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 Memory Laws and Policies in 
Belarus in the Context of  the 

Russo-Ukrainian War  

   ULADZISLAU   BELAVUSAU    

  We dream that it will be a country full of warmth and advantageous to live in. This 
is a noble idea, concordant with the global ideas of civility. We are not dreaming of 
something special or extraordinary, we just want  “ to be called human ” , as our classic 
Yanka Kupala said. It implies respect for ourselves and for others, it implies human 
rights, a democratic way of life, the recognition of the Belarusian language and of 
our history. 

 (Ale ś  Bialacki, Noble Prize Lecture, 2022) 1   

   I. INTRODUCTION  

 FOR A LONG time, Belarus remained on the periphery of Europe ’ s memory 
wars, avoiding a dynamic discussion on memory laws and staying in the 
mnemonic shadow of its more geopolitically active neighbours. 2  However, 

 1            The Nobel Prize    ,   ‘    Ale  ś   Bialacki (Ales Bialiatski) Nobel Lecture    ’   (  10  December 2022  ):     www.
nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2022/bialiatski/lecture/      .     
 2    Regarding memory laws in these neighbouring countries in the period preceeding the fully-
fl edged Russo-Ukrainian war of 2022, see             U     Belavusau      ,       A     Gliszczy  ń  ska-Grabias       and       M     M  ä  lksoo      , 
  ‘    Memory Laws and Memory Wars in Poland, Russia and Ukraine    ’   (  2021  )   69           Jahrbuch des   ö  ffen-
tlichen Rechts       95      .   Some notable exceptions on general memory politics in Belarus prior to 2022 
in Anglophone academic literature include:             S      Lewis      ,   ‘    The   “  Partisan Republic  ”  : Colonial Myths 
and Memory Wars in Belarus    ’     in         J     Fedor      ,       M     Kangaspuro      ,       J     Lassila       and       T     Zhurzhenko       (eds),     War 
and Memory in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus     (  Palgrave Macmillan Memory Studies  ,   2017  )    371  –  96        ; 
            DR      Marples      ,   ‘    History, Memory, and the Second World War in Belarus    ’   (  2012  )   58           Australian 
Journal of  Politics and History       437        ; A Lastouski,   ‘  The Politics of Memory in Belarus: Narratives 
and Institutions  ’  (  CBEES State of  the Region Report 2020: Construction and Instrumentalization 
of  the Past: A Comparative Study on Memory Management in the Region  , 2020):     www.academia.
edu/44921433/The_Politics_of_Memory_in_Belarus_Narratives_and_Institutions    ;           N      Bekus      , 
  ‘    Historical Memory and Symbolism in the Belarusian Protests    ’   (    Cultures of  History Forum    , 
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the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, carried out substantially through 
Belarusian territory in February 2022, 3  brought renewed focus on Belarusian 
governance of historical memory, which this chapter examines through the 
lens of memory laws and policies. Following social upheaval after Alaksandr 
 Ł uka š enka ’ s 4  sham elections in August 2020, and the use of Belarusian terri-
tory by the Russian military in its war against Ukraine,  Ł uka š enka ’ s govern-
ment solidified its position as a staunch ally of Putin. Yet, the majority of 
Belarusian citizens have remained either distinctly anti-war, displaying strong 
pro-Ukrainian and  –  to varying degrees  –  anti-Russian sentiments, or indiffer-
ent and ambivalent to the regime ’ s latest wave of historical propaganda, which 
can be attributed to the complexities of local memory politics and cultural 
narratives. 5  

 The chapter begins with an analysis of memory policies in Belarus follow-
ing the collapse of the Soviet Union, with developments categorised into four 
distinct periods. These periods illustrate Belarus ’ s rapid transformation from 
an independent state  –  experiencing cultural, linguistic, and historiographi-
cal renaissance in the early 1990s  –  into the totalitarian dictatorship it is today 
(focused on promoting the Russifi cation of its citizens). The fi rst section thus 

  16 February 2021  ):     www.cultures-of-history.uni-jena.de/politics/historical-memory-and-symbolism-
in-the-belarusian-protests        ;             A     Kotljarchuk      ,   ‘    The Tradition of Belarusian Statehood: Confl icts about 
the Past of Belarus    ’     in         E      Rindzeviciute       (ed),     Contemporary Change in Belarus     (  Baltic and East 
European Graduate School  ,   2004  )   43               –       44;             A     Markov  á        ,   ‘    Institutional Historical Memory and History 
in Post-Soviet Belarus    ’   (  2020  )   1           Journal of  Belarusian Studies       51        ;             A     Marin      ,   ‘    Belarusian Nationalism 
in the 2010s: a Case of Anti-Colonialism  ?   Origins, Features and Outcomes of Ongoing   “  Soft 
Belarusianisation  ”      ’   (  2020  )   1           Journal of  Belarusian Studies       27      .     
 3      ‘  Belarus  ’   Involvement in Russia  ’  s War of Aggression against Ukraine: New EU Restrictive 
Measures Target Trade, Services, Transport and Anti-circumvention  ’   (  Press Release of  the 
Council of  Europe  , 29  June 2024):     www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/06/29/
belarus-involvement-in-russia-s-war-of-aggression-against-ukraine-new-eu-restrictive-measures-
target-trade-services-transport-and-anti-circumvention/    .   
 4    In this chapter, the Belarusian Latin alphabet (    ł  acinka  ) is used for Belarusian names, topo-
nyms and titles in the footnotes, as opposed to the Cyrillic-based systems of transliteration 
from Belarusian. This explains the usage of   Alaksandr   Ł  uka  š  enka  , in contrast to   Alyaksandr 
Lukashenka   (from Cyrillic Belarusian,   А    л    я    к    с    а    н    д    р     Л    у    к    а    ш    э    н    к    а  ) or   Aleksandr Lukashenko   (from 
Cyrillic Russian,   А    л    е    к    с    а    н    д    р     Л    у    к    а    ш    е    н    к    о  ), which are more common in Anglophone media and 
literature about Belarus. Unlike Russian and Ukrainian, the Belarusian language historically 
developed both Cyrillic and Latin scripts. See           I      Ivanou      ,   ‘    Three Alphabets of the Belarusian 
Language    ’   (    European Studies Blog: British Library    ,   22  January 2018  ):     https://blogs.bl.uk/euro-
pean/2018/01/three-alphabets-of-the-belarusian-language.html        ;             Y     Jung       and       B     Kim      ,   ‘    Coexistence 
of Multiple Writing Systems: Classifying Digraphia in Post-Socialist Countries    ’   (  2023  )   14           Journal 
of  Eurasian Studies       139        ;           T      Kamusella      ,   ‘    Who is Afraid of Letter   Ł    ?     Ł  acinka and the Belarusian 
Dictator    ’   (    New Eastern Europe    ,   11  April 2021  ):     www.neweasterneurope.eu/2021/04/11/
who-is-afraid-of-the-letter-l-lacinka-and-the-belarusian-dictator/      .     
 5              T      Astrouskaya      ,   ‘    Culture as a Battlefi eld: Belarus  ’  s Struggle Over Culture and Identity, 
SCEEUS Guest Commentary No 12, 2024    ’   (    Stockholm Centre for Eastern European Studies    , 
  17  May 2024  ):     www.sceeus.se/en/publications/culture-as-a-battlefi eld-belaruss-struggle-over-
culture-and-identity/        ;           A      Rudnik      ,   ‘    Whom do Belarusians Actually Support in the Russia-Ukraine 
War  ?      ’   (    Belarus Digest    ,   23  March 2022  ):     www.belarusdigest.com/story/whom-do-belarusians-
actually-support-in-the-russia-ukraine-war      .     
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covers two pre Russo-Ukrainian war periods; that is, between 1991 (marking the 
collapse of the Soviet Union) and 1994 (when  Ł uka š enka fi rst came to power), 
as well as between 1994 and 2020 (the year of mass political unrest in Belarus 
preceeding the war in Ukraine). The second section focuses on the period after 
the presidential elections of 2020, providing a detailed account of the most 
recent ideologically-driven memory law in Belarus, namely, the January 2022 
introduction of a criminal provision mimicking memory laws found in Poland 
and Russia. This Belarusian memory law of 2022 prescribes punitive measures 
for denying the  ‘ genocide of the Belarusian people ’  during, and in the after-
math of, the  ‘ Great Patriotic War ’ , a term clearly rooted in Soviet and Russian 
 ideological narratives. 

 The third section examines the present period, beginning in February 2022, 
with a focus on both the  ‘ Year of Historical Memory ’  proclaimed by the govern-
ment and the subsequent constitutional amendments of 2022 which placed a 
populist emphasis on historical memory. In doing so, this section explores the 
intensifi cation of Russifi cation policies, particularly through the politics of 
history, as well as the impact of recent memory politics for the representation of 
Jewish, Lithuanian, Polish and Ukrainian minorities. 

 The conclusion will demonstrate the existence of two parallel sets of 
Belarusian historical memory policies  –  one cultivated by the regime and the 
other by civil society (the latter largely operating in exile) 6   –  each refl ects diver-
gent attitudes towards the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war: the same war which 
has seen the regime intensify its reliance on both Soviet and, to some extent, 
Russian myths and propaganda clich é s in its memory politics, even incorporat-
ing constitutional and criminal law to shape a dystopian narrative that frames 
the democratic opposition as neo-Nazis.  

   II. MEMORY POLICIES BETWEEN THE COLLAPSE OF THE SOVIET 
UNION IN 1991 AND THE UPRISING IN 2020  

 Compared to other Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries reviewed 
in this volume, the politics of historical memory in Belarus has been closely 
tied to the ontological security of the  Ł uka š enka dictatorship, rather than to 
the ontological security of Belarus as a sovereign entity. 7  His dictatorship has 
already lasted over a quarter of a century (1994 – 2024), making Belarus a radi-
cally different country study compared to the analysis of other constitutional 
models and memory laws in the region. Thus, four distinct periods are crucial 

 6    See:           A      Coakley      ,   ‘    Belarusian Exiles are Running out of Hope    ’   (    Coda    ,   22 August 2023  ):     www.
codastory.com/rewriting-history/belarusian-exiles-battle-for-democracy/      .     
 7    Compare             M      M  ä  lksoo      ,   ‘      “  Memory Must be Defended  ”  : Beyond the Politics of Mnemonical 
Security    ’   (  2015  )   46           Security Dialogue       221      .     
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for understanding the politics of memory and related legal aspects in Belarus 
following its independence in 1991: 

   (a)    From the proclamation of Belarusian independence amidst the collapse of 
the Soviet Union (1991) to the fi rst presidential elections (1994);   

  (b)    From the fi rst presidential elections, when  Ł uka š enka came to power 
(July 1994), to his sixth presidential elections (9 August 2020);   

  (c)    From the mass upheaval following the sixth presidential elections 
(August 2020) to the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war (February 2022);   

  (d)    The present period following the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 
February 2022 (demarcated, for the purposes of this chapter, as 2022 – 24).    

 The follow-up to this initial part of the analysis will collectively cover two 
of the aforementioned periods; that is, from 1991 to 2020. These two periods 
(1991 to 1994, and 1994 to 2020) were characterised by a competition between 
Soviet-centric and Belarusian-centric policies of historical memory, though with 
different dynamics and power plays in between those narratives. 

   A. The Years 1991 – 94  

 The fi rst timespan covers the period between 1991 and 1994, which marked 
the transition from communism with a cautious optimism about revival 
of the Belarusian national identity following the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
where Belarus had been one of the most Russifi ed Soviet republics along with 
Ukraine and Kazakhstan. 8  Belarus, during this time, operated as a parliamen-
tary republic with a vocal and active democractic opposition in its parliament 
despite communists preserving the majority of seats. This vibrant opposi-
tion championed core democratic values such as sovereignty, national revival, 
human rights, economic liberalisation, and the rule of law. This brief but criti-
cal period led to a cultural and political renaissance that sought to redefi ne 
Belarusian national identity and fostered pride in the country ’ s diverse histori-
cal legacy. 9  

 A central focus during this period was the revival of the Belarusian language, 
which had been suppressed under Soviet rule for the benefi t of Russian. 10  Efforts 
to restore the national language were accompanied by a resurgence in Belarusian 

 8                A      Markov  á        ,   ‘    Institutional Historical Memory and History in Post-Soviet Belarus    ’   (  2020  )   9     
      Journal of  Belarusian Studies       51      .     
 9                A     Kazharski      ,   ‘    Belarus  ’   Entry into International Society: Between a Small Nation-State and Big 
Narratives    ’     in         F     Ejdus       (ed),     Memories of  Empire and Entry into International Society     (  Routledge  , 
  2017  )      ;             N     Bekus      ,   ‘    Reassembling Society in a Nation-State: History, Language, and Identity Discourses 
of Belarus    ’   (  2023  )   51           Nationalities Papers       98      .     
 10              D     Marples      ,     Belarus:         A Denationalized Nation     (  Harwood Academic Publishers  ,   1999  )  .     
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culture, arts, and historiography. 11  Historians and scholars turned (or rather 
re-turned) their attention to the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, 12  recognising it as 
a formative period for the early (pre-)Belarusian identity within this medieval 
statehood. 13  Equally signifi cant was the rehabilitation of the Belarusian People ’ s 
Republic (Bie ł aruskaja Narodnaja Respublika), proclaimed in 1918, as a symbol 
of early Belarusian independence. 14  The narratives surrounding the People ’ s 
Republic, previously marginalised during the Soviet era, were re-established 
as key elements in the nation ’ s collective memory. 15  Cultural fi gures, includ-
ing poets, novelists, artists, and intellectuals who had been repressed or exiled 
during the Soviet era, 16  were rehabilitated, with their works and contributions 
celebrated in emerging memory and cultural policies. 17  

 This short era of identity revival also extended to minority cultures 
within Belarus, including Jewish, Lithuanian, Polish, Roma and Ukrainian 
communities. 18  These groups experienced a renaissance in cultural, political, 
and religious representation, contributing to a broader and more inclusive 
national identity within the independent Belarusian state. Jewish cultural and 
religious life, for example, began to re-emerge in Minsk and other major cities, 
while the Polish minority gained political visibility, particularly in areas like the 
Hrodna (Grodno) region. 19  

 This initial period of Belarusian independence can be linked to similar 
national revivals and de-Sovietisation processes witnessed across the former 
Soviet Bloc. Countries such as Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Ukraine also 

 11                S      Zaprudski      ,   ‘    Language Policy in the Republic of Belarus in the 1990s    ’     in         P      Kazanecki       and 
      M     Pejda       (eds),     Belarus   –   The Third Sector People, Culture, Language     (  East European Democratic 
Center  ,   2002  )   33  –  40      .     
 12              U     Arlo  ŭ        ,     Belarus:         The Epoch of  The Grand Duchy of  Lithuania     (  Technalohija  ,   2018  )  .     
 13    On this aspect, see:           N      Davies      ,     Litva:         The Rise and Fall of  the Grand Duchy of  Lithuania     
(  Penguin Tracks  ,   2012  )    ;           L      Bazan      ,     A History of  Belarus:         A Non-Literary Essay That Explains the 
Ethnogenesis of  the Belarusians     (  Glagoslav Publications  ,   2014  )  .     
 14    Per           A     Rudling      ,     The Rise and Fall of  Belarusian Nationalism:         1906  –  1931     (  University of Pittsburg 
Press  ,   2014  )  .     
 15    Technically, the government of the Belarusian People  ’  s Republic has continued to function in 
exile and has offi cially become the longest to do so, though more so symbolically nowadays. With 
current President Madame Ivonka Survilla, residing in Canada. See the website of this entity:   ‘  Rada 
of the Belarusian Democratic Republic  ’   (  Council of  the Belarusian People  ’  s Republic  , 2024):     www.
radabnr.org/english/    .   
 16              AB     McMillin      ,     Belarusian Literature of  the Diaspora     (  University of Birmingham Central Printing 
Services  ,   2002  )  .   See also:             A     McMillin      ,   ‘    Language, Place and History in Belarusian Literature    ’   (  2015  ) 
  6           Przegl  ą  d Wschodnioeuropejski       97      .     
 17              N      Bekus      ,     Struggle Over Identity:         The Offi cial and Alternative   ‘  Belarusianness    ’     (  Central 
European University Press  ,   2010  )  .     
 18                A     Kotljarchuk      ,   ‘    World War II Memory Politics: Jewish, Polish and Roma Minorities of Belarus    ’   
(  2013  )   7           The Journal of  Belarusian Studies       7      .     
 19                I      Kabzi  ń  ska      ,   ‘    The Ethnic Identity of the Polish Population in Belarus: A Research Note    ’             in     
R Taras       (ed),     National Identities and Ethnic Minorities in Eastern Europe: Selected Papers from 
the Fifth International Congress of  Central and East Europian Studies     (  Palgrave Macmillan  ,   1998  ) 
  148  –  50        ;             M     Fr  ė  jut  ė  -Rakauskien  ė        ,       O     Sasunkevich       and       K       Š  liavait  ė        ,   ‘    Polish Ethnic Minority in Belarus 
and Lithuania: Politics, Institutions, and Identities    ’   (  2021  )         Nationalities Papers       1132        ;             A      Miarka      , 
  ‘    Social Mobilization in Belarus   –   The Polish Perspective    ’   (  2022  )   71           Problems of  Post-Communism       84      .     
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embarked on efforts to reclaim their historical narratives, having stripped away 
Soviet infl uences, and affi rmed their distinct identities. 20  However, this period in 
Belarus was cut short with the ascent of Alaksandr  Ł uka š enka to power in 1994, 
who would steer governance of the nation and memory politics in a very differ-
ent direction.  

   B. The Years 1994 – 95 and the Period Until 2020  

 The second timespan, starting from 1994 – 95 and running until 2020, is particu-
larly important as this is the period after  Ł uka š enka won the fi rst (and so far, 
the last transparent) presidential election in Belarus. Since then, he has built 
an authoritarian state including full expulsion of the democratic opposition 
from parliament, suppression of the rule of law and media freedoms, mass 
repressions and state-sponsored violence, and the embedding of machinery 
consistently falsifying all of its (by now, six) 21  elections and four referenda. 22  The 
very fi rst referendum he staged in 1995 made Russian the second state language 
de jure; 23  de facto, it has become the only fully protected offi cial language. 
He re-introduced the Soviet-Belarusian fl ag and coat of arms (instead of the 
historic  ‘ white-red-white ’  fl ag that was used in Belarus from 1991 – 94), 24  and 
constitutionally imposed closer economic ties with the Russian Federation. The 
starting point between 1994 and 1995 proved crucial for the entire subsequent 
period up until 2020, which can be characterised by a peculiar competition of 
two sets of memory politics in the country. The fi rst is built upon the existing 
national historiography, stressing the uniqueness of the Belarusian identity and 
its historical development. To a certain, albeit limited, extent, its soft promotion 
has been made possible through the activism of history educators in schools and 
universities, who have long resisted Russifi cation and re-Sovietisation in their 
teaching of Belarusian history. This has been complemented by the mobilisation 
of cultural activists, 25  as well as the necessity for the formally independent state 
to maintain some minimal differentiation from Russia. This includes, among 

 20              G      Gill      ,     Democracy and Post-Communism:         Political Change in the Post-Communist World     
(  Routledge  ,   2002  )  .   For an analysis of   ‘  ethnic democracy  ’  , see:           Y      Peled      ,     The Challenge of  Ethnic 
Democracy:         The State and Minority Groups in Israel, Poland and Nothern Ireland     (  Routledge  , 
  2014  )  .     
 21    According to current offi cial announcements, the seventh presidential elections are expected to 
take place on 26 January 2025.   
 22              A     Wilson      ,     Belarus:         The Last European Dictatorship     (  Yale University Press  ,   2021  )  .     
 23              A      Piletski      ,   ‘    The Day Belarus Lost its Language, White-Red-White Flag and Pahonia Coat of 
Arms    ’   (    EuroRadioFM    ,   14  May 2016  ):     www.euroradio.fm/en/day-belarus-lost-language-white-
red-white-fl ag-and-pahonia-coat-arms/      .     
 24                A      Kotljarchuk      ,   ‘    The Flag Revolution: Understanding the Political Symbols of Belarus    ’     in 
        N      M  ö  rner       (ed),     Constructions and Instrumentalization of  the Past. A Comparative Study on 
Memory Management in the Region     (  CBEES: S  ö  dert  ö  rns h  ö  gskola  ,   2020  )   45  –  54      .     
 25                S     Oushakine      ,   ‘    How to Grow out of Nothing: The Afterlife of National Rebirth in Postcolonial 
Belarus    ’   (  2017  )   28           Qui Parle       423      .     
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other aspects, the use of national toponyms, 26  the Belarusian spelling of names 
in offi cial documents, 27  and modest investments in the restoration of historical 
monuments. 28  

 Yet the second competing politics of memory, 29  with its cult of World War II 
(WWII) (or rather, the  ‘ Great Patriotic War ’ , the post-Soviet vocabulary and 
chronology transplanted from the Russian analogues) 30  and a promulgated 
image of Belarus as an anti-Nazi partisan republic has been incomparably more 
powerful, due to its sustainment  –  including fi nancial  –  by  Ł uka š enka ’ s state 
machinery. 31  It has encompassed not only the explicit linguistic Russifi cation 
of all major social networks (from teaching at schools and universities, to 
Russian becoming de facto the sole language of court proceedings), but also 
showcased Belarusian historiography and cultural representation as derived 
from the Soviet hagiography of Belarusian statehood. Several historical themes 
were either ignored in educational and offi cial cultural policies or addressed 
only sporadically and subjected to censorship. These include the history of the 
Holocaust of Belarusian Jews, the mass genocide of the Roma, the histories of 
Ostarbeiters, Soviet military defeats and errors, non-communist resistance to 
Nazism, the Jewish partisan movement, controversial and violent episodes of 
the Soviet partisan movement for the Belarusian population, and the history of 
the national movement during the war period (which was exclusively portrayed 
as collaborationist). Also overlooked were the repressive policies of the Soviet 
political regime before, during, and after WWII, analysis of regional histori-
cal differences within Belarus (particularly between Western and Eastern 
Belarus), state violence and Stalinist crimes in the twentieth century, the post-
war history of the national movement, and the memory of the 1986 Chernobyl 
disaster. 32  

 While imperial Russian concepts have been permitted to compete in the 
 non -free market of historical ideas in Belarus, the state ’ s memory politics 
have primarily favoured Soviet elements of historical narratives. This includes 

 26            UN Economic and Social Council    ,   ‘    The Roman Alphabet Transliteration of Belarusian 
Geographical Names    ’   (    Tenth United Nations Conference on the Standardization of  Geographical 
Names    ,   13  July 2012  ):     https://unstats.un.org/unsd/geoinfo/ungegn/docs/10th-uncsgn-docs/
crp/E_CONF.101_CRP2_The%20Roman%20alphabet%20transliteration.pdf/      .     
 27              R     Astapenia      ,   ‘    Getting Belarusian Names and Places Right    ’       BelarusDigest     (    Belarus    ,   20 July 2015  ): 
    www.belarusdigest.com/story/getting-belarusian-names-and-places-right/      .     
 28              S     Stureika      ,   ‘    Developing the Cultural Heritage Sector in Belarus    ’   (    Culture Partnership Europe    ): 
    www.culturepartnership.eu/en/article/report-stureika      .     
 29    Lastouski (n 2).   
 30    For socio-legal implications stemming from the usage of   ‘  World War II  ’   and the   ‘  Great Patriotic 
War  ’   in the (post-)Soviet context, as well as the differentiation between these terms, see the chap-
ters on Russia in this volume (in particular,   Chapter 1   by Andrii Nekoliak and Paul Primbs, and 
  Chapter 2   by Ilya Nuzov).   
 31                A     Goujon      ,   ‘    Memorial Narratives of WWII Partisans and Genocide in Belarus    ’   (  2010  )   24           East 
European Politics and Societies: and Cultures       6      .     
 32              A     Brata  č  kin      ,   ‘    2022-y   –   hod   “  histary  č  naj pamiaci  ”   i pality  č  naha vykarysta  ń  nia historyi   ū   Bie  ł  arusi    ’   
(    Bie  ł  aruski PEN    ,   13  February 2023  ):     www.penbelarus.org/2023/02/13/2022-y-god-gistarychnaj-
pamyaczi-i-palitychnaga-vykarystannya-gistoryi-u-belarusi.html      .     
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the pompous military parades celebrating victory in the  ‘ Great Patriotic 
War ’  on 9 May,  33  rather than shifting focus to the outright Russian imperial-
ist constructs which deny Belarusians and Ukrainians any historical agency or 
independent identity. 34  Civil society, with its mnemonic practices, 35  has contin-
ued to function inside the country, though under quasi-dissident conditions. 36  

 Nonetheless, authorities permitted civil society activists to hold anniversary 
events in honour of the centenary of the formation of the Belarusian People ’ s 
Republic in 2018, 37  and even attempted to depoliticise the memory of Stalinist 
repressions by erecting a monument at the site of mass executions from the 
late 1930s in Kurapaty, 38  near Minsk. 39  This period of short-lived  ‘ liberalisation ’  
in memory policies came to an end in 2020.   

   III. THE SHIFT IN MEMORY POLITICS BETWEEN 2020 AND 2022: MEMORY 
LAW ON THE  ‘ GENOCIDE OF BELARUSIAN PEOPLE ’  (2022)  

 Between 2020 and 2022, Belarusian memory politics underwent signifi cant 
changes, particularly in the context of state-controlled narratives about the 
nation ’ s past, the turning point being the mass protests in the aftermath of 
the 2020 presidential election, which resulted in the tightening of control over 
historical discourse. 40  This culminated in the 2021 memory law on the  ‘ Genocide 
of the Belarusian People ’ , 41  a key legislative development that marks a profound 
shift in how the past is offi cially framed and used by Luka š enka ’ s regime. 

 33              U      Belavusau       and       M      Karliuk      ,   ‘    The State of Denial Amidst a Military Parade: COVID-19 in 
Belarus    ’   (    Verfassungsblog    ,   20  May 2020  ):     www.verfassungsblog.de/the-state-of-denial-amidst-a-
military-parade-covid-19-in-belarus/      .   The parade is held every 5 years.   
 34                M     M  ä  lksoo      ,   ‘    The Postcolonial Moment in Russia  ’  s War Against Ukraine    ’   (  2022  )   25           Journal of  
Genocide Research       471      .     
 35    Oushakine (n 25).   
 36      ‘  Human Rights Situation in Belarus: December 2020  ’   (  Viasna  , 31  December 2020):     www.
spring96.org/en/news/101166    . See also:   ‘  European Parliament Resolution of 10  March 2010 on 
the Situation of Civil Society and National Minorities in Belarus, 2010/C 349 E07  ’   (  EU Parliament 
Resolution  , 10  March 2010):         https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:
349E:0037:0039:EN:PDF    .   
 37    Regarding this historical entity, see the previous section of this chapter (II.B), covering the 
years 1991  –  94.   
 38                DR      Marples       and       V      Laputska      ,   ‘    Kurapaty: Belarus  ’   Continuous Debate    ’   (  2020  )   79           Slavic 
Review       521, 521  –  43        ;             N      Bekus      ,   ‘    Agency of Internal Transnationalism in Social Memory   (  2018  )   70     
      The British Journal of  Sociology       1602      .     
 39    Brata  č  kin (n 32).   
 40                A      Kazharski      ,   ‘    Belarus  ’   New Political Nation  ?   2020 Anti-authoritarian Protests as Identity 
Building    ’   (  2021  )   29           New Perspectives       69        ;             T      Kulakevich      ,   ‘    National Awakening in Belarus: Elite 
Ideology to   “  Nation  ”   Practice    ’   (  2020  )   40           SAIS Review of  International Affairs       97      .     
 41    Law of the Republic of Belarus of 5 January 2022, No 146-Z   ‘  About Genocide of the Belarusian 
People  ’   (  З    а    к    о    н     Р    е    с    п    у    б    л    и    к    и     Б    е    л    а    р    у    с    ь     о    т   5   я    н    в    а    р    я   2022,   н    о    м    е    р   146-3,   «    О     Г    е    н    о    ц    и    д    е     б    е    л    о    р    у    с    с    к    о    г    о   
  н    а    р    о    д    а    »  ):     https://pravo.by/document/?guid=12551&p0=H12200146     (on the website of the National 
Legal Portal of Belarus). See also Instructional and Methodological Letter from the Ministry of 
Education of the Republic of Belarus,   ‘  On the Study of Materials about the Genocide of the 



Memory Laws and Policies in Belarus 171

   A. Context of  the Shift in Memory Politics  

 The unsuccessful mass protests of 2020 triggered the start of a new period in 
Belarusian memory politics which is crucial for understanding the escalation of 
 Ł uka š enka ’ s equating the democratic opposition with Nazi collaborationists. 42  
This period was marked by its failed, though impressively massive and peaceful, 43  
uprising against the dictatorship of  Ł uka š enka after the presidential elections 
in August 2020. 44  Despite their seemingly fraudulent result, 45  the elections 
demonstrated the unequivocal victory of a democratic  –  albeit then completely 
accidental  –  candidate, Ms Sviat ł ana Cichano ū skaja (Tsikhanouskaya), 46  with 
all the major opponents of  Ł uka š enka (including her husband), 47  having already 
been imprisoned that summer. The peaceful uprising was brutally suppressed 
(with Russia backing  Ł uka š enka ’ s massacres); 48  several people lost their lives 
(including those under circumstances that were not investigated); thousands 
of people were tortured and imprisoned; 49  and hundreds of thousands left the 
country in the two years following 50  (as political refugees and, even more so, 
as economic migrants escaping the dictatorship and potential escalation of the 
Russo-Ukrainian war on Belarusian territory). 51  

Belarusian People during the Great Patriotic War in General Secondary Education Institutions  ’  , 
30 August 2024 (  И    н    с    т    р    у    к    т    и    в    н    о  -  м    е    т    о    д    и    ч    е    с    к    о    е     п    и    с    ь    м    о     М    и    н    и    с    т    е    р    с    т    в    а     О    б    р    а    з    о    в    а    н    и    я     Р    е    с    п    у    б    л    и    к    и   
  Б    е    л    а    р    у    с    ь     «    О    б     и    з    у    ч    е    н    и    и     в     у    ч    р    е    ж    д    е    н    и    я    х     о    б    щ    е    г    о     с    р    е    д    н    е    г    о     о    б    р    а    з    о    в    а    н    и    я     м    а    т    е    р    и    а    л    о    в     о     г    е    н    о    ц    и    д    е   
  б    е    л    о    р    у    с    с    к    о    г    о     н    а    р    о    д    а     в     г    о    д    ы     В    е    л    и    к    о    й     О    т    е    ч    е    с    т    в    е    н    н    о    й     в    о    й    н    ы    »  ,   о    т   30   а    в    у    с    т    а   2024).   
 42              U      Belavusau       (interviwed by M Steinbelis),   ‘    Corona Constitutional #45: Europas 
letzter Diktator  ?      ’   (    Verfassungsblog    ,   19 August 2020  ):     www.verfassungsblog.de/corona-constitutional-
45-europas-letzter-diktator/      .     
 43              M      Karliuk       and       Y      Miadzvetskaya      ,   ‘    The Kafkaesque Edifi ce of Law: Belarusian Presidential 
Elections 2020    ’   (    Verfassungsblog    ,   7 August 2020  ):     www.verfassungsblog.de/the-kafkaesque-edifi ce-
of-law/      .     
 44      ‘  Statement: the Democractic Oppostition in Belarus  ’   (  European Parliament  , 2020):     https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/215921/    .   
 45              J      Kinnear      ,   ‘    Fraudulent Presidential Election in Belarus: Joint Statement to the OSCE    ’   (    UK 
Government   –   Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Offi ce    ,   2 September 2022  ):     www.gov.uk/
government/speeches/fraudulent-presidential-election-in-belarus-joint-statement-to-the-osce/      .     
 46    Although I use the Belarusian Latin alphabet throughout this chapter, the name and surname 
of Cichano  ū  skaja are more widely used in their transliteration from Cyrillic Belarusian (like in 
Ms Tsikhanouskaya  ’  s passport) in Anglophone literature and media, including on her offi cial 
website, see:   ‘  Offi cial Website  ’   (  Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya  , 2024):     www.tsikhanouskaya.org/en/    .   
 47      ‘  Belarus Opposition Leader Tsikhanouski Jailed for 18 Years  ’   (  Euractiv  , 14 December 2021):     www.
euractiv.com/section/europe-s-east/news/belarus-opposition-leader-tsikhanouski-jailed-for-18-years/    .   
 48                A      Leukavets      ,   ‘    Russia  ’  s Game in Belarus: 2020 Presidential Elections as a Checkmate for 
Lukashenka  ?      ’   (  2021  )   29           New Perspectives       90      .     
 49            BBC News    ,   ‘    Belarus Jails: Stories of Fear and Violence    ’   (    BBC News         London    ,   27  May 2021  ) 
    www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-57238628      .     
 50                A     McMillan      ,   ‘    The Recent Belarusian Exodus Seen against the Background of Earlier Belarusian 
and Russian Emigrations    ’   (  2023  )   15           Bia  ł  orutenistyka Bia  ł  ostrock       111        ; M Gau  č  ait  ė  -Znutien  ė  , 
  ‘  Thousands of Belarusians Flee to Lithuania for Fear of Repressions and Conscription   LRT.It   
(Lithuania, 27 July 2022):     www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1745790/thousands-of-belarusians-fl ee-
to-lithuania-for-fear-of-repressions-and-conscription    .   
 51              A     G  ł    ó  wczewski      ,   ‘    Zaryn: Belarusians are Fleeing the Country    ’       Polish Press Agency     (    Poland    ,   17 June 
2022  ):     www.pap.pl/en/news/news%2C1251774%2Czaryn-belarusians-are-fl eeing-country.html      .     
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 Widespread use of the white-red-white fl ag, 52  and other historical symbols 
during the protest, 53  constituted a trigger for the impulsive turn in  Ł uka š enka ’ s 
politics of memory regarding not only  re-Sovietisation  of the historical policies, 
but also  –  to a large degree  –  their substitution with Russian historiographic 
myths. 54  Furthermore, support extended by Poland and Lithuania to the 
Belarusian democratic opposition led to  Ł uka š enka ’ s notoriously aggressive 
stance not only towards activists of the Polish 55  and Lithuanian 56  minorities, 
but also the periods of Belarusian historiography shared with these nations. 
These include the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and the Commonwealth of Poland 
and Lithuania, as well as the later period up until 1939. In addition,  Ł uka š enka 
orchestrated the refugee crisis on the Polish and Lithuanian borders as part 
of his broader political tactics. 57  Putin ’ s economic and political support of 
 Ł uka š enka ’ s suppression of the mass peaceful protest led to daily arrests, as 
well as gigantic political and social repression on various levels. 58  

 It was during this period of instability, which began in the summer of 2020, 
that historical memory became a central battleground for state offi cials. 59  They 
portrayed the democratic opposition as heirs to the collaborationist faction among 
Belarusians who had cooperated with the Nazi regime during the  ‘ Great Patriotic 
War ’ . 60  This narrative involved not only the suppression of alternative historical 
perspectives  –  particularly those linked to the national independence movement 
and opposition fi gures  –  but also the amplifi cation of Soviet-era commemora-
tions and the accelerated Russifi cation of historical discourses. The latter process 
had been comparably slower and less pervasive between 1994 and 2020. In fact, 

 52    Regarding the white-red-white fl ag (dating back to 1918) being briefl y restored as the state 
symbol in the period between 1991 and 1994   –   before Luka  š  enka returned the Soviet fl ag of the 
Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic (with minor adjustments)   –   and its cultural and political signifi -
cance for Belarusian independence and democracy, see the previous section of this chapter (II.B.), 
covering 1994  –  2020, and the literature cited in footnotes therein.   
 53    Bekus (n 2); Kotljarchuk (n 24).   
 54              G      Ioffe      ,   ‘    Belarus  ’  s Politics of Memory Swing Back Toward Russo-Centrism    ’   (    Eurasia Daily 
Monitor    ,   26 January 2022  ):     https://jamestown.org/program/belaruss-politics-of-memory-swing-back-
toward-russo-centrism/      .     
 55      ‘  Minsk Regime Began to Oppress the Polish Minority in Belarus  ’   (  InformNapalm  , 19 May 2021): 
    https://informnapalm.org/en/minsk-regime-began-to-oppress-the-polish-minority-in-belarus/    .   
 56              R     Jakubauskas      ,   ‘    Belarus Bans Lithuanian Instruction in Minority Schools, Prompting Protests 
from Vilnius    ’       LRT.It     (    Lithuania    ,   25  April 2022  ):     www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1680264/
belarus-bans-lithuanian-instruction-in-minority-schools-prompting-protests-from-vilnius      .     
 57              A     Kubal      ,   ‘    Why is There a Humanitarian Crisis at the Polish-Belarusian Border  ?      ’   (    Georgetown 
Journal of  International Affairs    ,   17  November 2021  ):     https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2021/11/17/
why-is-there-a-humanitarian-crisis-at-the-polish-belarusian-border/      .     
 58        Belsat.eu    ,   ‘  Genocide of Belarusian People  ’   (  Belsat ENG Video  , 16  November 2021):     https://
belsat.eu/en/programs/16-11-2021-genocide-of-belarusian-people-eng-video/    ; see publications of 
  Viasna   on human rights situation in Belarus,   ‘  Publications  ’   (  Viasna  , 2023  –  24):     https://spring96.org/
en/publications    .   
 59              SM      Norris      ,   ‘    History, Memory, and the Art of Protest in Belarus    ’   (    Origins: Current Events in 
Historical Perspective    ,   February 2021  ):     https://origins.osu.edu/article/history-memory-and-art-
protest-belarus      .   See also           M     Kranz      ,   ‘    Belarusian Leader Writes Poles, Jews, Other Minorities out of 
WWII History in a Bid for National Unity    ’   (    Coda    ,   23 September 2022  ):     https://www.codastory.com/
rewriting-history/belarus-war-on-historical-memory/      .     
 60    Brata  č  kin (n 32).   
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up until 2020,  Ł uka š enka did not base his memory politics explicitly on the 
Russian colonial myth. 61  His propaganda neither resisted nor explicitly endorsed 
Russian imperialist doctrines, despite his regime ’ s full dependence on the Kremlin, 
the linguistic Russifi cation of the country and  Ł uka š enka ’ s periodic slip of the 
tongue about Belarusians being  ‘ the quality version of Russians ’ . 62  Nevertheless, 
much like Putin  –  arguably even more so  –   Ł uka š enka became notorious in the 
post-Soviet space for his rhetoric of whitewashing 63  and denying communist-era 
crimes. 64  He promoted various cultural policies that effectively perpetuated the 
cult of the Soviet state and the hagiography of the  ‘ Great Patriotic War ’  (1941 –
 45). 65  Despite this, the spectrum of Belarusian memory laws (mostly non-punitive) 
under his presidency until 2020 remained relatively modest compared to the veri-
table boom of such legislation in neighbouring Poland, Russia, and Ukraine, 66  
as demonstrated in various chapters of this volume. In these countries, memory 
laws have largely been converted into instruments of offence and defence during 
so-called  ‘ memory wars ’ . 67  The failed peaceful uprising of 2020, however, led 
to increasingly neurotic political rhetoric, which accelerated the discussion and 
adoption of memory policies by  Ł uka š enka ’ s puppet parliament. Among these, 
the most controversial was a punitive memory law concerning the denial of the 
genocide against the Belarusian people.  

   B. The Law on the  ‘ Genocide of  the Belarusian People ’  (2022)  

 The most signifi cant legislative development in this shift was the passage of 
the 2021 Bill on the  ‘ Genocide of the Belarusian People ’ . 68  This Bill was passed by 

 61    See             A      Kazharski       and       K      Lozka      ,   ‘    Belarus-Russia Relations: Identity as Product and Factor    ’     in 
        A     Moshes       and       R     Nizhnikau       (eds),     Russian Policy Toward Belarus after 2020:         At a Turning Point  ?       
(  Lexington Books  ,   2023  )   11  –  28      .     
 62    See         CTVBY    ,   ‘    Lukashenko:   “  Belorus   –   eto russkij so znakom kachestva  ”      ’   (    STB TV Channel    , 
  18  January 2019  ):     www.youtube.com/watch?v=k5HqUfOIQr8      .   This narrative has been picked 
up again in a recent interview with Russian media, see:   ‘  Interview with Rossiya TV Channel  ’   
(  President of  the Republic of  Belarus  , 15  August 2024):     https://president.gov.by/en/events/
interv-u-telekanalu-rossia-1723807637    .   
 63              C     Bigg      ,   ‘    Lukashenka Comes to Praise Stalin, Not to Bury Him    ’   (    RadioLibertyEurope/ RadioLiberty    , 
  17 October 2012  ):     www.rferl.org/a/lukashenka-belarus-russia-stalin-lenin/24742548.html/      .     
 64                A     Sannikov      ,   ‘    The Accidental Dictatorship of Alexander Lukashenko    ’   (  2005  )   25           SAIS Review of  
International Affairs       75        ;             N     Leshchenko      ,   ‘    The National Ideology and the Basis of the Lukashenka 
Regime in Belarus    ’   (  2008  )   60           Europe-Asia Studies       1419        ;             K      Matzuzato      ,   ‘    A Populist Island in an 
Ocean of Clan Politics: The Lukashenka Regime as an Exception among CIS Countries    ’   (  2004  ) 
  56           Europa-Asia Studies       235        ;           M      Frear      ,     Belarus Under Lukashenka:         Adaptive Authoritarianism     
(  Routledge  ,   2019  )  .     
 65              DR     Marples      ,     Our Glorious Past    ’    :     Lukashenka  ’  s Belarus and the Great Patriotic War     (  Columbia 
University Press  ,   2014  )  .     
 66                G     Baranowska       and       L     Castellanos-Jankiewicz      ,   ‘    Historical Memory in Post-Communist Europe 
and the Rule of Law    ’   (  2020  )   5           European Papers       95      .   See also:   ‘  Debate: Memory Laws  ’   (  Verfassungsblog  , 
2017–2018):     www.verfassungsblog.de/category/debates/memory-laws-debates/    .   
 67    Belavusau, Gliszczy  ń  ska-Grabias and M  ä  lksoo (n 2).   
 68    Law of the Republic of Belarus of 5 January 2022 (n 41). In Russia, the   ‘  genocide of the Soviet 
people  ’   has been commemorated annually, on 19 April, since 2019. See A Weiss-Wendt,   ‘    “  Genocide 
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Parliament on 14 June 2021 and signed into law by  Ł uka š enka on 5 January 2022, 
that is, only a month before the fully-fl edged  ‘ de-Nazifying ’   –  as framed by 
Putin  –  Russian invasion into Ukraine. The offi cially announced primary aim of 
this law was to establish a legal framework that recognises the mass killings of 
Belarusians during WWII as genocide. This includes crimes committed by Nazi 
Germany, ignoring Soviet repression and other controversial aspects of Belarus ’ s 
twentieth-century history. 

 According to this memory law, the  ‘ genocide of the Belarusian people ’  
includes atrocities committed by Nazi criminals and their collaborators, as 
well as by nationalist formations during the  ‘ Great Patriotic War ’  and the post-
war period. These actions, according to the law, were aimed at the systematic 
physical extermination of the Belarusian people through killings and other 
acts recognised as genocide in accordance with legislative acts and interna-
tional law. 69  

 By introducing this law, the Belarusian parliament appears to have 
drawn inspiration from both Polish 70  and Russian precedents, 71  elevating 
memory populism in criminal law to a level of explicit demagogy. The 2022 
Belarusian memory law added a new crime to Article 130 of the Criminal 
Code of Belarus (essentially extending an existing provision on hate speech), 
stipulating a prison sentence of fi ve to ten years for the denial and trivialisa-
tion of the  ‘ genocide of the Belarusian people ’  during WWII and up until 
December 1951. 72  Thus, this law also covers the period of anti-Soviet national 
Belarusian resistance after 1945 on the communist-occupied territory of 
Belarus. Similarly to Putin ’ s version of memory governance, 73  this law prom-
ulgates the heading,  ‘ Great Patriotic War ’ , transplanting post-Soviet Russian 
historiographic imagery and denialism of the joint Soviet-German aggression 

of the Soviet People  ”  : Putin  ’  s Russia Waging Lawfare by Means of History, 2018  –  2023  ’   (2023  –  2024) 
17   Genocide Studies and Prevention: An International Journal   1.   
 69    Art 1 of Law of the Republic of Belarus of 5  January 2022, No 146-Z   ‘  About Genocide of 
the Belarusian People  ’   (  З    а    к    о    н     Р    е    с    п    у    б    л    и    к    и     Б    е    л    а    р    у    с    ь     о    т   5   я    н    в    а    р    я   2022,   н    о    м    е    р   146-3,   «    О     Г    е    н    о    ц    и    д    е   
  б    е    л    о    р    у    с    с    к    о    г    о     н    а    р    о    д    а    »  ).   
 70              A      Gliszczy  ń  ska       and       W      Koz  ł  owski      ,   ‘    Calling Murders by Their Names as Criminal Offence: a 
Risk of Statutory Negationism in Poland    ’   (    Verfassungsblog    ,   1 February 2018  ):     www.verfassungsblog.
de/calling-murders-by-their-names-as-criminal-offence-a-risk-of-statutory-negationism-in-poland/      .     
 71              G      Bogush       and       I      Nuzov      ,   ‘    Russia  ’  s Supreme Court Rewrites History of the Second World 
War    ’   (    EJIL:Talk    ,   28  October 2016  ):     www.ejiltalk.org/russias-supreme-court-rewrites-history-of-
the-second-world-war/      .     
 72    Art 2 of this Law stipulates that:   ‘  (1) The denial of the genocide of the Belarusian people, 
whether expressed in a public speech, a printed or publicly displayed work, in mass media, or in 
information posted on the global computer network Internet, another public telecommunications 
network, or a private telecommunications network, shall be punishable by arrest, or by restriction 
of liberty for a term of up to fi ve years, or by imprisonment for the same term. (2) The act specifi ed 
in part 1 of this article, if committed by a person previously convicted of denying the genocide of 
the Belarusian people, or by an offi cial using their offi cial authority, shall be punishable by imprison-
ment for a term of three to ten years  ’  .   
 73                N     Koposov      ,   ‘      “  The Only Possible Ideology  ”  : Nationalizing History in Putin  ’  s Russia    ’   (  2022  )   24     
      Journal of  Genocide Research       205      .     
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towards Poland in 1939. Furthermore, this Belarusian memory law seems to 
almost mock the 2018 Polish memory law 74  (often  –  erroneously, in my opin-
ion 75   –  referred to in the press as the  ‘ Polish Holocaust Law ’ ). The Polish law 
refers to the  ‘ Polish Nation ’ , that should not be accused of atrocities commit-
ted by the Third Reich, including those connected to the Holocaust. 76  The 
Belarusian law of 2022 applies the political ethnonym of  ‘ Belarusian people ’  
( bie ł aruski narod ) against whom a genocide was committed during the  ‘ Great 
Patriotic War ’ . The asterisked note to  ‘ Belarusian people ’  in Article 1 contains 
the defi nition that  ‘ [f]or the purposes of this Article, the term  “ Belarusian 
people ”  refers to Soviet citizens who resided within the territory of the 
Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic during the Great Patriotic War and/or 
the post-war period ’ . In doing so, the law certifi es the Soviet narrative about 
the heroic victimhood of the Belarusian people, considering that every fourth 
Belarusian inhabitant perished during WWII. 77  

 Nonetheless, most  ‘ Belarusian ’  victims of the  systemic  annihilation in 
Nazi-occupied Belarus were Jews, who are not even mentioned one single 
time in this law. Before the Holocaust, Belarus hosted one of the most dense 
Jewish Ashkenazi populations and was even where the renaissance of the 
Yiddish-language culture unfolded. 78  Unsurprisingly, the law has been criticised 
by Israeli historians and press (yet comparatively less so than the analogous 
Polish legislation of 2018). 79  In reply to criticism addressed to the earlier Bill of 
this law, the Belarusian embassy in Tel Aviv delivered an op-ed to  Haaretz , where 
it insisted that the ethnonym of the Belarusian people suffi ciently encompasses 
all nations living on Belarusian territory. 80  This rhetoric seems to reanimate the 
old Soviet approach of silencing the crimes against Jews, by emphasising that 

 74              U      Belavusau       and       A      W  ó  jcik      ,   ‘    Polish Memory Law: When History Becomes a Source of 
Mistrust    ’   (    New Eastern Europe    ,   19  February 2018  ):     www.neweasterneurope.eu/2018/02/19/
polish-memory-law-history-becomes-source-mistrust/      .     
 75                U      Belavusau       and       A      W  ó  jcik      ,   ‘    La criminalisation de l  ’  expression historique en Pologne: la loi 
m  é  morielle de 2018    ’   (  2018  )         Archives de politique criminelle       30      .     
 76            BELTA English    ,   ‘    MFA Hosts Exhibition about Genocide of Belarusian People During War    ’   
(  18 July 2022  ):     https://eng.belta.by/society/view/mfa-hosts-exhibition-about-genocide-of-belarusian-
people-during-war-151843-2022/      .     
 77                Per     A Rudling      ,   ‘      “  For a Heroic Belarus!  ”  : The Great Patriotic War as Identity Marker in 
Lukashenka and Soviet Belarusian Discourses    ’   (  2008  )   32           Nationalities Affairs       43      .     
 78              E      Bemporad      ,     Becoming Soviet Jews:         The Bolshevik Experiment in Minsk     (  Indiana University 
Press  ,   2013  )     (see in particular, the chapter on   ‘  Soviet Minsk: The Capital of Yiddish  ’  , 81  –  111).   
 79              L      Smilovitsky      ,   ‘    The Real Reason Belarus  ’   Dictatorial Regime is Downplaying the Holocaust    ’   
(    Haaretz    ,   12  January 2022  ):     www.haaretz.com/world-news/2022-01-12/ty-article-opinion/.
premium/the-real-reason-belarus-dictatorial-regime-downplays-the-holocaust/0000017f-e9f7-dc91-
a17f-fdff62590000/      .   See also           L      Rozovsky      ,   ‘    Belarus Under Fire for Law Equating Holocaust 
with Nazi Crimes Against Nationals    ’   (    Haaretz    ,   19  December 2021  ):     https://www.haaretz.com/
jewish/2021-12-19/ty-article/.premium/israeli-historians-belarus-blurring-holocaust-with-genocide-
legislation/0000017f-ef3a-d8a1-a5ff-ffba160f0000      .     
 80              E      Vorobyev      ,   ‘    We Will Never Separate Jewish Victims from the Nazi Genocide against the 
Entire People of Belarus    ’   (    Haaretz    ,   22 December 2021  ):     www.haaretz.com/world-news/2021-12-22/
ty-article-opinion/.premium/we-will-never-separate-jewish-victims-from-the-nazi-genocide-aga
inst-belarus/0000017f-dc84-db5a-a57f-dceec14c0000      .   See also             L      Allwork      ,   ‘    At Engagement Edge: 
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 ‘ all Soviet citizens ’  were targeted. 81  In the meantime,  Ł uka š enka himself has 
been accused on several occasions of anti-Semitic statements. 82  

 By no means has the law been a sleeping monster; instead, it has been 
utilised as a weapon against independent media, 83  leaders of the Polish minor-
ity in Belarus, 84  cultural fi gures, historians and even tour guides. 85  Furthermore, 
propaganda agencies and history educators explicitly link the  ‘ genocide of the 
Belarusian people ’  86  to the  ‘ rehabilitation of Nazi collaborationism ’  by the demo-
cratic opposition. 87  Such allegations are explicit, in particular, in the book edited 
by the Prosecutor General,  The Genocide of  the Belarusian People  (published in 
the summer of 2022) with a cover collaging an image from WWII with a photo 
of the 2020 protestors. 88  The Belarusian Prosecutor ’ s Offi ce has launched offi cial 
criminal proceedings and orchestrated an almost theatrical investigation into this 
 ‘ international crime of genocide ’ , collecting evidence and periodically suggesting 
that perpetrators of that genocide share the same political ideologies as current 
opponents of the Belarusian regime. 89  In March 2024, the fi rst person accused of 
the crime of denying the  ‘ genocide of the Belarusian people ’  was detained. 90  

 Amendments introduced in 2021 to the laws  ‘ On Countering Extremism ’  and 
 ‘ On the Prevention of the Rehabilitation of Nazism ’ , alongside provisions on 
hate speech (Article 130) and the denigration of state symbols (Article 370) in the 
Criminal Code, have been transformed into instruments for persecuting individ-
uals based on their political views expressed through historical narratives. These 

Heritage Experts and Holocaust Education in Belarus    ’   (  2023  )   30           Holocaust Studies: A Journal of  
Culture and History       1      .     
 81                R     Weinberg      ,   ‘    The Politics of Remembering: The Treatment of Holocaust in the Soviet Union    ’   
(  2006  )   7           The Holocaust in International Perspective       414      .     
 82    See             L     Gershovich      ,   ‘    Anti-Semitism in the Propaganda and Public Discourse in Russia, Ukraine, 
and Belarus during the Russian-Ukrainian War (February-August 2022)    ’   (  2023  )   41           Analysis of  
Current Trents in Antisemitism       1      .   See also           S      Asatiani      ,   ‘    Belarus: Lukashenka Comments Draw 
Accusations of Anti-Semitism    ’   (    RadioFreeEurope/ RadioLiberty    ,   22  October 2007  ):     www.
rferl.org/a/1079002.html        ;           TO      Fritzhand      ,   ‘    Katz Calls Belarus President  ’  s Remarks   “  Clear  ”   
Antisemitism    ’   (    Jewish News Syndicate    ,   16  June 2024  ):     www.jns.org/belarus-president-blames-
jews-for-political-corruption/        ;           L      Nevzlin      ,   ‘    The Silence over Lukashenko  ’  s Antisemitism    ’   (    Haaretz    , 
  20  December 2021  ):     https://www.haaretz.com/opinion/2021-12-20/ty-article-opinion/.premium/
the-silence-over-lukashenkos-antisemitism/0000017f-f226-d497-a1ff-f2a659e90000      .     
 83      ‘  Sud nad mastakom Alesiem Pu  š  kinym zrabili adkrytym  ’   (  Viasna  , 10  March 2022):     www.
spring96.org/be/news/107036    .   
 84      ‘  Andrzej Poczobut pa  č  a  ū   znajomicca z materyja  ł  ami spravy  ’   (  Na  š  a Niva  , 8 April 2022):     www.
nashaniva.com/297212    .   
 85      ‘  Nia mo  ż  a  š   raskazva  ć  ,   š  to dumaje  š  : jak re  ż  ym ci  ś  nie na ekskursavoda  ū    ’   (  Na  š  a Niva  , 
10 August 2022):     www.nashaniva.com/297141    .   
 86      ‘  Henprakuratura   ź  viaza  ł  a henacyd z padziejami 2020 hoda   ū   Bie  ł  arusi  ’   (  Na  š  a Niva  , 
27 January 2022):     www.nashaniva.com/?c=ar&i=283701    .   
 87      ‘  Vyj  š    ł  a kniha pra hienacyd bie  ł  aruskaha Naroda  ’   (  Na  š  a Niva  , 8 April 2022):     www.nashaniva.
com/?c=ar&i=287917    .   
 88    ibid.   
 89    For investigation materials in Russian, see, the website of the Belarus Prosecution Offi ce:     http://
prokuratura.gov.by/ru/activity/rassledovanie-ugolovnogo-dela-o-genotside/    .   
 90    See:   ‘  Chto toj bie  ł  arus, jakoha pier  š  ym zatrymali za   “  adma  ū  le  ń  nie henacydu bie  ł  aruskaha 
narodu  ”    ’   (  Na  š  a Niva  , 4 March 2024):     www.nashaniva.com/337758    .   
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measures include explicit prohibitions on the use of the historical white-red-white 
fl ag and the coat of arms of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania ( ‘ Pahonia ’ )  –  
both offi cial state symbols in Belarus from 1991 to 1994  –  as well as the slogan 
 ‘ Long Live Belarus ’  (  Ž yvie Bie ł aru ś  ), which dates back to the early twentieth 
century. 91  

 On 26 March 2021, the General Prosecutor ’ s Offi ce of Belarus initiated a 
criminal case against renowned Belarusian artist Ale ś  Pu š kin, 92  for displaying a 
portrait of the anti-Soviet underground fi gure A ū hien  Ž ychar at an exhibition 
in the Hrodna Centre for Urban Life. The prosecutor ’ s offi ce interpreted this as 
a  ‘ rehabilitation of Nazism ’ , despite the fact that the painting had been created 
in 2014 and subsequently exhibited in both Russia and Belarus. Although Pu š kin 
was aware of the criminal case, he did not cancel his return fl ight from Ukraine, 
where he had been holding an exhibition. He returned home that evening and 
on 30 March 2022, Pu š kin was sentenced to fi ve years in prison for  ‘ incitement to 
racial, national, or religious hatred ’   –  the same provision of the Criminal Code, 
concerning hate speech, to which the 2022 memory law added extensions relat-
ing to the denial of the  ‘ genocide of the Belarusian people ’ . On 11 July 2023, 
Pu š kin tragically passed away at the age of 57 in a hospital to which he had been 
urgently transferred from a prison facility after being allegedly denied adequate 
medical treatment for several days. 93  

 The memory law on the  ‘ Genocide of the Belarusian People ’  (2022) is 
emblematic of a broader trend in Belarusian memory politics under  Ł uka š enka, 
where historical narratives and symbols have been weaponised to bolster regime 
legitimacy. This shift  –  which intensifi ed after the 2020 election protests that 

 91    Brata  č  kin (n 32). It should be noted that the link between counteracting the rehabilitation of 
Nazism and counteracting extremism is a feature of both Russian and Belarusian legislation. The crime 
of Holocaust denial, for example, is never a self-standing provision as in Germany and other European 
countries, but rather part of the general prohibition of the Nazi ideology and its glorifi cation or reha-
bilitation. See in particular, R Shulga,   ‘  Pravovyje aspiekty otvietstviennosti za otritsaniye Kholokosta 
v Rossii (na primierie sudiebnogo diela Romana Yushkova)  ’  ,   Viestnik Sankt-Pieterburgskogo univier-
sitieta: Pravo  , 3, 2023. 595  –  609; Ma Sovetova,   ‘  O sodierzhanii ponyatiya   “  reabilitatsyi Natsizma  ”  : 
fakticheskiy, sotsialno-pravovoy i ugolovno-pravovoy askpiekty  ’  , Trudy   Akademii Upravlieniya MVD 
Rossii  , 1, 65, 2023. 164  –  71. See also, Postanovlieniye Parlamientskoy Assambliei Organizatsii Dogovora 
o Kolliektivnoy Biezopastnosti,   ‘  O Proiektie Rekommendatsiy po soviershenstvovaniyu natsionalnogo 
zakonodatielstva gosudarstv-chlenov ODKB v sfi erie protivodieystviya rasprostranieniyu natsizma i 
jego projavlieniy  ’   no 12-5.3 (5 November 2019); ODKB:   ‘  Resolution of the Parliamentary Assembly 
of the Collective Security Treaty Organization,   “  On the Draft Recommendations for the Improvement 
of the National Legislation of the CSTO Member States in the Sphere of Countering the Spread of 
Nazism and Its Manifestations  ”    ’    (available at:         https://pacsto.org/documents/rekomendatsii-po-
sovershenstvovaniyu-natsionalnogo-zakonodatelstva-gosudarstv-108    ).   
 92      ‘  Who was Ales Pushkin  ?    ’   (  Euroradio  , 12  July 2023):     www.euroradio.fm/en/who-was-ales-
pushkin-artist-who-died-captivity    .   
 93              A      Williams      ,   ‘    Ales Pushkin, Dissident Artist in Belarus, is Dead in Prison    ’   (    New York Times    , 
  25  July 2023  ):     www.nytimes.com/2023/07/25/world/europe/ales-pushkin-dead.html        ;           R      Svaboda      ,   
‘    U   š  pitali pamior palit  ź  niavoleny mastak Ale  ś   Pu  š  kin    ’   (    New York Times    ,   11 July 2023  ):     https://www.
nytimes.com/2023/07/25/world/europe/ales-pushkin-dead.html        ;           J     Lichtarovi  č        ,   ‘    Ale  ś   Pu  š  kin: mastak, 
jaki achviarava  ū     ż  y  ć  cio za svaje idei    ’   (    Polskie Radio    ,   11 July 2024  ):     www.polskieradio.pl/396/7819/
artykul/3402150      .     
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largely used historical symbols and slogans, and amid the Russo-Ukrainian war  –  
refl ects the regime ’ s efforts to control the past as a means of misrepresenting the 
present. By codifying its preferred version of history, the state seeks to eliminate 
alternative narratives that could threaten its authority, using memory as both a 
political and legal tool.   

   IV. LAW AND MEMORY POLITICS IN BELARUS DURING THE 
RUSSO-UKRAINIAN WAR (2022 – 24)  

   A. Mnemonic Constitutionalism Amidst the War  

 The fi nal timespan under analysis in this chapter begins in February 2022, and 
marks another evolution in the memory politics of the dictatorial regime in 
Belarus which has lasted up until the present moment in 2024. Memory poli-
cies during this time have been used, in part, to justify the war in Ukraine by 
largely adopting a Russian colonial perspective on Belarus and the broader 
history of the region, 94  and opposing national historiography, which is framed 
as  ‘ nationalist ’   –  that is, purportedly imbued with  ‘ Nazi ideas ’  and as posing 
a threat to the ontological security of the Union state of Russia and Belarus, 95  
as the Belarusian state TV propaganda claims. During this period, civil society 
in Belarus ceased to exist, even under the dissident conditions in which it had 
persisted between 1994 and 2020. Its members were either imprisoned (and often 
subjected to physical torture), 96  or sought to establish new channels of cultural 
communication within the growing diaspora of political and economic  é migr é s, 
primarily in neighbouring Lithuania and Poland. 97  

 A fraudulent constitutional referendum, 98  held immediately after the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine (which was launched substantially from Belarusian 
territory), 99  introduced several provisions to the Basic Law, 100  including the 
following extreme examples of mnemonic constitutionalism: 

 94    Ioffe (n 54).   
 95            Clingendael Institute    ,   ‘    Historical and Legal context of the Union State of Russia and 
Belarus    ’   (    Clingendael Report    ,   August 2021  ):     www.clingendael.org/pub/2021/an-ever-closer-
union/2-historical-and-legal-context/      .     
 96            Bie  ł  sat English    ,   ‘    Torture Center: Stories from Belarusian Detention Center    ’   (    Youtube    , 
  21 October 2020  ):     www.youtube.com/watch?v=4AkG3vGUjPo      .     
 97    McMillin,   ‘  The Recent Belarusian Exodus  ’   (n 50).   
 98      ‘  Belarus: Statement by the High Representative/ Vice-President Josep Borrell on the Constitutional 
Referendum  ’   (  European External Action Service  , 28  February 2020):     www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/
belarus-statement-high-representativevice-president-josep-borrell-constitutional-referendum_en/    .   
 99              N     Reetz      ,   ‘    Belarus is Complicit in Russia  ’  s War of Agression    ’   (    EJIL:Talk!    ,   1 March 2022  ):     www.
ejiltalk.org/belarus-is-complicit-in-russias-war-of-aggression/      .     
 100              R      Astapenia      ,   ‘    Belarus  ’   New Dubious Constitution    ’   (    Democracy and Society    ,   3 March 2022  ): 
    www.ips-journal.eu/topics/democracy-and-society/belarus-new-dubious-constitution-5760/        ;         Venice 
Commission    ,   ‘    Draft Amendments and Additions to the Constitution of the Republic of Belarus 
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  [Article 15] The state shall be responsible for the preservation of the historical, 
cultural and spiritual heritage and the free development of the cultures of all ethnic 
communities living in the Republic of Belarus. The state ensures the preservation of 
historical truth and memory of the heroic feat of the Belarusian people during the 
Great Patriotic War. 

 [Article 54] Everyone is obliged to protect the historical, cultural, spiritual heritage 
and other national values. The manifestation of patriotism, the preservation of the 
historical memory of the heroic past of the Belarusian people are the duty of every 
citizen of the Republic of Belarus.  

 These and other 2020 amendments to the Belarusian Constitution have been 
criticised by the Venice Commission for their incompatibility with rule of law 
standards. 101  In conjunction with the law on the  ‘ Genocide of the Belarusian 
People ’  (2022), the new provisions have laid the groundwork for the mnemonic 
constitutionalism of the dictatorial regime in Belarus, the latter marked by its 
distinctive colonial dependence on Russian and Soviet historical myths. 102   

   B. The  ‘ Year of  Historical Memory ’  and its Victims  

 Vladimir Putin infamously justifi ed the Russian invasion of Ukraine through 
simplistic historical propaganda, at the core of which lies his claim that 
Ukraine is an  ‘ artifi cial ’  and erroneous creation  –  allegedly established by 
communists. 103  This narrative aligns with the discourse promoted over the 
last decade of Putin ’ s presidency and continuously imposed by Russian TV 
propagandists. They have been seemingly effective in fostering hatred towards 
Ukrainians while cultivating a delusional belief in Russian superiority, 104  
as captured in recent Tweets by former president Dmitry Medvedev. 105  In 

Published by the Authorities for Public Discussion    ’   (  14 February 2021  ):     https://www.venice.coe.int/
webforms/documents/default.aspx?pdffi le=CDL-REF(2022)007-e/      .     
 101    See:         European Commission for Democracy Through Law    ,   ‘    Belarus: Urgent Interim Opinion 
on the Constitutional Reform    ’   (    Venice Commission    ,   5 April 2022  ):     www.venice.coe.int/webforms/
documents/?pdf=CDL-AD(2022)008-e      .     
 102                U      Belavusau      ,   ‘    Historical Imagery and Mnemonic Constitutionalism in Belarus    ’   (  2024  )   49     
      Review of  Central and East European Law       324      .     
 103              A      Smith      ,   ‘    Putin  ’  s   “  Surreal  ”   Version of Ukrainian History Alarms Experts    ’   (    NBC News     
    London    ,   22  February 2022  ):     https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/putin-russia-ukraine-
history-speech-rcna17132        ; See Putin  ’  s speech preceding the invasion here:     www.youtube.
com/watch?v=_PgG4cfs6Qg    . See also, the most recent interview with Vladimir Putin in, 
Kremlin   ‘  Interview to Tucker Carlson  ’   (  Youtube  , 9  February 2024):     www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hYfByTcY49k    . For the analysis, see           DR      Marples      ,   ‘    Vladimir Putin Justifi es His Imperial 
Aims in Tucker Carlson Interview    ’   (    Conversation    ,   15 February 2024  ):     https://theconversation.com/
vladimir-putin-justifi es-his-imperial-aims-in-tucker-carlson-interview-223395      .     
 104              I      Torbakov      ,   ‘    Examining the Origins of Russians  ’   Superiority Complex vis-  à  -vis Ukrainians    ’   
(    Eurasianet    ,   26  May 2020  ):     www.eurasianet.org/perspectives-examining-the-origins-of-russians-
superiority-complex-vis-a-vis-ukrainians/      .     
 105              A     Mackinnon      ,   ‘    The Fall of Dmitry Medvedev    ’       Foreign Policy     (    Washington     DC    ,   23 June 2022  ): 
    www.foreignpolicy.com/2022/06/23/fall-dmitry-medvedev-russia-war-hawk/      .     
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contrast, until 2020,  Ł uka š enka did not depict Ukraine as an antagonist state, 
which  –  ironically  –  contributed to his notable popularity amongst Ukrainians 
in the pre-Russo-Ukrainian war era. 106  

 On 1 September 2022, the academic year in all Belarusian schools began 
with an atypical lesson, 107  on  ‘ historic memory ’ , 108  led in Minsk 109  by none 
other than the country ’ s long-serving President himself, Alaksandr  Ł uka š enka. 110  
Earlier, through a decree, 111   Ł uka š enka ’ s government had proclaimed 2022 the 
 ‘ Year of Historical Memory ’  ( hod histary č naj pamiaci ). 112  Th e decree stemmed 
from  Ł uka š enka ’ s demagogic insistence on controlling the interpretation of 
certain historical events, symbols and fi gures  –  particularly those related to 
WWII, the  ‘ genocide of the Belarusian people ’ , 113  and the regime ’ s assertions 
regarding the symbolic and historical affi  liations of the country ’ s democratic 
opposition with  ‘ Nazi collaborationism ’ . 114  

 This first-of-September pedagogical spectacle occurred in the context of 
Russian military aggression against Ukraine, in which  Ł uka š enka ’ s regime 
was complicit, having allowed Russian forces to invade Ukrainian territory 
from Belarus. 115  The usage of domestic territory took place despite the lack of 

 106              G      Iogge      ,   ‘    Alyaksandr Lukashenka and the War in Ukraine    ’   (    The Jamestown Foundation    , 
  28 February 2022  ):     https://jamestown.org/program/alyaksandr-lukashenka-and-the-war-in-ukraine/      .     
 107      ‘  Pier  š  y urok u   š  kolach Bie  ł  arusi   ū   dzie  ń   vieda  ū   budzie pry  ś  vie  č  any histary  č  naj pamiaci  ’   (  Bie  ł  ta 
News  , 22  August 2022):     https://blr.belta.by/society/view/pershy-urok-u-shkolah-belarusi-u-dzen-
vedau-budze-prysvechany-gistarychnaj-pamjatsi-118924-2022/    .   
 108    Offi ce of the President of the Republic of Belarus,   ‘  Open Lesson   “  Historical Memory   –   The 
Road to the Future  ”    ’   (      President.gov.by      , 1  September 2022):     www.president.gov.by/en/events/
otkrytyy-urok-istoricheskaya-pamyat-doroga-v-budushchee-1662101630/    .   
 109      ‘  Historyja ad pier  š  aj asoby:   Ł  uka  š  enka u Dzie  ń   viedaū   pravodzi  ć   adkryty urok  ’   (  Bie  ł  ta News  , 
22  August 2022):     https://blr.belta.by/president/view/gistoryja-ad-pershaj-asoby-lukashenka-u-
dzen-vedau-pravodzits-adkryty-urok-119037-2022/    .   
 110      ‘    Ł  uka  š  enka adkazvaje na niazru  č  nyja pyta  ń  ni   š  kolnika  ū    ’   (  Bie  ł  sat News  , 1 September 2022):     www.
youtube.com/watch?v=GAQaJEee_r8/    .   
 111    Offi  ce of the President of the Republic of Belarus,   ‘  On Declaring 2022 Year of Historical Memory 
Decree No 1  ’   (      President.gov.by      , 1 January 2022):     https://president.gov.by/en/documents/ukaz-no-1-ot-
1-yanvarya-2022-g-1641208594    .   
 112    Botschaft  der Republik Belarus in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland,   ‘  Jahr der historischen 
Erinnerung  ’   (2022):     https://germany.mfa.gov.by/de/bilateral_relations/culture/f81e4a7dccdd58dc.
html/    . Th e follow-up year of 2023 was proclaimed to be the   ‘  Year of the Russian Language  ’  , empha-
sising the positive sides of Russifi cation by   Ł  uka  š  enka  ’  s administration. It should be noticed, that the 
tradition to proclaim a year in honour of a certain policy paradigm, including a historical policy, is 
not limited to authoritarian regimes. Most recently, the period between 1 July 2023 and 1 July 2024, 
was proclaimed a   ‘  Slavery Memorial Year  ’   by the Dutch Government, see: Government of the 
Netherlands,   ‘  Slavery Memorial Year 1 July 2023 to 1 July 2024  ’   (  Ministry of  Education, Culture 
and Science  ):     https://www.government.nl/ministries/ministry-of-education-culture-and-science/
events/slavery-memorial-year    .   
 113      ‘    “  On the Genocide of Belarusian People  ”     –   Legal Overview of the New Law  ’   (  Human Constanta  , 
13 July 2022):     https://humanconstanta.org/en/on-the-genocide-of-belarusian-people-legal-overview-of-
the-new-law/    .   
 114       ‘  Vyj  š  la kniha pra hienacyd bie  ł  aruskaha naroda  ’   (  Na  š  a Niva  , 8  April 2022):     www.nashaniva.

com/?c=ar&i=287917    .   
 115    Reetz (n 99).   
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significant support  –  unlike in Russia 116   –  for the invasion amongst the major-
ity of the Belarusians, 117  their close ethno-linguistic ties with Ukrainians, 118  
and a history of  overall amical relations between the two nations 119  whose 
cultural elites have traditionally united against Russian imperialism. 120  
Unsurprisingly, Belarusians form a significant faction of  the foreign military 
units fighting on the Ukrainian side, 121  and, despite the intense repression 
and mass imprisonments within Belarus, there continues to be a partisan 
movement in support of  Ukraine. 122  

 The terror inside Belarus culminated in mass protests by its citizens 123  
against  Ł uka š enka ’ s impudently falsifi ed election results (in 2020), 124  leading to 
thousands of political prisoners, widespread torture, and the murder of demo-
cratic opponents of the regime. 125  Meanwhile, the President-Elect since 2020, 
Ms Sviat ł ana Cichano ū skaja, 126  who currently represents the country in exile, 
has spoken explicitly 127   –  along with other major Belarusian opposition leaders  –  
in support of Ukraine and against Russia ’ s war. 128  In 2022, she condemned the 
de facto  ‘ double occupation ’  of Belarus by both the vassal regime of  Ł uka š enka 

 116              P      Dickinson      ,   ‘    More than Th ree-Quarters of Russians Still Support Putin  ’  s Ukraine 
War    ’   (    Atlantic Council    ,   6  June 2022  )    :     www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/more-
than-three-quarters-of-russians-still-support-putins-ukraine-war/    .   
 117              A      Rudnik      ,   ‘    Deep Unease in Belarus over Country  ’  s Role in Russian Invasion of Ukraine    ’   
(    Atlantic Council    ,   29  March 2022  ):     www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/belarusalert/deep-unease-in-
belarus-over-countrys-role-in-russian-invasion-of-ukraine/      .     
 118                A     Kazharski      ,       T     Kulakevich       and       K     Lozka      ,   ‘    Belarus-Ukraine Relations    ’     in         S     Sch  ä  ffer       (ed),     Ukraine 
in Central   &   Eastern Europe:         Kyiv  ’  s Foreign Affairs and the Relations of  the Post-Communist 
Region     (  Ibidem Press  ,   2023  )   45  –  62      .   See also:   ‘  Belarus  ’   (  Encyclopedia of  Ukraine  , 2005):     www.ency-
clopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages%5CB%5CE%5CBelarus.html/    ;             A      Kotljarchuk       
and       N     Zakharov      ,   ‘    Belarus  ’   Relations with Ukraine and the 2022 Russian Invasion: Historical Ties, 
Society and Realpolitik    ’   (  2022  )   17           Baltic Worlds       32      .     
 119                T      Zhurzhenko      ,   ‘    Sisters into Neighbours: Ukrainian-Belarusian Relations after 1991    ’   (  2008  )   3     
      Crossroads Digest       4      .     
 120    CARNEGIE: Endowment for international peace,   ‘  Russian Neo-Imperialism and Its Limits  ’   
(  Carnegie  , 1  October 2020):     https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/10/01/russian-neo-imperialism-
and-its-limits-event-7426/    .   
 121              A      Rudnik      ,   ‘    Belarusian Volunteers See Ukraine War as Stepping Stone to a Free Belarus    ’   
(    Atlantic Council    ,   11  May 2022  ):     www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/belarusalert/belarusian-
volunteers-see-ukraine-war-as-stepping-stone-to-a-free-belarus/      .     
 122              L     Kasmach      ,   ‘    Anti-War Resistance in Belarus: Rail Partisans Slow Russian Troops    ’       BelarusDigest     
(    Belarus    ,   25  April 2022  ):     www.belarusdigest.com/story/anti-war-resistance-in-belarus-rail-
partisans-slow-russian-troops/        ; Rudnik (n 5).   
 123    Bekus (n 2).   
 124    Belavusau and Steinbelis (n 42).   
 125      ‘  Belarus: UN Report Reveals Extent of Violations in Human Rights Crackdown  ’   (  UN News  , 
9  March 2022)     https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/03/1113582/    ;   ‘  Belarus: Events of 2021  ’   (  Human 
Rights Watch  , 2022):     www.hrw.org/world-report/2022/country-chapters/belarus/    .   
 126    Karliuk and Miadzvetskaya (n 43).   
 127              Sviatlana     Tsikhanouskaya      ,   ‘    Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya  ’  s speech at the Kalinouski Forum    ’   (        tsikh-
anouskaya.org        ,   2022  ):     www.tsikhanouskaya.org/en/events/news/da54e5e1f74d83a.html/      .     
 128      ‘  Tsikhanouskaya Accuses Lukashenka of   “  Treason  ”   Over Belarus  ’  s Role in Ukraine  ’   
(  RadioFreeEurope/ RadioLiberty  , 26 February 2022):     www.rferl.org/a/tsikhanouskaya-lukashenka-
treason-belarus-ukraine/31725167.html/    .   
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(who actually lost the 2020 elections) and the Russian military, by virtue of their 
unlawful presence. 129  

 In contrast, the new educational policies endorsed by  Ł uka š enka ’ s performa-
tive school lesson embraces these changes in legislative memory politics, with 
further efforts to Russify the educational space, in particular, by discontinuing 
the usage of the Belarusian Latin alphabet (  ł acinka ). The same can be noted 
about the removal from the school programme (and prohibitions by prosecutors) 
of the Belarusian classical (including nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century) 
writers who referred pejoratively to Russians or the Russian occupational 
forces. 130  Furthermore, efforts are being made to bring changes to legislation 
regarding tourist guides and interpreters for foreigners during tours, by check-
ing employers for any presence of the  ‘ rehabilitation of Nazism ’  and  ‘ genocide 
denial ’ . 131  More recent explicit attempts to Russify the way history is interpreted 
in educational institutions include creation of the Joint Russian-Belarusian 
Commission on History and translation of the history of the  ‘ genocide of the 
Belarusian people ’  into the patriotic school upbringing. 132  

 Since 2022 was announced as the  ‘ Year of Historical Memory ’  in Belarus, 
and 2023 proclaimed the  ‘ Year of the Russian Language ’ , further concerns have 
been raised in relation to the protection of minorities  –  especially Lithuanians, 
Poles, and Ukrainians who are depicted almost exclusively in a negative light by 
state TV propaganda. Similar concerns deal with the status of the Belarusian 
language, culture and independent historiography, the safety of historians as 
well as the broader freedom of academic research in Belarus under the circum-
stances of the Russo-Ukrainian war. The regime even went as far as demolishing 

 129              B      Whitmore      ,   ‘    While the World Watches Ukraine, Putin is Quietly Occupying Belarus    ’   
(    Atlantic Council    ,   2  February 2022  ):     www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/belarusalert/while-the-world-
watches-ukraine-putin-is-quietly-occupying-belarus/      .     
 130    As an example, on 17 August 2023, the prosecutor  ’  s offi ce in Minsk declared two poems by 
Vincent Dunin-Marcinkievi  č   (1808  –  1884),   The Winds are Floating   and   Conversation of  an Elderly 
Man  , to be   ‘  extremist materials  ’  . These poems are associated with the January 1863 national upris-
ing against the Russian Empire. Additionally, the foreword to the author  ’  s collected works, written 
by literary critic Jazep Janu  š  kievi  č  , was similarly classifi ed as extremist. See           R      Greenall      ,   ‘    Belarus 
Declares 19th Century Nationalist Poems   “  Extremist  ”      ’   (    BBC News    ,   17 August 2023  ):     https://www.
bbc.com/news/world-europe-66535462        ;   ‘    Š  to adbyva  ł  asia na apo  š  nim pasied  ž  a  ń  ni Respublikanskaj 
rady pa histary  č  naj palitycy   –   vytrymki z pratako  ł  a  ’   (  Na  š  a Niva  , 29  February 2024):     https://
nashaniva.com/337460    ;   ‘  Dva vier  š  y Dunina-Marcinkievi  č  a prakuratura pryzna  ł  a ekstremisckimi 
materyja  ł  ami  ’   (  Na  š  a Niva  , 17 August 2023):     https://nashaniva.com/324267    .   
 131      ‘  Gidov v Belarusi predlagajut proveriat  ’   na prichastnost  ’   k reabilitatsii nazizma  ’   (  Sputnik  , 
12  March 2023):     https://sputnik.by/20240312/gidov-v-belarusi-planiruyut-proveryat-na-prichastnost-
k-reabilitatsii-natsizma-1084415586.html    .   
 132      ‘  Bie  ł  aru  ś   i Rasija stvaryli kamisuju dla   “  abarony histary  č  naj pra  ū  dy  ”    ’   (  Na  š  a Niva  , 
26 January 2024):     https://nashaniva.com/334930    . In relation to the Russian policy towards Belarus, 
see also Moshes and Nizhnikau (n 61). See also Instruktivno-metodicheskoye Pismo Ministierstva 
Obrazovaniya Riespubliki Bielarus,   ‘  Ob izuchenii v uchriezhdeniyakh obschego sriedniego obra-
zovaniya matierialov o gienotsidie bielorusskogo naroda v gody Vielikoj Otiechestrviennoy vojny  ’   
(30 August 2024) (Instructive-Methodological Letter of the Ministry of Education of the Republic 
of Belarus   ‘  On the Study of Materials Regarding the Genocide of the Belarusian People During the 
Great Patriotic War in General Secondary Education Institutions  ’  ).   
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the war graves of Polish soldiers, 133  to give just one example of how the year 
of 2022 has been unfolding for the  ‘ respect of historical memory ’ . To date, there 
is not one single independent TV channel, radio station or newspaper func-
tioning on the territory of Belarus. The state propaganda machine that fully 
controls the media and press has been emphasising the binary ontology of  ‘ good 
Russia ’  versus  ‘ evil Poland and Ukraine ’  in interpreting the past and the present 
of Belarus. The truly barbaric aforementioned acts toward Polish burial places 
have represented just some of the myriad of daily episodes in this memory war 
of the regime. 134   

   C. Memory Wars with Ukraine  

 The memory wars with Ukraine have intensifi ed too, increasingly resem-
bling Russian  ‘ de-Nazifi cation ’  propaganda regarding Ukraine. Central to the 
Belarusian regime ’ s anti-Ukrainian rhetoric is the tragic legacy of Chaty ń  (in the 
Anglophone literature, mostly transliterated from Cyrillic   Х  а  т  ы  н  ь   as  Khatyn )  –  
a Belarusian village, where the entire population was brutally massacred by the 
Nazis in 1943. 135  This historical event has become a focal propaganda point 
during the Russo-Ukrainian war, further amplifi ed by the performative and 
investigatory role of the 2022 law on the  ‘ Genocide of the Belarusian People ’ . 136  

 Chaty ń  was burned to the ground by members of Schutzmannschaft 
Battalion 118, a unit composed, amongst others, of Ukrainian collaborators who 
had been recruited by Nazi forces. 137  This battalion, under German command, 
was engaged in anti-partisan operations throughout Belarus. On 22 March 1943, 
149 inhabitants of this Catholic village, including women and children, were 
herded into a barn and burned alive. The massacre was part of the Nazis ’  brutal 
retaliation strategy aimed at crushing partisan resistance, contributing later 
to the dominant Soviet narrative of Belarus as a  ‘ partisan republic ’ . 138  Some 
historians suggest that amongst the numerous villages in Belarus burned by 

 133      ‘  Poland Says WWII Grave Destroyed by Russian ally Belarus  ’   (  Al Jazeera  , 25 August 2022):     https://
www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/8/25/poland-says-wwii-grave-is-destroyed-by-russian-ally-belarus/    .   
 134    See also           F      Ackermann      ,       T      B  ł  aszczak       and       I      Melnikau      ,   ‘    Memory in Belarusian Policies towards 
Germany and Poland    ’   (    European Network for Belarus    ,   June 2023  ):     www.kew.org.pl/wp-content/
uploads/2020/12/Memory-in-Belarusian-policies-FINAL.pdf      .     
 135                Per     A Rudling      ,   ‘    The Khatyn Massacre in Belorussia: A Historical Controversy Revisited    ’   (  2012  ) 
  26           Holocaust and Genocide Studies       29      .     
 136    See also           M     Dorman      ,   ‘    Khatyn and the Myth of Genocide in Lukashenko  ’  s Belarus    ’   (    MA Thesis 
presented at the University of  Texas in Austin    ,   August 2017  ):     https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/
items/b3338016-af8e-4713-b038-a11c04a0f682      .     
 137                Per     A Rudling      ,   ‘    Terror and Local Collaboration in Occupied Belarus: The case of 
Schutzmannschaft Battalion 118. Part Two. War Criminality    ’   (  2012  )   9           Historical Yearbook       99      .     
 138                A     Goujon      ,   ‘    Memorial Narratives of WWII Partisans and Genocide in Belarus    ’   (  2010  )   24           East 
European Politics and Societie    ,   6        ;             DR     Marples      ,   ‘    Memory Loss    ’   (  2012  )   41           Index on Censorship       133        ; 
            S      Lewis      ,   ‘    Overcoming Hegemonic Martyrdom: the Afterline of Khatyn in Belarusian Memory    ’   
(  2015  )   1           Journal of  Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society       367      .     
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the Nazis, the selection of Chaty ń  (or, Khatyn) was deliberately exploited by 
Soviet authorities  –  with its huge memorial complex 139   –  to obscure and divert 
foreign attention from the Katy ń  massacre (1940) due to the phonetic similarity 
between these toponyms. 140  The Katy ń  massacre refers to the mass execution 
of Polish offi cers by the NKVD (Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutriennikh Del  –  
People ’ s Commissariat for Internal Affairs) in a forest in the Smolensk region 
of Russia. 141  

 It is crucial to acknowledge that while some members of Schutzmannschaft 
118 were Ukrainian, the unit also included other Soviet citizens who had been 
coerced into collaboration under the dire conditions of war. Their involvement 
in the Khatyn massacre was not a product of specifi c Ukrainian national policy 
aimed at annihilating Belarusians or any organised effort by Ukrainian forces, 
but rather the actions of individuals within a Nazi-controlled unit. Despite these 
historical complexities, both the Soviet Union and, more recently, the  Ł uka š enka 
regime have emphasised the Ukrainian role in the massacre, often as a means to 
delegitimise Ukrainian nationalist movements. 

 In 2021, before the full-scale attack on Ukraine, Putin mentioned Chaty ń  
in the context of the imagined Ukrainian neo-Nazis  ‘ burning people alive in 
Odesa ’ , in his article  ‘ On the Historical Union of Russians and Ukrainians ’ . 142  
Against the background of the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war, this narrative has 
been used to associate Ukraine with Nazism in Belarus too. State propaganda 
portrays the presence of Ukrainians in Schutzmannschaft 118 as emblematic of 
Ukraine ’ s alleged historical affi nity with fascism  –  a narrative instrumentalised 
by Belarusian and Russian governments to undermine Ukraine ’ s current politi-
cal leadership and justify aggression against the country. 143    

   V. CONCLUSIONS  

  In my homeland, the entirety of Belarus is in a prison. Journalists, political scien-
tists, trade union leaders are in jail, there are many of my acquaintances and friends 
among them  …  The courts work like a conveyor belt, convicts are transported to 
penal colonies, and new waves of political prisoners take their place. 

 (Ale ś  Bialacki, 2022) 144   

 139              G      Koshino      ,   ‘    The Cultural Representation of the Khatyn Massacre in Belarus    ’   (    Hokkaido 
University    ,   2013  ):     https://src-h.slav.hokudai.ac.jp/jcrees/2013Osaka/21Koshino.pdf      .     
 140              N     Davies      ,     Europe:         A History     (  Oxford University Press  ,   1996  )   1005    .     
 141    ibid, 1004  –  5. See also text to nn 44  –  45 in   Chapter 7   of this volume by Aleksandra 
Gliszczy  ń  ska-Grabias.   
 142    Article by           V      Putin      ,   ‘    On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians    ’   (    Website of  the 
President of  Russia    ,   12 July 2021  ):     www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181      .     
 143    On this narrative, see             G     Koshino      ,   ‘    Ukraine and War in Russian-Language Literature    ’   (  2023  )   43     
      Japanese Slavic and East European Studies       1         (see, in particular, 4  –  5).   
 144    The Nobel Prize,   ‘  Ale  ś   Bialacki (Ales Bialiatski) Nobel Lecture  ’   (n 1).   
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 One of the key aspects of Belarusian memory laws and policies pertains to their 
consolidation of Soviet-era narratives that portray Belarus primarily as a victim 
of external aggression, reinforcing the hagiography of the  ‘ Great Patriotic War ’  
and the  ‘ partisan republic ’  as defi ning events in Belarusian history. By legally 
enshrining this narrative,  Ł uka š enka ’ s regime aims to cultivate loyalty to the 
state by connecting the legitimacy of the current government to the heroism 
of wartime resistance (during the  ‘ Great Patriotic War ’ ), in contrast to other 
ethno-centured narratives about Belarusian history which the regime associates 
with the democratic opposition. This is a clear continuation of Soviet memory 
politics, ie, suppressing national movements, but repurposed to suit the needs of 
 Ł uka š enka ’ s authoritarianism. 

 The discussion around the memory law of 2022 deepened the divide between 
the state and opposition movements, many of which advocate a more pluralis-
tic view of Belarusian history. For the democratic opposition, in contrast, the 
Belarusian identity is tied to the struggle for independence, democratic values, 
and resistance to Russifi cation. By monopolising historical memory and crimi-
nalising alternative interpretations, the regime not only repressed political 
dissent but also stifl ed public debate on national identity and historical justice. 
The passage of the memory law in January 2022 and the enshrining of a  ‘ duty 
to history ’  into the Belarusian Constitution in February 2022 coincided with 
heightened tensions surrounding the Russo-Ukrainian war which started that 
year. This aspect had signifi cant repercussions for Belarus ’ s geopolitical posi-
tioning, especially considering that  Ł uka š enka facilitated Putin ’ s attack on 
Ukraine through Belarusian territory. In the meantime,  Ł uka š enka ’ s regime 
increasingly aligned with Russia, using memory politics to justify its domestic 
and foreign policy decisions. The  ‘ Genocide of the Belarusian People ’  law is part 
of this broader strategy, linking Belarusian historical victimhood to contem-
porary threats posed by Western powers, NATO, and Ukrainian nationalism, 
thereby drawing parallels between past and present confl icts. 

 This memory law of 2022 is also emblematic of a broader trend in 
Belarusian memory politics under  Ł uka š enka, where historical narratives are 
appropriated to bolster regime legitimacy and traded to Russian elites as a 
sacrifi ce of the Belarusian ethnic identity. 145  This shift, which intensifi ed after 
the 2020 election protests and amid the Russo-Ukrainian war, refl ects the 
regime ’ s efforts to control the past as a means to suppress the uprising against 
his regime. 

  Ł uka š enka ’ s  2022 constitutional reforms, approved in a staged and state-
controlled referendum in February of the same year, closely mirror elements of 
Putin ’ s earlier 2020 constitutional amendments, particularly in relation to empha-
sising the  ‘ heroism of the Belarusian people ’  and enshrining a  ‘ constitutional 

 145    Kazharski and Lozka (n 61).   
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duty ’  to safeguard its memory. 146  Much like Putin ’ s 2020 Constitution and, even 
earlier, Hungary ’ s 2010 Basic Law under Fidesz, 147  both laden with mnemonic 
constitutionalism, these Belarusian provisions on historical memory seem 
designed to obfuscate broader amendments that further erode the remnants of 
liberal democracy and rule of law. 148  

 In contrast to Ukraine ’ s 2015 and 2022 de-communisation laws, 149  Belarusian 
memory provisions of 2022 highlight a sharp ideological divide. As noted else-
where, mnemonic constitutionalism 150   –  present to some degree in most countries, 
including those without written constitutions 151   –  is not an inherently negative 
phenomenon. 152  However, in CEE, it has increasingly become a tool of militant 
memocracy  –  governance rooted in historical memory  –  amid the region ’ s demo-
cratic decline. 153  Belarus joined this trend, wielding mnemonic constitutionalism 
and memory laws as weapons, in advance of, and during, the Russo-Ukrainian 
war. The designation of 2022 as the  ‘ Year of Historical Memory in Belarus ’  served 
as an ideological shield to justify the regime ’ s complicity in Putin ’ s invasion of 
Ukraine. Simultaneously, this Russifying and re-Sovietising mnemonic consti-
tutionalism operated as an ideological sword against Belarusian pro-European, 
democratic opposition, 154  which overwhelmingly opposes Russia ’ s colonial war. 155  

 The tragic reality of the past two years starkly reveals the brutality of these 
memory politics. In Belarus, one can be arbitrarily arrested for simply speak-
ing Belarusian in public, 156  offering an independent city tour, 157  opening a 

 146                U      Belavusau      ,   ‘    Rule of Law and Constitutionalisation of Memory Politics in Hungary and 
Russia    ’     in         M     Belov       (ed),     Rule of  Law in Flux     (  Routledge  ,   2022  )   87  –  107      .     
 147                G      Halmai      ,   ‘    Rule of Law Backsliding and Memory Politics in Hungary    ’   (  2023  )   19           European 
Constitutional Law Review       602      .     
 148              M      B  á  n      ,   ‘    The Legal Governance of Historical Memory and the Rule of Law    ’   (    PhD Thesis  , 
  University of  Amsterdam    ,   2020  ):     https://pure.uva.nl/ws/fi les/51201837/Thesis.pdf/      .   See also 
  Chapter 10   by Marina B  á  n in the present volume.   
 149                L      Klymenko      ,   ‘    Cutting the Umbilical Cord: The Narrative of the National Past and Future 
in Ukrainian De-communization Policy    ’     in         U      Belavusau       and       A      Gliszczy  ń  ska-Grabias       (eds),     Law 
and Memory:         Towards Legal Governance of  History     (  Cambridge University Press  ,   2017  )      ;   ‘  MCIP 
updated the list of decisions on relocation or dismantling of monuments in the framework of 
decommunization and de-russifi cation  ’   (  Ministry of  Culture and Information Policy of  Ukraine  , 
23  June 2022):     www.kmu.gov.ua/en/news/mkip-onovilo-spisok-rishen-shchodo-peremishchennya-
chi-demontazhu-pamyatnikiv-v-ramkah-dekomunizaciyi-ta-derusifi kaciyi/    . See also   Chapters 5   
and   6   by Zhurzhenko and Nekoliak respectively in the present volume.   
 150    Belavusau (n 146).   
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2018): www.verfassungsblog.de/fi nal-thoughts-on-mnemonic-constitutionalism/.            
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 155    Rudnik (n 5); M  ä  lksoo,   ‘  The Post-Colonial Moment  ’   (n 34).   
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bookshop with Belarusian literature 158  or sometimes even singing a Ukrainian 
song in public. 159  Individuals are imprisoned for  ‘ liking ’  social media posts 160  
and face detention, torture, 161  and humiliation 162  for posting photos of the 
historic white-red-white Belarusian fl ag. 163  Those who challenge the offi cial 
historical narrative  –  for instance, by questioning the legality of Soviet Russia 
and Germany ’ s 1939 invasion of Poland or expressing scepticism about the term 
 ‘ genocide of the Belarusian people ’   –  face prison sentences. This is despite the 
fact that most of the victims of systematic murder in the 1940s were Jewish, 
the factor that remains rather invisible in the spectrum of  Ł uka š enka ’ s memory 
policies. In addition, Polish, Lithuanian and Ukrainian identities were put into 
the box of  ‘ suspicious ’  and potentially threatening. 

 Moreover, the regime ’ s brutal crackdown on Belarusian partisans sabo-
taging railways to hinder Russian military supplies to Ukraine has resulted in 
severe punishments, with inhumane conditions in prisons and even the threat 
of execution. 164  All of this refl ects the grim reality of a country under de facto 
Russian occupation, governed by an unelected dictator obsessed with Soviet 
nostalgia and prone to manipulating the Constitution through fraudulent refer-
enda. Slowly but surely, Belarus is steadily being transformed into a dystopian 
entity where historical propaganda serves as both armour and weapon, blurring 
the line between memory laws and memory wars. In this dystopia of Belarusian 
memory laws and policies, the past is wielded to justify the present, portray-
ing the democratic opposition as Neo-Nazis, marginalising and excluding the 
Belarusian language and historical symbols, demonising all major national 
minorities  –  except Russians  –  as potential collaborators and traitors, and 
silencing any future not bound by authoritarian control.  
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