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August 2020 has become a turning point in modern Belarusian history. After the disputed
presidential election result was announced, indicating a landslide victory for Alexander
Lukashenko, mass peaceful protests erupted, mobilizing more people than ever to demand
free elections and condemn police brutality. After months of intimidation and persecution of
activists and civil society leaders, many have been silenced or forced to leave the country.
However, the situation in Belarus remains unstable and people are far from being content
with the policies of de facto authorities.

As the political and human rights crisis in Belarus continues to deteriorate, with the numbers
of political prisoners going up daily, it is crucial to analyze how the crisis affects vulnerable
groups. Women are one of the most notable of such groups. Despite gender stereotypes and
long-standing patterns of a government suppression of women'’s political activism, which are
well-entrenched in Belarusian society,' women’s participation became a remarkable trait of
Belarusian protest movement.

Solidarity chains of women, dressed in white, and turning everyday objects (flowers, ribbons,
umbrellas, bracelets) into symbols of protest,” have become emblematic of the resistance
movement. Three of the country’s most prominent opposition figures — Sviatlana
Tsikhanouskaya, Maryia Kalesnikava, and Veranika Tsapkala — campaigned across the
country at the pre-election stage, attracting thousands of voters and gaining a reputation akin
to a political rock band.’ It is not coincidental that the Belarusian revolution is often called a
feminist one.*

The feminist revolution is happening against the background of the dramatically reduced role
of women in Belarusian society.” As reported by the Special Rapporteur on the situation of
human rights in Belarus, human rights in Belarus are marked by legislative and institutional
loopholes and the authorities’ erroneous policies. Legislative changes affecting women
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include: limitations on economic, social, and cultural rights, as well as sexual and
reproductive health rights, including those of gender-diverse persons, and an absence of
legislation on the prevention of domestic violence.® The government’s wilful ignorance of the
experiences of women and gender diverse persons is evident in state authorities’ rhetoric. For
instance, commenting on the draft law on combating domestic violence, Lukashenko called
the draft “nonsense taken primarily from the West.”’

Anti-feminist misogynistic rhetoric was a major element of Alexander Lukashenko’s
presidential campaign. The registration of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya as a candidate for the
presidency was allowed partly because she, being a mother and housewife, was perceived as
no threat in political battle.® In a televised statement, Lukashenko famously said that the
“[Belarusian] Constitution is not made for a woman [as president]. Our society has not
matured to vote for a woman [since] according to the Constitution the president holds strong
power.” He later appeared with an explanatory remark: “Our Constitution is such that even
for a man [presidency] is a heavy burden. And if one is placed on a woman, she would
collapse, poor thing.” These are far from the only examples of discriminatory and patriarchal
rhetoric degrading women:

e “She just cooked a tasty cutlet, maybe fed the children, and the cutlet smelled nice,
and now there is supposed to be a debate about some issues,” — is another statement
from Alexander Lukashenko, mocking Svetlana Tsikhanouskaya and contributing to
the suppression of women’s activism.'

e “What is a woman’s nature? She always empathizes with what is going on around.
And today, indeed, some people take advantage of it,” — said Marina Lenchevskaya, a
Member of the Standing Committee on National Security of the House of
Representatives . She also characterized women as “weak creatures” who
psychologically manipulate men and draw them into the opposition movement."!

e “The president has extensive powers that a person in a skirt is probably not able to
fulfil yet,” — said Alexander Lukashenko, referring to Tatsiana Karatkevich, candidate
for the 2015 presidency."
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e “Go to have their hooves cleaned”, — that is how Alexander Lukashenko described
wealthy women using the services of beauty salons."

Hostility in the treatment of women and gender-diverse persons goes beyond harsh and
humiliating rhetoric.'* It is also manifest in the treatment of women detained and repressed by
Belarusian authorities. Women and gender-diverse persons are disproportionately impacted
by political repressions. Measures specifically targeting their gender include abusive
language, an assessment of women’s roles as mothers or family members," threats of sexual
violence,'® harming female activists’ family members,'”” and removing children from
so-called disadvantaged families.'® Those detained and arrested also suffer disproportionately
as a result of a lack of women officers," limited availability of hygiene products, deprivation
of the right to privacy when using the toilet,”® and limited or no access to gender-sensitive

healthcare.?!

One does not have to go far for an example of inhumane measures by Belarusian officials.
Maryia Kalesnikava, one of the opposition's leaders, was kidnapped, and there was an
attempt to forcibly expel her from the country.”” She was reported to have bruises and sore
hands after experiencing physical violence, with threats that she would be removed from

Belarus “alive or in parts.”
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Another frontline figure of Belarusian resistance, Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, had to send her
children abroad after receiving anonymous threats during the presidential campaign.?* She
later claimed she was forced to flee the country herself after experiencing “certain pressure”
and not having “much choice.”” In her case, the patriarchal notion of confining women’s role
to a family caregiver was chosen as a pressure point.

Some victims of the repressions do not have public platforms, powerful enough to raise their
concerns. For example, against the background of authorities’ prejudiced attitudes of the
authorities towards gender-diverse people, Maria, a transgender woman, detained for “the
participation in unsanctioned gathering,” was coerced into a medical examination and sent to
solitary confinement based on her gender identity and expression.

The practices outlined stem naturally from the absence of specific national legislation on the
prohibition of discrimination against women?’ and criminalization of gender-based violence,
including domestic violence and marital rape.?® Several attempts to push for the adoption of a
law criminalizing domestic violence in Belarus led nowhere,”” which came as no surprise
given the “pro-government” attitude towards the issue.*

International law contains sufficient human rights guarantees for women. An early reference
to the concept of equality between sexes is contained in the Charter of the United Nations, in
which the state parties aim to reaffirm faith in the equal rights of men and women.*' A similar
message is integrated into the proclamatory Preamble to the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights* and later enshrined in both the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights*
and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.** The goal to
combat discrimination against women was further reaffirmed in a specifically designed
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Convention on Discrimination against Women.*> Some of the non-binding but still

authoritative instruments include the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against
Women,*® the Vienna Declaration and Programme for Action,’” the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action,*® and the Yogyakarta Principles on the Application of International
Human Rights Law in Relation to Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity, as well as the
Additional Principles and State Obligations on the Application of International Human Rights
Law in Relation to Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, Gender Expression and Sex
Characteristics to Complement the Yogyakarta Principles.*

Belarus is a party to multiple legally binding instruments in the field of women’s rights and is
therefore obliged to implement their provisions. Yet deficiencies in the promotion of equal
rights in the Belarusian society remain pervasive.

As can be concluded from the above, women demonstrated unprecedented civic activism and
played a key role in starting and upscaling peaceful protests following the 2020 presidential
election in Belarus. Gender stereotypes inherent in the Belarusian society served both as a
trigger to bring women to the front of pre- and post-electoral resistance campaigns
challenging unjust policies, and as the grounds causing women and gender-diverse people to
experience inadequate sufferings based on prejudiced attitudes to them. Political repressions
have produced direct (arrests, detentions, threats relating to family members, tortures) and
indirect (closure of women-specific organizations, no help for survivors of gender-based
violence, no way to communicate with the state and influence its gender policies) negative
impact on women. This is all happening against the background of legislative and
institutional deficiencies and regular reports from the international organizations requesting
Belarus to comply with the international standards.
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