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On 28 August 2008, Kazimir Farino, the Deputy Education Minister of Belarus, announced to the press that the first lesson of the new school year at all schools of Belarus will be dedicated to the 65th anniversary of the liberation of Belarus from German fascists invaders.
 This lesson intends to prepare pupils to the 2009 commemoration of the Day of Independence (July 3) related to this event. This decision displays the role played by World War II in the official national memory, historiography, and identity policy in Belarus.

The memory of WWII always played an important role in the country. After the war, commemorations of the Great Patrioctic War (GPW) aimed to boost Soviet patriotism among the people. The Victory monument located at the Victory Square in Minsk and erected in 1954 is dedicated to Soviet soldiers and partisans who died during WWII. The specific role of the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic (BSSR) during the war was not especially highlighted before Piotr Masherov, a Soviet partisan awarded the star of a Hero of the Soviet Union, became the First Secretary of the Belarusian Communist Party in 1965. The major memorial monuments associated to the partisan warfare and the Nazi mass crimes in Belarus emerged after his nomination.
 The decision to build a memorial complex in Khatyn in memory of the hundred of Belarusian villages destroyed by Nazis was taken in 1966. The memorial complex that opened in 1969 was also dedicated to the memory of the great tribute and numerous lives sacrificed for the victory by Belarusians. In 1969, the memorial complex Mount of Glory (Kurgan Slavy) in honor of the Soviet soldiers that fought during WWII was established on the outskirts of Minsk. In 1974, for outstanding heroism during the GPW, Minsk was awarded the title Hero City (about 29 years after Leningrad, Stalingrad, Sevastopol and Odessa, and 13 years after Kiev). Under Brezhnev, representation of the war-time heroism was ethnicized and has favored a Soviet Belarusian patriotism that helped legitimize the BSSR nomenklatura as a partisan generation
.
Partisan warfare and Nazi genocide policy were the two sides of the official Soviet historical narrative of WWII. With few exceptions, Soviet times allowed only a description of the crimes and abominations of the Nazis and emphasized the heroics of the resistance to fascism.
 The historical information became more critical at the end of the 1950s and the beginning of the 1960s. Under Brezhnev, "the Great Patriotic War has become a sacrosanct cluster of heroic exploits that had once for all proven the superiority of communism over capitalism".
 New ways of looking at war events appeared again with the end of the 1980s and developed during the 1990s. During perestroika, a public debate on the Soviet regime and on the Soviet contemporary history emerged in Belarus as well as in the other Soviet federal republics. Stalinist repression became the focus of attention. In 1988, burials were discovered in Kurapaty and made public. Kurapaty is the name of a place in the outskirts of Minsk, where NKVD officers killed, between 1937 and 1941, several thousand of Belarusian and other civilians. This location became the emblematic symbol of the crimes of the Stalinist regime, and lately of the Soviet one. At this time, the atrocities of the Soviet regime were more emphasized than its glorious past.

After the independence of Belarus, the Belarusian nation-building led to the nationalization of the Belarusian history in order to distinguish it from the Soviet historiography and to show its closeness to European history and values.
 This process was halted with the election of Alexander Lukashenko in 1994 when a neo-Soviet version of the past was adopted and spread.
 A new interpretation of the Kurapaty mass graves, attributing the executions to the German Wehrmacht, was launched in order to restore the image of Soviet history under Stalin. New textbooks were published, and call attention to the GPW as the culminating moment in Belarusian history contrary to the mainstream nationalist discourse that was more common in the previous period and that, for example, glorifies the battle of Orsha in 1514 when the forces of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and Kingdom of Poland defeated the army of Grand Duchy of Moscow.
 

Since the mid-1990s, the GPW has become an increasingly publicized event in both the Belarusian national history and memory. The main symbolic example of that process took place in 1996 when the Independence Day was modified to the date of liberation of Minsk from Nazi occupants (3 July) instead of the date of declaring the sovereignty (27 July 1990). On the early 2000s, the State ideology launched by the president and endorsed by all state-owned institutions reinforce the role of GPW in politics and society with the promotion of patriotic education in the country. For this purpose, two new core courses were introduced at the university: "the Basics of the Ideology of the Republic of Belarus" and "the Great Patriotic War of the Soviet People". Furthermore, the 60th anniversary of the liberation of Belarus in 2004 and the 60th anniversary of the victory of the GPW in 2005 were the occasion for the Belarusian authorities to revive the wartime memory and the partisan glory.
 Different monuments such as Khatyn or the Mount of Glory were restored. For the first time, a monument called "Belarus partisan" (Belarus partizanskaia) and devoted to the Belarusian partisan movement opened in Minsk in 2005.

Since the mid-2000s, the official narrative of GPW tends to be nationalized. This tendency is a part of a more global nationalization of the official Belarusian identity policy that reveals the Lukashenko's nation-building strategy to reconcile Belarusian sovereignty with Soviet structures in order to strengthen the authoritarian regime in the country.
 Regarding WWII, the authorities seek to promote the Belarusian dimension of the war experience, from both the heroic point of view and the victim one. The integration of the Belarusian peculiarities in the Soviet war memory contributes to glorify the Belarusian distinctiveness. On the occasion of the 60th anniversary of the victory of the GPW, the Belarusian presidential website presented in an essay entitled "The Victory Day in the history of the Belarusian people" an official version of war events in Belarus where it was mentioned that "the Belarusian people kept its distinct ethnos only thanks to the partisan movement."
 Such statement has contributed to implement an official Belarusian nationalism that aims to glorify the Belarusian nation by integrating it into the Soviet historiography and the supra-national Slavic community inside which it should play the supreme role.

War memory is also used to legitimatize Lukashenko's policy towards the opposition, often depicted as fascists or belonging to a fifth column, and towards some Western countries that, according the authorities, interfere in the country to bring down the Belarusian government.
 The opponents to the Belarusian authoritarian regime try to downplay the heroic discourse of wartime and partisan warfare by pointing out that Belarusians were not only victims of the Nazi policy but also victims of the Stalinist repression. According to them, Lukashenko's repressive policy is the continuation of the Soviet one. Behind the memorial discourses, two competitive versions of Belarusian national identity can be distinguished. According to the official version, Belarusian identity is based on the East-Slavic identity that incorporates the Soviet history in its contemporary development. According to the opposition, Belarusian identity is based on specific cultural characteristics such as language as well as a national memory that discards the Soviet past as a positive one.

The Memorial Narratives of WWII Belarusian Partisans' Warfare 

The Belarusian official narrative on partisans' warfare refers mostly to the Soviet version of the war memory. It is deliberately selective, and its main purpose is to prove the heroism of the Soviet and/or the Slavic people. This narrative has been progressively nationalized in order to stress the determinant role of the Belarusians during wartime. It is not widely disputed by the opposition but regularly questioned by dissenting scholars and artists.

The Official Narrative on Nationwide War Heroism

War heroism plays the role of the golden age of the contemporary Belarusian history in the official identity policy. Since 1996, beside the Victory Day celebrated on May 9, the WWII victory is commemorated on July 3rd called the Day of Independence (and also Republican Day) in reference to the date of liberation of Minsk from Nazi occupants in 1944. Formally (from 1991 to 1996), the Day of Independence was July 27 by reference to the day in 1990 when Belarusian deputies adopted the Declaration of Sovereignty.
 The liberation of Belarus from the Nazi occupants is in fact portrayed as the historical date of independence of the country: 

"The Day of liberation from the fascist occupants that we celebrate as the main state holiday is the Day of Independence of the Republic of Belarus. This is a holiday, in which the sacred, true, and great notions of Liberation, Victory and Independence unite into a single whole."

According to this statement, the independence of Belarus is associated to the WWII victory and not to the Declaration of Independence adopted by the Belarusian Parliament in August 1991. In the official narrative, the collapse of the Soviet Union is depicted as a catastrophic event that brought to Belarus a chaotic situation although the opposition relates this event to the national liberalization of the country. The rehabilitation of the Soviet memory as a positive one in the mid-1990s did not lead to the elimination of the national historiography but to its adaptation. The choice of July 3rd is relevant in this respect because of its ambivalent nature. The date refers to the liberation of Minsk and not to the end of the war itself: it helps nationalize war memory in Belarus. Although some observers mention that the date was not well chosen as in July 1944 a part of the Belarusian territory was still occupied by the Nazis, the 3rd of July is more a Belarusian holiday than a typically Soviet one. This indicates that the Belarusian leaders are willing to emphasize the particular role of the Belarusians during the war even if they refer to a Soviet event.

In the history of the GPW, the partisans' warfare represents a unique feature for Belarus. Even during the Second World War, Belarus was characterized as a "Partisan Republic" because of the large number of partisans in the country. According to the official narrative, the Belarusians organized the most massive partisans' movement in the Soviet Union. During the commemoration of the 60th anniversary of WWII in 2005, the Belarusian Head of the State recalled this:

"Belarus […] took the most active participation in reversing the aggression. More than one million Belarusians fought in the Soviet Army. In very difficult conditions, about 400,000 Belarusian partisans and almost 70,000 underground fighters fought against the fascist occupation. More than 500 of our countrymen were awarded the prestigious title Hero of the Soviet Union."

These figures should demonstrate the massive aspect of the Belarusian partisan movement and should also reveal the quality of patriotism in the country at this time. Some excerpts from the essay mentioned above on "The Victory Day in the history of the Belarusian people" are significant in this respect:

"Everybody rose up in the fight against the fascist invasion: young and old, men and women, at all levels of the Belarusian society. […] At this time, State patriotism prevailed in the mass consciousness because the overwhelming majority of population shared the system of values of the Soviet society. That's why resistance against the enemy was massive. Every stratum of the Soviet people considered the war against the Hitlerians as a fair and sacred war, a great, patriotic, and popular war."

The official memorial narrative allows only a pro-Soviet version of the resistance to the German invaders. It largely leaves out the activities of nationalist Belarusian, Ukrainian and Polish partisans on occupied Soviet territory as well as those of the Jewish resistance.
Because of its scale, the Belarusian partisan movement is depicted as the greatest resistance movement that existed in world history: "there was no massive resistance movement as the partisan movement – underground movement – that deployed in Belarus against the fascist assailants."
 According to the official narrative, Belarusian heroism stands for the war period but also for the entire war history. So it should be cheered within the Soviet Union and in the entire world. Belarusians are depicted as the most active fighters in favor of freedom and independence during the war: "we established freedom and independence not only in our Homeland but also in the whole world in very difficult conditions" stated Lukashenko in 2005.

The official speeches explained the massive and popular mobilization during the war in using different types of arguments. First of all, the mobilization came from a patriotism that was especially widespread within the Soviet Union and that prevailed in Belarus where a specific people's resistance opposed the German Army:

"It's especially on the Belarusian land – within the gates of the Brest-Fortress, near Minsk, in the skies above Grodno and Radoshkovichi, on the bank of the Dnieper river and the Dvina river – that the enemy felt for the first time what does mean heroism and self-sacrifice of our people. Everybody was shoulder to shoulder in defending its Motherland."
 

The second reason that explains the massive mobilization refers to the specific Belarusian people's characteristics that are mentioned in different memorial speeches as in the Lukashenko's address on the Occasion of Independence Day in July 2005: "from the beginning of the war, the Belarusian people revealed his inflexible will, bravery, moral strength and confidence."
 The Belarusian authorities regularly quote these characteristics in order to glorify the Belarusian people as an exemplary people. This contributes to underscore the spontaneous nature of the resistance mobilization, to minimize the fact that many people avoided taking sides during the war, and to deny the existence of collaboration movements: "In our country, the enemies didn’t succeed in creating a "fifth column", and to divide the country along a series of lines including national ones. The traitors' fate led to the people's rage and contempt and, as it should be, to a fair punishment."

In Belarus, there are almost 6,000 monuments dedicated to WWII. Most of them are dedicated to soldiers and partisans' heroism. War commemorations are regularly the occasion for the authorities to glorify the Belarusian past and to stress that Belarus is still in resistance against different attempts made by internal and external political forces to destabilize Lukashenko's regime. During the opening ceremony of the monument "Belarus Partisan" in Minsk in 2005, the Belarusian president called for the veterans not to fear the future of the country:

"I understand veterans, they look with worry at the different kinds of color – orange there, blue etc… I implore you to believe that you should not be anxious for Belarus. As it was the case sometimes when we launched a deathblow on fascism at the last border of our Motherland, it will be the same now. If someone tries to enter into our glorious land, to bathe the people in blood, he will meet an appropriate resistance."
 

This statement refers to the colored revolutions that occurred in different post-communist countries in the 2000s and gave the power to the political forces that fought against the autocratic regimes in their own countries.
 It relies on the resistance that experienced the Belarusian people during the war to assert that the Belarusian regime enjoys great popularity, and, in that context, will resist any kind of pressure coming from inside as well as from outside.

"The so-called "opposition" tries to bother the Belarusian people with the policy of "Europeanization" and "civilization" that the German occupants wanted to implement with help of their followers in 1941-1944. So, the current "opposition" movement reveals its true face – an anti-democratic and anti-Belarusian face."

The Belarusian authoritarian regime wants to discredit the opposition by accusing it of acting against the Belarusian national interests. Since the mid-1990's, Lukashenko has perfected his policy of preemption against the opposition for eliminating political threats towards his regime.
 During the 1995 parliamentary election campaign, state propaganda already depicted the opposition as descendants of WWII Nazi collaborators. From about two years later until now, the opposition has no representative in any official political institution, and has become a sort of resistance movement regularly repressed by the authorities. In fact, Lukashenko wants to prove that he is the main guardian of the country as a political, social, and economic entity. 

Moreover, the parallel between Europeanization and War German policy reveals how far the authorities can go to legitimatize their domestic as well as their foreign policy. Since he came to power, Lukashenko has turned Belarus away from a Western orientated foreign policy. Because of the implentation of an authoritarian style of governement, relationships with European organizations cooled down since 1995 and led to Belarus' self-isolation in Europe: Belarus is the only European country that is not a member of the Council of Europe. From 2001 to 2008, the country experienced different types of sanction imposed by the European Union. Relationships with the United States are also very tense. But following the energy conflict with Russia in late 2006-early 2007, Lukashenko has adopted a more balanced and pragmatic foreign policy that does not however prevent him from using anti-European rhetoric when he wants to strengthen national uniqueness or to secure advantages from Russia.

The Dissent Narrative on the Controversial War Heroism

The political opponents of the Lukashenko's regime do not seek to compete with the government on war memory since war memory is a sensitive subject in the country, and the opposition has not enough access to the media to develop its arguments.
 But some criticisms towards the official narrative about war have appeared and most of them come from the dissent academic and artistic spheres. However these criticisms are not really known by the public since they appear mostly on unofficial websites, and in independent newspapers badly distributed.

Some historical studies seek to qualify the opinion related to the massive and spontaneous nature of partisan resistance.
 They notice that when the Nazi Army attacked Soviet Belarus on June 22, 1941 the response of the local population was more than just ambivalent. According to theses analyses, the anti-Nazi sentiment in the Belarusian occupied territories became more significant in the spring of 1942. Before this date, a part of the Belarusian population welcomed Germans with the hope of the liberation from Stalin repressions. Even after 1942, the picture of the Belarusian people's attitude towards German soldiers, collaborators, and Soviet partisans was still complex. A wide collaboration movement emerged with some organizations such as the Belarusian Self-Defense Help and the Belarusian Home Defense.
 But collaboration is not a publicized phenomenon in the official account because on one hand it shows that the resistance movement was not as massive as it's supposed to be, and on the other hand it reveals that the so-called Slavic friendship or Soviet patriotism was not so prevalent in the population. Collaboration is officially considered as a minor issue: the final victory of the Allied forces illustrates the minority status of active collaboration.

A picture that departs from classic black and white interpretation of Guerilla War in Belarus was introduced in the Belarusian literature after the Second World War by Belarusian writers such as Vasil Bykaù and Ales Adamovich.
 After 1991, some Belarusian historians tended to defend the Belarusian collaboration with the German Occupying Powers, and either to justify or explain it although foreign historians were critical of those who collaborated.
 However a more complex picture of Belarusians during World War II, presented as victims but also as instruments or executioners, appears regularly in some Belarusian historical publications and independent journals such as Belaruski Historychny Ahliad or Arche.
 Such kind of narrative was shown in a film entitled "Okkupatsiia. Mysteries", directed by Andrei Kudinenko, and released in 2003. The movie tells the stories of all sorts of Belarusians - those in the partisan brigades, those trying to get on with their lives amid the war, and those serving the Germans in the police corps.
 Initially, Kudinenko's film obtained an official go-ahead for distribution in Belarus. But the authorities changed their decision after the movie was selected at an international film festival in Moscow. They worried that the film would undermine the official Belarusian narrative about the Soviet partisans: "the film does not correspond to the real truth, it can insult the sensitivities of war veterans and make a bad influence on the education of the rising generation" states the official explanation of the ban on the film.

Some academic works written inside or outside Belarus are also used to moderate the heroism of the partisan warfare. Some historians have reminded that until the spring of 1942, the situation of the partisans was desperate.
 They were involved in small, uncoordinated detachments that did not yet have the support of the population, and lacked the necessary force, means of communication, and firepower. Moreover, some historical documents provide evidence that among the targets of Soviet partisans were not only German soldiers and their voluntary collaboration units, but also civilians accused of being collaborators or sometimes even those who were considered not to support the partisans strongly enough. Several Soviet documents confirm that partisan activity often amounted to banditry, rape, pillage, and murder.
 There are examples where person occupying high command positions among the partisans used their authority to set off on a criminal path.
 During the last years of the USSR, these events were discussed and presented in academic circles in post-Soviet countries but were not made public in Belarus. With the change in official historical interpretations by the mid-1990s, the silence on the guilt within partisan circle was reestablished in state media and academic institutions.

This silence was broken by a public event organized by scholars, intellectuals, and politicians involved in dissenting historiography. In April 2008, the memorial section of the Belarusian Voluntary Society for Monument of History and Culture Protection (BVSMHCP) installed a memorial orthodox cross in Drazhno village (Minsk province) where, according to the journalist, book publisher and regional ethnographer, Viktor Khursik, partisans killed citizens. Viktor Khursik's book, published in 2003 and based on the archive documents and testimonies of the local residents, demonstrates that on April 14, 1943 dozens of village residents were executed and burnt by the Soviet partisans after a failed attack on a nearby garrison of Nazi police collaborators, in which the partisans suffered heavy casualties.
 After some days, according to a decision of the local administration, the memorial cross was demounted and several participants were sentenced to 15-day administrative arrests.

Criticism over the official discourse on partisan warfare discloses the mistakes and the weakness of the Soviet system during the war in joining the common nationalist version of history that portrays the Soviet period as an immoral one. The officials label this criticism as a revisionist position that strikes a blow at the national memory and honor of the Belarusians, and as being similar to the German propaganda. In his introduction to the 2004 textbook on the history of the GPW, Lukashenko stressed this idea:

"It's no secret that several untruthful scholars are trying to "reassess" the history of the Great Patriotic War in undermining the role and the significance of our grandfathers' and great grandfathers' heroic fights, in rehabilitating traitors and fascist servants."

According to the Belarusian official black and white narrative of WWII, a more complex presentation of the Belarusian partisan warfare stands as a threat for the official identity politicy and its historical legitimatization.

The Memorial Narratives of WWII Genocide in Belarus

In the official narrative, heroism of the resistance movement is the symbol of the popular struggle against what the Belarusian government calls the Nazi genocide policy. According the official discourse, this policy aimed to exterminate the Slavs as well as the Jews. The victory is perceived as even more heroic since it concerns the survival of the Belarusian people that, according to the authorities, suffered most during the war. Just like in Soviet time, the official historiography does not emphasize peculiarity of the genocide of the Jews. Most of memorial events regarding the Nazi criminal policy concern Soviet victims and, very rarely Belarusian Jews. The official recognition and commemoration of the Nazi genocide policy comes simultaneously with the denial of the criminal nature of the Soviet regime notably in the Stalinist times. Beginning with the mid-1990s, no official commemoration was organized to celebrate the victims of Stalinist purges and repression. Some Belarusian nationalist activists carry on the commemoration of Kurapaty mass killings that was first commemorated in 1988 in order to keep alive the memory of the victims of the Soviet regime, and prove the existence of what they call the Soviet genocide policy towards the Belarusians. They want to demonstrate that the Nazi regime was not the unique regime to operate as criminal in Belarus, and to emphasize the weak value of the Slavic friendship that characterized the official identity policy.

The Official Memorial Narrative of the Nazi Genocide Policy

The memorial and historical narrative on crimes perpetrated by the Nazis in Belarus aims to emphasize the great amount of human victims from the Soviet Union. In his address on the occasion of the 60th anniversary of the victory of the GPW in 2005, Lukashenko pointed out that "the Soviet Union has lost almost 30 million of citizens during the war, which was not the case in any other 60 countries involved in the conflict."
 According to him, "Belarus is the Soviet republic that suffered more than others in fighting the enemy" with a lost of "one third of human lives" that is to say "more than 2 million and 200 thousands residents."
 These figures correspond to those exposed on the website of the Belarusian national archives that also stipulates: "in the estimation of many historians and scholars, Belarus suffered more in this war than any other European country."
 These figures are still debated in historian and politician circles but are officially used to reinforce the heroic nature of the partisan warfare and to confirm the duty of Belarusians "to keep alive and to re-establish the truth on the determinant role of the Soviet Union during the war."
 
The official discourses on WWII victims refer mostly to the Soviet people or the inhabitants of Belarus. Sometimes, they give more details such as the nationalities concerned: for instance, during the 2008 commemoration of the Day of Independence, Lukashenko stated that "the Nazis aim to exterminate peoples that according to Hitler was sub-human like the Slavs, the Jews and others more."
 The particularity of the genocide of Jews is often presented as a part of a more global policy of "the extermination of the Soviet citizens", and can be sometimes questioned by officials:

"Everybody says: Jews suffered, 6 million perished. But, almost 50 million perished. And not only Jews were killed. The calamity was for everybody – people were killed. And, we also, the Belarusians and the Russians, Our fate was sealed as well."

In general, books dedicated to WWII mention the extermination of the Jews. For example, the 2004 textbook on the GPW notices that this extermination was "particularly violent" comparing to the one of other nationalities and concerned more than 600,000 people in Belarus.
 The same book uses the notion of Holocaust that is not often used in memorial speeches. But the definition it gives on the concentration camps refers to the extermination of the so-called "political opponents". The map of the massive extermination camps and sites, included in the book, refers only to the generic term of "Soviet citizens". But, if mentioned, the genocide of the Jews is rarely explained in details. Book chapters on war memory do not quote monuments dedicated to the Holocaust. These monuments exist but don't bring often the attention to the Belarusian media and are very rarely used for official commemorations. Their stand depends mostly on private financial and moral support.

The main Holocaust memorial in Belarus is the Yama (the pit) that was the first official Holocaust memorial established on the territory of the Soviet Union. Erected in 1946 without official persmission, it was dedicated in Yiddish and Russian to the 5,000 Jews from the Minsk ghetto who were murdered at the site on March 2, 1942. In 1997, Lukashenko visited for the first time the Yama memorial. In 2000, the monument was renovated and rededicated with a walkway and plaza, trees planted for Righteous Gentiles, and a sculpture depicting Jewish victims descending into the ravine. Since then, it seems that there were very few official commemorations at the site. Like his Soviet forebears, Lukashenko has shown little interest in singling out the wartime fate of Jews. Moreover he is regularly criticized for his anti-Semitic remarks.
 However, in 2008, the Belarusian president participated in wreath-laying ceremony to commemorate 65th anniversary of demolition of Minsk Ghetto in Yama memorial.
 Some observers interpretated his participation as a part of the official strategy to improve Belarus' image in the West.
The main memorial site of the Nazi extermination policy is the vast, spreading over 50 hectars memorial complex of Khatyn, a village located about 50km from Minsk where all of whose inhabitants, 149 people including 75 children, were burnt alive by the Nazis on 22 March 1943. Khatyn became a symbol of Nazi crime in Belarus and more specifically a symbol of the punitive expeditions carried out by the occupiers. There were over 140 punitive expeditions aimed to suppress the Partisan movement, to enslave the civilians, and to plunder their property. About 5,500 localities were destroyed among whom 630 rural ones shared Khatyn's fate. These expeditions are presented as a part of the "genocide policy" (politika genotsida) that, according to various official Belarusian sources, was diverse, and targeted different kinds of people. According to the Khatyn memorial website, "the tragedy of Khatyn is not just an occasional episode of this war. It is one of the thousand facts, which testify to the existence of the targeted genocide policy regarding the population of Belarus."

The website of the Khatyn Memorial Complex, in its Belarusian and Russian versions (not the English one), has a specific chapter on the "genocide of the Belarusian people" (genotsid belaruskogo naroda). This genocide is depicted by the following sentences (here in English):

"Mass genocide crimes were committed by fascists during the Second World War on the occupied territories especially against the Slavs (Russians, Belarusians, Ukrainians, Czechs, Poles, Serbs) and ethnic Jews.

Millions of people of different nationalities were killed in death camps and prisons during punitive action. Massacres were part of the Nazi program to annihilate Slavonic nations and reduce their biological potential."

If the genocide of the Jewish people is not denied, this presentation aims to demonstrate the equal fate of Slavic and Jewish people during the war, and even to challenge the Jewish genocide as the most internationally recognized one for the war period. In March 2007, the extremist nationalist National Bolshevik Party of Belarus, that is not officially registered in the country, addressed a petition to the German embassy in Minsk asking for the recognition of the genocide of the Belarusian people during the war, and for the establishing March 22 (the day of Khatyn mass killings) the Day of commemoration in memory of the victims of the genocide of the Slavic people.
 This claim seems to be an answer to the designation by the United Nations in 2005 of January 27 (the anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz death camp) as an annual International Day of Commemoration to honor the victims of the Holocaust.
The Khatyn massacre is related to different controversial debates. One of these debates regards the choice of Khatyn as a war memorial site. According to various scholars, Khatyn which was not the largest Belarusian village burned down during Nazi punitive expeditions was selected in 1969 because its name can be confused with the village of Katyn where the NKVD killed in 1940 several thousand Polish officers. The Soviet authorities had a calculated policy of disinformation, designed to create confusion with the Katyn massacre that was perpetrated by the NKVD but was only recognized by the Soviet authorities as such in 1990.
 Another controversy concerns the perpetrators of Khatyn mass killings. The official Soviet narrative as well as the Belarusian one indicates that the village "was destroyed by German fascists" or just "fascists" as it is written at the entrance of the memorial complex.
 The memorial and its regular commemorations aim, in fact, to point out the atrocities committed by the Nazis during the war leaving aside the question of perpetrators. At the end of the 1990s, it was revealed that, in fact, Khatyn was destroyed by the 118th police battalion made up of Nazi collaborators, mostly Soviet prisoners of war, deserters and criminals. The 118th police battalion was formed late 1942 in the city of Kiev and was headed by a Sturmbannfuhrer (SS Major) Erich Kerner. The debate on these disclosures was opened to the public at the beginning of 2008 when several Belarusian newspapers including the official Belarus Segodnia published papers on the subject.
 In June 2008, a documentary film entitled "Khatyn Truth" that disproves the official version of burning Khatyn was run in Minsk.
 This film tackles the question of collaboration that is not officially popular because it brings down the official picture of the war resistance movement. Moreover it tackles the question of partisan guiltiness in the Khatyn massacre since the mass killing was perpetrated after a partisan guerilla group attacked a German convoy and killed a German officer. The partisans were then aware of the standard of SS practice to execute the entire population of a village near which a partisan attack had occurred in retaliation.

The Dissent Memorial Narrative of an Unrecognized Soviet (Russian) Genocide

If the Belarusian authorities largely commemorate war memorials, Stalinist repressions are neither officially commemorated nor mentioned in official discourses. They are not studied in state academic institutions and universities, and very rarely mentioned in textbooks. Since Lukashenko came to power, Stalinist repressions are officially denied in Belarus because they prove the criminal side of the Soviet regime, and then undermine the heroic image of the Soviet regime during WWII. They also allow a possible comparison between the Soviet and the Nazi regimes that is not compatible with the official portrayal of the Belarusian people being victim of the Germans. According to the Belarusian National Archives website, "their crimes [those of Nazi German] have no parallels in the modern history of Belarus. No crimes equal their cruelty and universality."
 In that context, Nazi genocide and Soviet mass crimes are part of a memorial and commemorative competition in politics, media and academics. Contrary to the state institutions and pro-government media, the political opposition and the independent media try to enhance the role of the Stalinist repressions in the history of Belarus. Some Belarusian academics such as Igor Kuznetsov reassess the partisan movement taking into account the 1930s repressions in Belarus.
 They argue that some specific factors underestimated by the contemporary narrative on WWII can be explained by the 1930s Soviet crimes such as the collaboration and the lack of a competent ruling military elite at the beginning of the war.
Kuparaty is a relevant example of the official denial of Stalinist repression in Belarus. After the mass graves in Kurapaty were discovered in 1988 and made public, a government commission was created and a criminal investigation was launched by the Public Prosecutor’s Office of the BSSR. The conclusions were published in January 1989 and indicated that the NKVD officers killed no less than 30,000 civilians from 1937 until summer 1941. The encyclopedia "Belarus" published in 1995 takes up the main argument of these conclusions.
 But, in the mid-1990s, an alternative interpretation appeared under the appellation of the "German lead". This interpretation launched by a so-called civil commission of investigation on mass crimes in Kurapaty suggests that the German occupation forces rather than the NKVD had carried out the executions, and the victims were Hamburg Jews rather than Soviet Belarusian and other civilians.
 This interpretation fits with a similar interpretation made earlier with regard to the massacre of Polish officers in the Katyn Forest near Smolensk in spring 1940. The volume 9 of the new Belarusian encyclopedia published in 1999 mentions both historical versions:

"During the investigations, two versions appeared. According to one of them, here [in Kurapaty] the NKVD officers from the BSSR killed repressed civilians from the republic before the war. According to the second one, the victims of the fascist genocide laid in Kurapaty."

Since the mid 1990s, no official version of the Kurapaty mass crimes has been established. This supposedly unknown historical truth on Kurapaty gives the opportunity to the authorities to deny the event and to refuse any kind of official commemoration of it.

Kurapaty became a site of memory in June 1988, several days after the existence of the mass graves was revealed to the public by the press. As elsewhere in the USSR, the idea of commemorating victims of Stalinist repression arose among young people, dissidents and Soviet intelligentsia with the perestroika.
 In Belarus, this idea was particularly supported by the archeologist Zianon Pazniak who made public Kurapaty mass killings and who headed the newly created Belarusian Popular Front (BPF). In January 1989, after the government investigatory Commission on Kurapaty gave its conclusions, the Belarusian Council of Ministers adopted a resolution asking for measures in order to establish a memorial in Kurapaty.
 On a rock inside the forest, a slab was fixed with the following inscription: "according to the Resolution of the BSSR Council of Ministers from January 18, 1989 a memorial will be erected in remembrance of the victims of mass repression in 1937-1941". At the beginning of the 1990s, flowers were laid down during official holidays. But the government took no further steps to honor the victims or their burial place. Since the independence of the country, only political and civic opposition groups organize rallies and meetings at Kurapaty, especially on the Belarusian custom Dziady (All Souls), the commemoration of the dead on the first Sunday of November.

A wave of civic protest commemorations began in September 2001 when, under a resolution signed by the Belarusian president, the expansion of the Minsk beltway began which would destroy a significant part of the Kurapaty burial ground. After two weeks of protest, the Belarusian authorities sent riot police and bulldozers to tear down a tent camp set up near Kurapaty by youth opposition groups and the road-reconstruction work proceeded under police protection.
 After these protests, the Belarusian authorities expressed several times their unwillingness to engage in the Kurapaty memorial construction. On December 2001, deputies of the House of Representatives (lower Chamber of the Parliament) voted against the inclusion into the budget-2002 of a provision, envisaging the financial support of the Kurapaty memorial construction. Speaker Vadim Popov reported that although "constructing the memorial complex at Kurapaty could be a good idea, it must not be funded at the expense of the State."
 Kurapaty site regularly witnesses acts of vandalism. In 2005, after such an act, ambassadors of European Union countries, accredited in Belarus, visited the memorial area to show respect and pay homage to the victims of repression.
For the nationalist wing of the Belarusian opposition, Kurapaty is the symbol of a genocide perpetrated by the Soviet authorities against the Belarusian nation.
 The word genocide to label the Stalinist crimes appeared openly for the first time in Belarus during an anti-Stalin demonstration organized in 1987 by unofficial youth organizations. In the first paper published on Kurapaty in June 1988, Pazniak talked about the Stalinist genocide. Pazniak’s argument refers to the planning of the repression and the execution of innocent people: "the repression first impacted the intellectuals, the political leaders, and the military officers, then the peasants and the workers."
 According to Pazniak, if all social groups were touched, and if the Belarusians were the primary victims, the use of the word genocide is possible and also adequate. This conception reproduces, partly, the analyses published in the 1950s by the Belarusian Diaspora living in exile in Europe or North America. The first publication dedicated to the question of genocide of the Belarusian nation was published in 1950 in Toronto under the title "I Accuse The Kremlin Of The Genocide Of My Nation" and by Mikola Abramcyk, then president of the Council of the Belarusian Popular Republic created in 1917, otherwise known as the government in exile.
 

In the 2000s, the Kurapaty mass killings are still depicted as genocide by a part of the Belarusian intellectual elite. The initiative "For saving Kurapaty memorial" created in September 2001 assumes to be among its main goals the creation of a Memorial in Kurapaty which would be the monument for the victims of Bolshevism repression and "the expression of the criticism of genocide policy, performed by the totalitarian Soviet regime."
 The Soviet authorities are usually targeted as the main perpetrators of the so-called Kurapaty genocide but some Belarusian nationalist groups aim to target more specifically the Russian elites. In 2006, the Conservative Christian Party of the Belarusian People's Front, a nationalist right wing movement created in 1999 and headed by Zianon Pazniak, issued a declaration that is relevant in this respect: 

"The victims of the Russian Communist terror against the Belarusian people have been buried in Kurapaty near Minsk. More than 200 thousands innocent persons have been killed by the butchers of the Russian secret police NKVD in the 1930-s – 1941 only on this place. During many decades the occupation authorities hid the truth about this crime trying to annihilate the tombs in Kurapaty. The actual pro-Moscow Lukashenka regime is continuing this immoral and blaspheme policy. […]

For the Belarusian people Kurapaty is the symbol of the struggle against the inhuman policy of the Russian empire. The Belarusian people are continuing this struggle. Now Russia is carrying on the policy of ethnocide and total russification of the Belarusian people in order to occupy the territory and enslave the people of Belarus. Russia is using its influence on the Lukashenko regime in order to do it. We consider this policy as the crime against the humanity based on the fascist ideology."

This declaration reveals the anti-Russian sentiment of the extremist ethnic Belarusian nationalism. Some Belarusian nationalist activists use the colonial discourse and Russia, as an external enemy, to challenge the official nation-building and national memory. They oppose the official narrative but, in fact, use the same tools. On his side, Lukashenko uses the anti-German sentiment in the war memorial narrative and combines it regularly with an anti-European contemporary political discourse. In the authoritarian political context, the Nazi genocide policy becomes the symbol of an aggressive policy that can be pursued by other means by Western ennemies towards Belarus. On the other side of the political spectrum, Kurapaty is the symbol of an aggressive policy pursued by the Russian elites before and after WWII until now. For the Lukashenko's regime, Belarusian identity is intrinsically linked to the Russian one and more broadly to Slavic unity. For his opponents, Belarusian identity cannot be based on a pro-Russian, pro-Slavic, or pro-Soviet historical narrative. 

Conclusion

In post-Soviet Belarus, there is no consensus on memory narrative, notably regarding WWII. Belarusian national memory is divided into two main groups of political actors that refer to two distinct kinds of historical events to legitimatize their struggle in contemporary politics. The memory seems to be so politically divided that the duty of memory does not appear as a main concern. If national memory was a public issue at stake during the perestroika and the first years of independence, it has become officially censured since Lukashenko came to power. Memory issues, especially on WWII, are not discussed in open public debates. Belarusian authorities are engaged in a sort of resistance against some fundamental parts of the national memory, namely the Soviet crimes and repression. In fact, the official national memory tends to legitimize an authoritarian regime based on historical denials and distortions.
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