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Introduction

Belarus, a nation located at the crossroads of Eastern and Western Europe, is a
country with a rich historical tapestry and a deeply complex political landscape. Its
unique geopolitical position has shaped its national identity and political development,
influencing the direction of its governance and international affiliations. Since gaining
independence in 1991 following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Belarus has
charted its own course—one marked by a robust presidential system and a set of
political dynamics that distinguish it from its neighbors.

At the heart of contemporary Belarusian politics stands Alexander Lukashenko, the
country’s first and only president since 1994. His leadership has been characterized by
the consolidation of power and the establishment of an authoritarian political system.
Constitutional reforms, notably the amendments of 1996, 2004, and 2022, have
further empowered the presidency, enabling an enduring dominance over the
executive, legislative, and judicial branches of government. This concentration of
authority has shaped the everyday realities of political life and civic engagement in
Belarus, drawing widespread criticism from international observers and human rights
organizations.

The legal and institutional architecture of Belarus reflects both democratic aspirations
and the realities of centralized governance. The Constitution, while encompassing a
broad array of citizen rights and democratic principles, is implemented within a
framework where checks and balances are often overshadowed by presidential
prerogative. The result is an environment where political pluralism, media freedom,
and the work of civil society are heavily restricted, and where opposition voices are
systematically marginalized or suppressed.

Elections, whether for the presidency or the national legislature, are a crucial part of
the Belarusian political system in form, yet in practice they have been consistently
critiqued as neither free nor fair. The multiparty system that emerged after
independence has effectively given way to a de facto one-party system centered
around government-approved parties, while independent or oppositional groups face
severe obstacles ranging from legal exclusion to outright repression. High-profile
events, such as the 2020 presidential election and the subsequent protests,
underscore the depth of domestic dissatisfaction and the strength of the government’s
response.

Human rights constitute a major area of concern for both domestic actors and the

international community. Issues include arbitrary arrests, prisoners of conscience, lack
of judicial independence, and the suppression of free expression and assembly.
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Furthermore, Belarus’s foreign policy—marked by a particularly close alliance with
Russia—has contributed to its partial international isolation and the imposition of
sanctions by Western states, further shaping the internal and external context of its
politics.

This book provides a comprehensive guide to the politics and political system of
Belarus, offering insights into its constitutional foundations, governmental structure,
party system, electoral process, human rights situation, and foreign relations.
Designed for students, scholars, policy-makers, and anyone interested in
understanding Belarus, it seeks to illuminate both the enduring features of its political
order and the challenges faced by those pursuing reform and democratization.
Through analysis of institutions, actors, and key events, readers will gain an informed
perspective on the evolution and current state of Belarusian politics—and the
uncertain prospects for the country’s future.
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CHAPTER ONE: A Long and Winding Road: Tracing
the Historical Threads of Belarusian Politics

The political landscape of modern Belarus, characterized by a strong presidential
system and a certain geopolitical orientation, didn't simply appear out of thin air. It is
the culmination of centuries of shifting allegiances, changing borders, and the ebb and
flow of various empires. To understand the present, we must first cast our gaze back
into the mists of time, to the historical forces that have shaped the land and its
people. It's a story with more twists and turns than a Belarusian country road.

For a significant portion of its history, the territory that constitutes modern Belarus
was not a distinct political entity. Instead, it found itself as a constituent part of larger,
more powerful neighbors. This long period of shared history, particularly with the
Grand Duchy of Lithuania and later the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, left an
indelible mark on the region's political development and cultural identity. These
unions, while not always smooth sailing, fostered a degree of autonomy for the
Belarusian lands and contributed to a unique blend of Eastern and Western influences.

The Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which rose to prominence in the 13th century,
eventually grew to encompass a vast territory stretching from the Baltic to the Black
Sea, with a significant East Slavic population residing in what is now Belarus. The
Belarusian language, or Old Belarusian, even served as an official language in the
Duchy for a time. This era saw the development of legal codes, administrative
structures, and a degree of local self-governance that would shape the political
consciousness of the region for centuries. The relationship within the Grand Duchy
wasn't simply one of absorption; the Belarusian lands retained a certain
distinctiveness.

Then came the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1569, a "federative real union”
that created one of the largest and most populous states in Europe. This unique
political system, often described as a "noble's democracy" or "Golden Liberty," was
characterized by a powerful parliament (Sejm) and a relatively limited monarchy.
While the Commonwealth was dominated by the nobility (szlachta), this period
exposed the Belarusian lands to ideas of parliamentary representation and a degree of
political participation, albeit for a privileged class. The Grand Duchy of Lithuania
maintained its own distinct institutions within the Commonwealth, including a separate
army and treasury, highlighting the continued, though evolving, identity of the lands.

However, this era of relative autonomy and exposure to a unique form of
parliamentary politics was not to last. The decline and eventual partitions of the Polish-
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Lithuanian Commonwealth in the late 18th century saw the Belarusian lands absorbed
into the ever-expanding Russian Empire. This marked a significant shift in the political
trajectory of the region. Under Russian rule, the focus shifted towards centralization
and Russification policies, aiming to integrate the newly acquired territories into the
imperial structure.

The 19th century was marked by various uprisings against Russian rule, often linked to
broader Polish national movements, reflecting the complex historical ties of the region.
These revolts, though ultimately suppressed, highlighted a persistent desire for a
degree of self-determination and resistance to centralized imperial control. The
Russian period also saw the emergence of a Belarusian national consciousness, albeit
initially among a small intellectual elite. The idea of a distinct Belarusian identity,
separate from both Polish and Russian, began to take root.

The tumultuous events of the early 20th century, including World War | and the
Russian Revolution, provided a window of opportunity for the nascent Belarusian
national movement. In the chaotic aftermath of the collapsing Russian Empire, various
attempts were made to establish an independent Belarusian state. In March 1918, the
Belarusian People's Republic (BNR) was declared. However, this was a short-lived
endeavor, caught between competing powers vying for control of the territory.

The Bolsheviks, consolidating their power in Russia, also laid claim to the region,
leading to the establishment of the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic (BSSR) in
1919. The territory of Belarus became a battleground during the Polish-Soviet War,
and the subsequent Treaty of Riga in 1921 divided the Belarusian lands between
Poland and Soviet Russia. This division further complicated the development of a
unified Belarusian political identity and experience.

Within the Soviet Union, the BSSR's political system was, as expected, based on the
one-party rule of the Communist Party. While nominally a constituent republic with its
own government structures, real power resided with the Communist Party leadership
in Moscow. The Soviet era brought industrialization and urbanization, but also political
repression and the suppression of national aspirations, particularly during the Stalinist
purges. Despite this, the BSSR did gain a degree of international recognition, even
becoming a founding member of the United Nations in 1945.

The post-World War |l period saw Belarus deeply affected by the devastation of the
conflict, but also a period of recovery and development within the Soviet system. The
"partisan republic" narrative, highlighting the strong resistance movement during the
war, became an important part of the official Soviet portrayal of Belarus. However,
policies of Russification continued, impacting the use of the Belarusian language and
the development of a distinct national culture.

The late 1980s, under Mikhail Gorbachev's perestroika and glasnost, brought about a
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renewed sense of national identity and political activism in Belarus. The Belarusian
Popular Front emerged as a key force advocating for greater sovereignty and
democratic reforms. This period saw a surge in interest in Belarusian history,
language, and culture, which had been suppressed for decades.

The declaration of sovereignty by the BSSR on July 27, 1990, was a pivotal moment,
signaling a desire for greater control over its own destiny, driven by both internal and
external factors. The impending collapse of the Soviet Union further accelerated this
process. On August 25, 1991, in the wake of the failed coup in Moscow, Belarus
declared its full independence. This marked the first time in modern history that
Belarus truly existed as a sovereign political entity, a culmination of centuries of
varied experiences under different powers. This newfound independence, however,
would quickly be shaped by the political forces that would rise to prominence in the
years that followed.
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