
The Republic of Belarus, established in July 1990,
partly inherited the language policy pursued by the
BSSR in the last year of its existence. To a great ex -
tent, this policy was determined by “The Law of the
BSSR on the Languages in the Belarusian SSR”
adopted in January 1990. Article 2 of this law de -
clared the Belarusian language the only official lan -
guage in Belarus and qualified Russian as the
“language of international relations among the peo -
ples of the USSR.” However, this law did not regulate
the use of languages in unofficial communication.
Various articles of the law were going to be gradually
introduced during the next three to ten years. The
adoption of the law on languages should be consid -
ered both as the result of external factors and a sig -
nificant victory of the Belarusian Popular Front (BPF).

The law on languages, adopted in 1990 after the
Belarusian language had suffered a long period of
decline betw een the 1930s and 1980s, should be
seen as a legislative means aimed at defending a

w eaker language. A t the same time, the law
stipulated a much broader use of the Belarusian lan-
guage, w hich w as supposed to change from a mi-
nority to majority language in the future.

Language legislation and related practical mea-
sures that w ere not secret but brought before the
public w ere a novelty for state institutions of
post-Soviet Belarus. No special bodies ex isted that
could design and pursue a language policy, there-
fore, in the initial stage of implementation, the exec-
utive branch had to rely on the intellectual
resources of a non-governmental organisation,
w hich had experience in this field , the Belarusian
Language Society (BLS) founded in June 1989.
Thus, in M ay 1990, BLS together w ith the M inistry of
Education of the BSSR held a scientific and practical
conference entitled “The Official Status of the
Belarusian Language: Problems and Ways to Imple-
ment the Law .” In September 1990, the Council o f
M inisters adopted “The State Programme for the
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Development of the Belarusian Language and Other
National Languages in the BSSR” that stipulated a
number of measures for implementing the law over
the course of the 1990s.

Both in the BSSR and the USSR, the discussion
regarding language problems in Belarus was under
the control of the party. With the break-up of the So -
viet Union, the declaration of independence of the
Republic of Belarus and the suspension of the CPSU
and CPB, possibilities of free speech increased
greatly. The USSR, the regional superpower, was
now gone from the world map, an independent
Belarusian state emerged and protests arose among
the Russian-oriented population, which to a large ex -
tent comprised the Belarusian elite. Just yesterday
they identified themselves exclusively with the USSR
and had no need for contact with the Belarusian lan -
guage or culture. Finding themselves in this com -
pletely new situation, these people argued that the
existing legislation is poorly grounded and at-
tempted to discredit both the new linguistic trends
and the social and political groups behind them. With
Belarus adopting a multiparty system, language is-
sues became an essential element of political dis -
course. Democratically-oriented figures fiercely
competed for the right to speak on behalf of “the
true” democrats and the political environment in
Belarus saw many ephemeral pro-democratic asso -
ciations seeking their own niches.

For example, following the establishment of the
United Democratic Party of Belarus (UDPB) in No -
vember 1990 (the first party in Belarus), one year
later the Movement for Democratic Reform (MDF)
was founded, the program of which differed from
that of UDPB only in respect to cultural issues. Inevi -
tably, MDF used the new cultural policy as the arena
for demonstrating its political views. The movement
loudly criticised the 1990 language legislation for be -
ing undemocratic and accused BPF, the major demo -
cratic force in Belarus at the time, of Bolshevism,
russophobia, isolationism and of “arousing national -
ist instincts.” In March 1992, MDF spoke in favour of
granting the official status to both Belarusian and
Russian “due to the linguistic situation that has de -
veloped and to give the citizens free choice in regard
to the language of education” (Narodnaya Gazeta , 7
March 1992). With reference to the existing linguistic
situation, MDF suggested that the perspective lan -
guage policy be replaced with a retrospective one
corresponding to the previous state of affairs. Pro -
claiming the antidemocratic and anti-liberal charac -
ter of the 1990 law on languages and claiming that it
“violates an individual ’s right of self-determination”
(Femida , no. 21, 24-30 May 1993), MDF members
and the publishing house “Eridan” compiled and
published a draft law “On Languages in the Republic
of Belarus” that provided both Belarusian and Rus-
sian with official status.

This activity of the “liberalist” parties forced the
United Democratic Party of Belarus to clarify its atti -
tude towards language legislation. In November
1994, UDBP ’s central council ordered its political
commission to prepare a statement regarding the

right to freely choose the language of education and
the need to enforce it. The program of the United
Civil Party (UCP, a 1995 merger between UDPB and
the Civil Party) stated that the citizens must have “the
right to choose what language their children are
raised and taught in.” Granting parents the uncondi -
tional right to choose the language in which their
children are taught, would probably have resulted in
the parents choosing the language that in their eyes
had real social advantages. Therefore, in this case
the weaker and less prestigious Belarusian language
would have become a victim of the emerging de -
mocracy in Belarus, should such an approach have
been adopted.

The left w as also active in the first half o f the
1990s. A lthough in the late 1980s the Communist
Party o f Belarus (CPB) w as fo rced to support
(through the BSSR Supreme Sov iet) the law that
made Belarusian the on ly o fficial language, in the
1990s, fo llow ing some in ternal changes, it re-
verted to its o rig inal position . In the early 1990s
new spapers supporting left-w ing parties launched
a campaign o f d iscred iting ex isting language leg-
islation and its p ractices. Tw o-language state
model w as a non-comprom ise demand in the p ro -
grams o f the M ovement fo r Democracy , Social
Progress and Justice (M DSPJ), founded in No-
vember 1991, and the Popular M ovement o f
Belarus founded in December 1992. In Sep tember
1993, left-w ing movements held a congress o f the
peop le o f Belarus that adop ted a reso lu tion de-
mand ing to “ remove v io lence and d iscrim ination
from language po licy , adop t o fficial b ilingualism
(Belarusian and Russian), leg itim ise the right o f
parents to choose the language o f education fo r
their ch ild ren.”

The med ia started a heated debate on w hether
the adop ted language po licy w as just if ied and
co rrect ly imp lemented . The d iscussion show ed
that fo r Belarusian to be more w idely used , mo re
purposefu l and focused effo rts shou ld be made in
comparison w ith those emp loyed by state au tho r-
it ies at the time. Fo r ex amp le, the in troduction o f
Belarusian in h igher education and science en-
coun tered specific d iff icu lt ies due to a sho rtage
o f teach ing aids and scien tif ic literatu re in
Belarusian . The d iscussion also revealed that
there w ere peop le in Belarus w ho catego rically
d id no t accep t the ex istence o f an independen t
Belarusian language, no r app roved o f any p racti-
cal steps taken tow ards its development. It w as
p rimarily those peop le w ho saw the Belarusian
language as in fer io r that became the foundation
fo r estab lish ing the p ro -Russian party “ The Slav ic
Un ion — White Rus” in August 1992. In its p ro -
g ram , w h ich the party adop ted in December
1993, the Belarusian language w as classif ied as
mere ly a “ reg ional” language and a d ialect o f the
Russian language.

The Belarusian parliament regularly discussed
Belarusian and other languages in the first half of the
1990s. It is worth noting that the 12 th Supreme Soviet
(that convened in May 1990 and which was domi -
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nated by Communists with 86% of the seats) was not
particularly interested in becoming actively involved
in the use of Belarusian on a broader basis. Neverthe -
less, due to the declaration of Belarus ’ sovereignty,
gradual de-monopolisation of the party ’s power and
the suspension of communist parties in the USSR
and BSSR (CPSU and CPB, respectively), communist
MPs were forced to succumb to the efforts of the few
national democrats. Consequently, laws on culture
and education were passed in June and October
1991 that either directly referred to the law on lan -
guages (in the former case) or even slightly sup -
ported it (in the latter).

How ever, as the situation in countries neigh-
bouring Belarus changed (former communists w on
elections in Lithuania, grow ing resistance to
Yeltsin’s reform appeared in Russia), BPF lost its in-
fluence in the parliament, CPB was resurrected in
the summer of 1992 and the Supreme Soviet lifted
its ban on the party in February 1993, the situation
inside the country also began to change. In the first
half o f 1992, the former nomenclature set up the
“Belarus” faction in the Supreme Soviet and began
to oppose BPF’s democratic and independence-ori-
ented initiatives, primarily on the grounds of the
w eak position of the national democrats in language
issues. For instance, w hen Supreme Soviet Chair-
man Stanislaw Shushkevich refused to sign a
Belarusian-Russian collective security treaty in M ay
1992, the “Belarus” faction immediately “ b lack-
mailed” him by hold ing a referendum about the offi-
cial status of the Russian language. The proposal to
make Russian the other official language in Belarus,
first vo iced by deputies of veterans’ organisations,
became an increasingly more frequent issue in the
Supreme Soviet.

Language issues were also debated in parliament
in 1993 while preparing a new constitution. The par -
liamentary working group attempted to preserve the
previous version of the article on language; how -
ever, neither that version, nor any amended one, was
passed in May 1993. During the parliament ’s fall ses -
sion, the version stipulating Belarusian as the only of -
ficial language received even less support than in the
spring. As all hope for passing the language article
was virtually lost, the parliamentary constitutional
commission attempted to leave it out altogether.
However, this was strongly opposed by the commis -
sion for culture and historical heritage.

The practical implementation of the law on lan -
guage encountered great difficulties, as the new lan -
guage policy was being pursued simultaneously with
economic reform that lowered living standards and
was not always welcomed by the people. Some peo -
ple, including the ideologically orthodox workers, as-
sociated (probably unconsciously) the ideologically
“adverse” reconstruction of economic life with the
new language policy aimed at creating advantages
for the Belarusian language. This inspired their ex -
ceptionally aggressive attitude to the new trends in
the linguistic situation in Belarus.

At the time, the educational system was the most
receptive to implementing the law on languages, and

during 1990–1994 the situation in secondary schools
radically changed to the benefit of the Belarusian lan-
guage. Teachers of Belarusian enjoyed a 10% salary
bonus. Higher educational establishments also began
to experiment w ith teaching in Belarusian, and some
pedagogical institutions taught solely in Belarusian.
Meanwhile, loud protests from the people to revise
the language law , the vague and unstable political sit-
uation during the first years of independence, the lack
of w ill from the government to implement linguistic
reform (and as a result mistrust of the people in re-
gard to the state’s intentions in this respect) as well as
the general atmosphere of transition characteristic for
early 1990s, resulted in the development of a strong
state and legal nihilism and hampered the implemen-
tation of the 1990 law on language. With no faith in the

new ly-acquired independence and having no idea
which way the political w ind w ill blow , many state
functionaries found it better not to take any noticeable
steps to implement the law on languages, as this
would allow them to stay in the mainstream should
for some reason state independence be lost and the
Soviet political system restored. Top level officials re-
mained indifferent in regard to the need to implement
the language law ; most of them used only Russian in
public speeches anyway.

Another facto r that made it complicated to im-
p lement the language law in Belarus w as the fact
that the 1990 law d id not really set legal p rincip les
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but presented “ a manifesto o f national and linguis-
tic self-identification,” as M s. N. M yachkow skaya
stated . In particu lar, the law d id not provide any
guidelines should it be vio lated . Due to its concern
regard ing the poor implementation o f the law , the
M insk City Council petitioned the Supreme Soviet
at the beginning of 1993, requesting the right to de-

mand adm inistrative punishment fo r no t observ ing
the language law ; the perm ission to do so w as not
granted . Desp ite the fact that the law contained a
special article that ob liged officials to “ speak both
Belarusian and Russian languages,” it d id not con-
tain any specific princip les to enforce th is article in
practice. In fact, state functionaries w ere never as-
sessed in regard to their command of the
Belarusian language. A fter the law had been
adopted in 1990, no institutions w ere estab lished

in Belarus to deal specifically w ith language issues.
In M arch 1993, the 3 rd Congress of the Belarusian
Language Society suggested that the Supreme So-
v iet set up a commission to pursue an integral lan-
guage po licy in the Repub lic o f Belarus. This
suggestion w as, how ever, ignored .

Nevertheless, the new constitution adopted in
M arch 1994 contained an article that affirmed the of-
ficial status of the Belarusian language; how ever,
the same article maintained the right “ to the free use
of the Russian language as a language of interna-
tional communication.” The tex t w as copied almost
in full from the 1990 law , how ever, in the 1990 law ,
Russian did not have the status of a communication
medium betw een different ethnic groups inside
Belarus. The affirmation of Russian as the language
of international communication unintentionally de-
valued Belarusian as the only official language. Un-
der those circumstances, it seemed natural to ask
w hether Belarusian could truly become the only of-
ficial language in a situation w here it w as not con-
sidered as a means of communication betw een
different ethnic groups.

Whereas the use of the Russian language as a
means of inter-ethnic communications under-
m ined Belarusian rather in a symbolic manner, a
more serious prob lem appeared in A rticle 50 of the
constitution that guaranteed “ the freedom to
choose the language of raising and educating chil-
d ren.” This article w as also a response to the con-
tinuing debate on this issue. Later, alluded to th is
article, parents categorically claimed their uncond i-
tional right to choose the language of instruction
for their child ren.

In January 1995, the constitutional court gener -
ally supported such requests from parents. In its
statement directed to the president and Supreme
Soviet, the court criticised Article 24 of the law on
languages that allegedly obliged secondary schools
to use “exclusively the Belarusian language.” How -
ever, the constitutional court praised other articles of
the constitution that guaranteed “the freedom to
choose the language of raising and educating chil -
dren” (Zvyazda, February 2, 1995).

In Ju ly 1994, suppo rters o f o ffic ial b ilingual-
ism gained strong suppo rt from the first p resi-
den t o f Belarus, A laksandar Lukashenka. Even
w h ile an M P, Lukashenka suggested gran ting the
Russian language “ a status equal to the o ffic ial
status.” His p rog ram prepared fo r the p residen tial
e lect ions con tained a parag raph on “ p rov id ing a
real oppo rtun ity fo r every cit izen o f the Repub lic
o f Belarus to th ink and speak the language he w as
raised in .” A fter h is e lect ion as p residen t,
Lukashenka add ressed language issues fo r the
first t ime w hen speaking at the Belarusian Peda-
gog ical Un iversity on 1 Sep tember 1994. The
p residen t defended teachers o f the social sci-
ences and the Russian language w ho , as he said ,
had nearly become pariahs in some h igher educa-
t ional estab lishments. A laksandar Lukashenka
ex p ressed h is cr it ic ism o f the educational po licy
(aimed at increasing the use o f Belarusian) pur-
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sued during the p rev ious years and said that the
language o f teach ing shou ld no t be determ ined in
an adm in istrat ive w ay .

Lukashenka’s speech at the Pedagog ical Uni-
versity w as a signal to beg in a campaign o f sup-
po rt fo r the Russian language. Just five days
fo llow ing the p resident’s speech, an “ Appeal o f an
In itiative Group” w as d istr ibu ted in the Vitsebsk
Pedagogical Institu te w hose autho rs, includ ing
teachers, demanded that students and teachers
themselves choose the language o f instruction,
“ supporting the in tentions o f the President o f the
Repub lic to beg in healing the social situation.” In
Sep tember and October 1994 parents in some
schoo ls w ent on strike against the “ fo rced ” teach-
ing in Belarusian and , strangely enough, these
events w ere covered by some o f the most popular
state-ow ned new spapers.

An interesting episode in the struggle for grant -
ing the Russian language official status occurred in
the fall of 1994 when a group of members from the
pro-Communist Popular Movement attempted to ini -
tiate a referendum on various issues, including the
language issue. The request submitted by this group
was considered by six parliamentary commissions
and the Ministry of Justice. All of the seven institu -
tions turned the request down for “more or less the
same reasons,” as the newspapers wrote. In their re -
fusals, the institutions referred to Article 3 of the law
on referenda that forbade holding referenda on is-
sues “violating the inalienable right of the people of
the Republic of Belarus to the state-guaranteed exis -
tence of Belarusian national culture and language.”
In October 1994, the central commission for elec -
tions and referenda explained to the applicants that
the question as to whether the Russian language
should be given official status “is directly forbidden
by the republic ’s legislation.”

In the fall of 1994, a committee “For the Free
Choice of Language in Education” was founded in
Minsk, under the aegis of the Slavic Union. On 29 No -
vember, the committee led a demonstration of ap-
proximately 20 parents, demanding education in
Russian, to the building of the Minsk City Council.
Footage of this rally, spiced with comments, was
shown on state television.

Meanwhile, the manner in which the law on lan -
guages was being implemented and the on-going
campaign for revising language legislation caused
numerous protests from various organisations and
parties, such as BLS and BPF. A non-governmental
committee for the defence of the Belarusian lan -
guage was founded at the end of 1994. Moreover, an
alternative campaign was underway for Belarusian
State University to completely transition to the exclu -
sive use of Belarusian by 1 September 1995. In Janu -
ary 1995, activists of the committee picketed the
buildings of the university, Ministry of Education,
Constitutional Court and UN post. Later that month,
the committee adopted a statement that called on
the citizens to inform the Prosecutor ’s Office about
all attempts at violating the official status of the
Belarusian language by government employees. On

16 February 1995, the committee published its com -
plaint to the Prosecutor General regarding president
Lukashenka.

The president, how ever, in tended to ho ld a ref-
erendum about the o fficial status o f the Russian
language. He first shared th is idea w ith rep resen-
tatives o f veterans’ o rgan isations on 2 February ,
and soon confirmed his in tention on 20 February .
On 18 M arch, new spapers pub lished a letter ad-
d ressed to p resident Lukashenka, signed by 60
M Ps (main ly delegates o f veterans’ o rgan isations)
in w hich they asked him to in it iate a referendum
concern ing language issues. Three days later
Lukashenka spoke in detail about the approach ing
referendum to the Supreme Soviet, although he
d id no t p resent the p recise questions. A t the time,
many seemed to believe that a referendum w as
rather un likely , in v iew o f the 1994 refusal. Th is
w as the op in ion o f Valery Tsikh inya, chairman o f
the constitu tional court, exp ressed during a press
conference on 22 M arch. He justified h is po in t o f
v iew w ith A rticle 3 o f the law on referenda. On 31
M arch, the general assemb ly o f the Humanities
Department o f the Academy o f Science adop ted
an appeal no t to include a language-related ques-
tion in the referendum .

Nevertheless, Lukashenka filed his proposal of
initiating a referendum comprising four questions to
the Supreme Soviet. However, the proposal was
turned down on 11 March, after the parliamentary
commissions had debated the proposal and ob -
jected to three questions, including the one on lan -
guages. The president responded by threatening the
Supreme Soviet with holding the referendum with -
out its consent, which resulted in more than twenty
MPs beginning a hunger strike in the parliamentary
session hall. However, on the night of 12 March they
were thrown out of the Supreme Soviet building by a
military detachment acting on orders of president
Lukashenka. This extraordinary event resulted in the
demoralised deputies violating procedure and
adopting a resolution to hold the referendum on 13
March. On 26 March, the parliamentary commission
for culture and historical heritage filed a request to
the constitutional court to consider the legitimacy of
the Supreme Soviet ’s resolution but the court re -
fused to hear this case.

The referendum was held on 14 May 1995. The
first of the four questions was as follows: “Do you
agree with granting the Russian language equal sta-
tus with Belarusian?” According to official data, voter
frequency was 64.8%. Of those voting, 88.3%
(53.9% of all eligible voters) voted “yes” with respect
to this question. Numerous violations committed
during the preparation and holding the referendum
soon came to light.

First, A rticle 3 o f the law on referenda w as v io -
lated (the law mentioned above that fo rb ids the
ho ld ing o f referenda on such issues).

Second, Article 148 of the Constitution did not
permit any changes or amendments to the constitu -
tion during the final six months of the parliament ’s
term of office.
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Third, members of the referendum commission
were appointed in violation of Articles 18 and 20 of
the law on referenda.

Essentially, limitations were imposed on the
campaign against the proposals of the referendum.
As a result, the referendum had to be carried out un -
der the strict control of the executive power. The
state-owned media, especially the electronic media,
mainly presented the views of the referendum ’s initi -
ator. Before the referendum, the Belarusian Lan -
guage Society twice asked the management of the
State TV and Radio Company to allow Society repre -
sentatives to go on the air. One of the deputy chair -
persons of the Society recorded an interview for
Programme 2 of Belarusian Radio. The interview was
never aired and no explanation was given. Mean -
while, the State TV kept showing activists from the
Slavic Union and the committee “For the Free Choice
of Language in Education.”

The 1995 referendum coincided with the parlia -
mentary election campaign. The OSCE delegation
that observed the referendum and the elections con -
cluded that neither complied with international stan -
dards of free and fair voting. In particular, the
delegation noted the government ’s control over the
media (which resulted in the media broadcasting
“edited” or false information), interference of the ex -
ecutive branch in the electoral process, discrimina -
tion against political parties, etc. The US State
Department issued a special statement expressing
its regret about the way and the atmosphere in which
the leaders of Belarus conducted the 1995 referen -
dum and elections.

Belarusian society, suffering economic hardships
at the time of the referendum, failed to see (and to a
large extent did not want to see) the threat posed to
the Belarusian language hidden behind the “ inno-
cent” formulation of the question regarding the
“equality” of the two languages. It turned out that
Lukashenka’s initiative suited the w ishes of a large
part of society, which wanted a return to the good old
communist times w ith cheap sausage in shops and
no language problems whatsoever. With the help of
this referendum, the president of Belarus wanted (as
he mentioned to members of Homel city counsil) to
gain public support for his personal conviction that
“ the Belarusian language is simple and that it is im-
possible to say anything profound using it.”

The results of the 1995 referendum shocked
those supporting the broader use of the Belarusian
language. It was only six weeks later that the secre -
tariat of BLS adopted an appeal to the citizens of
Belarus, questioning the results of the referendum as
the expression of the nation ’s will. The authors of the
appeal referred to the uncounted votes of “the peo -
ple from the new generation — our children and ado -
lescents who have tasted their native language in
kindergartens and schools,” to the will of “many gen -
erations of our ancestors” and “millions of victims of
Stalinism and fascism.” Moreover, the appeal admit -
ted that “we have now been squelched.”

Reacting to the results of the referendum, and
hoping to get the situation at least slightly under con -

trol, the Supreme Soviet ’s commission for educa -
tion, culture and preservation of historical heritage
adopted two resolutions in June 1995. The first rec -
ommended ministries and other state institutions to
implement various provisions in order to encourage
state officials, leaders of organisations and enter -
prise executives to gain command of both the
Belarusian and Russian language. The resolution
stressed the need to learn the language, which the
officials did not know, to a degree sufficient for them
to conduct official duties. The other resolution rec -
ommended the Ministry of Education and Science to
introduce an obligatory entrance examination involv -
ing both Belarusian and Russian in all higher and sec -
ondary special educational establishments. The
latter recommendation actually only added Russian
to the entrance exams lists as Belarusian had already
been on these lists. Due to the fact that the term of of -
fice of the 12 th Supreme Soviet was coming to an
end, and the referendum worked against a wider use
of Belarusian, the two resolutions had no legal or
practical importance whatsoever. Aimed at lowering
the status of the Belarusian language, the 1995 refer -
endum was certainly not held to make state officials
study and use Belarusian. On the other hand, the rec -
ommendation to make all university entrants pass
two extra linguistic exams, no matter what they
chose to study, sounded like a good idea but had no
chance of support.

The statement issued by the 2nd International
Congress of the Belarusian Pen Centre, regarding the
May 1995 referendum (held in August), stated: “In
practice, the introduction of Russian as the second
official language will affirm today ’s real disparity of
the Belarusian language and will assist in eliminating
it, which means a continuation of the policy of
russification and denationalisation of the Belarusian
people previously pursued by the Russian empire
and then the USSR.” The congress adopted the reso -
lution “On Freedom and Responsibility of the Media”
that read in part “in Belarus, freedom of speech and
press applies only to some citizens, mainly those
close to power structures, whereas responsibility for
the spoken, published or circulated word is imposed
onto others who mainly belong to ‘the opposition mi -
nority ’ or the ‘Belarusian-speaking ’ part of the popu -
lation.” Congress documents mentioned that the
referendum, the regime ’s occupation and subordina -
tion of the media to state power had paved the way
for introducing “reservations for ‘Belarusian-speak -
ing ’ Belarusians.” The referendum itself was referred
to as a manifestation of “muscle democracy” or “de -
mocracy substituted by pseudo-democracy” (Nasha
Slova, November 1, 1995).

Previously, advocates of the broader use of
Belarusian referred to “the people ’s will,” allegedly
witnessed by the population census, whereas after
the referendum they were shown the will of “another
people,” or rather, “another will,” according to which
the situation of the Belarusian language would be in
acceptable only formally, on paper. Therefore, the is-
sue of the Belarusian language having a “real exis -
tence” was no longer an urgent matter. The
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importance of this lesson for the Belarusian intelli -
gentsia, which is traditionally very strongly influ -
enced by popular convictions, should not be
underestimated.

The 13 th Supreme Soviet elected in May and De -
cember 1995 was not particularly interested in lan -
guage issues. On the one hand, there were very few
MPs who, in the unfavourable situation of 1995–96,
would raise the issue of developing the Belarusian
language and resolve it in a positive way as no BPF
representatives were elected to this parliament. On
the other hand, after the idea of belarusification had
been crushed by the referendum, this defeat could
be used in practice by eliminating some of the acts
that promoted the use of the Belarusian language.
This was not difficult to do.

The results of the referendum were published on
26 May. On 30 and 31 May, even before the results
were approved by the parliament, the Ministry of Ed-
ucation ordered the Russian language and literature
to be added to the list of entrance exams of higher
and special secondary educational establishments.
The ministry explained that the entrants did not have
to pass exams on both languages but could choose
one of them.

In June 1995, the Ministry of Education published
its guidelines in regard to enrolling children in the
first grade and kindergartens. This was now to be
done according to the wishes of their parents. The
administrative offices of schools and kindergartens
were instructed to hold parental meetings, during
which parents were to submit applications in which
they specified the desired language of their chil -
dren ’s education. It was correctly foreseen in the
ministry ’s document that such unlimited choice
could result in schools becoming bi-lingual, but this
was assessed as “a transitional period.” The principle
of choosing the language was not limited to kinder -
gartens and first grades, it also applied to the second,
third and fourth grades.

The new language-in-education policy soon
yielded results. Aw are of the new trend, a large ma-
jority of parents in the city began to choose Russian
as the language of instruction for their children. In
1995, 62% of first grade pupils stud ied in Russian,
compared to 25% during the previous year. As a
consequence, the percentage of those studying in
Belarusian fell from 75% to 38% . The fo llow ing year
(in 1996), this trend continued and the relation w as
68% Russian and 32% Belarusian. The number of
pupils in the 2nd–4 th grades, and sometimes even
older, taught in Belarusian w as also decreasing, but
not as rapid ly as in the case of the low er grades. Par-
ents of children w ho attended Belarusian-language
classes in the 2nd and higher grades sensed the
change and began to demand those classes be
changed to Russian, often ignoring the linguistic
habits their children had developed and the term i-
nology they used. Those demands w ere met.

The 1995 changes in the language structure of
schools were accompanied by conflicts among the
parents of schoolchildren as well as between parents
and school authorities. In the new situation, advo -

cates of Belarusian-language schools in the city often
found it difficult to collect enough applications to
open a Belarusian-language class even in the larger
schools. As a result, they either had to abandon edu -
cation in Belarusian or look for a Belarusian-language
school outside their neighbourhood. As for the 2nd

and higher grades previously taught in Belarusian,
parents frequently found themselves in conflict over
the language of their children ’s education. While
some demanded a change into Russian, others reso -
lutely stood for maintaining the status quo. The
choice of the language was in fact in the hands of the
school administrations, which forced one of the
sides to abandon their demands. Since the general
trend of the summer and fall of 1995 implied educa -
tion in Russian, those conflicts were resolved to the
benefit of Russian. When pro-Belarusian parents be -
came only a minority, these conflicts became latent
and to a large extent were hidden from the public. In
such cases, on perfectly “lawful” grounds and in ac-
cordance with the rules of democracy, it was sug -
gested that the Belarusian-speaking children leave
the class or school that had only recently had a
Belarusian-language status. Sometimes pupils had
to change schools several times as each new school
they attended would adopt Russian according to the
will of the parents. A parent filed suit against the
Harodnya administration in 1997 complaining about
a school that refused to educate his daughter in the
Belarusian language after she had completed the 5th

grade. He lost the case. In general, the social situa -
tion after the referendum was unfavourable for the
Belarusian language and many complaints about vi -
olating linguistic rights and freedoms of Belarusian
speakers were not considered, let alone resulted in
legal action. Some schools themselves initiated
changes into Russian and sent notices to the parents
demanding that they submit applications for this
change of language.

The rapid decline in the number of
Belarusian-language schools and classes in the fall of
1995, accompanied by strong administrative pres -
sure, resulted in the Executive Committee of the
United Civil Party of Belarus issuing a statement in
September 1995. The document protested against
forcing the Russian language into school education,
and pointed out that some officials interpret referen -
dum results in a biased way. The party demanded
that the rights of parents to teach their children in ei -
ther Russian or Belarusian be not hampered.

M eanw hile, the 13 th Supreme Soviet had not ap-
proved the results o f the referendum. On the one
hand, the rap id advance of Russian and the w ith-
draw al o f Belarusian w ere so b latant that they
needed no legal grounds. On the other hand, ind i-
v idual leaders o f the parliament spoke about the fu-
ture o f linguistic regulations in a w ay d iffering from
the view of president Lukashenka. For example,
spokesman Syamyon Sharetski d id not th ink that
the uncond itional v icto ry o f pro-Russian forces in
the referendum should have been affirmed auto-
matically w ithout consideration. The parliament’s
rev ision of the 1990 law on languages w as delayed
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until June 1998, three years after the referendum,
w hen the house of representatives (the low er
chamber o f the parliament introduced by
Lukashenka after the revo lt in 1996) amended the
1990 law . The structure o f the 1998 law w as an al-
most exact copy of the 1990 law , how ever, the
amended version had no preamble. (The preamble
to the 1990 law presented an evaluation o f the criti-
cal situation o f the Belarusian language and stated
the need to pro tect it.) The main characteristic o f
the rev ised law w as that nearly half o f its articles
linked the Belarusian and Russian languages w ith
the conjunction “ or” (A rticles 3, 9, 12–18, 21, 25,
28–30, 32), w ith “ and (or)” being used almost as fre-
quently (A rticles 7, 8, 10, 11, 19, 20, 22–24, 26, 27,
31). For example, A rticle 14 maintains that legal
p roceed ings in the Repub lic o f Belarus are to be
conducted in “ either the Belarusian or Russian lan-
guage” ; and accord ing to A rticle 20, the Armed
Forces use “ the Belarusian and (or) the Russian lan-
guage.” Desp ite the o fficial status o f bo th lan-
guages declared by Artcle 2, the excessive use of
the conjunction “ or” in the tex t paves the w ay to us-
ing either o f them w ithout the mandatory use of the
o ther. The 1998 law consciously pursues a “ po licy
o f no po licy,” w hich enhances the d isparity be-
tw een the tw o languages and forces out the w eaker
language, Belarusian.

In the fall o f 1996 another referendum was initi-
ated by Lukashenka that gave him the support of
voters in regard to a draft constitution, w hich
greatly increased presidential pow er and involved
Belarusian and Russian as the tw o official lan-
guages. The conflict betw een A laksandar
Lukashenka and democrats in Belarus became even
more intense. The 1996 revolt presented an oppor-
tunity to reanimate activ ity aimed at a
Belarusian-Russian union, the statutes of w hich
w ere adopted in 1997. Article 38 of the statutes des-
ignated Russian the w orking language of the un-
ion’s institutions. Betw een 1996 and 1999,
democratic forces in Belarus held several mass ral-
lies against Belarus’ incorporation into Russia w ith
Belarusian being the prevailing language of these
demonstrations. In the late 1990s, the Belarusian
administration w as not interested in the develop-
ment of the Belarusian language and the needs of
Belarusian-speakers. The use of the Belarusian lan-
guage w as continually being pushed aside. The
House of Representatives (the legislative body in
the Lukashenka-appointed parliament) prepared of-
ficial documents only in Russian. Some local admin-
istrations have been adopting legislation that
banned the use of Belarusian. A t the same time,
Belarusian-speakers among the political opposition
w ere being repressed. Some of the participants in
mass political rallies w ere detained for speaking
Belarusian. During court proceedings some people
w ere forb idden to speak Belarusian or w ere
charged for the services of interpreters.

As the conflict betw een president Lukashenka
and the democratic forces escalated, along w ith the
reduction in the official use of Belarusian and the

“d isfranchisement” of po litically active
Belarusian-speakers, the Belarusian language be-
gan to be associated as an instrument for resisting
presidential pow er. People w ho spoke Belarusian
w ere almost automatically perceived as the opposi-
tion (unless they w ere the most socially backw ard
part of the rural population that speaks Belarusian
not because they stand for it but because they do
not speak any other language). Having become a
way of expressing opposition, the Belarusian lan-
guage began to be used increasingly more fre-
quently by democratic parties. When addressing
the 50 th session of the UN Sub-commission for the
Prevention of Discrim ination and Protection of M i-
norities in the summer of 1998, M r. A . Sannikaw ,
co-ord inator of the political opposition movement
Charter ’97, mentioned the elim ination of Belarusian
culture, history and language as w ell as practices of
“ conscious mockery and suppression of the lan-
guage” in Belarus. In February 1999, the Congress
of Democratic Forces of Belarus adopted a special
resolution entitled ‘The Discrim ination of the
Belarusian language in the Republic of Belarus,’
conclud ing that the Belarusian people’s rights for
the free development of their native language and
culture are being “grossly vio lated.”

Currently, the Belarusian language faces many
challenges. It is insufficiently supported by the
Belarusian state, the unfavourable situation of
w hich continues to deteriorate. Issues regard ing the
development of the Belarusian language are trad i-
tionally neglected by the communist parties. As for
democratic parties, the majority of them have only
recently began to notice that the language is an im-
portant element of the Belarusian people’s identity.
This realisation w as unintentionally inspired by the
1995–2000 state policy, aimed at forcing Belarusian
out of normal, everyday use and into the realm of a
marginal “ opposition-related” phenomenon.

The repressive state policy towards the
Belarusian language can be expected to be revised in
the near or distant future, regardless of any major po -
litical changes occurring in Belarus.
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