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DEFINITION OF THE BELARUSIAN NATIONAL IDEA

What is the Belarusian national idea? What is the meaning of this notion
and what importance does it present for the society and the state?

It goes without saying that the national idea can be brought up only on
condition there exists a separate people aiming to establish, or already
possessing, their own statehood and claiming their sovereign right to
govern their land. It is such community of people that is called a nation.
Thus, when talking about the Belarusian national idea in the general sense
of the word we are actually reaffirming the fact of existence of an
independent Belarusian nation. We refer to the Belarusian nation as a
community of people who claim Belarus to be their country and define
themselves as Belarusians.

Any national idea answers the three questions, fundamental for any nation
— where do we come from? Who are we? Where are we going?

The second half of the XIX c. was the time when the Belarusian
intelligentsia raised its voice claiming recognition of the right of the
Belarusian people to have their own statehood and promote the
development of their native language and culture

The suppression of the 1863 upheaval was an important milestone in the
genesis of the Belarusian nation. One the one hand, the Tsar
administration took rather effective measures to counter Polonization of
the Belarusian territories. The mechanisms for the revival of the

Rechpospolita and Polish traditions, as a major historic political paradigm
|



existent on our land, were brought down. On the other hand, a new ethnic
cultural paradigm was created with the help of the Belarusian intelligentsia,
who upheld the Western Russian views, and brought further
transformations. There came a spate of ethnographic, historic and
philological research on our land.

Mikhail Kayalovich, a classic of the Western Russian historiography,
portrays Belarus as a land subdued by the Poles. The scholar also
pioneered the research on territorial definition of Belarus and developed a
concept of Belarus being more than Mogilev, Smolensk and Vitebsk lands.
Belarus is “where the Belarusian language is” — so claimed the scholar in
his Lectures on the History of Western Russia. It was the adherents of the
Western Russism who believed the attempts of identifying Catholics as
Poles, merely on the basis of their religious beliefs, to be ethnographic
plundering. And it was they who claimed the common language, material
culture, territory and historic journey to be the national characteristics of
the Belarusians. The Western Russism ideas left an imprint in the minds of
the new generation of Belarusians who outstretched the understanding of
their forefathers (who considered Belarusians to be a regional “Russian”
kind) and embraced a national identity of Belarusians as a separate
authentic Eastern Slav nation, equal to the Ukrainian and the Russian
ones. Fierce confrontation between the Polish and the Russian national
ideas brought the following two movements together. On the one hand, it
was the local Orthodox Belarusian elite that held a grudge against
governor Muravyov and his henchman, and on the other hand, there were
the disillusioned small landowners who had fought for the Polish cause but
even in Warsaw felt themselves as “second-rate Poles”. Those two groups
united their forces and created a fully-fledged Belarusian national
movement while the ideas of the Western Russism served them with a
ready concept of a great historic past of Belarus with all the required
scientific argumentation. All that was left is to voice them in national,
instead of regional, categories?.

The more the young Belarusian intelligentsia did research on their country,
established contacts with the Ukrainian national movement and got
acquainted with the ideas of federalism, the more their determination
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increased to create a Belarusian political movement and become a
political actor.

Twenty years after the 1863 upheaval, a new generation is born and an
unprecedented phenomenon springs up. In the early 1880-s proclamations
of the Belarusian Narodniks come out one after another — one of them is
signed by the pseudonym Danila Borovik, another — as “Sincere
Belarusian”. The journal Gomon begins to be published in 1884. The
Belarusian intelligentsia was reaffirming via all these messages,
pamphlets and journals the fact of the existence of its people and its right
for statehood in the form of a federation with Russia. How positively
innovative for those times! The idea of statehood implied the state of
Belarus not the Grand Duchy or, for instance, the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth. Our country was presented as a separate actor with
equal rights and individual historic tradition. This was a first harbinger of
the birth of the Belarusian nations3.

Students of St Petersburg University, members of the party Narodnaya
Volya (“People’s Freedom”), founders of the journal Gomon (1884) (Khaim
Ratner, a middle-class man from Shklov and a Jew by origin, and
Aleksandr Merchenko, a middle-class man from Mstislav, an ethnic
Belarusian and Orthodox believer) were the first to formulate the
Belarusian national idea and validate the right of the Belarusian people to
a national statehood. They claimed that Belarusians are a separate Slavic
nation, not a branch or a part of some other national community.

Let us take heed to their address which can be truly named as the first
national Belarusian manifesto:

‘Away with the exploitation, we want to govern over ourselves! Away with
foreign hands, Belorussia should be for Belarussians not alien elements! It
is high time we ceased subduing to those who are strongest, waiting
whereto they will make us go — rightwards or leftwards!.. We should
ourselves gain our freedom and not put hope in others!”

Essentially, this journal created the groundwork for the paradigm of the
political orientation and understanding of the future of the Belarusian
nation that has continued, with certain modifications, until today. Gomon
launched a national project most adequate, reasonable and realistic for
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those times. The Gomon-ovians attributed the national issue to the social
modernization. The most optimal choice was taken — a union with Russia,
as the history of the XIX c. had proved an anti-Russian position would lead
nowhere. Gomon produced tangible influence over the Belarusian political
discourse that lasted up to 1918. In essence, all the concepts of the Nasha
Niva period and the programmes of the Belarusian Political Gramada
(“Assembly”) repeated the basic ideas of Gomon — the authenticity of the
Belarusian nation added by the federalism within the Russian Empire?.

Those ideas were defining for the Belarusian political elite in the XX c.,
including the time after the country gained its national independence.

Similar ideas developed in a fierce confrontation with the Polish elite of
Belarus who saw the Belarusian movement as a Russian plot against
“Polishness” in the Western bordering lands of the country. Anyone who
belonged to the upper classes and dared to speak a word about his/her
Belarusian origin was immediately ostracized in their social circle. It is
noteworthy to mention the case of Duchess Maria Magdalena Radziwill of
Zavishy (1861-1945) who is known to have spared no personal means to
get books published in Lithuanian and Belarusian and support Nasha Niva.
The immortal Vyanok by Maksim Bogdanovich was also published thanks
to the financial aid she had rendered. Maria Magdalena Radziwill openly
spoke about her identity in her interview to the newspaper Minskoye
Russkoye Slovo (“Minsk Russian Word”) taken in 1912:

“I consider myself to be a Belarusian of the Lithuanian origin. Just like my
husband, | don’t feel myself a Pole at all’.

The duchess was ostracized by the Polish community for such
statements. The Polish aristocracy of Belarus and Lithuania began to call
her by the pejorative name Magdalena Ivanovna®t.

Another important characteristic should be highlighted — since the times of
Gomon and up until Nasha Niva the Belarusian movement was developing
primarily as anti-Polish with the Polish nationalism as its main foe and
adversary. The stake was upon cooperation, first and foremost, with the
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Russian political elite. Naturally it was not about making friends with the
Russian great-power chauvinists, for whom there by default existed no
Belarusian nation. Let us recall one little-known fact — A.l.Lutskevich, the
leader of Gramada who later became Prime-Minister of the Belarusian
People’s Republic, was on friendly terms with P.N.Milyukov while the
Cadets financially supported Nasha Niva.

During the post-revolutionary period the validity of such strategy was
proved — the Bolsheviks and the Soviet Russia eventually endorsed the
Belarusian Soviet statehood; while the revived Poland brought (in a
political sense) to both Belarusians as well the Ukrainians nothing more
than the methodical elimination of the Belarusian-speaking schools,
implementation of the policies of Polish expansion and colonization of the
“Eastern bordering territories” (so Western Belarus was called by the
Polish chauvinists) and incarceration of political prisoners in Bereza-
Kartuzska concentration camp or Lukishky prison in Vilno.

Indeed, the BSSR suffered from the Stalin repressions, which substantially
scathed the Belarusian intelligentsia, as well as other social groups of our
nation, but the fact remains — were it not for the BSSR, there would be no
present-day sovereign Republic of Belarus, our common national home.

WHO ARE WE?

We are Belarusians. Meaning that most of us are Orthodox Ruthenians,
i.e. inheritors of the Lithuanian Rus (White Rus) or Eastern Slav Rus.
Litvins (Lithuanians), who are Roman Catholic, initially spoke the Baltic
languages and constituted part of the Lithuanian ethnic community up to
the XIV-XV cc. of the Grand Duchy period, make up the minority of the
population. Those Lithuanians were a transitional ethnic cohort, whose
language and mentality got gradually assimilated. Today some of them
have embraced the Belarusian national identity while others claim to be
Polish. There remain some people in the Western part of the country who
still speak Lithuanian and retain the Lithuanian national identity.

Thus, Catholic, Lithuanian (initially Baltic) tradition is not completely
foreign to us, Belarusians. Adam Maldis, being of Lithuanian descent (his
grandfather was still Lithuanian-speaking) is a true authentic Belarusian.
There are many people among us, especially in the Western part of the
country, with the Belarusian national identity, Catholic beliefs and
Lithuanian background. That is why, Yan Stankevich was so eager to
promote the myth of Belarus as the Great Lithuania. Coming from
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Lithuanian and Catholic background, he was one of those Lithuanians who
identified himself as a Belarusian. Along with other eminent Belarusian
intellectuals and, first and foremost, Belarusian Catholic priests (Adam
Stankevich, for example), he wanted to legitimize the Catholic tradition in
the Belarusian national movement and make it an intrinsic part of the
national identity. This was done by complete appropriation of the history of
Lithuania and Lithuanians as the history of Belarus and Belarusians.
Falsified history? Yes or no? In their case — both. This was the history of
ancestors who were in no way Ruthenians. Protestants, who converted
from the faith of their ancestors (either Orthodox or Catholic), constitute a
third subcultural cohort of the Belarusian nation.

Belarusian Tatars (Sunni Muslims), Belarusian Jews and Russian Old
Believers have co-existed on the same land with the ethnic Belarusians for
centuries. We have always shared common woes and joy and that’s why,
we all regardless of our race, religion and ethnic background, make up the
unity called the BELARUSIAN NATION. We are united by the shared love
for our national home, mutual solidarity, aid and support, and common
moral values.

At the same time, without diminishing and belitting the role and
contribution of each of the above mentioned traditions, we should be
honest and recognize Christianity to be the key cultural force that has
formed the present-day Belarusian nation. Orthodoxy is the first among
other equal Christian denominations of the country, and its contribution to
our people’s spiritual development and maturing cannot be overestimated.

It would be impossible, needless and to no avail to deny the common
Eastern Slav cultural legacy as well as the shared civilizational heritage
(memory of which has always been kept by our people). The common
origin and one ethnic and historic tradition, going back to the Kievan Rus,
were keenly felt by the great national “arousers” of our people in the late
XIX — early XX cc. With regards to this, the answer to the question “Who
are we?”, voiced by Maxim Bogdanovich — the greatest Belarusian poet of
all times — can be rather opportunely reminded here:

“... There are three Ruthenian people. All of them spring up from one root.
However, they lived separate from each other for a long time, and this was
how three different people emerged — each of them with its own name,
language, customs, songs and attire”.



One of the Ruthenian nations lives in the vicinities of Moscow and farther
off. It is called Russian. Another people lives near Kiev and is called
Ukrainian.

We are the third people of the Ruthenian origin. We are called Belarusians
and our land is called Belarus. There are Orthodox believers among us
and there are Catholics. However, we make up one people as we all share
same language, customs, songs, clothes and lifestyle”.

WHERE ARE WE GOING?
“BELARUS FOR BELARUS’ SAKE - BELARUS FOR PEACE’S SAKE!”

Belarus has emerged on a civilizational rift between the Orthodox “East”
and the Catholic “West”. The relationship between Orthodox and Catholic
believers in the times gone by (or the recent past) was far from what can
be called a perfect idyll. However, today this is not what matters most.
After years and years of Soviet persecution of the Church, there has
happened a true religious Renaissance in Belarus, when representatives
of all traditional religions were allowed to freely practice their faith.

It is a fact, albeit a seeming paradox, that today the post-Soviet Belarus is
a bearer and guardian of fundamental traditional Christian values of the
European civilization, reflected in all of its three dimensions — Orthodox,
Catholic and Protestant. What’s more, they are upheld and fostered by the
Belarusian state.

Thus, today Belarus is a CITADEL of the European traditional culture
and morality. This is why, the ideas of the Belarusian conservatism and
the traditional Christian values should become alpha and omega of the
Belarusian national idea. With this in mind, one thinks it vital to protect the
traditional values, i.e. national morality and ethics, and sees the traditional
two-parent family as a basic matrix of the national existence. Conservative
and preservative type of culture rejects revolution as a political means,
leading to a fratricidal strife and forcible power shift, but votes in
evolutionary, stepwise and consistent change of the social reality.

Talking about nationality, | do keep in mind the fact that our citizens may
have different ethnic origin and backgrounds; however, we all make up a
unified Belarusian nation. Our wise ancestors have summarized this idea
with utter simplicity and precision — “We don’t care where you come from,
if you are a good person’.



The Mission of the Belarusian people. Belarus as the “Assembly
Centre” of Eurasia. Integration of Integrations and the Belarusian
Perspective.

So far we have only touched upon the basic segments of the national idea.
We will now attempt to formulate the Belarusian national ultimate objective
— the Belarusian messianic idea.

| proceed from the conviction that Belarusians have a great history and an
enormous intellectual and economic potential and diligence. This kind of
people, who endured the atrocious hardships and adversities of the Great
Patriotic War and took them with dignity and courage, who co-founded the
UN, who went through the Chernobyl disaster, who showed great
humanity, fortitude and goodness through all those sever trials, cannot be
satisfied in its aspirations with local nationalism and isolationism.

Belarus should strive not just to scrape along — it should be competitive
and successful. And this can be possible only in the framework of equal
partnership and economic cooperation between the states with same basic
values. At the same time WE HAVE TO POSE OUR NATIONAL
ULTIMATE OBJECTIVE - WHICH IS TO CREATE WITHIN OUR
COUNTRY AN AUTHENTIC AND SOUND SYNTHESIS OF THE
EUROPEAN “EAST” AND “WEST” BASED ON OUR OWN TRADITION.
We have to draw in millions of people across West, Central and Eastern
Europe for whom the notions of Good and Evil, traditional morals and
ethics (including labour ethics) and family values are as dear as they are
to us. BELARUS SHOULD BE A PULLING POWER OF TRADITIONAL
NORMALITY — CENTRE OF THE TRADITIONAL EUROPE. In a joint
effort with the neighbours, who share our principles, we should erect our
own BREST FORSTRESS, our economic, cultural and political
STRONGHOLD. That is why, the concept of Integration of Integrations is
of vital importance and significance to our country; it is a guarantee of our
successful development and maintenance of our national identity.

Today an enormous responsibility rests on Russia. Let's face it —
oftentimes Moscow has understood cooperation and equality as a mere
vassalage, and demanded strict observance of its will by the “younger
brothers” (i.e. Belarusians and Ukrainians), seeing both our and Ukrainian
statehoods as geopolitical oddity that should be dealt with in future. The
chauvinistic concept, highly popular among the Russian nationalists, about
a supposedly one inseparable Russian people that was artificially divided
into three, is disruptive, anti-scientific and politically harmful. Such
“theories” abound in denials of national authenticity, separate language
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and culture of Belarusians and Ukrainians. If such views won’t be
contained by the Russian elite, if no moral veto would be put upon their
public dissemination and they’d continue to be voiced from the high-rank
rostrums and in the media, the real convergence and cooperation among
the three brotherly Eastern Slav nations is doomed to never succeed.

ALMANACH VIA EVRASIA, 2015, 4

WA EAQ?:S(\T EURASIA BETWEEN POST-EMPIRES
9 AND POST-IDEOLOGIES
2015 ISSN ONLINE 1314-6645

Eurasia between Post-Empires

and Post-Ideologies

VIA EVRASIA

eBPA3MMUCKM LEeHTLP




