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TRANSFORMATION OF AN AUTHORITARIAN REGIME
IN THE DIGITAL REALITY (THE CASE OF BELARUS 2006-2015)

The collapse of the USSR gave scholars a variety of different political regimes that can’t be easily
defined. Among all these examples, the Belarusian case seems to be an interesting one. In scholarly
discourse, the country’s regime hasn’t obtained a constant definition. Moreover, the case of the Belarusian
regime may help us shed some light upon the peculiarities of this type of post-Soviet authoritarian regime
and seek additional peculiarities in it, which will prove helpful in further approaches to define
contemporary ‘mixed’ regimes of former USSR republics and other countries all over the world.

The main objective of the study is thus to show the Belarusian political regime’s transformation
on the basis of political news of an independent online mass media site Belapan. News between April
2006 — August 2015 was collected and analysed.

The tendencies of the decrease of participation in communication and the increase in the number
of unique positions were detected. During the observed period, the indicators of participation
in communication and unique political actors show the low dialogism of communication, and low number
of stable figures in it, which may lead to minimised citizen familiarity with political figures, their political
positions and actions; low level of political engagement. All these features characterise an authoritarian
regime, and the fact of indicators decreasing/increasing testify to consistent tightening of the regime.

Low intensity of political communication in Belarus may be additionally observed with the low
constant attention towards Belarusian political actors. Dealing with the findings, one should consider
digital transformation in journalism. A prevalence of unigue political actors has been making political
communication more complicated and fragmented, where different positions of these episodic actors are
not presented in a structured unity.
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Introduction

The collapse of the USSR gave scholars a variety of different political regimes that can’t be easily
defined. Independent states predominantly call themselves democracies, have parliaments and some other
institutions important for a democratic state, hold elections etc. However, in many cases scholars and
experts point out an existence of only an imitative democracy, used for covering frequent civil and political
freedom violations, corruption, and other abuses.

Among all these examples, the Belarusian case seems to be an interesting one. Having a geographical
position similar to Ukraine and Moldova, between Russia and ‘the West’, it has been demonstrating clear
intentions towards authorisation of its political regime since mid-90s and has a ‘Not Free’ status since 1996
in Freedom House reports. In scholarly discourse, the Belarusian regime hasn’t obtained a constant
definition. It’s been referred to as a ‘paradox’ one [19] or just a ‘phenomenon’ [22]. It (as well as regimes
of some other post-Soviet countries in their early years of independence) has a variety of definitions such
as, in McAllister and White, ‘a grey zone polity’, ‘third world patrimonialism with Bonapartist tendencies’
[20, p. 6]. Hutcheson and Korosteleva write about ‘competitive authoritarianism’ or ‘demagogical
democracy’[19], additionally “’managed” democracy’ by P. Pospieszna [22] or ‘unconsolidated autocracy’
by L. Way [31]. V. Shlapentokh even mentions ‘feudalism’ [25]. There are also more common forms
as ‘Europe’s last dictatorship’, ‘outpost of tyranny’ and ‘Lukashenkism’ [22]. It’s also remarkable that,
in Belarusian state academic discourse, the regime is characterised as a ‘young democratic legal state’ and
a ‘democratic state of a transitive type’ [14, p. 166-167]. These numerous attempts to define the Belarusian
regime are definitely worth further systematisation and consideration. Moreover, a clear distinction
of the post-Soviet regimes is needed, because sometimes scholars use such blurred terms as ‘more
democratic’ or ‘more repressive’ [27, p. 2].

© Steblyna N. O., 2020

75



ISSN 2519-2949 (Print); 2519-2957 (Online) «[TIOJITUYHE XUTTS» 1-2020

Since the fact of holding of elections or the existence of a list of freedoms in a country’s legislation
can’t be used for a clear distinction of a regime, the term ‘democracy’ shouldn’t be used to describe
a country that only imitates some democratic procedures. For instance, L. Way in 2005 insisted that the
term ‘emerging democracies’ shouldn’t be exploited in the case of Belarus and some other countries [31].
Similarly, the term ‘authoritarianism’ may be expanded to include countries with imitative democratic
processes and institutions. And now, in the time of the democracy crisis, Hutcheson and Korosteleva’s
claim should be mentioned: not all regimes are moving from authoritarianism towards ‘an inevitable
democratic “end point”’ [19]. Thus, some of them will remain ‘Not Free’ and may mutate, especially
in the digital times.

However, scholars’ attempts to stress on post-Soviet regimes specifics may question the contemporary
typology of political regimes as a whole. After all, by defining a majority of a post-Soviet regimes as being
‘hybrid’ or ‘transitive’, one may overlook actual differences between them.

Thus, the case of the Belarusian regime may help us shed some light upon the peculiarities of this type
of post-Soviet authoritarian regime and seek additional peculiarities in it, which will prove helpful
in further approaches to define contemporary ‘mixed’ regimes of former USSR republics and other
countries all over the world. Moreover, modern digital reality is able to transform the regimes and their
representation, and the issue of clear distinction becomes more vivid.

The objective of the study, material and method

To define a political regime, the Belarusian one in particular, this research uses journalistic texts
of independent media; political news. According to professional journalistic standards, political news
in countries with different political regimes shouldn’t display differences, and all texts must be written
within the framework of accuracy, objectivity, neutrality, completeness, balance et cetera. However,
according to the main hypothesis of this study, a political text (a corpus of political news in our case)
reflects a political regime. Thus, compliance to standards may differ from one regime to another, so far
as political journalism depends on politicians and officials as news sources. It is thus possible to define
a regime through the analysis of the text (source usage in particular). As a result, the dynamics of some
professional standards compliance may show the dynamics of a regime. Moreover, the constant process
of journalism digitalisation has been causing changes in both political communication and political news
and may be harmful for some aspects of communication and journalism quality [16; 17; 21; 24,
29; 33; 34; 28].

The main objective of the study is thus to show the Belarusian political regime’s transformation on the
basis of political news of an independent online mass media site, Belapan (belapan.by). It exists since 1991
and is financed by ‘private individuals’ [6]. In 2018, the site’s editor, along with an editor of an
independent site Tyt.by, was charged ‘with illegally obtaining information via the Internet from the state-
run BelTA news agency’ [20].

News between April 2006 (on the 8" of April the inauguration of Lukashenko was held) — August 2015
(the beginning of the Political Campaign before the Presidential Election) was collected and analysed. For
the study, every third month was chosen (with a month shift in the beginning of each year). To collect and
process the corpus of political news, several Python programmes were designed.

To define the Belarusian political regime and to show its transformations reflected in text in the digital
age, several research questions were stated.

An authoritative political regime may be defined via:

— Low participation of different political actors in communication (including official sources);
the lower the participation is, the stricter is the regime.

— Low number of constant participants in communication (including official sources), and as a result,
large number of unique participants; the larger the percent of unique participants, the stricter is the regime;
as far as there is no any constant popular figure, alternative to officials.

To define political actors in the text, Python regular expressions were used (all proper names were
collected and processed, geographical names were excluded). Next, a list of all actors per month was
created, where one mention of an actor was an indication for including this actor in the type of unique ones.
Additionally, the list of five most popular actors was generated.

Belarus in Ukrainian academic discourse

In Ukrainian academic discourse, the Belarusian political regime has not been studied deeply.
Generally, Ukraine-Belarus relations are considered a subject for constant research. Here, the differences
in the political regimes of the countries are casually mentioned. For S. Vasylyshyn it’s an obstacle for
a strategic partnership in the sphere of politics [3, p. 140]. Democratisation in Ukraine after the Orange
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Revolution also caused the deterioration of mutual relations [11]. The directions of foreign affairs of both
countries are studied as well. Belarus-Russia relations are described as ‘specific’ [9]. Russia, as well
as some other ‘Not Free’ countries (Venezuela, Iran, Vietnam, China) are mentioned as Belarusian
economic partners [2, p. 42-43]. However, pro-European Ukrainian political orientation is also perceived
as major interference in cooperation [11, p. 161].

Comparative studies of some aspects of political life are also provided; for instance, parliamentary
models of both countries. L. Balykina considers bicameral parliament employed in Belarus more suitable
for Ukraine [1]. Civil codes of the states are also studied, and some positions from the Belarusian one are
mentioned as being worth implementing in Ukraine [8, p. 110]. Social needs of citizens, ignorance and
financial crises in post-Soviet countries are also observed, and thought to influence the countries’ fates
significantly [13, p. 119-120; 5, p. 106].

The peculiarities of the Belarusian regime in comparison with some other post-Soviet countries

As for political regimes of Belarus and some other post-Soviet countries, the first years of countries’
independence are usually considered. For instance, T. Polovij considers Belarusian society to have been
economically, physiologically and culturally unready for the collapse of the USSR; however, it was
a different situation in Ukraine [10, p. 318]. Low activity and support of the BNF (Belarus People’s Front)
as an alternative to the Communist Party was also the reason for an authoritarian path for the country [30].
This was also the case on the eve of the elections in 2006: Belarus opposition members were not members
of parliament, didn’t occupy high positions in the country and were less known among wide public,
contrary to Ukrainian opposition leaders in 2004 and 2005 [22, p. 53]. In Belarus, parties alternative to
Lukashenko’s regime had no influence on mass media, and comparably to Ukraine, the majority of mass
media in Belarus suffered harsh state control from the beginning of independence [18, 318]. And obviously,
low Belarusian resistance against Russia’s intentions to restore its sphere of influence, and European
indifference to the new republic’s fate were also the case [10, p. 322].

Decisive actions of the old political elite are named as a crucial in the early years of Belarusian
independence; according to Korolevska, it was only in 1990-1994 when a parliamentary republic existed
there. Afterwards, the country changed its course vastly because of Lukashenko’s victory in the election
[4, p. 425]. Balykina also claims that Belarusian Parliament failed in a political struggle with the
‘energetic’ president [1. p. 8]. P. Pospieszna states that in Belarus, parties ‘play a negligible role in the
political process’, whereas Lukashenko himself ‘has no party affiliation’ [22, p. 33-34]. Different scales
of state control over economic actors are also important: L. Way claims that, in Belarus, the regime is
more closed, and the president controls the members of elite; in Ukraine and Moldova the system is less
organised [31, p. 233].

Additionally, Nedokus states, police and special services in Belarus are being enlarged excessively,
and Lukashenko from the beginning of his extended presidency declined the idea of civil control over
the structures, so important for a democratic state [5, p. 103-104].

Another difference in comparison to Moldova and Ukraine is a national identity. According
to L. Titarenko, issues of identity should be put behind the process of Belarus post-Soviet transition; it
wasn’t popular during Soviet times and after the collapse of the USSR neither [28, p. 7-8]. Sociologist
Z. Sikevich notices a parallel tendency in the perception of the Belarusian people among Russians:
‘between Russians and Belarusians, ethnic distance is virtually absent; in contrast to Ukrainians,
Belarusians are perceived as “our” people, like us’ [26]. Thus, low national identity (as well as in the
Russian case: not ethnic, but Soviet identity is mostly addressed) may correlate with state authoritarianism
(see also: [31, p. 233]). Here, E. Zhukova’s finding may be added: she differentiates two types of national
identity construction: a ‘past-centered’ one (for Ukraine, where national traditions are exploited) and
‘present-oriented’ for Belarus [35].

As for crucial events that enabled further ‘authoritarisation’ of Belarus in the 21 century, scholars and
experts name:

— The referendum of 2004, where the Belarusian president gained a possibility to be elected ‘for an
unlimited number of terms’[20];

— Pro-democracy opposition’s inability to choose a single representative for the 2006 election and to
‘create an attractive picture of Belarus without Lukashenko’ [22, p. 54];

— Large protests of citizens in 2006 as a sign of a civil society’s existence, and the violent suppression
of the protests [22, p. 52-53];

— The restrictive media law of 2008 [15].

Additionally, according to OSCE report, Belarus doesn’t have an appropriate legislative base for fair
elections; 2013 and 2014 edits didn’t consider several significant OSCE and Council of Europe
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recommendations. The state didn’t allow some oppositional figures to participate in the election; some state
organisations engaged in signature collection etc. [7]. The country is also known as ‘one of the most hostile
media environments in the world with one of the worst records on freedom of expression’, where digital
media are used ‘to silence free voices and track down dissent’ [22, p. 2].

Findings: Belarusian political actors’ participation in communication

A tendency towards a decrease of the indicator of participation in communication may be observed
intabl. 1; three periods with different levels of participation may be defined: relatively high for
an authoritarian regime April 2006 — August 2008, moderate November 2008 — June 2012, relatively low
September 2012—August 2015. In the table, cells with indicators higher than median are highlighted.

In parallel, a tendency of unique name percentage increase may be defined. In the first period, there are
only two months with high percentage of unique names; in the second period, the number starts to increase
and remains stable in the third period.

Within these three periods, the different character of mentions of most popular political actors may be
observed (Fig. 1). Actors and institutions that were popular no less than twice during the observed period
were included.

In the first period, there were some figures of oppositionists, alternative to Lukashenko: Milinkevich
(in 2006 he ran against Lukashenko as a candidate from several leading opposition parties) and Kozulin
(the former leader of BSDP — Belarusian Social Democratic Party, former minister). There were also some
periods when Milinkevych and Kozulin had more mentions than Lukashenko. However, they were not top
figures in two other periods. In the second period, it was Nyaklyayew, who became the most popular
opposition figure. Political prisoner Avtukhovich was top figure only twice, when the charges against him
were discussed. In the third period, opposition leaders were not at the list of popular figures at all, with
the only state official Makei as an alternative Belarusian political actor to Lukashenko.

Along with the politicians, in the first period, three parties were mentioned: the BNF (Belarusian
Popular Front), the ODS (United Democratic Forces), the OGP (United Civil Party). In the second period,
the number of mentions starts to decrease. International institutions and politicians become more popular
in the third period, which is definitely the reaction to Russian aggression.

To sum up, two research questions are supported. For the Belarusian political regime, low participation
of political actors in communication is observed. Moreover, there is a high number of different political
actors with low constancy of mention. The gradual decrease of political participation is discovered; there
is thus no democratic change for the regime during the observed period.

Conclusions

Thus, the tendencies of the decrease of participation in communication and the increase in the
number of unique positions are related. This is particularly evident in the third period with low number
of political actors involved in communication and a high percentage of unique actors. During
the observed period, the indicators of participation in communication and unique political actors show
the low dialogism of communication, and low number of stable figures in it, which may lead to
minimised citizen familiarity with political figures, their political positions and actions; low level
of political engagement. All these features characterise an authoritarian regime, and the fact of indicators
decreasing/increasing testify to consistent tightening of the regime. The research’s data correlates with
Freedom House data (democracy score) and may be used to forecast changes in Belarusian political
regime’s transformations. Additionally, recent research on the so-called ‘transitive’ regime in Ukraine
shows higher numbers for the indicators [12].

Low intensity of political communication in Belarus may be additionally observed with the low
constant attention towards Belarusian political actors. Thus, citizens gain fragmented information about
them, especially in the third period, when events in neighbouring countries seem more important for
journalists than domestic ones.

Dealing with the findings, one should consider digital transformation in journalism. Belarusian
political communication has a low level of dialogism, and between 2006 — 2015 it has been becoming less
and less balanced. Additionally, a prevalence of unique political actors has been making political
communication more complicated and fragmented, where different positions of these episodic actors are not
presented in a structured unity.

To sum up, the analysis of Belarusian political regime supports its authoritative character with low
intensity and dialogism of political communication and low constancy and engagement of political actors.
These indicators, along with digital indicators of political journalism, may be used to identify political
regimes of other, not univocally defined countries.
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Table 1
Personal names in Belapan headlines (average of names, unique names)
average
wnber | wmper | e | e | e
of news of names names of PN/number percentage
of news)
Apr 122 142 78 1,16 54,93
2006 Jul 108 122 56 1,13 45,90
Oct 74 94 49 1,27 52,13
Mar 82 95 55 1,16 57,89
2007 Jun 56 65 43 1,16 66,15
Sep 84 114 85 1,36 74,56
Dec 105 145 70 1,38 48,28
Feb 99 127 60 1,28 47,24
May 63 78 41 1,24 52,56
2008 Aug 100 151 67 1,51 44,37
Nov 54 54 33 1,00 61,11
Jan 63 68 58 1,08 85,29
Apr 87 91 a7 1,05 51,65
2009
Jul 49 64 41 1,31 64,06
Oct 53 61 41 1,15 67,21
Mar 64 66 40 1,03 60,61
Jun 73 75 47 1,03 62,67
2010
Sep 71 77 45 1,08 58,44
Dec 197 203 99 1,03 48,77
Jan 110 157 91 1,43 57,96
2011 Apr 76 112 66 1,47 58,93
Jul 116 126 70 1,09 55,56
Oct 78 84 53 1,08 63,10
Mar 75 104 64 1,39 61,54
Jun 107 126 72 1,18 57,14
2012
Sep 118 118 73 1,00 61,86
Dec 72 50 29 0,69 58,00
Feb 72 69 50 0,96 72,46
2013 May 75 52 38 0,69 73,08
Aug 94 95 54 1,01 56,84
Nov 93 81 57 0,87 70,37
Jan 101 86 46 0,85 53,49
Apr 91 87 54 0,96 62,07
2014
Jul 88 80 55 0,91 68,75
Oct 84 62 31 0,74 50,00
Feb 61 43 31 0,70 72,09
2015 May 96 105 63 1,09 60,00
Aug 133 143 67 1,08 46,85
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Fig. 1. The most popular political actors and institutions on Belapan
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ITOJITUYHA KVYJIbTYPA TA TAEOJIOI'TA

Cmebnuna H. O. Tpaucghopmauia asmopumapnozo pesrcumy y yughpogii peanvnocmi
(na npuxnaoi binopyci 2006-2015 pp.)

Iicns poznady CPCP na 1020 mepenax ymeopunocs pisHOMAHImMms NOJIMUYHUX PeAHCUMIB, K
He nid0amuvcs 00HO3HAYHOMY BUSHAYEHHIO. 3-noMidc HUX éunadok binopyci € 00num i3 Hatibinbw yikasux.
Y nayxosomy ouckypci 6inopycokuil pexcum He OmMpuUMas YimKo2o 8USHAYEHHs, NPU YbOMY Y BUSHAYEHHIX
3YCmMpiuaemocs AK i3 mepMIiHAMU «0eMOKPAMUYHULLY, «nepexiOHuLy, «asmopumapuuiiy. Toorc eunadok
Binopyci mooice damu 3mo2y Haykosysmu yimiule USHAYUMU 0COOTUBOCTNT YbO2O MUNY NOCMPAOIHCHKO2O
DPedNCUMy ma OKpecaumu 000amKo8i tio20 Xapakmepucmuku, siKi Cmanyms KOPUCHUMU O/ BUSHAYEHHSL
Ppewimu «3MIUAHUXY PEHCUMIB KOTUUHIX pAOSHCbKUX pecnyONiK ma U IHUWUX KpaiH no 8CbOMY C8imy.

Memoto docridoicenns € nokazamu mpaucopmayiro 6in0pPycLKO20 NOTTMUYHO20 PENCUMY HA OCHOBI
aHanisy NOTIMUYHUX HOBUH HE3ANEIHCHO20 MepeXce8o20 8uoants «benanany. /[na yvboeo eusyanucs HO8UHU
i3 xkeimua 2006 — no cepnenv 20135.

Tendenyii 3nudicenns yuacmi y ROAIMu4Hitl KOMyHIKayii ma 30i1bueHHs KilbKOCmi eniz00UutHUX
VUACHUKIB OYU 8UHAYEHT — YIPOOOBIHC BCMAHOBNIEHUX MPbOX NePiodia yuacmb NOCHYNO080 3HUICYBALACH,
KIMbKICMb eni300udHUX Y4aACHUKI8 — 3pocmand. 3azanom 0Jist NOJIMUYHOL KOMYHIKAYIi a8mopumapHo2co
OIOPYCbKO20 PedHCUMY XAPAKMEPHUL HUZLKULL CIMYNIHb 01an02i3MY, Wo MA€ 8i0OUBAMUC HA 3AYYeHOCH
2poMaodsiH 00 yuacmi y ROJMu4Hil KOMYHIKayii ma ixuii noingopmosanocmi wo0oo nepebizy nooiil.

Huszvka inmencusnicme nonimuunoi komynixkayii y Binopyci mae maxoogic posenadamucs
i3 ypaxyeanuam yugposux mpaucpopmayii, wo 8iodysaromscs y sxcypHaricmuyi. 3okpema, y yii Kpaii, 1K
i N0 8CLOMY C8IMY, NONIMUYHA KOMYHIKAYIA cMAE Oiibul eMOYIHOI0, A KOMEHMAapi nepesaxicaioms Hao
gaxmamu. Toowc y Binopyci yuacmov y KOMyHIKAYii 6e1UK0i KLTbKOCMI eni300uyHUX NOJIMUYHUX cy6 exmie
npu3800UNb 00 MO20, WO CYCRITbHUL 0iano2 cmac Oiibul YCKIAOHeHUM Md PPaAcMeHmMOo8anuM, Oe
PIBHOMAHIMHI NO3UYIT He NOOAIOMbCS K CIMPYKMYPOBAHA YilliCHICMb.

Kniouoei cnosa: binopycw, noarimuunuii pexicum, ROAMudHa KOMYHIKAYIs, a8MOpUmMapHuil pexicum,
mepedxcesi 3MI
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