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The repression last night was brutal. There were so many vic-
tims. In rage, riot police threw noise grenades right at people. At
least once a police truck rammed a crowd in the center of Minsk
and killed one man. According to human rights defenders, at least
three people were killed by the regime that night. The first blood
was spilled, but people do not plan to stop. The plan is to take to
the streets every day at 19:00 before the fall of the dictatorship.

There are calls on Telegram for direct democracy in the country
on major channels. And although some fear that such calls exist
due to misunderstanding of the concept, Belarus has rebelled and
many demand the end of the dictatorship and the beginning of the
era of direct democracy.
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worked to disperse the protesters.? For the first time in the coun-
try’s history, people began to erect barricades, as well as directly
clash with law enforcement agencies. A huge number of people
were liberated from the hands of law enforcement officers at night
in various parts of the country.

Solidarity during the protests again showed the incredible
power of collective opposition to the dictatorship. The crowds
paralyzed any action by OMON and the military, contrary to all
preparations. The lack of the Internet only played a negative factor
for the regime - people went out to the streets to find out what
was going on.

For two hours in the center of Minsk and other cities people
were fighting against the Belarusian authorities. They fought with
great energy, which they had been saving for so many years. The
successful confrontation shows once again the fragility of the Be-
larusian dictatorship.

The movement itself today is not the traditional political parties
that lead the Belarusians to a bright future. Protests are organized
through media platforms and have no clear leaders. Groups of peo-
ple gather in the streets and decide on the way to go. The lack of a
clear plan may hinder the effectiveness of the protest, but the lack
of clear leaders makes it impossible to suppress easily.

?ed. - ‘Belarus: “When We Rise” also notes in the aftermath that
“[e]quipment from the American firm Sandvine, Inc. was used to restrict access to
the Internet. Israeli Celebrite equipment was used to hack mobile devices. Experts
from China came to support the Belarusian regime in the censorship and monitor-
ing of online activity. The regime actively used SIM card cloning to hack into Tele-
gram accounts. The de-anonymization bug in Telegram made it possible to create
lists of participants in certain Telegram chats, and subsequently to link specific
comments to certain people and initiate criminal proceedings against them. [...]
The regime has been cooperating for several years with the private Belarusian
company Synesis, which develops facial recognition technology; just days after
the protests began, it became known that the cops were using automatic facial
recognition systems to identify protesters and locate activists.”
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[ed. — This report is now two years old. Most recently in that in-
tervening time, focus in Eastern Europe has understandably become
monopolised by the Russian invasion of Ukraine, but we wanted to
recall a moment in that region when (compared with war, that place
that insurrection goes to die) a powerful revolt offered glimpses of
other possibilities. The text might shed additional light on the com-
plex relation of a revanchist post-Soviet Russia with its neighbours,
that the latter still considers its back-yard of ‘Greater Russia’... which
has since drawn Belarus back closer to its influence, compared with
the former’s previous flirtation with the West. Additionally, it is in-
teresting to note — recalling anarchist debates at the time about the
usefulness or reformism of mutual aid initiatives during the first part
of the COVID-19 pandemic — that in Belarus some of these initiatives
ended up adding back-bone to the revolt that followed: as, half a world
away, similar groups did in some cases during another anti-police
revolt (see The Siege of the Third Precinct in Minneapolis), treating
injured rioters etc.

But the parallels can be taken a step further: this text speaks of
the desire for democracy among the people in the streets in the Be-
larusian context, just as in the so-called United States the rebellion
was recuperated most successfully by the Left, and funneled into the
‘democratic renewal’ from the supposed ‘state of exception’ during
the Trump years; and it was the Left who then went about hurriedly
re-writing the meaning and context of the rebellion, or denying that
there even was one... (see Eric Laursen Owes Me a Lamp). Whereas in
Belarus, the dictator rode the wave and came out still holding power,
albeit only just; and was aided in this by his own liberal opposition,
and the lack of imagination once the police had been defeated — even
many from the secret services fleeing or attempting to defect to save
their hides — on what the next steps would be in lieu of the liberal
myth of popular protest magically transforming society, with squares
and key buildings neither occupied nor destroyed. The account ‘Be-
larus: “When We Rise™ is recommended on this.



Some of the questions that a variety of struggles across the world,
then, before and since, have brought into focus — perhaps most obvi-
ously in Belarus in the democratic challenge to long-standing dictator
Alexander Lukashenko, although it’s said that everyone knew what
the ballot results would be announced as in advance (and most an-
archists participated by calling for a boycott) — can be raised again
here. Beyond the necessary anarchist presence in street battles and
anti-repression structures, how to differentiate our project from re-
cuperation into that of democracy, often in its ‘direct’ clothes, when
speaking of the horizon of our struggles? How to do this without wast-
ing the opportunity of multitudinous encounters and collective experi-
ences that such moments afford? In an era of revolts characterised by
decentralisation, how to subvert the newly centralised mythic space
of the decision-making assembly, the ‘people’s will’, etc., from extin-
guishing more anarchic outcomes, as it has in uprisings for at least the
last decade since the Spanish ‘movement of the squares’ (see Return
Fire vol.5 pg48) tamed the insurrectionary flame spreading over the
Mediterranean from the African side (see Return Fire vol.2 pg87)? Still,
the authors of the aforementioned account still “believe that these
sprouts of decentralization will survive this wave of repression, and
also — the regime itself.”

The article below was written during the revolt and released by
the Belarusian anarchist collective Pramen (‘The Ray’). In summer
2021, Aliaksandr Bialou, Jauhen Rubashka, Artsiom Salavei and a
fourth also named Artsiom Salavei (all already previously detained
by the authorities and held for short terms for participation in the
2020 events) were re-arrested: during the investigation Pramen’s web-
site and social networks were categorised as an ‘extremist formation’,
and this April the arrested were sentenced to 4.5-5 years for ‘pro-
moting extremist activities’ on its behalf. Another anarchist, Mikalai
Dziadok, also got 5 years for publicising protests on his blog. In just
three days of the initial revolt, over 6,000 were detained, many tor-
tured and raped in the cells, and a handful murdered by the State.
Many anarchists have fled the country after the regime smothered

on Telegram called for protests on election day several weeks be-
fore the elections.

Both protesters and authorities were preparing for these elec-
tions. There were pictures of military and police equipment on the
Internet. Lukashenko attended training of riot police to disperse
the protests. It was clear that the authorities would not try to bring
down the degree of discontent, but rather to repress the population
by force.

It’s not surprising that in the evening of August 9 thousands
of people came out all over the country. Only according to the re-
ports of the authorities themselves, the demonstrations took place
simultaneously in 33 cities of the country. More than 50,000 people
took part in those protests. The largest demonstrations were held
in Brest, Baranavichy and Minsk. Several thousand people went
out in the other regional centers.

To resist the demonstrators in Minsk, internal troops and police
from all over the country were collected. The day before the elec-
tion, transport columns were moving from the regions to Minsk.
On election day, the city was cordoned off. Buses without license
plates drove around the city and randomly detained pedestrians
or journalists. Internet access was turned off or severely restricted
throughout the country.

By evening, the situation had changed radically. Crowds of peo-
ple started going out into the streets and moving towards the cen-
ter. The same situation was observed in smaller cities of the coun-
try. Towards evening, the first clashes with OMON began, as the
people tried to free the detainees. The riot police themselves ran
around the city at first, wearing T-shirts and batons with no special
uniforms. The attacks on OMON quickly made it clear that the sit-
uation on that day would not be normal, with people being pulled
out of the crowd and simply detained.

Just an hour after the first clashes, the center of Minsk began
to resemble a combat zone. Czech noise grenades, Canadian wa-
ter cannons, Belarusian MAZs [military armoured vehicles] — all
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protests against the Laws on Parasites.! And in most cases, the pop-
ulation perceived the anarchist agenda very positively. Perhaps,
somewhere they did not fully understand but accepted it.

Starting from 2013-2014, anarchists have become almost the
only political force still engaged in street agitation. Most opposi-
tion parties have stopped fighting actively against the dictatorship
after Maidan 2014 [ed. — in neighbouring Ukraine; see Return Fire
vol.5 pg108] in fear of Russian occupation. Today, some opposi-
tion politicians still stand on the position “better Lukashenko than
Putin”. Part of the opposition was drowned in repression. It was
much easier to do so, as repression against the leaders could have
stopped the movement.

Due to their activism, anarchists are constantly attracting the
attention of law enforcement agencies. Some activists are now in
prison for symbolic actions, others are on the run. There are initia-
tives to help the poor and an anti-capitalist freemarket. Repression
against anarchists rarely produces the desired result. They are writ-
ten about by the opposition media and thus attract new attention
and energy to the movement again.

Today, the popularity of anarchists in certain youth circles is
quite high due to the fact that apart from anarchists there are no
political movements left.

Re-election

Even before the beginning of the election campaign many peo-
ple expected major protests in Belarus precisely because of the eco-
nomic crisis and the coronavirus. It was logical for many to concen-
trate their protest efforts on election day and the following days.
For instance, large media platforms in social networks and groups

!ed. - A law forcing the unemployed to pay an additional tax; anarchists
were at the forefront of the struggle.
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first the smaller town mobilisations, the organised workers who'd
tried to build up protest momentum in the factories by strikes, then
‘cleaned up’ in the capital Minsk. When autumn came, the second
wave of COVID also was inflicted on almost all detainees due to de-
tention conditions. Collective punishment is common, targeting neigh-
bourhoods with arbitrary detentions. The cost of allowing the enemy
to re-group, while the movement was drunk on its own supposedly-
inevitable victory (applying an imported liberal democratic lens in a
completely different context) and celebrating a turn to peaceful rallies
and ‘peace policing’, was huge.

This December, the harshest sentences so far in post-Soviet Belarus
were handed down: 18-20 years each for veteran anarchist saboteurs
Siarhei Ramanau, Ihar Alinevich, Dzmitry Rezanovich and Dzmitry
Dubousky, who were arrested crossing the border into Ukraine with
arms and explosives after arson of the State Committe of Forensic
Examination, cars at the Soligorsk prosecutor’s office, and a traffic
police department building. (Dubousky, like the rest, was extensively
tortured and as a result initially gave testimony against himself and
the others; but the rest continue to stand in solidarity with him with-
out condemnation.) This March, anarchists threw a paper bomb (like a
powerful firecracker; card casing with gun-powder inside) against the
Belarusian Embassy in Rome as a gesture of international solidarity
with them and against the war now in Ukraine. Information in En-
glish on how to support the prisoners can be found at abc-belarus.org]

If you had asked people in Belarus how long the dictatorship
of Lukashenko had left in early 2020, they would have looked at
you like a fool. In a respected dictatorship, such questions are not
asked, because you know what can happen. And in general, it so
happens that the reign of the great leader is timeless. But the situa-
tion has changed so radically over the last 8 months [ed. — published
11.08.20] that Belarusians took to the streets and for the first time



in the new history of Belarus they fought back the police in at least
33 different cities of the country.

Today Belarusians have woken up in a new country. In it, peo-
ple openly talk about hatred for the government and prepare for
a violent confrontation with the police and state. They discuss on-
line and live effective methods of struggle. Several factories went
on strike the day after the elections.

And although the electoral commission reports about the vic-
tory of the dictator once again, objectively speaking, Lukashenko
lost the election. He lost the election not to some certain candidate,
but rather to the Belarusian people, who said that 26 years was
enough.

How has Belarus turned from a stable dictatorship, where the
most peaceful people live, into a protest center in Europe?

Economic & Political Crisis

Economically, Belarus is not an independent country. For many
years, the Belarusian economic miracle has been able to survive
only at the expense of cheap oil from Putin and direct money trans-
fers from the Kremlin. Contrary to the fact that Lukashenko and
Putin are not friends, this scheme worked a relatively long time
while the Russian government was bathing in oil money.

With “black gold” prices falling, the Russian government was
faced with the question of redistributing resources. Officials began
to look at where the money invested was yielding some kind of
result. Belarus did not give any special results. Contrary to all in-
vestments, Lukashenko extended his hold on power and hindered
Belarus’ integration into Russia — a process launched back in the
90s during [the term of post-Soviet Russian President] Yeltsin.

The instability of Lukashenko over the past 10 years has shown
that the Russian authorities cannot rely on him much. A turn to the
West in 2015 added wood to the fire of discord between Moscow

ities did not take any measures and allowed people to gather. Per-
haps the role was played by the sexism of Lukashenko, who never
viewed women as serious opponents of the authorities. The top of
Tikhanovskaya’s team were women. Tikhanovskaya also came on
stage with two coordinators of her campaign.

Just a few days before the election, the authorities suddenly
came to their senses. Instead of banning the gatherings, the deci-
sion was to play fools — all the venues declared open for rallies
began to hold government events or repairs. The ban on assembly
has provoked the next wave of discontent, but in active stages of
protest has not turned out, as there were only a few days left before
elections.

At the same time, during the last week the Belarusian police
started actively detaining bloggers. Such tactics are not new and
have been used by the authorities for many years — before any
protests there are constant detentions of journalists and bloggers,
who can cover these protests online.

Terrorist Organization “Anarchists”

Before we proceed directly to election day, I would like to make
a short introduction to the anarchist movement in Belarus.

Anarchists have reappeared in the country after the collapse
of the Soviet Union. In the early nineties, some groups made a
significant contribution to the formation of the workers’ and en-
vironmental movement. Anarchists played one of the key roles in
extending the moratorium on the construction of the Belarusian
nuclear power plant in 1999 (in 2009 anarchists and environmen-
talists lost the fight).

During the entire period of the dictatorship, anarchists have
been involved in major political events, be it new re-elections, the
movement against the construction of the nuclear power plant or
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The clashes with riot police in July this year were a turning
point for many in society. The dictatorship, which for 26 years had
been built in part on its indestructibility through the support of
the security forces, was suddenly extremely fragile. Videos of the
confused OMON riot police quickly spread over the Internet and
showed that one doesn’t have to train for 3 years in camps in Russia
or the EU to fight the police.

Lukashenko did not deny registration to only one serious
opponent, Sergei Tikhanovsky’s wife, Svetlana Tikhanovskaya.
Tikhanovskaya originally planned to run for president in order to
give her husband and other opponents of the regime a voice. But
after the majority of politicians were arrested, she remained the
only candidate around whom voters could unite.

Tikhanovskaya is not a politician and is not trying to become
one. The main requirement of her entire election campaign is new
elections. She openly says that she has no plans and does not want
to stay in power. After the victory over Lukashenko, she planned
to announce new fair elections, which should have changed the
country.

Such a simple demand has united many political groups. Ac-
tivists from the staffs of the imprisoned politicians got involved
in her election headquarters. Tikhanovskaya’s very election cam-
paign relied heavily on the self-organization of the population in
various parts of the country. Meetings with the candidate were offi-
cially registered in many places in the country where the candidate
herself had not visited. Instead, there was a stage for speeches and
an open microphone. Again, the microphone was rarely picked up
by career politicians who feared reprisals, but rather by the work-
ing population and small businesses. In some cities, anarchists also
spoke on stage.

Tikhanovskaya’s popularity soared in just a few weeks. In July,
she managed to gather one of the largest rallies in the history of
the country — 50,000 people in Minsk. In other cities, she gathered
from several hundred to 8,000 people. For a long time the author-
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and Minsk. By early 2020, Lukashenko found himself in a very dif-
ficult situation. New oil and gas contracts have become much more
difficult to conclude. The Belarusian authorities wanted at least
some minimal concessions, but Russia was ready to give these con-
cessions only when activating the project of the union state, with
the joint currency and other points for the absorption of Belarus
by Russia.

Political difficulties with Russia traditionally lead to economic
problems in the country. During the last 5 years Lukashenko tried
to neutralize this dependence by working with the West, but West-
ern grants and loans cannot pull the Belarusian economy alone. In
early 2020, the Belarusian ruble started to fall heavily against other
currencies. Over the past 20 years, Belarusians have managed to
survive several waves of such a fall, the largest being in 2011. The
fall of the Belarusian ruble means, for many Belarusians, includ-
ing the fall in their real earnings. In addition, problems with the
payment of salaries at state enterprises began to arise.

Fighting Coronavirus with Tractors

Lukashenko explained that it is due to economic problems that
that Belarus can’t afford any quarantine measures against the coro-
navirus. If at the beginning of the epidemic the dictator was still
shouting that the Belarusians would be able to avoid getting in-
fected by work in the field and visiting the sauna, a month later he
had to admit the real reasons for the lack of quarantine.

The coronovirus proved to be one of the most serious challenges
for the Belarusian dictatorship, which it failed. Instead of typical
populism and care for their people the authorities left the popula-
tion to rely on self-sufficiency.

Medical care in Belarus is nominally free of charge, but many
services have to be paid for, as there is not enough money from
the budget for drugs and medical equipment. It was impossible to



test for coronavirus in many cases. Many could not afford to stay
home and go to work. It is difficult to assess the real scale of the
Coronavirus epidemic in Belarus. The state is the only institution
that has real figures, and these figures are kept secret. In addition,
many cases of coronavirus were labelled as pneumonia, including
fatal ones.

In order to maintain medical care, small businesses and a large
number of ordinary people have, in fact, engaged in decentralized
support of medical staff. Some restaurants and bars prepared food
for the medical staff from the donations made by city dwellers.
As in other countries, grass-roots initiatives produced protective
masks. Taxi drivers transported medical personnel without pay-
ment.

A few months later, many people had the feeling that the state
had abandoned them. But, on the other hand, there was a sense of
solidarity, the certainty that neighbors, friends and even strangers
from the Internet would not leave you in trouble. This feeling has
restored to Belarusians the importance of the public as opposed
to the state. Solidarity has become not just a word, but a direct
practice.

And if in many countries which were under the impact of coro-
navirus, with the fall of the number of infected, solidarity began
to fall, in Belarus the structures of solidarity continued to work
in other spheres as well. For example, in June, half of Minsk lost
access to clean water. And while officials insisted that there was
no problem with water, residents of the districts with water were
organizing and delivering water to the neediest parts of the city.

Thus, one of the most important results of the coronavirus (the
epidemic did not end in the country) was the growing awareness of
the collective strength and the results that can be achieved through
joint actions.
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Elections During the Virus

It was a mistake for Lukashenko to decide to announce the elec-
tions in the midst of the coronavirus: in early May, they announced
that the elections would be held in August. The moment of maxi-
mum dissatisfaction with the authorities was chosen. Thanks to
this, the election campaigns of his opponents literally began to gain
a huge amount of support from the very first days. One of the presi-
dential candidates, blogger Sergei Tikhanovsky, began holding ral-
lies with an open microphone at the place of collecting signatures.
This format attracted a huge number of people across the coun-
try, who were given a platform to express their discontent. A few
weeks later, Tikhanovsky himself and many other major opposi-
tion politicians were detained and charged in far-fetched criminal
cases.

Instead of extinguishing the protest and dissatisfaction with
the authorities, the repression provoked even more organization
around another candidate — banker of Belgazprombank (daughter
of Gazprom [Russian oil and gas giant]) Viktor Babariko. Unlike
other candidates, Babariko was not engaged in political struggle
and for many he looked like a “moderate” candidate who called
for fair elections and did not plan illegal demonstrations across the
country. Contrary to this, Babariko’s popularity was also growing
among the more moderate part of the population.

As aresult, the authorities decided to arrest Babariko and his in-
ner circle on corruption charges. This step provoked another wave
of discontent, the final stage of which was the announcement that
the two largest opposition candidates would not be registered in
the race for presidency. This decision resulted in major protests
across the country with the first clashes with the police in Minsk:
the demonstrators repulsed the detainees and saw that the OMON
[riot police unit] was absolutely unprepared for a violent confronta-
tion with the people.
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