritage, he did not
cut off from the heritage of the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania and the times of the
First Republic neither. In the opinion of
the majority of society, the national cir-
cles were not capable of such openness
towards eastern heritage of Belarus”.

Sticking to the slogan of ‘Belarusiza-
tion’, also on the level of promoting the
Belarusian language, has turned out to
be a politically ineffective way. The sup-
porters of national circles did not notice
that the majority of Belarusian society
noticed the superiority of the Western
system on the economic level, which,
however, did not have to translate di-
rectly into the willingness to share the

8
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vision of national heritage with the Be-
larusian language as its key element.

Some, even if they did not identify
themselves with all the activities of
Lukashenko, were often closer to the
assumptions of the liberal-post-Soviet
concept than the national-state tone.

Carrying out a simple, unambiguous
division of the Belarusian society into
supporters of particular concepts is
very difficult, and often even impossi-
ble. It is because a part of Belarusian
society is still a kind of variant of the
protonation, where economic crite-
ria prevail over national values®. This
was skillfully used by the Lukashenko
state administration, which success-
fully limited the role of the opposition
in many spheres of political and social
life, including the level of historical
communication.

In such a description of history, the op-
position, pushed to the margins of po-
litical life, was also deprived of any real
influence on shaping the vision of the
past among the majority of the country’s
inhabitants. It was not able to effective-
ly compete with the entire state-owned
industry: schools, TV, press, museums,
outdoor performances, additionally
supported by the Russian media.

The state authorities successfully
pushed the opposition away from the
mainstream historical description,
adapting selected elements of the her-
itage of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
and the times of the First Republic to
their vision of history. Thanks to this,
it was the Belarusian state and the ad-

J, ‘Arche’ 2006, No. 3, pp. 85-95.

J. Waszkiewicz, Co tOJeSt sowieckos¢?, ‘Studia Bialorutenistyczne’ 2008, No. 2, p. 92.
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ministration that represented it that
became the main depositary of a sig-
nificant part of the history of the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania, for example by ini-
tiating and continuing the state project
to rebuild palaces and castles. These
activities were in line with the results
of sociological research showing that
in 2012 44.8% of the population con-
sidered the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
as the first historical Belarusian state-
hood?. The authorities eagerly empha-
sized the contribution of Belarusian
culture and political thought to the de-
velopment of the Grand Duchy of Lith-
uania'®. By broadening the image of
the Russian-Soviet world with Belaru-
sian-national elements, a more univer-
sal character was obtained.

Lukashenka’s administration correct-
ly noticed that the old value system
from the Soviet period had already
been significantly eroded and had to
be adapted to the new times and chal-
lenges. Thanks to this, it was possible
to create an eclectic picture of history,
where Russian, Soviet, Polish and Lith-
uanian heroes appear side by side.

At first glance, it may not seem logical,
but on closer reflection it shows that in
such a complicated history, the presi-
dent remains the only guarantor of the
state’s continuity. Lukashenko and his
administration managed to convince
a significant part of the citizens that
only he personally is able to guarantee
the stability of the Belarusian state.

Asthe experience of the first years of the
21st century has shown, having the can-
on of unquestionable heritage on the
basis of which the historical message
was built, the Lukashenko administra-
tion gained, depending on the chang-
ing political needs, the possibility of
strengthening the relationship with the
Eastern heritage, and sometimes with
the Western one. It gave a lot of freedom
of maneuver and allowed, depending on
the current political needs, often almost
imperceptibly for citizens, to place ac-
cents in the conducted historical policy.

The historical message created in the
independent Republic of Belarus dur-
ing the last thirty years was usually of
a radical form. Only in a short period of
time (1991-1994) was there a search for
the possibility of opening up to a plu-
ralist concept similar to the standards
of democratic states. The growing dis-
pute between the supporters of the na-
tional-state concept and the economic
and social one has, however, once again
brought the historical discourse onto
a radical course. After 1994, the state’s
historical message began to dominate.
National circles have failed to build an
effective alternative to the official his-
torical policy. The image of the past,
other than the state one, has been lim-
ited mainly to opposition groups with
which a minority of citizens identify
themselves.

The circles of the Belarusian opposition,
unlike, for example, the Polish minority

® A kastowski, The Genealogy of National Statehood in the Historical Memory of Belarusians,
[in:] Revolt in the Name of Freedom: Forgotten Belarusian Gene?, ed. Piotr Rudkouski, Kacia-

ryna Kolb, Warsaw 2013, p. 150.
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in Belarus, failed to create a universal
national vision of history on the basis of
memories of traumatic events such as
deportations and Stalinist repressions.
These events did not take on the mean-
ing of a symbol that unites their own
community memory.

It was only partially successful in the
case of the Pahonia coat of arms and the
white, red and white colors of the flag. It
is no coincidence that they also became
a symbol of the protests taking place af-
ter the presidential election of 2020.

However, these two historical symbols
are a symbol of rebellion against the
current political situation rather than
a real reevaluation of the way Belaru-
sian society perceives its own histo-
ry. Regardless of the current political
views of the demonstrators, the victory
in the Great Patriotic War is still the
basis for constructing a historical mes-
sage. The proclamation of the need for
political change at the slogan level does
not mean rejecting the Eastern inter-
pretation of history. Using the white-
red-white colors, the demonstrators
want to emphasize their dissatisfaction
with the current political and economic
situation, but are not ready to exchange
the Soviet heroes from the times of the
Great Patriotic War for collaborating
pro-German circles.

When considering the stages of shap-
ing the Belarusian national conscious-
ness and using historical issues for cur-
rent politics, it should be remembered
that Belarusian national life cannot
be measured, for example, with Polish,
Lithuanian or even Latvian measures.
Belarusians are not a community that
can be easily described only with the
use of terms and categories character-
istic of the nations of Western Europe.
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The choice made by the Belarusian
community results from the combina-
tion of cultural conditions and social
structure as well as politics, including
the historical one, carried out in today’s
Belarusian territory by successive state
structures functioning there. Experi-
ences started back in the 19th century
and then continued in the 20th and 21st
centuries strengthened the relation-
ship with the eastern culture in Belaru-
sian society.

Today’s sense of national conscious-
ness of Belarusians is a conglomerate
of Orthodox heritage, nostalgia for
the strength and might of the Soviet
Union and the product of the contem-
porary model of patriotism proposed
and implemented by the Lukashenko
administration.

Contrary to the opposition, he eager-
ly displays the elements linking con-
temporary Belarus with some Great
Russian and Russian heritage. In such
a structured message, Russia is not
a country bordering Belarus, but part
of the Belarusian heritage. Even the
recent demonstrations cannot change
this perception. Eastern heritage is too
deeply rooted in contemporary Belaru-
sian culture to be easily dismissed. Be-
larus, unlike Ukraine, for example, does
not have an alternative vision of history.
In recent years, the opposition circles
have been too weak to effectively break
through to the general public with their
own historical message.

Therefore, regardless of the demon-
strations taking place in autumn 2020,
where historical elements such as the
white-red-white flag or the Pahonia
coat of arms are used, it seems that it
is the version of the historical message
proposed by the Lukashenko adminis-
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tration that is still much better received
than the opposition’s concept aimed at
confrontation with a clearly anti-Rus-
sian vision of the past. Being against the
president who has been in office since
1994 does not mean consent to the uni-
versal acceptance of anti-Russian rhet-
oric in the historical message.

Regardless of the present conditions in
current politics, the picture of history
constructed by the presidential admin-
istration in recent years, skillfully com-
bining the post-Soviet message with el-
ements of Belarusian national heritage,
is an authentic and permanent part of
collective memory.

Even a possible change in the position
of the president of the Republic of Bela-
rus will not mean a complete rejection
of the vision of history currently pro-
claimed. At most, slight corrections in
the interpretation of the Belarusian his-
torical message can be expected. Even
if the assumptions of the Lukashenko
state ideology (which arose from the
modified form of the economic and
social concept) are changed in the fu-
ture, the historical message will rath-
er evolve towards a liberal-post-Soviet
concept, rather than a vision of time of
national Belarus, which are character-
istic of the assumptions of the nation-
al-state concept.
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On March 27,2020, seventeen years had
passed since the announcement of the
initiative of the President of the Repub-
lic of Belarus, who at a special meeting
of ‘the group of people in higher posi-
tions of republic administrators’, chief
editors of the main press titles and
electronic media and selected rectors of
higher schools gave a talk / a directive
on the necessity to work out the state
idea of the Republic of Belarus, which
he called the state ideology of the Re-
public of Belarus (RB).

In the years after that seminar, an entire
system of theoretical assumptions of the
state ideology of the RB was developed
in Belarus, together with a complex ap-
paratus of implementing that system
at every level of the state organization:
from ministries, through higher and
secondary education, a network of field
bodies of state administration and sep-
arate administration units (army, mili-
tia), up to municipal and rural state en-
terprises and even social organizations
(pro-governmental NGOs). That system
is discussed in another monograph.

In the monograph on the design of the
state ideology of Belarus, its origin, the
circumstances of introduction (adop-
tion) and theoretical dimension of its
content, we wrote:

1

politologiczna, Wroctaw 2013, p. 506.
l"pmropm Eda (Richard Joffe), §
op.cit., pp. 149-164.

2

BynraxaBa), Bapmasa 2006, pp. 173-178.

‘In our opinion, due to civilizational
determinants, Belarusians are still go-
ing to be civilized in forms chosen by
the dominant power system. They are
used to it. Pro-European opposition
groups of different professions will
probably not influence the minds and
hearts of Belarusians soon, especially
that they themselves do not have

a uniform ideology”.

This is the contemporary Belarusian
paradox resulting from the historical
experience of the Belarusian people
[mapox)|”. Hence the questions/theses
made by the representatives of Bela-
rusian opposition elites, such as: Bela-
rus: a state but not yet a nation?, or: Are
there Belarusians in Belarus?®. The re-
cent events connected with the mass
election protests seem to be the proof
that a conscious Belarusian nation has
already formed. But what is the leading
idea of that nation remains unknown.

The concept of ‘building the state ide-
ology’ was strongly criticized by Be-
larusian opposition and independent
circles. The latter group originates
from opposition circles, mostly the in-
telligentsia, which generally question
the need to ideologize the society and
state, particularly in accordance with
the ideas represented by the President

Z.J. Winnicki Ideologia paristwowa Republiki Biatorus$ — teoria i praktyka projektu. Analiza

(Ha,u PaiaKIbIAN Baﬂepa

- The Vladimir Lenin Monument in Pinsk, Belarus, 2012
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of the Republic of Belarus® Instead,
they propose to promote the national
idea by the formation of a conscious
Belarusian nation based on historical
and ideological education, which even
has a name (and is a university subject):
‘bemropycosHaBCTBO™.

The first information on the intensifi-
cation of works on universal implemen-
tation (in public, educational and po-
litical sectors in work establishments,
the military and the whole education
system) appeared in spring 2003. The
‘Rzeczpospolita’ magazine announced:
‘Belarus is going to have its own state
ideology. Its outline was presented... by
Alexander Lukashenko during a meet-
ing/seminar with participation of work-
ers of central and local administration,
editors of central magazines, and rec-
tors of universities’.

He initiated the ‘action’ of building the
state ideology by announcing the need
to develop this kind of system based on
the ideology functioning in the Sovi-
et times: ‘not all was bad then’, and the
state and the society need such an ide-
ology to show them the objectives and
unite the nation with the authorities®.

Street surveys showed that Lukashenko’
initiative was understood and support-
ed at that time, although the respond-
ents did not know what the essence of

that ideology was” Only political op-
position circles expressed their strong
disapproval.

At a special state discussion led by
the President with the participation
of all the rectors of state universities,
representatives of the presidential
administration and chief editors of
the main Belarusian state magazines,
Lukashenko outlined the principles
and called for urgent work on the de-
velopment of the ‘ideology of the Re-
public of Belarus’.

He changed his Political Cabinet into
the Ideological Headquarters, ordering
to establish similar bodies at all the in-
stitutions of local administration. He
also set the date, i.e., September 2003,
by which the ‘ideology’ was to be pre-
pared in the form of a book. In the be-
ginning, the ideology was to be imple-
mented at workplaces and schools by
specially appointed political-ideologi-
cal workers. As far as we know, the ideo-
logical book by Alexander Lukashenko,
Istoriczieskij wybor Bietarusi [Historical
Choice of Belarus], which he mentioned
as the basis for preparing the concept,
is still not available. The essence of the
wybor [choice], however, is known, be-
cause the President of the Republic of
Belarus presented an extensive paper
on this topic at the 4th All-Belarusian
People’s Meeting in December 20105

Cf.H.IIpexspsBiuyc, HaBoiura JlykareHKy HoBast ifaaioris, “Arche. Ilagatax” No. 3(26) 2003,

pp- 1-8, http://archeweb.hypermart.net/2003-3/prek303.html [accessed on: 10.08.2009].

LA. CapakaBik,

Minck 1998.

6 P Koscinski, Biatorus. Ideologia panstwowa, ‘Rzeczpospolita’ of 22.04.2003, p. A 9.

Niemna’, of 2.05.2003, p. 11.

Cf. e.g, the Polish language Grodno weekly of the Union of Poles in Belarus, ‘Gtos znad

Harr ucropuaeckuii BEI6G0P — He3aBUCHMasI, CHIBHAS U IIpoIBeTalas berapycs. [Joknaz

[TpesupenTa A.LJlykaleHKo Ha YeTBepToM BeebemopycckoM HapogHoM cobpanuu. Odu-
uanbHbeIE MuarepHer-niopran Ilpesupenra Pecnybnuku Benapycs, http://www.president.

gov.by/press101732.html, of 15.10.2011.
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In the meantime, the Academy of Man-
agement under the President of the Re-
public of Belarus, and then, the major-
ity of Belarusian academic institutions,
developed the theory, writing textbooks
on the basics of the state ideology of the
Republic of Belarus. It could be expect-
ed that the ideological initiative of the
President would be another, ultimate-
ly self-liquidated, ‘action’ — an action
modelled on the Soviet mobilization of
masses, such as ‘all the resources to the
endangered section of the front’ (agri-
cultural, educational, health, energy
etc.). ‘Actions’ disappear as quickly as
they are initiated. Did it also happen to
the ‘action’ of building the state ideolo-
gy of the Republic of Belarus?

That the formulation and implemen-
tation of the ‘state ideology’ had been
previously discussed can be seen in
the content of Belarusian compulso-
ry textbooks on political studies used
at Belarusian universities. The author
of a trendsetting book in this subject,
Vladimir Andreevich Melnik, devoted
an entire chapter (one of three) to the
issue of ideology®. In Melnik’s book, the
proposals of concrete ideas concerning
the state ideology of the Republic of Be-
larus are preceded by references to ‘the
ideology of Belarus’ in the period of ‘Ki-
evan Rus’, ‘the Grand Duchy of Lithua-
nia’, ‘the Commonwealth’, ‘the Russian
Empire’, and ‘the Soviet and post-Sovi-
et period’. Further, it is specified what
the ‘ideology of Belarusian statehood’
should be, and finally, there is a pro-
posal of systematization of the ‘state
ideology* of Belarus. The author refers
to his paper published in the magazine
‘Respublika’ (8.07.1996) titled ‘The Ide-

State Ideology of the Republic of Belarus

ology of Belarusian Statehood (Basic
Aspects).

The basic ideological theses of the au-
thor of that paper are simply that each
nation, being a fundamental (original)
subject of international relations, in
the course of its development works out
a sum of ideas which determine its sep-
arateness and the parameters of princi-
ples of its relations with other nations
(states).

In his view, the elements of the ‘state
ideology of the Republic of Belarus’,
with consideration of the ‘ideas, view,
concepts, theories, beliefs and opinions’
are the following spheres:

— cultural and historical (issues con-
nected with the formation and de-
velopment of the Belarusian eth-
nos until the moment of forming
a conscious nation, as well as the place
and role of Belarusians in the context of
development of East Slavic [Rus’-Slav-
ic], European and global civilization);

— political and economic (referring to
the institutions of Belarusian state-
hood, the contemporary political sys-
tem of the state and the directions of
their development and changes);

—economic (concerning the ways of ‘de-
veloping the national economics’, in its
diverse ownership and organizational
forms, carried out by the state in ac-
cordance with the interests of naroda
[the people], the division of the ‘national
richness’ and the proper consideration
ofinterests of urban and rural residents
and of the entire nation in the global

* BA. Mensuux, [HIR00AEAR AEARRAEE- ERO0AE AOAQ0GEE. HRADEERR0 ROGERANEERRR EEAL-

AEARAE, Mumck 2000,
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and regional process of production and
commercial exchange);

—socio-humanistic (issues of mutual re-
lations of an individual and the society
providing for the individual’s needs).

The ideology presented and initiated
by the Head of State (as he is some-
times referred to in the media) on
2703.2003, publicized in the media
and recommended for further doc-
trinal works in order to implement it
in the state and social practice, was
based on the four foundations set by
Lukashenko:

a) the Constitution of the Republic of
Belarus as the legal basis for formulat-
ing the state ideology,

b) ‘the Belarusian economic model” as
the economic basis for the functioning
of the state ideology,

c) ‘the Belarusian political model’, ie.,
the current political system of the Re-
public of Belarus,

d) ‘the Belarusian national thought’ un-
derstood as the ideological basis for the
affirmation of the contemporary state
of national awareness (nation) and the
current structure of the state.

With time, theoretical studies and the
practice of implementing the state ide-
ology highlighted the main issue of mu-
tual political and cultural identification
(identity) of the contemporary (here
and now) statehood and society / nation
of Belarus within the meaning of the es-
sence of objectives of the state ideology
of the RB, i.e,, the approval of the politi-
cal and economic system.

More broadly, the foundations of the
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state ideology were specified as follows:

a) the assumptions and effects of pop-
ular referenda carried out on the initi-
ative of the Head of State, resulting in
amending the constitution, were added
to the constitutional foundation;

b) the Belarusian economic model jus-
tified by the Head of State in his discus-
sions on the historical choice of Bela-
rus as a centralized system of the state
economy with elements of private eco-
nomic initiative, which needs the state’s
consent to develop;

c) the political model or the system
based on the constitutional principles
of the Republic of Belarus with consid-
eration of the leading political, admin-
istrative and legislative role of the Head
of State pursuant to his constitutional
competencies and place in the consti-
tutional system of the authorities of the
Belarusian state;

d) the national idea with which both the
Belarusian authorities at all levels and
the society should identify on the basis
of the Belarusian (state) doctrine allud-
ing to the affirmation of the existence of
the Belarusian nation/society as a sub-
strate of the contemporary Belarusian
statehood. The historical allusions in
this concept are presented ambivalent-
ly (references to some institutions of the
Principality of Polotsk, the Grand Duchy
of Lithuania, and the accomplishments
of the Belarusian humanism of the Eu-
ropean Renaissance period). What is
stressed, however, is the phenomena
of ‘historical state experience of Bela-
rusians’ from different periods, i.e, the
GDL or the Commonwealth, but the
most important in this process is the
national and state experience of the So-
viet period: the Soviet Belarus (BSSR)



and Belarusians’ participation in the
Great Patriotic War (USSR), including
the considerable share of Belarusians
in the ‘victory over fascism’.

An interesting diagnosis of the rela-
tionship between the achievement of
the stage of state ideology by the Head
of State and the consolidation of the
current political system in Belarus was
made at the beginning of that stage
(2003/2005) by an independent Bela-
rusian political scientist Andrei Kaza-
kevich!®. He defined that process as ‘an
ideological turn of the Belarusian au-
thorities after the year 2001’ (the 2000
parliamentary election and the presi-
dential election after the popular ref-
erendum) and changes in the Consti-
tution of the Republic of Belarus that
formally shaped the principles of the
‘power of authority’ of the President.

According to that analysis of post-So-
viet Belarus, two concepts were dom-
inant in the first stage of building the
statehood in transition from the BSSR
to the Republic of Belarus: the idea of
national state independence embodied
by the opposition (both then and now),
especially the Belarusian Popular Front
of Zianon Pazniak, and as Kazakevivh
called it, ‘revolutionary’ Pan-Slavic/
Rus’ (Russian) — Pan-Rusist (Pan-Ru-
sism) with Soviet elements. The latter
concept dominated in the circles of the
contemporary authorities and was well
received by the disoriented post-Soviet
Belarusian society. Actually, that ideo-
logical concept had an almost official
status in the Belarusian internal policy.
Its peak was in the mid-1990s. After the
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year 2000, ie, after ten years of exist-
ence of a sovereign state and develop-
ment of its institutional attributes, i.e.,
evident stability of its geopolitical situ-
ation, the ‘Pan-Rusism’ proved to be an
idea that was not only politically obso-
lete but also counter-productive for the
Belarusian statehood.

Thus, its disappeared from the polit-
ical public space as an idea, and the
centers of power naturally began to
promote the concept of the ideology
of the Belarusian state in place of the
previous, useless ‘imperial’ system. It
was not yet a specific concept of the
state ideology of the RB, but a trend
observed in all the post-Soviet coun-
tries of the region.

Thus, it meant engaging in compre-
hensive projects aimed at specifying
the principles of state and social (na-
tional) identification in the conditions
of particular statehood. However, as
Kozakevich points out, the very term
ideology, despite similarities to the So-
viet tradition (a calque?) that come to
mind, should be considered in this con-
text rather as a synonym of a contem-
porary Belarusian ‘national idea’ and/
or ‘state idea’. Therefore, despite the
connotations and the formal nominal
similarity, the author absolutely rejects
the concepts of Soviet ‘calque’ with re-
spect to the state ideology of the RB.
But Kazakevich also stresses that the
ideology is not ideologically (intellec-
tually) connected with the traditions of
Belarusian national revival of the turn
of the 20th century. Moreover, the ide-
ology is in contrast (opposition) to the
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Belarusian national heritage promoted
i.a., by the so-called national history of
Belarus, functioning and prevailing in
the contemporary historiography in
the Republic of Belarus. Thus, in the
state ideology there is no Pan-Rusism
or significant (characteristic of the na-
tional-democratic opposition in the
RB) references to the tradition of the
Grand Duchy of Lithuania treated as
the Belarusian statehood. Its central
terms / concepts / issues are ‘statehood’
and ‘Belarusian’, considered only with
reference to the contemporary state
‘Republic of Belarus’ as a phenomenon
existing nowadays. In particular, it in-
cludes issues such as: ‘Belarusian mod-
el of development’, ‘Belarusian political
system’, ‘the way of Belarus’, ‘Belaru-
sian experience of state construction’.
So there are no grounds for seeking
a deeper (historical) genesis of the state
ideology of the RB, because — as Kaza-
kevich explains - that ideology is
a completely new, original phenome-
non, which can very generally be de-
scribed using traditional ideological
terms characteristic of the region where
it appeared. It is rather an ‘operative set
of concepts defining the current regime
(system) and is formulated for its needs
here and now’, not really an exhaustive
(codified) system. Its beginning or gen-
esis is not the West-Rusism, Sovietism
of the BSSR period, neither is it the
idea of statehood of the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania.

To summarize briefly: It is the ideolo-
gy of the system of power of the Head
of the Belarusian State, Lukashenko.
The doctrine developed on that basis
is rooted in Lukashenko’s vision of
the state, society, economics and in-
ternational relations. What facilitates
its implementation and then consol-
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idation is the so-called civilizational
East-Slavic mindset of the larger part
of Belarusians.

Conceptual preparations to specifying
the institutional principles of ideolog-
ical sector (vertical) lasted almost one
year after the ideological seminar of
March 27,2003. In September 2003 and
in February 2004, the Administration
of the President discussed the assump-
tions of the draft of the ordinance (ukaz)
‘On the training of staff responsible for
ideological work in the Republic of Be-
larus’. The Ordinance of the President
of the Republic of Belarus (ukaz) no. 111
was issued on February 20, 2004.

The Ordinance issued in order to: im-
prove the effectiveness of ideological
work’ in the RB provided for the organ-
ization of and determined the structure
of a new sector (vertical), the tasks for
its workers, the additional responsibili-
ties of people in management positions
in state administration, and changes
to the previous regulations connected
with the provisions of the ordinance.

Section 1 of the Ordinance imposed
personal responsibility on the man-
agement staff of all the levels of state
administration ‘and other organiza-
tions’ for the introduction of ideological
work ‘in working collectives’, and dep-
uty ‘managers’ (directors, chairpeople,
presidents) of economic entities and
other state entities (except the state
field administration, where the occupa-
tional ideological departments were to
function as part of the Executive Com-
mittees of Councils of Delegates, i.e.,
district/provincial and regional/poviat
administration bodies) were obliged
to perform direct supervision of that
‘work’.



Section 2 of the Ordinance specified the
numerical strength of the staff of Ideo-
logical Administrations:

a) in District Executive Committees and
in the Minsk Committee: 15 workers of
the ideological sector (vertical),

b) in Municipal and Regional Executive
Committees the Ordinance provided
for Divisions of Ideological Work with
the staffing depending on the popula-
tion of the administrative entity:
* below 20 thousand residents:
2 workers,
+ from 20 to 50 thousand residents: 4,
« from 50 to 100 thousand residents: 5,
- more than 100 residents: 6,
* in municipal administrative institu-
tions: 4.
Section 3 specified the principles of
appointing and revoking ideological
workers. In accordance with Section 3
item 1, the appointment or revocation
of workers such as heads of Ideological
Work Administrations at District Com-
mittees and the Executive Committee of
the city of Minsk, managers (chief edi-
tors) of nationwide state media (except
the ones appointed by the President of
the Republic of Belarus), managers of
local state media founded by the Dis-
trict Executive Committees and the
Committee for the city of Minsk, deputy
managers responsible for ideological
work in Committees at the Council of
Ministers, state organizations subjected
to the government of the RB, as well as
institutions responsible for higher and
postgraduate education should be pre-
viously discussed with the Administra-
tion of the President of the RB.

In accordance with Section 3 item 2, the
appointment or revocation of deputy
managers of Departments of Ideologi-
cal Work at the level of Municipal and

State Ideology of the Republic of Belarus

Regional Committees, local adminis-
tration in towns, managers (chief ed-
itors) of local state media founded by
Municipal, Regional or Local Executive
Committees, deputy managers (may-
ors, directors and presidents) organ-
izing the ideological work at state and
other organizations with 1,000 or more
employees, and institutions providing
complete secondary occupational or
specialist education should be previ-
ously discussed with relevant Munici-
pal, Regional or District Executive Com-
mittees.

Section 4 of the Ordinance specified the
schedule of tasks aimed at performing
the provisions of section 3 and obliged
‘state and other organizations of the
Republic of Belarus’ to agree by May
4, 2004 upon the candidates for dep-
uty managers for ideological work, or-
ganizers of ideological work, assigning
them functions connected with ideo-
logical work or specifying the tasks of
people obliged to organize ideological
work and ensuring the conditions for
carrying out the assigned functions and
constant raising of qualifications in that
regard.

Section 5 obliged the Council of Min-
isters of the RB to ensure, upon agree-
ment with the State Secretary for the
Security of the RB, the implementation
of the provisions of the Ordinance with-
in three months of the Ordinance com-
ing into force.

Section 6 ordered the obliged state ad-
ministrative bodies and other organi-
zations to approve the structures and
staffing of the Administrations and De-
partments of Ideological Work by April
1, 2004, depending on the number of
inhabitants or employees, and to ensure
the properly qualified staff of ideological
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entities, providing them with technolog-
ical means and facilities for their work.

Section 7 introduced changes to the
applicable regulations pursuant to the
provisions of the Ordinance by sup-
plementing them with these new pro-
visions. This meant amending by sup-
plementing, so the applicable legal acts
included more and more regulations
referring to the introduced system of
ideological structure.

The first conceptual and theoretical at-
tempt, in assumption exhaustive, was
presented by the team of the Academy
of Management under the President of
the Republic of Belarus. The result is
the still applicable textbook / summary
/ synthesis of the state ideology of the
RB published in 2004, edited by one
of the organizers of the Academy, pro-
fessor general Stanislav Nikiforovich
Kniazev — CranucraB Hukudoposuu
KusaseB (pepn.), OCHOBBI HJI€0IOTUH
bemopycckoro rocygapcrsa.  YuebHoe
rmocobue Jijist By30B.

In the Polish source literature the most
extensive discussion of the analyzed
material in the form of a review paper
was presented in 2007 by a renowned

Polish  Belarusian studies expert
Ryszard Radzik'.
Two years after the first edition,

a revised textbook version was pub-

lished, titled OcHoBbI wuEeoOTOTHH
bemopycckoro rocygapcrsa. Hcropus
u Teopus 'z
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The textbooks / summaries of the state
ideology of the RB are particularly im-
portant because the above-mentioned
Ordinance of the President of the RB
no. 111 of 2004 assigned the Academy
of Management the leading role in ‘ed-
ucating, training and raising the qualifi-
cations of the ideological staff, methodo-
logical support for higher schools, min-
isterial or district institutions of raising
the qualifications in the issues of ideolo-
gy of the Belarusian state’.

Based on the above-mentioned discus-
sion and references, we can conclude
that the theory of the draft state ideolo-
gy of the RB includes:

1) the source content, i.e., the prelimi-
nary concept by the President of the RB,

2) the original content, i.e., descriptive
proposals included in the first books
published by the Academy of Manage-
ment under the President of the RB (es-
pecially books such as the one by Kni-
azev, and their interpretations),

3) the propedeuctic (basic) content, i.e.,
the system of academic textbooks on
the basics of the state ideology of the RB
(most universities have departments of
ideology, publishing such textbooks),

4) the scientific discussion included in
the textbooks on ideology theory and
scientific discussion in the form of sci-
entific and propaganda articles con-
nected with that form and the similar
‘public’ discussion,

Cf. Radzik R,, Bialoruska wizja ideologii panstwowej, ‘Studia Bialorutenistyczne/Berapy-

casHayubla facirenBanHi / Belarusian Studies’ No. 1/2007, Lublin 2007.
2 Minsk, Wydawnictwo UP ‘ITWC Minfina’ [minfin = Ministry of Finance], p. 312. Circulation:

2,000 copies.
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5) the propagandistic content, i.e, the
constantly expanded theme set of
so-called Uniform Information Days
(centralized monthly discussions on
a certain issue, e.g, fight with alcohol
addiction, or the current problems of
the education system),

6) occasional guidelines and theses in-
cluded in the Speeches, Messages, Talks,
Interviews and other official presenta-
tions of the President of the RB,

7) ongoing supplementation and expla-
nation connected with the practice of
the ideological vertical popularized for
the needs of ideological work (e.g., the
content of the Plans of ideological work
at particular levels of verticals and ide-
ological services in administration, in-
dustry, education, civil service and ‘oth-
er organizations’).

A separate category of formulating the
content of draft of the state ideology of
the RB in all its seven manifestations is
the propaganda work of the Belarusian
state media.

The state ideology of the RB is to
shape the patriotism of the Republic
of Belarus, convince the citizens of
the rightfulness of the regime and
methods of governance, promote
increased work efficiency as part of
the Belarusian economic model sys-
tem, consolidate the current Belaru-
sian political model, and shape the
social attitudes in compliance with
Lukashenko’s slogan: for the bloom-
ing Belarus.

Apart from the theory of the state ideol-
ogy, there is also practice.

It mostly refers to convincing the Bela-
rusian society that there is no alterna-

tive to the historical choice of Belarus,
the Belarusian model, including the
form of effective model of exercising
power in the RB based on the constitu-
tional system of the power of authority,
the principles of state economy and the
administrative system with special con-
sideration of administration in districts
(provinces) and regions (poviats). And
there, in state economic, educational
and service entities and pro-govern-
mental social organizations.

The practice of the state ideology of
the RB, performed by the units of the
ideological vertical, is focused on pro-
moting the ongoing and long-term so-
cio-economic plans (programs) of the
state (five-year plans), whose assump-
tions are presented at the General Be-
larusian People’s Meetings: strong and
blooming Belarus, plans (programs)
determined on the basis of those in
districts, regions and communes, as
well as in departmental enterprises
and other economic entities. It comes
down to mobilizing the residents and
workers to carry out the plans of en-
tities and other economic and social
tasks, and, obviously, to support the in-
ternal and foreign policies of the state,
determined and implemented by the
state bodies in accordance with the
recommendations of the Head of State.
Hence, it includes activation ensuring
the carrying out of production plans,
discipline and quality of work, plans
of development of services, education
and upbringing following the respec-
tive plans, development of health care
services, inhabitants’ rest and recrea-
tion, ensuring security and public or-
der, organizing election campaigns,
information on the objectives of state
and regional policies, and explana-
tion of the ongoing production and so-
cio-political campaigns.
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The practice of the state ideology of the
RB is supervised by the state ideologi-
cal apparatus: the ideological ‘vertical’
(sector), institutionally functioning at
all the levels of state administration,
state institutions, and state economic
entities. Ideological and legal basis for
the sector.

This practice is called the ‘ideological
work’ (upeonormueckass pabora). The
definition of ideological work is also
formulated as follows: it is a targeted
system of activities of authorities and
power structures aiming at forming
moral and psychological readiness of
the citizens and the mobilization of the
human capital for the performance of
the ongoing and strategic tasks as part
of the socio-political and socio-eco-
nomic development of the state.

The system is implemented by the ide-
ological sector, located in central and
field bodies of the state authority, of-
fices, universities (including non-state
ones!), enterprises, the military, secu-
rity services, and pro-governmental
non-governmental organizations. The
state media play an important role. The
assumptions of the methods and ways
of implementing the state ideology
(statutes / regulations) were prepared
by the Academy of Management under
the President of the RB.

In our understanding, the draft of the
ideology is also the ideology or myth
of the nation / people of rural origin,
happy with the qualities (mindset) they
are attributed, including the identifi-
cation with previously unknown great
people / nation

(the national concept of the history of

Belarus, not contradicting the theory
of the draft of the state ideology of the
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RB), which, cultivating its peasant iden-
tity, had its ‘wise’ - in political and state
(GDL) terms — ancestors: Belarusians,
and now, unlike the indolent Western-
izers / individualists / consumers, it has
its popular idea of good, hard-working
life, for which the people (nation) do
not need to care and be responsible
by themselves, because they have their
caring father (batsko), who will protect
the people and show them what to do.
As we can read in school and academ-
ic textbooks, and in particular, in ad-
radzennie [revival] literature of the
history of Belarus, that people has its
rich, centuries-long, history, because
its wise representatives controlled the
state structures of the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania, made law, high culture, and
political thought. An important char-
acteristic of that people is collectivism.
True, it contrasts the general assump-
tions presented in the concept of ‘his-
torical choice of Belarus’ (cf. the talk
of the President of the RB at the State
University in Minsk), but the solution to
the problem in this regard is pointing to
the progressive and positive issues: the
content the historical representatives
presented in their speeches, output and
achievements is diligently recorded in
the theory of the state ideology, in this
case compliant to the general theses of
what we have defined as the national
concept of the history of Belarus.

The practical importance of the draft
of the state ideology (contrary to the
prognoses of Belarusian and Europe-
an liberals) strengthens the economic
autarchy of Belarus, forced i.a., by the
European Union sanctions. It consol-
idates Lukashenko’s economic model,
including the internal cooperation and
the need to depend on the Russian mar-
ket, as well as looking for the apparent-
ly exotic economic ties with China and



Venezuela, also as part of the Eurasian
Economic Space created in 2012.

The economic crisis aggravating in the
recent years and transforming into an
undiagnosed political crisis gives the
Belarusian authorities extra arguments
for its promotion for the internal use
of the political model(s) and econom-
ic model supported by the seemingly
(from the point of view of the West) ab-
surd draft of the state ideology in its the-
ory and practice, because it is justified
by the relatively low unemployment,
stability of payments, basic but univer-
sal social welfare, relatively low prices
of public utility services, state support
of sports, impressive development of
roads and active residential housing.
This is what Belarusians en masse do
like. It is associated in Belarus and pro-
moted by the state ideology project with
the effectiveness of the President / fa-
ther of the nation, who roars as he pun-
ishes stubborn officials and intervenes
in issues impossible to solve from the
point of view of the Western method of
governance. It is conducive to balancing
between Russia and the EU to obtain
economic bonuses (gas prices and the
formal support for the Eastern Partner-
ship of the European Union). Actually,
before 2020, it had been consolidating
the regime, making it difficult for the
fragmentary opposition to reach wider
circles of the society with their politi-
cal and economic projects. And there
were some different projects at the be-
ginning of the Belarusian transition. As
we will explain further, they still exist in
the Belarusian social sphere.

The project of the state ideology of the
RB involves treating all the expres-
sions of public life in the RB without
exception as ideological spheres that
can be used to achieve the state’s ob-
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jectives in economy, education, man-
agement, domestic policy and foreign
policy, which can be controlled - as
argued by Belarusian political scien-
tist Vitali Silitski — by the one person
making decisions in Belarus, President
of the RB, through the entire state ap-
paratus of the republic, and the spe-
cialized apparatus of ideological verti-
cal supervises the explanation of that
control. Importantly, the ‘illustration’
showing the comprehensive impact of
the state ideology project on the for-
mation of awareness and attitudes of
the Belarusian state also points to the
saturation with the project content of,
particularly, huge numbers of students
— the future elite of Belarus, who each
year enter all the spheres of public life
of the republic, from schools, through
economic administration, up to central
and local public administration and
organizations, pro-governmental asso-
ciations and cultural institutions.

In 2020, those students, contrary to
the assumptions of the state ideology,
became the avant garde of protests
against the election of the author of
the state ideology for the highest po-
litical position.

In practice, the project of state ideolo-
gy of the RB is implemented through
the system of universal ideological
work at every level of the administra-
tive structure, industry, public services,
all levels of education, public services
and non-governmental organizations.
So far, these activities combined with
the Soviet experience and Belarusian
mindset resulting from the Belarusian
historical experience make the system
of state ideology of the Republic of Be-
larus an effective means of specific aut-
archization of Belarus with regard to
the international environment.
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We may hypothesize that if one day
this system was dissolved and re-
placed by another, unknown to Bela-
rusians, the successors of Lukashen-
ko would probably try to implement

a different ideology of Belarusization
(what has actually occurred twice

in history and what Belarusian in-
dependent national opposition cir-
cles are trying to prove in the public
though rather closed debate)'® and
the people (narod) transformed into

a nation (naciju) would probably follow.

But so far, the state ideology project pre-
vails, and it is unlikely to be replaced by
another project in the foreseeable fu-
ture. And if it does happen, we think the
‘nation of partisans’, i.e., careful people,
will approach practically the potential
new directives of the authorities.

Apart from a brief mention, in this pa-
per we did not discuss the issue of the
independent ideological role of Belaru-
sian pro-governmental media. This role
is highlighted both by the theory of the
state ideology project and the techni-
cal practice (collaboration, inspiration,
utilization) of the project. The ideolog-
ical role of Belarusian media is huge.
It is the propaganda mouthpiece of the
central and local authorities. However,
it is not the aim of this article to inves-
tigate the media. As we will show later,
Lukashenko can see a kind of nation-
alization of the state ideology project
by including in it the nationalistic ele-
ments, announcing the so far theoret-
ical concept of, not state, but national
ideology of the Republic of Belarus.

13

Cf. the conference of A.D. Tapac (pen.), [

As we have pointed out, the state ideol-
ogy of the RB has been implemented in
the Belarusian state for 27 years now. It
is comprehensive and universal, both
as regards the theoretical assumptions
and the implementation. Since 2003,
it has been using the element of nation-
alism, mostly by stressing the priority of
maintaining state sovereignty.

Ten years after the initiation of the state
ideology, Lukashenko gave a new, im-
mediately seen mostly by Belarusian
nationalists, impulse, not only social
and state, as before, but reinforced with
a strictly national slogan.

In early 2014, during the annual intel-
lectual merit award ceremony (Award
for Spiritual Revival as part of the Be-
larusian Sports Olympus contest), held
since the establishment of this state
and Orthodox Church award by the
Metropolitan Philaret in the period
connected with Orthodox Christmas
in the presence of bishop Paul who
had just come from Moscow to serve in
‘Minsk and the whole Belarus’ from the
Russian Orthodox Church, Lukashenko
emphasized the importance of the Or-
thodox faith for the state and nation of
Belarus:

‘Today, the Orthodox Church isundoubt-
edly one of the spiritual foundations of
the society and the only confession with
which our government has made an
agreement on close cooperation’. In this
context, he clearly declared: ‘.. The time
has come to identify what will become
the Belarusian idea unifying all the citi-

Martepuanbl HaAy4HO-TIPAKTUYECKOHN UJ[€0NIOTUN (MHHCK 3 Hos16pst 2012 1.), UHCTHTYT Be—
napycko#t Mcropun u Kynbrypst, Pura 2012, p. 240.
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sian Federation.
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In the past, Lukashenko considered as the priority the closest ties possible with the Rus-



zens, in which all will believe — from an
academic to a peasant farmer. Obvious-
ly, it will be based on patriotism, read-
iness to defend our heritage, our past
achievements. Such feelings are not the
result of simple genetic continuation.
They must be formed by referring to the
history and culture of our own people

[Hapon] ..""5.
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In our opinion, the utterance of the Bela-
rusian President did not mean that any
changes would be made to the essence
of the previous state ideology of the Re-
public of Belarus. Although the ideology
is labile and is often ‘adjusted’ depend-
ing on what concepts Lukashenko repre-
sents at the moment, it has one constant
element: the Belarusian state patriotism
of the current system of the state.

Model of the project practice in the higher education system of the RB
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The post-election protests in Bela-
rus — I am writing this on November
9, 2020 - surprised the Belarusians
themselves, not only President Alexan-
der Lukashenko, but also the protesters.
Mainly due to a large number of par-
ticipants (compared to earlier, much
more modest protests), as well as their
duration of several months. However,
in this case we do not deal with a rev-
olution, as is was often written, as rev-
olutions change authorities and struc-
tures, sometimes ideologies and value
systems. So far there have been no such
consequences in Belarus. There are
many reasons for the protests, I will just
mention a few.

Undoubtedly, the unwritten agree-
ment between Lukashenko and the
society was broken. It consisted in
accepting his power in exchange for
material benefits. The economic crisis
has shattered the existing system.
Moreover, the scale of frauds in the
presidential elections has revealed
that the president has lost full contact
with reality.

As it turned out, the Belarusian soci-
ety had overcome a more significant
change than he did. In recent years,
a large gap has arisen between the au-
thorities and the changing aspirations
of the society. In people’s opinion, their
dignity has been strongly breached,
making them once again the object
of the government’s actions. This was
overlapped with the extremely disre-
spectful treatment of the coronavirus
epidemic, which evoked emotions and
fears in people that perhaps to some ex-
tent were also manifested in their pro-
tests for dignity.

Moreover, in the last dozen of years, lay-
ers of more affluent people, who know
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the world a bit, have a growing sense of
their own subjectivity and awareness of
their interests, have developed in Bela-
rus. It was not really known what Bela-
rusians thought. It turned out that the
Belarusian world had changed signifi-
cantly. The scale of the protests showed
that at least some Belarusians stopped
being worried about a job, a salary,
a position, being arrested and beaten —
stopped being worried about survival.
Lukashenko crossed the social and psy-
chological line, causing an explosion of
emotions that had been accumulating
for some time. He did not sense them.
He had been in the so-called power
bubble for too long. Belarusians reacted
to the occupation of Crimea and Don-
bas with the support of the Russians for
fear of a repeated aggression on their
territory, but with time, as it can be as-
sumed, a reflection has come — rather
on the subconscious level — that they
are threatened with becoming the sub-
ject of the actions of others. They took
a fight to be able to decide for them-
selves.

The protests are peaceful. They are basi-
cally not organized or institutionalized.
They do not have leaders who, having
obtained permanent and strong au-
thority, actually lead them. This is what
fundamentally differs them from the
Polish Solidarity.

The protests were not massively sup-
ported by workers who could effective-
ly change the government with their
all-Belarus strike. Although they are nu-
merous, they are environmentally lim-
ited to relatively young, educated peo-
ple with above-average earnings from
cities. In some respects (though very
limited), they resemble the situation of
the intellectuals’ lack of agreement with
workers before 1980 in the then social



outbreaks in Poland. Their only idea is
actually to bring down Lukashenko and
organize re-elections. At the beginning,
the post-Soviet flags could also be found
among the white-red-white flags. These
are peaceful protests without ideolo-
gy, leadership and no specific political
plan. In themselves — without additional
factors — they cannot change the deter-
mined Lukashenko. The protesters have
not drawn conclusions from this yet.

The Internet plays a huge role in their
existence. Without it, these protests
would not exist on this scale for so long.
It is an interesting field of observation
(and conclusions) for the organizers of
political life in Europe (including Po-
land) and around the world. However,
it is wrong to believe that the current
president got only a few or a dozen
percent of the votes. The Belarusian
society is divided. Numerous groups of
business people have formed around
Lukashenko, for whom the possibility of
the president’s departure is perceived
as a threat. Among them are: the militia
(OMON) — along with their families, the
army, managers of bureaucratic com-
munities (especially their elite), part
of the business operating on the basis
of political concessions and kolkhozes’
workers financed by the state. Some are

The Struggle for Belarusians Dignity

worried about money, others about po-
sitions, influence and accountability for
what they did.

The protests showed that the identity
of the working class (including those
living in kolkhoz villages) has not been
reformulated as much as among the
Belarusian equivalent of the Western
middle class (although the analogies
are lame).

In quite numerous circles of cities’ in-
habitants, there have been changes in
awareness. Their citizenship attitudes
are being borne, as well as their sense
of dignity, so rarely manifested in Be-
larus in the past. However, the lack of
traditions of a strong community, tra-
ditions of national insurrections (noble
or bourgeois), class organization of the
rebellious workers (free trade unions)
make the protests, that have arisen so
far, ineffective. I repeat, we do not have
a revolution in Belarus so far, but
we have a flood of dignity protests.
Lukashenko, by leading hundreds of
thousands of protesters to the streets,
arresting and imprisoning thousands
of them, building, as a result of such ex-
periences, societies of potential, active
oppositionists. Belarus has entered into
aturn in its history.
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Jan Jerzy Milewski

(The Biatystok Branch of the Polish Historical Society)
My Friends - Belarusian
Historians Under

the Pressure of Politics

Despite the friendship and cooperation
between Poland and the Union of Sovi-
et Socialist Republics (USSR) declared
during the communist period, this did
not translate into cooperation between
historians. There was some coopera-
tion, but only at the highest level, and
it concerned mainly the revolutionary
movement, including delivering lec-
tures during the holidays important at
that times (subsequent anniversaries
of the victory over fascism, the Octo-
ber Revolution, the signing of the Pol-
ish-Soviet treaty, etc.). On that basis,
Stanistaw Kalabinski and Pawel Ko-
rzec, Warsaw historians who as one of
the first dealt with inter alia the history
of the region, gained access to the ar-
chival materials in Grodno. Although
in the 1970s there was a Branch of the
University of Warsaw in Bialystok (with
a faculty of ‘History’) and in Grodno
and Brest there were Pedagogical Insti-
tutes, contacts between Polish and Be-
larusian historians were not included
in the plans of the cross-border coop-
eration between Bialystok voivodeship
and the neighboring oblasts (Grodno
and Brest) of the BSSR. It was not until
the summer of 1976 that a three-per-
son delegation from the University of

Warsaw Branch (headed by a historian
and vice-chancellor of the University of
Warsaw, Prof. Julian Lukasiewicz) visit-
ed the Pedagogical Institute in Grodno
on the occasion of the 32nd anniversa-
ry of — as it was written — the ‘Rebirth of
the PRL. The following year (September
29, 1977) a scientific session devoted to
the 100th anniversary of the birth of Fe-
liks Dzerzhinsky was held at the Med-
ical Academy. It was attended by the
rector of the Pedagogical Institute from
Grodno — Prof. Alexander Bodakov and
the historian Ph.D. Valery Cherepic'.
As Prof. Adam Dobronski mentions, at
the end of the 1970s, the then Minister
of Internal Affairs Mirostaw Milewski,
who came from Leipzig on the Biebrza
River, sought to create a precise mono-
graph on his family town. Thanks to his
contacts, he made it possible for three
historians (Prof. Ireneusz Ihnatowicz,
Prof. Andrzej Wyrobisz and then young
Ph.D. Adam Dobronski) to go to Grodno,
so that they could get acquainted with
the sources in the Historical Archives
there. At the border, they were wel-
comed ‘with a bang’ — escorts of mili-
tia motorcyclists accompanied them to
the hotel. The problems started in the
archive, the director of which initially

! KW PZPR, signature: 701, k. 82 in the collection of the State Archives in Bialystok.

The Tadeusz Kosciuszko Monument in Solothurn,

Switzerland, 2017, Photo: Lesnas Attling
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explained that the collection did not
contain any materials about Leipzig,
and then dismissed the researchers. In
the 1980s, not much changed, because
contacts were frozen first, which was
to prevent the transmission of the ‘sol-
idarity plague’, and then they were de-
frosted in the old style. Although — on
the other hand - the border rallies of
friendship that were popular since the
middle of this decade somehow served
to strengthen mutual contacts.

Clear changes took place only in

the 1990s, when Belarus formally
regained its sovereignty. One of the
most significant manifestations of the
new policy was the establishment of
a bilateral (Polish-Belarusian) Com-
mission of Experts for the study of the
content of history textbooks in 1992.

Thanks to the efforts of Prof. Adam
Manikowski, the then director of the
Institute of History at the University of
Warsaw, in the six-person Polish part
of the commission there were as many
as three historians from Bialystok (Prof.
Adam Dobronski, Ph.D. Jerzy Urwanow-
icz and Ph.D. Jan Jerzy Milewski). Apart
from them, the commission iclud-
ed: Prof. Jerzy Kloczowski (the chair-
man), Ph.D. Andrzej Rachuba and Ph.D.
Leszek Antoni Szczesniak — known as
the author of textbooks. The chairman
on the Belarusian part was the deputy
director of the Institute of History of
the Belarusian Academy of Sciences,
Prof. Mikhail Bich. The rest of the team,
except for Prof. Vladimir Sidorcov and
Assistant Professor Pavel Loyka, were
quite variable. I wrote about the work of
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this commission years ago in Giedroyc’s
‘Bialoruskie zeszyty historyczne’ [‘Bela-
rusian Historical Papers’]> and Zeszyty
Historyczne’ [‘Historical Papers’]®. The
first meeting of the commission was
held in March 1993 in Minsk and was
solemn: the deliberations (opened by
the Belarusian deputy minister of edu-
cation) took place at the seat of the gov-
ernment and historians from Russia,
Lithuania and Ukraine were also invit-
ed. The Polish ambassador in Minsk,
Prof. Elzbieta Smutkowa, was very in-
terested in the works. More specific
substantive discussions took place only
during the second meeting in Warsaw
in December of that year.

The Belarusian party postulated that
the Belarusian theme should be bet-
ter noticed in Polish textbooks. In the
case of historical figures, attention was
drawn to the need to emphasize their
relationship with Belarusian lands
(place of birth, area of activity), and the
need to display the declaration of inde-
pendence of March 25, 1918, as well as
to discontinue the use of the term ‘Bor-
derlands’ and to evaluate the Polish pol-
icy towards national minorities more
critically in this area in the interwar
period. At the same time, the Belaru-
sian side presented us with new history
textbooks, which came into use in the
1993/1994 school year. Polish-Belaru-
sian relations were presented in them
quite objectively, although of course
there were statements that provoked
polemics on the Polish side. Most im-
portantly, it should be emphasized
that Belarusians did not cut off from
the common past within the Common-

Polsko-biatoruska komisja do spraw podrecznikéw historii, ‘Biatoruskie Zeszyty Historyczne’

Polsko-biatoruskie komisje podrecznikowe, ‘Zeszyty Historyczne’ (Paris) 1998, v. 123.
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wealth, which was characteristic of the
earlier period.

The authors of the textbooks were
soon criticized by their own president,
who accused them of duplicating the
views of immigration historians and
evaluations harmful to good-neigh-
borly relations with other countries
(he probably meant Russia). Soon he
also decided that the textbooks from
the Soviet times were better.

This opinion was ridiculed even by jour-
nalists from one of Moscow TV chan-
nels — I watched this material while
I was in Brest. No wonder then that at
the end of 1997 the last meeting of the
committee was held in Lublin. I have
very good memories of its work, because
the Polish-Belarusian discussions sen-
sitized both parties to problems that
had not been sufficiently noticed be-
fore. After a few years, in May 2002,
I received an invitation from the Deputy
Minister of National Education, Wlodzi-
mierz Paszynski, to continue my work
in the ‘Polish-Belarusian Commission
for History and Geography Textbooks'.
I answered positively, but the restart
did not take place then. Working in the
commission gave me the opportunity to
meet many great historians, Belarusian
patriots. One of them was Prof. Mikhail
Bich. I remember once he said to me:
‘Jurek, we have more in common than
you think. I was born in the village of
Milewskie’.

The beginning of the 1990s was a period
of ‘a levy in mass’ by Belarusian histori-
ans.I remember the atmosphere during
the First All-Belarusian Conference of
Historians, which took place in Minsk
in February 1993. At that time, the ‘As-
sociation of Belarusian Historians’ was
established. They did not want the or-

ganization to have ‘Companionship’ in
its name, because it was badly associ-
ated with ‘companions’. Quite recent-
ly T found on the Internet, under the
Wikipedia entry ‘Western Belarus’, that
during this conference Jerzy Milewski
(a historian from Bialystok) proposed
that instead of the term ‘Borderlands’
for the interwar period, the term ‘north-
east territories of the Second Polish Re-
public’ should be used, which caused
polemics in the following years.

Apart from expeditions to Minsk, border
contacts with Brest and Grodno were
revived at that time. The pedagogical in-
stitutes there were already transformed
into universities. An important role in
Polish-Belarusian contacts in Brest was
played by the head of the Department
of Universal History — the late Assistant
Professor Vladimir Nikitenkov, as well
as his colleagues: Assistant Professor
Andrei Bodak and Assistant Professor
Evgeni Rozenblat. There were also many
historians in Grodno willing to cooper-
ate, who performed various functions
(Assistant Professor Tatiana Badiuko-
va, Prof. Dmitry Karev, Prof. Alexander
Niechukhryn). It was not important to
us (then or later) who was pro-govern-
ment or who was oppositional, because
we were talking about history, not pol-
itics. And so we cooperated with Wasil
Kushnier, editor of the quarterly (lat-
er bimonthly) ‘Belaruski Histaryczny
Czasopis’ [‘Belarusian Historical Jour-
nal’] (I was even a member of the edito-
rial board for several years). In the mid-
1990s, I met Aliaksandr Krautsevich,
presently Prof, who in 1994-1995 was
the vice-chancellor of the University of
Grodno. And this is how our long-term
cooperation and friendship began. In
addition to participating in confer-
ences on both sides of the border (a huge
role was played there by the Institute of
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History of the Branch of the University
of Warsaw — University in Bialystok), we
tried to invite our friends from Belarus
to the general meetings of Polish histo-
rians organized by the Polish Historical
Society. A very kind attitude of the di-
rectors of regional archives in Grodno
and Brest is also worth emphasizing.
I will especially remember the wonder-
ful, prematurely deceased director of
the Brest Archives — Anna Terebun.

The situation began to change in the
second half of the 1990s. Historians
from frontier universities were espe-
cially put under a particular pressure
by the authorities. This was evident
in Grodno, where many historians
who obtained the Ph.D. degree (cor-
responding to the habilitation degree
in Poland) were forced to leave their
jobs in various ways.

And so Aliaksandr Krautsevich started
to work at various universities in Po-
land, while Alexander Smalianchuk,
who was forced to leave the Univer-
sity of Grodno in 2001, soon started
his work at the European University
of Humanities in Vilnius (now he is an
employee of the Institute of Slavic Stud-
ies of the Polish Academy of Sciences).
Both of them, working outside Bela-
rus, were active initiators of scientific
life in their own country. Supported by
various foundations, they published
books, organized high-level scientific
conferences, and were the authors and
editors of various magazines, e.g. ‘Homo
Historicus’ in Vilnius (Smalianchuk),
‘Gradzienski Socjum’ [‘The Grodno So-
ciety’] (both of them), ‘Biuletyn Historii
Pogranicza’ [‘Bulletin of the History of
the Borderline’] in Bialystok. Prof. Sma-
lianchuk made a great contribution to
the development of research on ‘oral
history’ in Belarus by organizing many
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scientific expeditions. Prof. Krautse-
vich, who currently heads the Center
for Belarusian Studies in the Study
of Eastern Europe at the University of
Warsaw, is an excellent popularizer of
historical knowledge, mainly thanks to
Belsat Television. They were both de-
tained in Grodno in September 2020
in connection with demonstrations in
defense of democracy. On September
22, the Presidium of the Main Board of
the Polish Historical Society adopted
a resolution condemning the repres-
sions against Belarusian historians
and appealed to the authorities to stop
these. Due to the research subject they
undertake (Krautsevich — an eminent
expert in the history of the Grand Duchy
of Lithuania, Smalianchuk — researcher
of the national idea), they should not be
a threat to the dictatorial authorities.
Just like other historians dismissed
in recent years from the University of
Grodno (e.g. in 2013, Prof. Vyacheslav
Shved, who deals mainly with the Jan-
uary Uprising, or Ph.D. Andrei Charni-
akievich— the author of, among others,
a very interesting biographical diction-
ary of inhabitants of Grodno from the
interwar period). I would like to add
that in the recent years Belarusian in-
dependent historians have been work-
ing closely in the field of history with
the Union of Poles in Belarus, partici-
pating in scientific conferences, pub-
lishing articles in ‘Magazyn Polski’ [‘Pol-
ish Magazine’).

Long-term cooperation between Bela-
rusian and Polish historians is of great
importance for bilateral relations — it
allows us to better understand each
other and to get to know the important
problems of the other party. In Poland,
it is often forgotten, although it does
not apply to professional historians,
but rather to journalists and politicians,
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that the First Republic was the state
common to many nations, including
Belarusians, that we have common he-
roes. That those whom we considered
Poles were also recognized as heroes in
Lithuania and Belarus.

The best example is Tadeusz
Kosciuszko - the leader of the upris-
ing of 1794 and the dispute that broke
out around him in 2017. At that time,
the Belarusian diaspora in Switz-
erland, on the 200th anniversary of
Kosciuszko’s death, decided to fund
his monument in Solothurn, with the
inscription: ‘To an outstanding son of
Belarus from grateful compatriots’,
which was considered as controver-
sial by the Polish ambassador.

I will not report on the details of this
recent dispute: eventually, a monu-
ment was erected with only the name
of the leader, the dates of his life and
the name of the founders (Belarusian
Association). The unexpected effect of
the conflict found its epilogue the fol-
lowing year. The Kosciuszko Monument
was unveiled in his hometown in Brest
Oblast (Belarus). If there had not been
the dispute in Switzerland, there would
probably not have been a monument in
Mereczowszczyzna, because, as a Polish

4 ‘Rzeczpospolita’, 13X 2017, 14 V 2018.
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historian from the Belarusian minority
in Poland - Prof. Oleg Latyszonek — crit-
ically wrote, in Minsk there is a Cadet
School named after General Aleksan-
der Suvorov, not Kosciuszko®.

Polish historians, on the other hand, ex-
pect Belarusian historiography to break
with post-Soviet patterns, especially
with regard to the history of the 20th
century. The authorities of interwar Po-
land are rightly accused of setting up
a camp (place of isolation) in Bereza
Kartuska (now Biaroza), where Poles,
Ukrainians, Jews and others were de-
tained without a court sentence. On the
other hand, the magnitude of Stalin-
ist crimes is being diminished or even
omitted, apart from independent his-
torians. There are also controversies
regarding, for example, the assessment
of the Home Army’s activities in territo-
ries inhabited to a large extent by Bela-
rusians and others. It would be easier
to discuss these differences if politi-
cians were less involved in the dialogue.
However, we must wait until the main
Belarusian ‘historical ideologist’ Igor
Marzaluk and others passes away, until
they are replaced by a new generation
that understands the new times and
will not punish historians for patriot-
ism and professionalism.

An interesting study about historical politics of Belarus appeared: K. Klysinski and

W. Kononczuk, Egczenie przeciwnosci. Polityka historyczna Biatorusi. Raport Osrodka

Studiow Wschodnich, Warsaw 2020.
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Woijciech Sleszynski
(The University of Biatystok,

The Sybir Memorial Museum)

Two Worlds:
The Communist Factories
and ‘Ajtiszniki’



Wojciech Sleszynski

President Alexander Lukashenko in-
terviewed by the Russian television in
September 2020, sought the reasons for
the wave of mass post-election protests
spreading across Belarus, among oth-
ers, in the rebellion of the ajtiszniki gen-
eration. In recent years, Belarus, under
the rule of the former collective farm
director, has turned into one of the Eu-
ropean information technology centers.
The new generation, armed with smart-
phones, has been contrasted with the
old one, of large post-Soviet industrial
complexes.

Anachronistic communist plants still
exist in Belarus. After 1994, they got
a chance for a new life. In a rapidly
changing world, they were to remain
a mainstay of support for the new-
ly elected president. They managed
to survive the fall of communism and
adapted to the new economic situation
under Lukashenka’s rule.

Belarus, being a part of the Soviet Un-
ion, managed to transform from an
agricultural character to an industrial
one within thirty post-war years. Those
large Belarusian factories still remain
the symbol of this communist phenom-
enon. It is worth to know that the Bela-
rusian territories, which were part of
the Second Polish Republic, belonged
to the least developed regions of the
then Polish state. There was practically
no industry there, and the small facto-
ries were clearly family-run businesses.
This achievement was all the greater
as the state of the economy, taken over
after the war, was catastrophic. The
process of industrialization in Belarus
was the fastest during the rule of Piotr
Masherov — the first secretary of the
communist party in Belarus. He held
the office in the republic from March
1965 to October 1980. His rule became
the best period for Belarus’s develop-
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ment. Thus, it is not accidental that
Alexander Lukashenko always eagerly
referred to the economic success of the
republic of that period.

The main goals of Lukashenko, who
was elected president in 1994, was to
save the post-Soviet economy, which
was declining in the early 1990s. The
Belarusian industry started to lose the
Russian market, which had been so
far considered as a natural.

The act of dissolving the Soviet Union
and establishing the Commonwealth of
Independent States in its place, signed
in Bialowieza on December 8, 1991 by
the chairman of the Supreme Council
— Stanistaw Szuszkiewicz, the President
of Russia — Boris Yeltsin, and the Pres-
ident of Ukraine — Leonid Kravchuk,
only accelerated the process of disin-
tegration of the entire economic sys-
tem. Most of the Belarusian society felt
lost in the new political and economic
situation. The dream was to return to
the good communist times. In the ear-
ly 1990s, Belarusian society was ready
to support anyone who would ensure
economic stabilization. Lukashenko
turned out to be such a person, able
to reach the majority of citizens with
a simple and clear message. He prom-
ised to save the then existing economic
system. He did not dismantle it, as it was
done in other post-communist coun-
tries. Large industrial plants, although
have never returned to their former
communist glory, were not closed down.
Most of them have survived to this day,
constituting a permanent but not very
attractive element of the landscape of
today’s Belarus.

Despite trying to preserve the old world,
time was moving forward inexorably.
The young generation was more and
more active, and it managed to make a
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kind of industrial revolution (with rela-
tively low capital expenditure), making
Belarus an important information tech-
nology market in this part of the world.

In 2018, the IT sector gave a higher GDP
profit than the entire Ministry of Indus-
try. The new IT world was replacing the
old industrial one more and more effec-
tively. The new fully IT generation began
to dominate the old one, still strongly
rooted in the Soviet mentality. There is
a symbolic fight between two worlds in
front of our eyes. The new generation is
able to organize themselves very well
with the help of IT tools. The power is
no longer needed, because almost any-
one who can control the crowd with
new tools can be a leader.

A whole new generation of IT
(from Russian: ajtiszniki) grew
out during the regime of Lukashenko,

with his permission, but at the
same time contrary to his vision

of the world. A generation that does
not want to live with memories

of the glory of the former Soviet
Union. They want to build their

own new world.

They are not able to describe or define
it yet, but already hold massive protests
on city streets, which was previously
unthinkable in Belarus. The new gen-
eration insists on taking into account
the vision of their own world — not only
open to new technologies, but most of
all blending into globalization process-
es. As the results of the presidential
elections of 2020 have shown, even Be-
larus will not become an independent
island, which its president, the former
director of the Soviet collective farm,
would undoubtedly want.
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The mission of the Sybir Memorial Museum is not only to discover

and disseminate knowledge related to the subject of deportation

and the fate of Poles in the Soviet Union, but also to research the history
of the former eastern territories of the Republic of Poland. The areas

of the eastern borderland are an important part of the exploratory mission
of the Sybir Memorial Museum, which is also reflected in the permanent
exhibition. The narrative of the exhibition begins with a description

of the living conditions in the multinational eastern territories

of the Second Polish Republic in the years 1919-1939.

September 17, 2021

the grand opening



