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Par enting and Childhood in Contemporary Belarus

What kind of images can be brought to mind when troemg “Belarus™ One of the
former Soviet Union republics, something like “akbb®ussia’... the Chernobyl
catastrophe... Alexander Lukashenko’s presidency;lairmed in the Western media as “the
last dictatorship in Europe”... The black years oé tBecond World War, during which
Belarus lost one fourth part of its population.

Belarus in Soviet times has been widely known &dgeerrilla republic” for its huge
people’s resistance during the Second World War éi@mple, the territory of Belarus had
been totally occupied in 1941 by Nazi Germany, liputhe end of 1943 almost 59 % of its
territory was controlled by Belarusian partisans€gillas]). Nevertheless, during the last
decade, the new official propagandist company sspres sufferings, victimization and so
called ‘tolerantnost (tolerance) as the main features of Belarusiational character, its
“national idea”. As Belarusian President (unchabtedrom 1994) Alexander Lukashenko
expresses this officially in New York during the itédl Nations Session: “My people on
genetic levelhas the code of understanding the threat to lifdfeanwhile the officially
accepted number of victims during the Second W@rlr was “one third part of Belarusian
population”!

Far less famous, and of course far less acceptatiebypfficials, are the facts from the
“before-Moscow” period of the Belarusian histor{Because Belarus was incorporated in the
Russian Empire in the late i&entury, all its history before counts as 900 gpaFor
example, during the war of the Commonwealth of Reland Lithuania (which at that time
Belarus was made a part of) against Russia in tHel#’ century, Belarus lost more than 50
percent of its populatioh.

And a hundred years before this, in earl{f' téntury — the East Slavic printing press has
been introduced by Belarusian-born scholar Fran8ksltyna (whose doctorate was from the
University of Padue, which is famous for such stigdeas Galileo Galilei, Nicholas of Cusa,
Pietro Pomponazzi, Nicolaus Copernicus, Thomas Begusiacomo Casanova and so many
else). In addition, a hundred years after this,ttegroone of the Belarusians, Simeon of
Polotsk, invited to Moscow by Tsar Alexis, laid dowhe foundations of modern Russian
literature and theatre. Those names are unlikeli kmewn, while many can recognize such
famous descendants from Belarus as Marc ChagagubadKdciuszko, Adam Mickiewicz,
Isaak Azimov, Kirk Douglas, Louis Mayer (Metro-Gualgn-Mayer), Irving Berlin, Ralph
Lauren, and Shimon Peres.

We have been running through those pages of unkri@slarus to introduce the reader
into the theatre of contemporary cultural traditiem Belarus with its complicated
controversial psychological atmosphere, sufferirmgnf provinciality and inferiority complex
with the point of reference always either the W&3sirope) or the East (Russia). Intensive
search for the national idea with evident lack elf-ssteem resulted from this lack of history
(lack of origins). This is a good reason, sincedfieial history of Belarus proclaimed by the
official mass media and educational system begiris the October Revolution, while the
main event was the Second World War with all it§esings and victimization. As a result,
one could understand the reason for that greatiaitff accepted “tolerance” as a feature of
Belarusian character, and the crusade of Belarustalectuals for the quest of self. Such is
a background of another history — contemporaryhysof childhood in Belarus — which is in
reality inseparably connected with today’s cultunatertainty and great search for Belarusian
identity.
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ECONOMIC BASISOF BELARUSIAN CHILDREARING

Now let us visualize very “material” traits whickelp understand Belarusian childrearing
realities, parenting, beginning with fertility amdortality rates. During the last decade the
demographic situation in Belarus could be charamdras having very low level of fertility
rate and very high level of mortality. Populatiameshad consistently grown until the early
1990s, but then begun to increasingly drop (by @3 persons, so that today Belarus has
approximately 9.5 million populatior).

In 1960 there were born 200,000 children — the ésglhevel in Belarus. Since that time
the level has begun to fall down, with just oneigekiof its increasing, in 1983-1986, due to
the great state support, beginning of three yetngam maternity leaves, financial aid for
every newborn child, etc., but after the collap$ehe Soviet Union the fertility rate has
decreased significantly. So, if in 1960 fertilitgte (quantity of births per 1000 population)
has been 24.4, in 1985 it was 16.5; in 2001 — &2t in 2009 — 1.24 of births per 1000
persons. These falling numbers are self evident; Belarugyooccupies 193 place in the
world statistics of fertility rates, the third frothe end. (The United Nations total fertility rate
rank shows data from 2005-2010, where Belarus odesuplmost the last rank — for
comparison, USA — 126, France —137, Russia — 177).

Mortality rates are also extremely high. As in tese with fertility rate, from the early
1990, the time of USSR'’s collapse, the tendencyaforincreasing mortality rate has taken
place. Ig} 1990 there were 10.7 deaths per 100@pgrand in 2001 it was 14.1, an increase
of 32%.

The most impressive from all these statistics is list of suicide rates by country
according to data from the World Health Organizatioom 2008. Belarus occupidsst
place with its 35.1 total rate of suicides per 000, people per year (for comparison: USA —
40, France — 18, Russia —'6ln 2001, the number of suicides was 3,300 perswhigh is
20% of all deaths in Belards.

Nevertheless it is important to avoid biases ojyoigements: if we consider the infant
mortality rate, a very important indicator of tlewél of health and of the level of child care in
the country, then we see the situation better.rBslaccupies 17’5place in the world rank of
infant mortality rate with 6.34 per 1,000 live bistin 2010 (for comparison, the United States
have 178 place with 6.14 per 1,000; France is ?i8ace with 3.31). The Belarusian level
of infant mortality is the lowest among the couesrbf the former Soviet Unich.

Still, economic crisis and social stress are coedbiwith the overwhelming decline of
health: only about 25% of all child births in Belarare not complicated with pathologies, In
2006 the number of newborn children with permarmisdbilities have grown up in 9.5 times
in comparison with 199% so consequently the number of children countethbyMinistry
of Education as completely healthy is only 11%!

In sum, health constitutes a significant troublemgd so to say “material” layer of the
general picture of childhood in Belarus, but thexealso another theme to elucidate: the
parenting and education of children. Children #ldBus are guaranteed by the Constitution
to get free general secondary, professional teehramd on a competitive basis free special
secondary and higher education in the state edunzdtestablishments.

Necessary to remind that percentage of school ageein Belarus is 100% for primary
and secondary education (children from 6 to 15s/elt); 91.4% for 3 — 6-years old children,
and 27.9% for 1 — 3-years old childrémccordingly, the overwhelming majority of children
from 3 years old and older spend most of their timéhe school. Naturally the question is
how children’s rights are respected within the edional system.

While article 24 of the Belarusian Law “On the Rigitof the Child” (1993) generally
confirms the United Nations Convention on the Rsgbt the Child” (which Belarus ratified
in 1990 along with all other UN countries excem thSA and Somali), the results of opinion
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poll held by the non-governmental organization Qia@h Not for Violence among the
children of 13-14 years old in Minsk (capital ofIBis) in 2002 are rather alarming. To the
guestion “Have you ever witnessed the corporal gfunents in the class?” 32.4% of the
children answered « yes ». To the question “Haue ger withessed humiliations, insults,
use of abusive words toward students by the te@th&2.3% answered “ Yes“, 33.6%
answered “sometimes”, 32.6% answered “f9”.So 65,.9% of students feel abused in the
school. These results give the evidence that thdagmgy of force still dominates in
Belarusian school, and tough, humiliating, disretipéattitude to the personality of the child
still dominates.

Let us take a look to the family. Despite the Idinge prevailing religious doctrines (both
Catholic and Orthodox confessions equally preserdlarus), traditional relations between
the parents and the child signified “simple” measun parenting: “the man who has not been
flogged is not educated”, “one that's been can&eish two that haven't”. During the Soviet
period the attitudes of parents have being chaegedmously. Parents in Belarus more and
more rethink the traditional principle of “I havedn beaten, and grown up as good person, so
my children also have to be beaten”. Empathic i@lahips between parents and their child
become rather a desirable norm (in fact, almoseactrable in reality) than an exception.
Even the very questioning on the problem of doraesgbtlence which was impossible some
ten years ago, today is at the top on the massanagginda.

One of the last examples is the June 2010, wherhd¢la¢ed disputes took place about
necessity to adopt the new legislative act forlsigdilomestic violence in Belarus. Such law
was adopted in neighbouring Poland, but Belarugaents are still unpunished for spanking
their children even in a public space. While thér@ral Code of the Republic of Belarus
punishes certain crimes in relation to childrekglincitement to suicide, intended infliction
of grievous bodily injury, intended infliction ofivial bodily injury, torture) it is still very
problematic to control the violent approach insite family, and the majority of the
Belarusians would not report to the criminal auities if they see their neighbour
“educating” his child with a beft

According to official statistics, in 2009 in Belarthere were 6,128 children victims of
crime, and 82 children died (among them, 9 newhdrh#s was recognized by the Ministry
of Health, 50% of all children deaths of 1 to 4 ngeald are caused by the “external reasons”
(like domestic accidents and intoxicatidf)The representative of the Ministry then voiced
the necessity of legal responsibility of parentstii@ health of their children.

Such tragic numbers can be completed with therhiésults of opinion poll among the
adolescents. To the question “Do your parents ageocal punishments toward you?”: “yes”
say 1.6%, “sometimes” — 31%, “no” — 65.3%. Therefd32.6% of children are subjects of
corporal punishments in the family. But what is mtsubling, is that 77% of punishing
physically children think that they are punisheidlya'’

The same way, as reproduction of violence in spaentinues, only 13% of adolescents
who experience humiliations and abuses from the@mpeers in the school think that it is
violence, the rest name it as a “normal schoolinelit

But what is the most widespread pretext of pareptalishments? 36% of adolescents
replied that parents punish them for “bad repoftee “bad report” are considered as all
writings except the excellent ones). As a matterfact, the “reports race” is very much
characteristic for contemporary schooling in Betar8tudents of secondary school have no
free time even at home (6-7 hours in school, anligatory homework after that). The
“reports race” is highly understandable: the dipdoai higher education has been for a long
time and still is the symbol of future success prasperity. The respect almost to the degree
of veneration of the “Written Word” has a long bist in every patriarchal society, and
Belarus is not an exception. Such idolization aérgthing written, of literacy and education
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in Belarus could be also explained by very shaig fast transition of Belarusian patriarchal
traditional society toward the industrializationrithg the first Soviet period in the early*20
century.

In the late Soviet epoch, Belarus has been alwegarded in the former Soviet Union as
an “intellectual basis”, and the main “products”Belarus were intellectual cadres. To have
the diploma of higher education was extremely wptdesad, almost like aine qua nonn
Belarus. Nor accidentally, according to the UNES&@istics, Belarus occupies the first
place among the countries of Central and Easteropeufor criteria of youth literacy rate
(15-24 years old) 99.86," and the B place in the world by total literacy rate (accogiio
the Report of United Nations Development Programthe)

The situation with the diploma in Belarus todayat the same as in the Soviet time. The
competition to enter a higher establishment is wengh in comparison with the Western
ones, and many applicants have to enter into tinergity on payable basis (education in
Belarusian state higher establishments is freefront the late 1990 it is permitted for the
universities to take payment from those applicavite could not go through the competitive
tests but still would like to be enrolled). Mangrents are ready to pay even for the single
purpose to defend their child from the military\dee, which is obligatory for all young men
of 18 years old in Belarus (and which is famousgtbyabuses, humiliations, lack of sanitary
facilities etc.).

Another highly important axis of contemporary sdhdiscussions in Belarus is the theme
of patriotism, and notably here is a stumbling kl@nd source of contradictions between
many parents and school theoreticians (there amraescientific establishments specialized
entirely on theory and methods of school educatidelarus).

As a matter of fact, we return here to the begigrofnthis article: debates on so called
“patriotic education” in Belarus result directlyom political necessities of the government on
the one hand, and from the intensive desperateciséar self” of an active part of Belarusian
society on the second hand. Consequentially, ftyist® the principal subject of all
discussions, and children are the principle obpéetl kind scholastic educatory abuses.

According to the study “Genealogy of historical nweynof the Belarusians in the context
of the educational practiceé8”over a period of less than 20 years, institutictiedtegies how
to instruct Belarusian history have been changeumdtically: national symbols, national
heroes, central events of national history andrsoFor example, during three approximate
periods of “national education” (1993-1995 — arbocal, nationalistic; 1996-2001 —
panslavistic/pro-Russian with elements of Soviemagogy; 2002-2009 — governmental
efforts of constructing Belarusian state ideolodlg interpretation of such figures of Soviet
history as Stalin has been moved from negative mbweeutral or even positive! Also
symbolically, recent Belarusian manuals of histsmpw no national heroes, no significant
names in history in order to avoid certain conterapo parallels and comparisons. Such
diluted emasculated history taught in Belarusidrosts gives to the children low self-esteem,
non self-respect, a “lost self”. As a result, notidentally, 20% of all Belarusians would like
to leave the countfy permanently according to the Gallup organizatiguinion poll in
Belarus.

All these numbers and statistics are only the signfurther interpretation. Belarus is not
very specific among the other more or less “safintries in the world. We all understand
that domestic violence, humiliations in the schaont child abuse are horrors that must be
eliminated, and still the evolution of childhooddrthe empathic stage rests the desirable but
very difficult in practice aim everywhere. They aspecially difficult when we take into
account the identity problems which are so acutgelarus.
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