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BEND NOTE

PBLIC G(ANON WUINONS AND NATIONALESM IN THE THREE EASTERN S AV C
STATES

By Taras Kuzio

The public disagreenent in recent nonths over the future o
the Bel arus-Russia Lhion gives rise to two questions. FHrst, what
value do opinion polls and public sentinent have in the three eastern
Javic states of Russia, kraine, and Belarus on issues such as
unions wth neighboring states if those expressions of popul ar
preference have little relationship to the realmof the possible and
elites are unwlling to inplenent then? Second, how can new unions be
forned when all three eastern Savic states understand their
relationship to one another differently?

Snce the disintegration of the USSR in Decenbber 1991, there
have been countless opinion polls conducted by Belarusian and
krai nian organi zations as well as Véstern governnents and
institutions that deal wth foreign-policy preferences. These polls
invariably register strong support inall three eastern Savic
countries for sone formaof union. In Russia and Belarus this support
is evenly distributed throughout the popul ation, while in Wkraine it
is confined to its eastern regions.

But, can these sentinents be translated into policy? The gap
between the comrmon people and the elites that dates back to the WBR
has grown, rather than shrunk, in the post-Soviet era Riling elites
still feel they have the sole right to control issues of "national
security" (i.e., foreign policy, the mlitary, control over the
security forces). In al three countries the mlitaries, which are
mainly geared toward dealing wth external threats, have been
downsi zed, while internal -security forces have grown
di sproportionately.

These internal security forces are under the control of the
executive and their focus is on dealing wth internal "threats,” such
as that emanating fromcitizens wio might wsh to increase their
level of political influence. Internal "threats" are seen as nore
threatening than external ones, despite all the rhetoric about a
Wéstern and NATO threat to Belarus and Russia or a Russian threat to
Wkr ai ne.

The ruling elites in the three eastern Savic states take
little heed of donestic opinion on nost nmatters, especialy on
foreign policy. The local population understands this perfectly well.
Qinion polls indicate low levels of perceived political
ef fectiveness, and declining participation in civil society (e.g.,
nenbership in N3, parties, denonstrations, etc.,) throughout the
1990s.

Wiat use then do opinion polls have in determning state



policies, particularly in areas of "national security?' It would seem
very little. Russian, krainian, or -- as we now see -- even
Belarusian elites are not going to inplenent the policies that
logically follow fromtheir citizens' preferences as reflected in

opi nion polls.

Second, the growng dispute between Belarus and Russia over
their union project, launched in 1996, has failed to resol ve the
dilenma of what kind of union is to be created. Russia's view of its
ideal relationships wth Belarus and Wkraine differs considerably
fromits view of its optinum relationships wth other forner Soviet
states. Belarus and kraine are not "foreign" in Russian eyes, but
tenporarily separated regions of one spiritual-cultural space wthin
which Russia is the "elder brother" and the Russian |anguage the
| anguage of nodernity and culture, in contrast to the Belarusian and
krai ni an | anguages, which Russians consider remmants of the village
and the past. Belarusian President A yaksandr Lukashenka has been
wlling to go along wth this conception, thereby reinforcing the
Russian view of Belarusians as essential ly the sane people. In
addition, Belarus and Russia have adopted variations of the Soviet
Bel arusian and Soviet anthens, respectively.

Heven years of defending lkrainian sovereignty vis-a-vis
Russia and the outside world have forced Russians to begrudg ngly
realize that kraine is different fromBelarus. This is songthing
Putin has understood, and he has adopted different policies toward
kraine. The only political forces in Wkraine that have supported a
union wth Russia and Belarus are on the extrene left (the
Gonmuni sts, Progressive Socialists, Savic Lhity, etc.,). No nenber
of any centrist political group in Wkraine, which are President
Leonid Kuchma's nmain support base, supports kraine's nenbership o
the Russi a-Bel arus Uhi on.

The reasons for these conflicting views of what kind of
"union" is to be built are to be found in Soviet nationalities
policies that hel ped entrench anong non-Russians a twn allegiance to
their republics and to the UBSR Belarus and krai ne were uni que
anong the forner non- Russian republics in that they even had ULhited
Nations representations and snall foreign ministries. Russia was
different. It had no republican institutions until 1990 and Russi ans
therefore identified wth the WBSR as their "honel and,” not the
Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RFSR.

Prior to 1917, Russia did not have a devel oped sense o
national identity nurtured wthin an independent nation-state, and
the blurring of Russian-Soviet identity therefore added to an overall
confused identity, particularly toward the eastern Savs. In
contrast, Serbia had a nation-state throughout nost of the 19th
century and republican institutions wthin Yugoslavia Some Véstern
schol ars have therefore characterized Russian ethnic nationalism as
"weak," as seen in the lack of Russian diaspora nobilization, unlike
Serbian nationalismin Yugoslavi a.

The Russian understanding of a union wth Belarus and Wkraine
is closer to the tsarist view of Belarusians and Wkrainians being
"Russi ans” who should sinply be absorbed into Russia. But to
Bel arusian and Wkrainian elites, including those on the extrene |eft,
such a proposal is worse than the policy of sblizhenie (draw ng



together) that was the cornerstone of Soviet nationality policy
during the final years of the USSR

Alegiance totheir Soviet republican territory and borders
is strongly entrenched anong the Belarusian and krainian elites and
public. Separatist novenents have been nonexistent or weak and pure
Russian nationalist groups have never been able to obtain public
support in Belarus or Wkraine. In lWkraine, Russian nationalist groups
did not obtain nore than 2 percent of the vote inthe 1998 and 2002
el ecti ons.

In answer to Putin's referendum proposals on a nerger o
Bel arus and Russia, Lukashenka has ruled out any steps that woul d
"liquidate" Belarus as a country, even though opinion polls in both
states support such a step. Lukashenka's views on the ideal union are
simlar to those of the extreme left in Wkraine; that is, a new
confederal USSR where republics would enjoy nore sovereignty than in
the forner Soviet Lhion. But this is not what Rutin has in nmind.
Lukashenka' s defense of his country's sovereignty vis-a-vis Russia
and donestic supporters of Putin's proposals is consequently naking
himsound increasingly like his nationalist opponents.
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