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Abstract
After the Belarusian protests in 2020 following the infamous re-election of Lukashenko and the
subsequent crackdown on protesters, Lithuania became one of the main countries from which
the opposition movement challenges the regime in Belarus. However, opposing Lukashenko
from abroad is not without consequences and is subject to transnational repression. This
research examined how Belarusian diaspora activists in Lithuania mobilise to challenge the
authoritarian regime of Lukashenko to gain a deeper understanding of how this group
negotiates its actions abroad. Furthermore, this research contributes to deepening the
knowledge of diaspora mobilisation in collective action theory. The data collection methods
used in this research were unstructured interviews, participant observation and small talk. The
analysis of the research results revealed that the Belarusian diaspora is a heterogenous group
formed post-election. The group unites over short-term collective goals of ousting Lukashenko
and opposing Putinism but is divided over long-term interests. The group is exposed to
transnational repression from the regime in Belarus but continues to mobilise, motivated by a
moral obligation to keep challenging Lukashenko from abroad. Furthermore, this research
concluded that the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, in which Lukashenko
supports Putin, offered a new impetus to the Belarusian opposition movement. Since the start
of the invasion, the Belarusian diaspora became very active as part of the anti-war movement,
in which Belarusian themes are primarily absorbed. The Belarusian diaspora activists find
themselves in a new phase in which the movement’s core challenges the ideology of Putin and
Lukashenko. However, specific Belarusian themes simultaneously remain a vital component.
Keywords: Diaspora Mobilisation, Collective Action, Transnational Repression, Belarus,
Lukashenko, Putinism
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1. Introduction
It is 24 February 2022, late in the evening. A visiting friend and I find ourselves in a bar in
Vilnius, sharing our thoughts about the rising tensions between Russia and Ukraine that have
been building up for the last month. The most significant point of discussion is whether or not
Russia will invade Ukraine. I heard divided opinions in the bar. Some think it can happen at
any moment, and some believe it will probably just pass over. After all, tensions in Eastern
Europe are as old as the end of the Soviet Union itself. What we are unaware of at that time is
that the invasion is happening a few hours later. Belarus plays a vital role in the invasion by
accommodating Russian troops invading Ukraine. Between October 2021 and February 2022,
an estimated 30.0000 Russian troops settled in Belarus to execute military exercises together
with the Belarusian army. Thereby further fuelling already existing tensions between Ukraine
and Russia. On 20 February 2022, the Belarusian Ministry of Defence announced that the
Russian troops would remain in the country indefinitely (Harding et al., 2022). The invasion of
Ukraine changed the scope of my research significantly because it offered renewed energy to
the Belarusian protest movement in exile. Hence, it became an essential part of my research
to understand how the Belarusian activists relate to the situation in Ukraine and which role the
invasion plays within the mobilisation of Belarusian diaspora activists.
In this introduction, I provide a contextual understanding of the Belarusian protest movement
in Lithuania by reflecting on occurred events that took place during the Russian invasion of
Ukraine, the protests that took place around the re-election of Alexander Lukashenko (also
known as Lukashenka), and the role of Lithuanian society and government in supporting
Belarusians. During the writing phase of this thesis, military events in Ukraine are ongoing, and
the influx of new information is rapid. Nonetheless, reflecting upon some events and their
contextual meaning for the Belarusian activist movement was possible. Finally, I will introduce
the problem statement and research questions addressed in this research.

1.1 Russian invasion in Ukraine and Belarusian involvement
In February 2022, Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, and subsequently, it was
reported that Belarus allowed Russian troops to enter Ukraine by crossing the BelarusianUkrainian border. Simultaneously, reports confirmed Russian missile launches from Belarusian
territory, targeting military and civilian sites in Ukraine. Lukashenko’s involvement in the
Russo-Ukrainian War, allying with Vladimir Putin, led to the partial inclusion of Belarus in
sanctions imposed by supranational organisations following the Russian invasion of Ukraine.
On 9 March 2022, the European Union (EU) imposed a new package of economic sanctions
on Belarus as a direct consequence of its participation in the Russo-Ukrainian war. This
package included a SWIFT ban for three Belarusian banks and restrictions on trade (European
Council, n.d.). Additionally, companies in the private sector, such as Airbnb, limited their
services to Russian and Belarusian citizens (Airbnb n.d.).
Russia's war in Ukraine fits the ideology of 'Putinism', which entails the return of Russia as a
global powerhouse in the geopolitical arena through a combination of centralisation, nationalist
ideology and narrowed political space. Within Putinism, Russia presents itself as a multi-ethnic
society based on historical precedents dating back to the Russian empire (Oliker, 2017).
Hence, Putinism allows for the expansion of Russian territory, as land can be appropriated
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based on historical narratives. The annexation of Crimea is such an example, and when this
happened in 2014, it increased Putin's approval ratings significantly on a domestic level. A
segment of the supporters of the idea that Russia should increase its stature on an international
level by reclaiming land that they considered part of the 'Russian World' advocated for more
aggressive steps in the years after the annexation (Busygina & Filippov, 2021). The full-scale
invasion of Ukraine is a product of an ideological stance in Putin's international politics.
That Lukashenko strongly supports Putin is no surprise. During Lukashenko's presidency,
despite some political and economic disputes between both countries, Russia is Belarus's
principal political and economic partner. Belarus has the most upbeat track record of all postSoviet states with Russia regarding bilateral relations. For over 20 years, the interaction
between both states occurs within the framework of the supranational Union State, in which
Belarus has a high economic dependence on Russia (Busygina & Filippov, 2021).
Furthermore, Belarus is inextricably tied to 'the Russian World' according to the Kremlin,
despite its official independent status. Whereas Ukraine under Zelenskyy took a course
towards European rapprochement, Lukashenko is attempting the exact opposite. In this way,
he continues to have the Kremlin's blessing to run Belarus independently and thus, by
definition, the unification of the two countries is unnecessary. This unwritten deal is convenient
for Lukashenko, as he stressed the independence of Belarus several times and, by playing
into the demand of the Kremlin, comfortably holds his position as president. With Lukashenko
in power, the Kremlin can be certain that Belarus will not drift to the 'West' (Moshes &
Nizhnikau, 2021).
Hence, Lukashenko's seat of power is highly dependent on maintaining strong economic and
political ties with Russia, which expects military-political allegiance to Russia (Frear, 2013).
The partnership between Putin and Lukashenko works both ways. In September 2020, a few
days after the most significant protests, Putin granted Lukashenko a 1.5 billion dollar loan in
return for closer ties with Russia. Additionally, Putin further supported Lukashenko by publicly
praising plans for constitutional reforms that would strengthen his political position (Malpas,
2020). The participation of the Lukashenko regime in the invasion of Ukraine is a prime
example of how Russia benefits from solid relations with Belarus, as the military-political
allegiance to Russia in return for Moscow's support to Lukashenko.
The significant role of Belarus in the Russo-Ukrainian war became a focal point in Belarusian
activist movements worldwide. Reports of growing anti-Belarusian sentiments against
Belarusians base themselves on the role of Lukashenko's regime as an aggressor in the war,
despite not finding support from the majority of Belarusians, especially those who fled the
regime and live in exile (Loginova & Spaggiari, 2022). An example of Belarusian resistance
against the Russian invasion is the formation of the Kastuś Kalinoŭski Battalion, a group
founded by and consisting of Belarusian volunteers to defend Ukraine (Tsikhanenka & Lipin,
2022). Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, the most prominent opposition leader, made several public
statements in which she aims to distinguish the regime's actions from the common public
opinion in Belarus. On 1 March 2022, the Office of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya (OST) created
the 'Anti-War Movement Manifest'. The manifest presents three main objectives of the
movement: Help to stop the war in Ukraine, support Ukraine and its defence against Russian
aggression, and return the power in Belarus to its citizens (Office of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya,
2022). For this project's scope, this third objective is particularly fascinating, giving rise to the
thought that the Belarusian anti-war movement simultaneously functions as a way of
challenging the illegitimacy of the Lukashenko regime. However, to get a deeper
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comprehension of how the Belarusian diaspora positioned itself against the Russian invasion
of Ukraine, it is crucial to understand the current political structures in Belarus and to discuss
the events that happened in Belarus during the presidential elections of 2020.

1.2 What happened in Belarus?
Since his presidential election in 1994, Belarus is under the increasingly authoritarian rule of
Alexander Lukashenko (also known as Lukashenka), who substantially increased the power
of his presidency. Through processes of high centralisation and hierarchical structures that
favour the rule of the president, the Belarusian political system entirely subordinates to
presidential demands (Frear, 2013). Lukashenko gained complete control over state media, in
which national and international critics are vilified as political enemies through propaganda
(Khazarski, 2021). The 'West', mainly the EU and the United States of America, is purposefully
portrayed as an enemy of the state, through which Lukashenko positioned himself to maintain
strong economic and political ties with Russia (Frear, 2013; Khazarski, 2021). Because of
Lukashenko's control over the media, Belarus is considered one of the worst countries for
press freedom worldwide (Reporters Without Borders, n.d.). His regime's power is also
entangled in the economy, which is run highly centralised, with 75% of the economy controlled
by the state and directly influenced by Lukashenko through the presidential appointment of
directors of essential state enterprises (Frear, 2013).
Meanwhile, Belarusian society started to drift away from the survival and traditionalist values
at the core of Lukashenko's centralised and authoritarian way of governance. Instead,
Belarusian society adopted an increasingly more open-market economic perspective and
simultaneously, the support for democratic values at the core of governance became
widespread (Moshes & Nizhnikau, 2021). The increased gap between Belarusian society and
its authoritarian regime ultimately was at the heart of the revolution of 2020, with economic and
social factors that the Lukashenko regime failed to represent and overall dissatisfaction with
its governance (Buzgalin & Kolganov, 2020; Moshes & Nizhnikau, 2021).
For over two decades, Belarusian political activists that opposed Lukashenko's power
struggled to challenge his authority, despite gaining some momentum during electoral periods
in which the opposition would increase its contestation against Lukashenko (Minchenia, 2020).
In the build-up to and aftermath of the infamous and disputed Belarusian presidential elections
of August 2020, new mass manifestations took place. However, these protests in Belarus were
unprecedented in scale since the fall of the Soviet Union (Khazarski, 2021; Moshes &
Nizhnikau, 2021). The large-scale anti-Lukashenko protests in Belarus started in May 2020, a
few months before the elections (Kozenko, 2021). The emergence of protests ultimately
launched with a chain of remarkable decisions by the Lukashenko regime, which sparked
public outrage with its inactive response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the non-recognition
of its threat to Belarusian welfare (Moshes & Nizhnikau, 2021). Eventually, large-scale protests
ended in April 2021, with many political opposition leaders exiled or detained (Kozenko, 2021).
Internationally, many countries in the socio-political 'West' considered the election results
dishonest and refused to recognise Lukashenko's re-election. Moreover, Lukashenko's
disproportionate response to these protests was one of brutal violence, leading to the
unjustified detainment of thousands of people, injuries, and deaths (Human Rights Watch,
2021; Khazarksi, 2021). Meanwhile, Putin rapidly answered Lukashenko's request on 27
August 2020 to form a police force for possible intervention in Belarus in case the protests start

3

showing unfavourable signs for Lukashenko's position of power (Térault-Farber & Makhovsky,
2020). After this police force withdrew from the Russian-Belarusian border in September 2020,
a cooperation agreement between the Belarus Police and Russian National Guard was signed
in December 2020 to strengthen state control in Belarus (Moscow Times, 2020).

Image 1: The white-red-white flag, one of the main symbols of the Belarusian opposition
movement. Photo taken by the author in Vilnius on Freedom Day (25-03-2022).
Three months after the re-election of Lukashenko, mass manifestations rarely took place
anymore. As most civil servants remained loyal to the Lukashenko regime, the authorities were
successful in their approach to stopping the protests. During protests, the white-red-white
colour scheme (Image 1) is the central element in symbolism used by the opposition, which is
the reinstalment of revivalist symbols by the opposition as representations of a new civic
national identity, mainly founded upon pollical and ethical demands (Khazarski, 2021). As the
public display of such opposition symbols became heavily penalised and appearing in central
places in Belarusian cities gradually lost the interest of the Belarusian people, mass
manifestations came to hold (Mudrov, 2021). The brutal response to the demonstrations by
Lukashenko's authorities, one of violence and prosecution of political opponents and activists,
caused many to move away from Belarus and take exile elsewhere, most notably Sviatlana
Tsikhanouskaya, who moved to Lithuania (Jegelevicius, 2021). However, moving abroad does
not mean that Belarusian activists are free from repression. An example is the assumed murder
of Belarusian activist Vitaly Shishov in Kyiv on 3 August 2021, who was the head of the nongovernmental organisation (NGO) Belarusian House in Ukraine. At the time, it was a reason
for Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelenskyy to further extend protective precautions for the
Belarusian dissidents in his country (DW, 2021).
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1.3 Lithuania as a host country for Belarusians
Lithuania is one of the major countries where Belarusian opposition supporters sought exile,
sharing a border with Belarus in the south. The number of Belarusians residing in Lithuania
used to be roughly 1.2% of the population. This number proliferated since the elections, with a
high increase in work visas granted by the Lithuanian government to newly-arrived Belarusians
since the 2020 elections (Jegelevicius, 2021). As of 11 March 2022, the Lithuanian government
discontinued issuing new visas for Belarusian citizens due to the Russo-Ukrainian War as part
of new sanctions. Lithuania only grants asylum to Belarusians when they are at risk of
prosecution or severe harm based on case-by-case examination (Eggert & Hubenko, 2022). It
is common for liberal-minded organisations, companies, and individuals to leave Belarus and
relocate elsewhere. In 2006, Lithuania allowed the exiled European Humanities University
(EHU) to relocate from Minsk to Vilnius and continue their education based on liberal ideals
after Lukashenko closed down the university for being too pro-Western (Ash, 2013).
The tech industry, one of the fastest developing industries in Belarus, experienced a significant
exodus from Belarus as many liberal-minded people working in the industry decided to leave
after the elections. Simultaneously, IT entrepreneurs face accusations by Lukashenko for
promoting protests (Stern & Dixon, 2021). More than half of the Belarusian IT companies left
the country due to repression, with Lithuania being the third choice for relocation. Among the
IT companies that left for Lithuania was Golos, an online platform that initiated an alternative
method for election monitoring, resulting in evidence that the election was fraudulent (Šemelis,
2021). Generally, the IT sector and online channels such as Telegram showed their
instrumental value in mobilising people inside and outside Belarus.
As the protests are currently at a standstill, it is considerably easier and more influential to
protest from abroad (Pavlova, 2021). The Lukashenko regime eradicates Belarusian civil
society through prosecution and retaliation, and rights defenders and journalists must continue
their work from exile by force (Human Rights Watch, 2022). The presence of political activists,
civil society organisations, and members of opposition parties turned the Lithuanian capital
Vilnius into a political hotspot for the Belarusian opposition (Zverko, 2020). Sviatlana
Tsikhanouskaya established the OST in Vilnius to initially remain a symbol of the Belarusian
opposition movement. However, she later started showing signs of political aspirations and
was reformulated to be a leader of the democratic forces of Belarus (Moshes & Nizhnikau,
2021). The Lithuanian authorities actively showed their support of the Belarusian opposition
and those relocating to Lithuania. One example is the active tracking down, expulsion and
conviction of members and informants of the State Security Committee of the Republic of
Belarus (KGB) illegally active in Lithuania, which still bears the same name as its Soviet-era
predecessor, by Lithuanian authorities (Jakučionis, 2022).
On an international level, the Lithuanian government is considered a frontrunner in advocating
for support for the Belarusian opposition movement (Jegelevicius, 2020). Besides the EU
member states and many other countries completely severing ties with Lukashenko, relations
with Tsikhanouskaya are being formalised. In September 2022, for instance, the Council of
Europe decided to set up a contact group to engage in regular dialogues with Tsikhanouskaya
and other organisations that are part of the opposition movement (Council of Europe, 2022).
In addition, civil society organisations can use EU funds to organise opposition activism
(European Commission, 2021). As a member of these organisations, Lithuania made a strong
case for promoting sanctions towards Lukashenko and supporting the opposition.
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1.4 Problem Statement and Research Questions
Although members of opposition parties politically challenged Lukashenko over the last two
decades, the unprecedented scale of the 2020 Belarusian protests and the causes for the
uprising became the topic of (scientific) debate. Buzgalin & Kolganov (2020) argued that
insufficient attention in academic literature goes toward understanding the motivations of
protesters behind risking their liberty, health, and life. Although Buzgalin and Kolganov (2020)
attempt to address this themselves, their analysis is mainly based on the analysis of
macrosystems and leads to explanations that do not go beyond the surface level:
"The basis of the protests of 2020 is the objective rejection of the existing Belarusian
economic and political system by the majority of the so-called 'middle class'; with
organisational and media support from the 'West', this rejection has gradually ripened
into protest. Adding to the readiness of the middle layers of Belarusian society to come
into the streets are additional factors nurtured especially to serve this end, including
nationalist sentiment, money, provocations, and the work of political and other
specialists." (Buzgalin & Kolganov, 2020, p. 446)
The work of Buzgalin & Kolganov (2020) shows commonalities with other work regarding
mobilisation and collective action during the 2020 protests in Belarus. This segment of the
academic literature focuses on the mobilisation of people in Belarus from May 2020 to April
2021, when the protests had considerable momentum. However, as the mass manifestations
are not taking place anymore in Belarus and the epicentre of the Belarusian opposition
movement shifted outside of the country's border, a new chapter started. In an expert
discussion hosted by the Research Center of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya on 21 October 2021,
panellists concluded that the Belarusian diaspora focuses on two dimensions of resistance:
media advocacy and lobbying for economic pressure from the international community (Office
of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, 2021). Hence, there is a considerably important role for
Lithuania's relatively sizeable Belarusian diaspora regarding the continuation of antiauthoritarian protests. However, according to Moss (2016), mobilising from abroad is far from
tranquil, and diaspora activists need to navigate the consequences of transnational
repressions from authoritarian regimes.
Additionally, the events in Ukraine add a new chapter to the complex story of the Belarusian
opposition movement. As the full-scale invasion of Ukraine started during this research, it is
logical that academic literature did not fully grasp the implications of this war on the Belarusian
diaspora living around the world. Therefore, the main goal of this research is to contribute to a
better comprehension of the contemporary challenges and changed dynamics faced by the
Belarusian diaspora activists. Furthermore, this study aims to understand the collective action
of activist members of the Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania by focusing on collective and
individual motivations and actions. Hence, it is essential to understand how activists negotiate
actions against the Lukashenko regime and how Belarusian activists experience these in their
respective contexts. A reflection on these thoughts led to the formulation of the following
research question:
How do Belarusian diaspora activists in Lithuania mobilise to challenge the Belarusian
regime?
The research question consists of multiple elements that need elaboration. First, this question
connects the mobilisation of a diaspora to challenging an authoritarian regime. This connection
includes the assumption that the rule of Lukashenko is authoritarian, in which I align myself
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with the findings of various national governments and international organisations involved in
the current situation of Belarus (European Council, n.d.; United States Department of State,
2020). Second, diaspora mobilisation manifests itself in different ways, but how activists
perceive transnational repression from an authoritarian home country is likely to influence its
practical implication (Moss, 2016). Therefore, I do not assume that diaspora mobilisation is
simply an act of public and collective protests. Challenging authoritarianism includes a broad
spectrum of activities that point toward disrupting the Lukashenko regime, despite
experiencing the coercive power of the regime across state borders. Finally, addressing the
main research question goes beyond analysing the practicalities of organising protests as it
also deals with the decision-making process of diaspora members. Therefore, the main
research question builds upon the following sub questions:
•

What are the dynamics and components of diaspora mobilisation?

•

What are individual and collective motivations for Belarusians to protest in Lithuania?

•

How does Belarusian diaspora activism relate to the Russian invasion of Ukraine?

The first question aims to identify the components involved in mobilising the social movement
of the Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania by building upon the conceptualising model for
mobilisation by Tilly (1978). Understanding the various components and their interactions
contributes to clarifying how the social movement of the Belarusian diaspora mobilises in its
temporal space. To address this question, I developed a tailor-made theoretical approach
toward so-called political opportunity structures, which I subsequently connect to the specific
conditions that influence diaspora mobilisation.
The second question acts on the assumption that besides shared motivations that are part of
the collective action by a single contender, there are diverse individual motivations that move
people to act against an authoritarian regime. Moreover, these motivations can contribute to
individuals' decision-making to join the movement. Interestingly, in the case of the Belarusian
diaspora, moving abroad can be motivated by the desire to protest. Understanding how the
social movement can embed individual motivations can provide a deeper understanding of
underlying motivational factors beyond the collectively stated goals.
The third question aims to understand how the Russo-Ukrainian war influences the
mobilisation of Belarusian diaspora activists in addressing the situation in Ukraine and affairs
in Belarus. As comes forward from the Anti-War Movement Manifest (Office of Sviatlana
Tsikhanouskaya, 2022), acts of resistance address a plurality of goals simultaneously. These
goals do not solely relate to stopping the war in Ukraine but also include anti-authoritarian
statements to challenge the Lukashenko regime. Addressing this research question requires
understanding how Belarusian activists experience Belarusian participation in the RussoUkrainian War through the geopolitical context of Russian imperialism and future perspectives
on developments in Belarus.
In what follows, I will first introduce and describe the theoretical assumptions underlying this
research in a structural way by providing a theoretical framework. In chapter 3, I will explain
and justify the research approach, research methods, ethical considerations and limitations of
this research. I further evaluate and reflect on the implications of the methodology of this
research. In chapters 4 and 5, I will present the findings of this research. In the discussion, I
will interpret these findings through critical assessment and answer the sub-questions of this
research using the previously presented literature in the theoretical framework. Finally, in the
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conclusion, I will answer the main research question as presented in this introduction by
providing a precise understanding of the main findings while simultaneously giving
recommendations for further research.
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2. Theoretical Framework
At the start of the lengthy writing process of this thesis, my supervisor shared a metaphor about
selecting theory. In this metaphor, the theoretical framework is a candy shop. Like the candy
shop assortment, the available theory range is too wide to consume all at once. That is why,
in this theoretical framework, there is a choice between certain 'flavours' of theory. The
theoretical framework serves to understand the complexity of the mobilisation of Belarusian
diaspora activists structurally. In addition, the theoretical framework supports the theoretical
assumptions made in this research (Abend, 2008). The 'flavours' or theoretical approaches I
deemed most appropriate for this thesis are political opportunity structures and diaspora
mobilisation. Political opportunity structures enable researchers to approach acts of resistance
systematically and place them in a larger chain of events. This systematic way of observing a
series of social movements' resistance activities allows understanding it as more than a claim
of material need. Instead, resistance in the socio-political arena is a push for social change
(Lundström, 2017). Mobilisation of a group is part of the political opportunity structure and
refers to groups evolving from passive collective to participatory members of a social
movement (Tilly, 1978). In the case of diaspora mobilisation, the socio-political arena is
different compared to groups in the social movement that remain in the original homeland.
Therefore, a diaspora is exposed to specific conditions influencing this process (Moss, 2016).
In this chapter, I provide a structural way of understanding diaspora mobilisation in a
comprehensive and encompassing manner by presenting an analytical model (figure 2) built
upon relevant theories in political opportunity structures and diaspora mobilisation. This model
simultaneously answers the first sub-research question and is used to further develop a
conceptualisation of the mobilisation of the Belarusian diaspora as a social movement in
Lithuania. I substantiate this model by further elaborating and discussing part of the academic
debate regarding the abovementioned theoretical approaches.

2.1 Mobilisation in Political Opportunity Theory
There are multiple ways in which academics engage with contentious politics, defined as using
disruptive techniques to address injustices, making political statements and enforcing policy
changes. In the 1980s, the political opportunity theoretical paradigm became more dominant
within contentious politics. Before, sociologists neglected the characteristics of social
movements as a political action as the state, political actors, and institutions were often treated
as epiphenomenal (Rootes, 1999). One of the first sociologists who engaged with contentious
politics was Gurr (1970), who —through his deprivation theory— explained how psychological
factors are the root causes of political violence. Accordingly, deprivation occurs when individual
value expectations and governments' capability to fulfil these value expectations are
discrepant. Social movements are not randomly organised but form around a common value
that the targets of the movement fail to meet (Meyer, 2004). According to Eisinger (1973),
political systems' incapability to represent or respond to the needs of individuals is indeed part
of the reason behind the formation of social movements. However, it simultaneously stresses
the importance of systematically reviewing the nature of social movement formation. Tarrow
(1988) explains that injustice or social grievances resulting from deprivation are not direct
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causes for conflicts and are conditioned to contextual and structural conditions before they can
evolve. Based on this notion, Tarrow (1994, p.85) defines political opportunity as:
"‘consistent – but not necessarily formal or permanent – dimensions of the political
environment that provide incentives for collective action by affecting people’s
expectations for success or failure.”
Meyer & Minkoff (2004) emphasise that, in general, political opportunity structures are the
external world that affects the development of a social movement. The difficulty for scholars
lies in the task of identifying the relevant aspects. Kitschelt (1986) provides some conditions
that influence social movements, arguing that political opportunity structures constitute the
configuration of resources, institutional arrangements, and historical precedents for social
mobilisation (p. 58). These can either facilitate movements to advance or constrain them from
growing. Tilly (1978) stresses the importance of contextual and structural conditions for the
emergence of social movements by referring to the necessity of political opportunity structures
to be present. Generally, social movements are understood to have a range of external aspects
that can either help social movements to thrive or cause them to dissolve early on. The difficulty
of conceptualising political opportunity structures lies in defining which aspects are part of this
external world (Meyer, 2004). The mobilisation model of Tilly (1978), as seen in Figure 1,
played a fundamental role in conceptualising social movements but remains rather abstract as
the model applies to all types of collective action, from worker strikes to large-scale revolutions
(Gregg et al., 2020). In subchapter 2.3, we will take a more analytical stance toward this model
and its components.

Figure 1: The Mobilisation Model by Tilly (1978, p. 56)
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External circumstances that are part of the political environment impact the mobilisation of
social movements (Kitschelt,1986; Meyer & Minkoff, 2004). A movement's access to resources
enhances the group's capability for mobilisation (Tilly, 1978). However, defining access to
resources as an external aspect that preconditions mobilisation neglects the idea that
resources are already partially embedded in social movements. Arguably, the configuration of
resources can be internal and external, primarily through a broader understanding of resources
as economic, social, and political assets or capacities that can contribute to collective action
(Gregg et al., 2020). An excellent example of a social asset is the adaptation of revivalist
symbols in the protests by the Belarusian opposition, which functions as a symbolic resource
(Khazarski, 2021). Tilly (1978) acknowledges that material resources are less important than
attitudes. I argue that social movements are conditioned to external circumstances but can not
operate and mobilise without internal capacities, such as human capital.

2.2 Role of the diaspora in mobilisation
As aforementioned, the abstract definitions of those aspects included in the conceptualisation
of mobilisation can help explore and recognise structural conditions but bring little attention to
the context of social movements. In the case of a diaspora, contextual conditions are
fundamental to understanding the relationship between the diaspora, the host country, and the
home country. However, Féron & Voytiv (2021) point out that diaspora is a broadly defined
term that requires specification before further engagement. A definition of a diaspora provides
some understanding of the widely conceptualised and contested term is given by Adamson &
Demetriou (2007, p. 497), who define a diaspora as:
“A social collectivity that exists across state borders and that has succeeded over time
to (1) sustain a collective national, cultural or religious identity through a sense of
internal cohesion and sustained ties with a real or imagined homeland and (2) display
an ability to address the collective interests of members of the social collectivity through
a developed internal organisational framework and transnational links.”
Where Adamson & Demetriou (2007) provide two main characteristics, Cohen (2008) offers
nine characteristics, which gives a broader understanding of the complex composition of
diasporas and how relationships with territorial areas can be understood. Subsequently, Cohen
(2008) identified five types of diaspora: victim diasporas, labour diasporas, trade diasporas,
imperial diasporas, and cultural diasporas. However, by dividing diaspora into these
typologies, Cohen (2008) pays little attention to the dynamics of diaspora, which he often takes
as a whole. Partial consideration of the Belarusian diaspora as a victim diaspora (dispersed
from their original homeland) is plausible. However, others would better fit in the classification
of labour diaspora (in search of work and economic opportunities). As Koinova & Karabegovic
(2016) point out, it is impossible to simplify diasporas to a unitary actors. They contain a variety
of individuals who are likely to have differences and similarities and sub-groups of different
migration waves and generations. This variety can also be expected in the Belarusian
diaspora, mainly as some members lived in Lithuania for a long time and others arrived postelection. In that sense, Féron & Voytiv (2021) make a valid argument with their explanation of
diaspora formation through conflict deterritorialisation, in which (armed) conflict in the home
country can activate diaspora formation long after immigration takes place. One of the critical
aspects of a diaspora is the idea among members of the group that they have a shared identity
that ties them together as a community (Sökefeld, 2006).
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Various scholars published extensive research on diaspora mobilisation and emphasise the
importance of the aforementioned political opportunity structures (Sökefeld, 2006; Wayland,
2004). The diaspora's involvement in processes of transnational justice and democratisation
increased over the last years, and members of a diaspora are considerable active actors within
transnational processes (Koinova & Karabegovic, 2016). For a diaspora to mobilise, networks
are essential to transnational mobilisation. Therefore, critical events in the home country need
to be transmitted to diaspora members to maintain this group (Sökefeld, 2006). According to
Demmers (2002), the political weight of the diaspora communities in intrastate conflicts
increased over the last years through deterritorialisation processes of group identities, which
became increasingly less place-bound and use new communication tools (i.e. virtual
communities in Telegram) and speed of mobility.
When mobilisation opportunities in the original homeland become obstructed, as is currently
the case in Belarus, diasporas are highly receptive to grievance claims (Koinova &
Karabegovic, 2016). As Belarusian migrants move from an authoritarian regime in Belarus to
a more democratic society in Lithuania, they experience new opportunities not previously
presented. This new situation means that members of the diaspora can capitalise on newfound
freedoms to publish, organise, and accumulate financial resources in Lithuania to an extent
that was impossible in Belarus (Wayland, 2004, p. 417). This notion strengthens the idea that
it is easier and more effective to oppose the authoritarian regime of Lukashenko from abroad,
where the immediate consequences of speaking out against the government are more severe
than in Lithuania. Especially as the transnational political opportunity structure is favourable
for the Belarusian diaspora in the supranational sphere, exemplified through the support of the
EU and the national sphere of Lithuania, which publicly took the side of the opposition
movement and provided more opportunities than constraints for the Belarusian diaspora
(Sökefeld, 2006).
Although the supranational and host country presents favourable opportunities for the diaspora
to protest, some constraints pressure those who oppose the regime from the original homeland
(Østergaard-Nielsen, 2003; Moss, 2016). As a result of transnational repression, Moss (2016,
p. 482) argues that:
“Any member of a diaspora who wishes to maintain access to an authoritarian home
country and has significant others residing it is likely to consider dissent a high-risk
activity irrespective of the freedoms granted by domestic authorities.“
Moss (2016) identifies the transnational repression typologies of lethal retributions, threats,
surveillance, exile, withdrawing scholarships, and proxy punishment. And although these
typologies give a seemingly broad definition for concrete actions by regimes, this
categorisation provides an idea of the consequences that dissidents and their relatives in
Belarus face. The work of Moss (2016) is an excellent account of the reasoning and
motivations for members of a diaspora to challenge an authoritarian regime despite being
aware of the consequences. These findings explain why mobilisation occurs but provide little
structural understanding of how mobilisation takes place. According to Østergaard-Nielsen
(2003), diasporas need to adapt activities and strategies to be coherent with the policies and
public discourse in the country of residence. Matching these with the dominant view within the
host country can promote the movement and increase public and private support for the cause.
The contrary would be that diaspora mobilisation faces constraints within the host country.
According to Moss (2016), the influence of domestic repression on diaspora mobilisation in
academic literature is insufficiently addressed. On a surface level, it is less plausible that
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domestic repression occurs in Lithuania as the public discourse and Lithuanian political elite
publicly sided with the Belarusian opposition movement. However, it is not unthinkable that
there are policies that result (unwillingly) in repression. Furthermore, the identified typologies
of transnational repression are likely to influence social movements and shape acts of
resistance.

2.3 Model for understanding diaspora mobilisation

Figure 2: Diaspora Mobilisation Model
The discussed theoretical assumptions provide some explanations of political opportunity
structures and diaspora mobilisation. However, it does not offer a structural way to understand
the interlinkage between both concepts and how they can be understood more systematically.
Therefore, I attempt to combine the theory of both sections in an analytical model (Figure 2).
By building upon the initial work of Tilly (1978) and his model for mobilisation and taking
inspiration from an adaptation of this model by Gregg et al. (2010), I give a new interpretation
of this model by readjusting it to understand the mobilisation of a diaspora better. The work of
Tilly (1978) provides a good systematic way of understanding how mobilisation takes place but
is too abstract and general to apply one-on-one to analyse diaspora mobilisation. As comes
forward in the academic debate around diaspora mobilisation, there are contextual
circumstances that are typical for the mobilisation of members of a diaspora. By making this
model, I aim to include the most essential elements of diaspora mobilisation as a tool to
understand dynamics and phenomena during fieldwork through a theoretical lens.
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Tilly (1978) mentions repression and facilitation in his model but understanding the extent and
manner in which this occurs needs specification. Certainly, diaspora mobilisation can not
function without favourable external circumstances embedded in the political environment
(Sökefeld, 2006; Wayland, 2004). Transnational state repression influences the mobility of a
diaspora, which must navigate the consequences of opposing behaviour towards these
governments (Moss, 2016). Therefore, I would argue that the role of a home country can be
a constraining factor for diasporas to mobilise. Simultaneously, the host country influences
opportunities for mobilisation as well. Suppose political views in the host country broadly align
with those of the diaspora. In that case, the host country likely facilitates the mobilisation of
diaspora activists (and if their actions are deemed appropriate). The opposite is that the host
country does not share the same views as the diaspora and constraints on diaspora
mobilisation. The home and the host country are external forces within the model, serving as
an arena composed of public discourses and regulatory frameworks in which diaspora activists
can operate.
Simultaneously, I argue that momentum or events are an external component that can
influence the mobilisation of a diaspora, as they depend on the transmission of critical events
in the home country for maintaining the group (Sökefeld, 2006). Simultaneously, events can
catalyse diasporas to mobilise and address the social movement's agenda. Birkland (1998)
explains how attention-grabbing events, also known as focusing events, can trigger (policy)
change and stimulate the advancement of issues on the (international) agenda. In addition,
localised events can gain attention on a larger scale and address problems affecting other
parts of the world. Birkland (1998) further explains how event-induced attention to issues urges
group members to mobilise in various ways, including boycotts, letter writing, or participation
in mass protests.
Although Tilly (1978) mentions the importance of resources as part of mobilisation, Gregg et
al. (2010) point out that it is not an explicit component within his model. Resources is a broad
concept that includes a range of subcategories and therefore requires specification. Resources
are partially externally mobilised by members of a diaspora. Funding from external donors
through NGO networks, and political support of (supra)national governments, such as the EU,
are some of the acts by diaspora activists to increase the resources available to the movement.
However, some resources are defined internally within the movement, such as the acquisition
of human capital caused by the large exodus of civil society organisations and industries (i.e.
the IT sector) that can offer activism-relevant skills. These can develop a commitment to social
movements, empower the group and help to sustain involvement (Van Dyke & Dixon, 2013).
Symbolic resources, such as the re-adaptation of the white-red-white flag and the use of the
Belarusian language, are also important and are an internal asset within the social movement.
Hence, I argue that resources require internal and external configuration to be useful for a
social movement.
Interest in the mobilisation model (Tilly, 1978) can be understood on two levels, personal and
collective. Tilly (1978) refers mainly to the dilemma in different schools of thought to analyse
interests, where collective interests may conflict with individual interests. I want to combine
collective and individual interests with motivations and values in my analytical model. Not
because differences between them are neglectable (on the contrary, the definitions require
clarifications), but because they share a common purpose. They can be seen as the fuel to
run the engine of social movements. Failure to meet the value expectations of individuals
(Eisinger, 1973; Gurr, 1970), shared motivations, and shared values are essential for social
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movements to exist. As Tilly (1978) rightfully mentions, the existence of these interests alone
is often not enough to start social movements, but they cannot exist without them. In figure 2,
interests refer to what a collective or individual wants to achieve with participation in the social
movement. Motivations do not necessarily refer to a goal or purpose but the reasoning for
action. Motivation can be similar to interest but does not necessarily have to be. Grievances,
although not directly causing conflict, can be a motivation for taking action. Finally, values
relate to demands not fulfilled by responsible actors, such as governments that are not
adequately responding to needs or neglect democratic values through authoritarian rule. I
further argue that conflicting interests, motivations, and values can coexist when shared
interests, motivations, and values connect a group.
However, agreeing with the dilemma, I acknowledge that this diagram is not static and that
collective short-term and individual long-term goals can coincide and lead to failure as social
movements progress over time (Tilly, 1978). Through shared interests, motivations and
values, network formation of actors occurs, and contenders unify. The identified common
goals of the social movement are a reason for cooperation between members in this group,
affiliated organisations, and elite members of society. An individual may fit into multiple
categories (being both a member of the diaspora and part of an organisation). Tilly (1978)
broadly describes this unifying structure as an organisation. However, I argue that the term
network of actors is more justified as it implies that actors within a social movement are sole
entities who can operate within the same network but not necessarily as a single organisation.
In the mobilisation model of Tilly (1978), power has an abstract meaning as the model applies
to any type of movement. He refers to power as:
"The extent to which the outcomes of the population's interactions with other
populations favour its interests over those of the others" (p. 55).
The abstract view of the quote ensures that the explanation by Tilly (1978) does little for
understanding this concept in the case of diaspora mobilisation against authoritarian regimes.
Hence, to make this explanation more applicable, I argue that power, in this case, relates to
the extent to which outcomes of a population's (inter)actions with an authoritarian regime
influence the power dynamics in the socio-political arena. For example, suppose acts of
resistance are considered a push by social movements in the socio-political arena (Lundström,
2017). In that case, it stands to reason that the outcome of that push will alter the dynamics of
relations within this arena. For example, it may be that acts of resistance ensure that members
of a social movement get more political ownership or find increased support for their cause
among the population. At the same time, an authoritarian regime's response to acts of
resistance can also cause a further restriction of political ownership or a loss of interest in
protesting among the population.
Changes in the socio-political arena due to mobilisation can directly influence the accessibility
to resources. Depletion or increased political power as a resource or human capital is affected
by the power shifts resulting from collective action. Hence, I argue that changes in power
influence the resources available to actors in the social movement. Mobilisation and collective
action are ultimately responsible for increasing or decreasing power. Tilly (1978, p. 54)
defines mobilisation as:
"The extent of resources under the collective control of the contender; as a process, an
increase in the resources or the degree of collective control."
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The opposite of this would mean demobilisation (through a decrease of collective control or
resources). The pursuit of actors who act like a contender within the social movement to reach
common goals and their joint action is eventually what Tilly (1978) defines as collective
action. In the model I propose, these components have identical meanings. This is important
because this study ultimately aims to better understand the Belarusian diaspora's pursuit as a
single contender against Lukashenko's authoritarian regime.
Diaspora mobilisation is highly contextual and potentially influenced by exogenous
circumstances. These may potentially be out of proportion to a systematic model.
Nevertheless, this model ad the definitions above of components and inner dynamics
contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of Belarusian diaspora mobilisation.
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3. Methodology
Before starting the fieldwork, the Belarusians I had personally met until then were countable
on a single hand. With them, I certainly did not discuss any of the topics covered in this
research. The truth is that I never set foot on Belarusian territory. The likelihood that this will
happen while Lukashenko is in power shrunk further with the writing of this thesis. During the
fieldwork, I met a foreign diplomat who came for a business trip from Minsk to Vilnius. He
explained that the relationship between Lukashenko and the EU only deteriorated further and
strongly advised me not to try my luck at the Belarusian border for a potential visit to the
country. Being critical of and researching the Lukashenko regime thus seems dangerous even
for a foreigner. Before starting my research, it was evident that researching the Lukashenko
regime was too dangerous in Belarus. Hence, while considering the Belarusian activist
movement as my thesis topic, I shifted my focus to the Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania, which
I considered to be more accessible and involve less risk. Once I had a clear idea of what I
precisely wanted to research, I started looking more specifically for secondary sources that
could help me shape this research further.
I used the information I gathered through studying secondary sources before and during my
fieldwork as input for the methodology. Then, based on the knowledge and perspectives
gained from my contextual analysis and theoretical framework, I aligned my methodological
approach with the research questions I aimed to address. This chapter explains how I
structured my research and its rationale. I will first start with an elaboration on the research
approach. After that, I will describe the data collection methods used, their theoretical
foundations, and their practical implications. Then, I explain how I proceeded with the analysis
of data. Following this description, I will reflect on the ethical considerations I encountered
during and after the field research. Finally, I outline and reflect on the limitations of this
research.

3.1 Research Approach
This research employs the interpretivist paradigm as it aims to understand social order through
the subjective perspectives of involved participants, including the researcher (Bhattacherjee,
2012). This research approaches the mobilisation of the Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania as a
case study, for which I drew upon ethnographic methods such as participant observation, small
talk, and semi-structured interviewing. Yin (2009, p.18) argues that using a case study to
understand diaspora mobilisation enables a deeper understanding of the contemporary
phenomena in their actual context. Bachatterjee (2012, p.40) adds that case studies are
instrumental in theory building when using an interpretive approach and that the strength of
this method is grounded in its ability to discover a wide range of phenomena that are unknown
in advance. Hence, I argue that using the Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania as a case study
allows a better understanding of the overall complexity of diaspora mobilisation. Furthermore,
in this way, the research is more likely to contribute to closing knowledge gaps in our
understanding of diaspora mobilisation and the collective action of the Belarusian diaspora
activists.
I deemed qualitative research methods the most appropriate for this research as it aims to
explore Belarusian diaspora activists' broader perceptions and motivations on mobilisation
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practices and their understanding of contemporary phenomena. The interpretivist approach of
this research acknowledges that reality is not an objective construct. Instead, our
epistemological understanding and subjective bias as a researcher shapes reality (Denzin,
1998; Koot et al., 2020). While I adopted my data collection methods based on a theoretical
and contextual understanding I developed through secondary sources; these methods were
further adjusted when I gained new theoretical and contextual input in the field. Simultaneously,
my position as a researcher shaped how I conducted research and interpreted observations
and conversations. Drury and Stott (2001) demonstrate that it is often unavoidable to take
sides when gathering data in participant observation when it involves intergroup conflict. In my
case, supporting the Belarusian opposition was an unavoidable key determent for accessibility
in the field. Personally, this did not require me to be insincere in the slightest. I condemn the
actions of the Lukashenko regime and Russia's invasion of Ukraine. Therefore, participating in
protests aligned with these views did not require a change of attitude.

3.2 Observations
The first data collection method I used in my research was participant observation, which
remained a valuable method until the end of my three months of research in Vilnius. I used this
method not only for collecting data but simultaneously to build rapport with research
participants (Bernard, 2018). Especially at the beginning of my field research, I met multiple
people I would proceed to interview at a later stage on occasions that I attended for participant
observation purposes. I took on the role of a participant observer. As an outsider, not part of
the Belarusian diaspora, I participated in some aspects of life (Bernard, 2018). Observation
included participating in demonstrations, memorials, national holiday celebrations, and cultural
events. To participate in these events, recognition of bias was crucial. Completely indulging in
the everyday lives of Belarusian diaspora activists was not feasible for me, as it is not an easily
recognisable group outside of specific events such as protests. However, I could participate in
different gatherings where Belarusian diaspora activists would concentrate after finding out
online about these events or when they were suggested to me by Belarusians I met in Vilnius.
During these events, I made notes on my phone, serving the same purpose as jottings, which
I elaborated on in my field notes once the event was over. Besides more targeted events, I
also made observational notes of mundane events that I noticed over time during my fieldwork
(Fujii, 2014).

3.3 Small talk
In a similar fashion to, and sometimes, part of participant observation, I see small talk not only
as a method of data collection but simultaneously as a way of building rapport with research
participants. Driessen and Jansen (2013) explain the importance of small talk as part of
accessing cultural meanings and expanding the network of respondents. It is possible to draw
parallels between the descriptions of small talk (Driessen & Jansen, 2013) and informal
interviewing (Bernard, 2018; DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). Their ability to build greater rapport,
provide new theoretical insights, and explore topics that are initially not visible to the researcher
is a shared characteristic. Upon my arrival in Vilnius, I was not aware of how to find access to
the Belarusian diaspora. For the first two weeks, I mainly used my time to orientate myself in
the city and get a sense of familiarity. Accidentally I found out that a bar was going to host a
Belarusian music gig later that week. The bar appeared to be a gathering point for (mainly)
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Belarusians residing in Vilnius and remained an arena for me to build a network of research
participants. The informal encounters in places such as a bar or while playing football added
to my theoretical and contextual understanding of the Belarusian diaspora and how to access
them (i.e. online through public Telegram channels). These moments of serendipity, finding
valuable information and contacts in moments where I was not specifically looking for it, proved
to be precious afterwards. Both Driessen & Jansen (2013) and Bernard (2018) acknowledge
that small talk is not necessarily an easy task. Besides the required personal skills (Driessen
& Jansen, 2013) and constantly taking field notes to memorise and turn moments of informality
into valuable data takes effort (Bernard, 2018; Driessen & Jansen, 2013). Due to the informal
and spontaneous nature of the small talk, it is not feasible to record or write findings down
during the conversation. Hence, I made jottings and notes after an informal interview with
someone in a private location as soon as possible after I asked for consent to use the provided
information for my research.

3.4 Interviews
I used an unstructured interview method for conducting interviews. The liberty of discussing
topics within the interview and the disarming character of an unstructured interview were
reasons to use this method. However, an unstructured interview should not be confused with
small talk (Bernard, 2018). Unstructured interviewing hints at informality and carelessness, but
the opposite is true. There was a considerable amount of time involved in thoroughly examining
the people I interviewed, and unstructured interviews are undoubtedly formal. The time,
location and purpose of the interview are agreed upon beforehand. Respondents were in this
research also aware that interviews are on record. To further shape the disarming nature of an
unstructured interview, I often picked bars or a café as the location of the interview whenever
possible. An unstructured interview also allows for the use of tangible materials that are
inappropriate or simply non-practical during informal encounters, such as small talk (Bernard,
2018). A recording device allowed me to make notes afterwards and focus entirely on
conducting the interview. As a reminder, during my interview, I often had my research proposal
with me, which I could grab before or during the interview to address a new topic if the
conversation did not go smoothly. Nevertheless, I did not need it in practice.
I used purposive sampling as I wanted to speak to Belarusian diaspora activists, members of
the Belarusian civil society, and affiliated experts that could provide me with information
regarding specific (sub)themes (Bernard, 2018). Firstly, I approached respondents by email or
social media. Secondly, I found respondents through informal conversations by recognising
that they were knowledgeable on different topics within my research. Bernard (2018) describes
the second way as changing from a convenience sample to a purposive sample. I conducted
interviews in English, and there were two occasions in which the initial respondent in the
interview was not comfortable speaking English without the help of a translator in Russian. I
did not experience these translators as disturbing, especially since these translators were part
of the Belarusian diaspora themselves. They were either partners or a colleague of the initial
respondent. Translators themselves also became part of these interviews after I had also
discussed this with all the interview participants. I conducted four interviews where more than
one respondent was present. In none of these cases, I doubt that the respondents' answers
influenced each other. All my research participants had different backgrounds, roles within the
opposition, or jobs related to the opposition movement and Belarusian civil society.
Unstructured interviewing allowed me to follow up on the shared information and explore new
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themes and insights during the process. An overview of the interviewed respondents can be
found in Appendix 1.

3.5 Data analysis
After three months of field research, I ended up with a pile of notes, recordings, and jottings,
of which I was already aware that a considerable portion carries little relevance to my research.
According to Bryman (2016, p.11), data analysis is fundamentally about reducing data.
Therefore, I reviewed field notes and interview transcripts through a thematic analysis using
inductive coding techniques to create coding categories (Bryman, 2016). The inductive coding
approach essentially means that I thoroughly analysed my collected data to identify common
themes by creating codes for relevant sections of the notes and transcript to make them
interpretable (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). Relevancy was determined based on repetition,
stated importance by the respondent, familiarity based on secondary sources, or simply my
judgment concerning the research question. By creating the codes, I reduced my data
significantly (Bryman, 2016). As Linneberg & Korsgaard (2019) describe, the second cycle of
coding and creating new overarching categories which combine initial codes helped to make
the coding process more workable and to link empirical findings to the provided literature.

3.6 Ethical considerations
Even though Vilnius, as a geographical location, is a safe and peaceful place, the risks involved
in this research are to be considered. Potentially being at risk partially counts for me as a
researcher but to a much greater extent for the respondents. In certain respects, my research
shares similarities with research done in (post-)conflict settings. The same ethical dilemmas
concerning the safety of respondents that Goodhand (2000) described as a consequence of
research in (post-)conflict settings apply to the respondents in my study. The privacy of
respondents and the data connected to them can expose them to transnational repression if
handled carelessly. Marks & Abdelhalim (2018) argue that all anthropological work has an
essentially dangerous element, but this is more prevalent in places characterised by conflict
and social and political division. I would add that this also applies to places and groups
characterised by social and political division. A nuance here is that, for obvious reasons, similar
research is impossible to conduct in Belarus, mainly due to the absence of political power and
state mechanisms of the Lukashenko regime in Lithuania.
Because of these reasons, confidentiality and anonymity of research were crucial throughout
my fieldwork. Beforehand, I envisioned that the contextual circumstances of my research could
expose me to various implications, such as telephone taps or data breaches. However, I soon
discovered that the research subjects, especially non-elite community members, nuanced
these worries. Nonetheless, I took preventive measures to secure data, such as mainly using
anonymous names while taking notes in the field. Despite the nuances of my research
subjects, the practice showed that securing data is essential. Months after I left Lithuania, I
discovered I had a conversation during my field research with someone suspected of
maintaining ties with the KGB. In hindsight, I am glad I did not give that person any information
about other respondents. It is an excellent example that worries about transnational repression
are relevant. The information I received from this person was not used in this research.
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Another ethical dilemma was the use of real names in my final report. Generally, I informed
people that an anonymous name would be used instead of their real names. However, elite
members of the community often suggested that using their real names was not a problem as
their information and point of view were already open to the public anyways. Eventually, I
decided to replace all the names with common Belarusian names that do not share similarities
with any of my respondents. I deemed the use of having the actual name of each individual
not necessary for understanding perspectives. Simultaneously, it simplified the confidentiality
guidelines I set for conducting research and would cancel out any bias towards whose real
name to include or exclude in the report.
Informed consent is a fundamental part of the research and allows me to explain the purpose
of my presence and research. Simultaneously, it allows the research subjects to decide if they
are willing to participate in the study. During moments of small talk and formal interviews, I
would clearly state my purpose and ask for permission to use information in my research.
Generally, informed consent is more self-evident in interviews than in participant observation,
whereas in practice, it is not always possible to inform those who are observed (Hammersly &
Atkinson, 2007). Even considering that participant observation took place in public spaces and
included people who are openly protesting or participating in activities that are part of antiauthoritarian manifestations, it did not mean that informed consent was unnecessary.
However, as mentioned by Hammersly and Atkinson (2007, p. 210), giving everyone the
possibility to decline being observed carries the burden of being disruptive and often
impossible. As these were public manifestations, with no covert actions taking place, my
judgment was not to ask for informed consent during observations of such events.
Maintaining my neutrality as a researcher within the Belarusian diaspora was also essential.
As previously described, supporting the opposition, speaking out against the war in Ukraine,
and condemning the crimes committed by the Lukashenko regime were all preconditions for
carrying out this research. In this context, I am not neutral but relatively homogeneous with the
Belarusian diaspora. However, the Belarusian diaspora is a heterogeneous group with different
political ideas, motivations, and ambitions. My role as a researcher is to analyse and interpret
this phenomenon, not to take sides within the group. Therefore, I turned down any approaches
from individuals or organisations that might prevent this neutrality; even though attaching
myself to specific organisations could provide me with valuable data, I decided to go for a
neutral stance. These approaches included working for organisations or setting up more
intensive cooperation in the field of development aid for specific organisations in illegitimate
ways. These inquiries by individuals and organisations left me feeling uncomfortable and
certainly confused me simultaneously. Ultimately, I followed my intuition and decided to flatten
ties with individuals or organisations, potentially influencing the research process (Diphoorn,
2012). My conviction that these were good choices remained even after leaving the field.

3.7 Limitations
As an outsider, not being a Belarusian diaspora activist myself, there were some limitations to
this research based on my positionality. Most importantly, my inability to speak and understand
Russian and Belarusian formed a hurdle to fully understanding my surroundings at all times. It
is important to note that, in general, the Belarusian diaspora communicates in Russian, and
objectively seen for this research, the lack of proficiency in the Russian language is a more
significant limitation than the Belarusian language. Additionally, it is essential to mention that I
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was generally very impressed with my respondents' command of English, most of whom had
an adequate level of. Therefore, my limited Russian and Belarusian language skills were most
noticeable during moments of observation, when it was not always possible for me to
understand what protest signs or collective shouts exactly meant. During some protests, I had
someone with me who could interpret this for me, but such a person was not available during
most of these protests. Hence, I would argue that a language barrier likely prevented some
data from being interpreted (Martin, 2004). After a while, some slogans, words, and signs
became more familiar, and they became a lot easier to understand. Some Belarusian diaspora
activists were hesitant to talk to me, which only happened occasionally. More often than not,
my position as an outsider seemed to open doors, create a degree of reliability and helped
establishing a connection.
Another limitation is the applicability of this research to other (Belarusian) diasporas worldwide.
Specific contextual circumstances generally influenced the mobilisation of the Belarusian
diaspora in Lithuania. For example, the invasion of Ukraine by Russia and Belarus's role
magnified implications for the diaspora. These countries are all considerably close to Lithuania.
Moreover, specific circumstances and relationships between participants of the Belarusian
diaspora in Lithuania may not apply to other Belarusian diasporas worldwide. In addition, there
is a blurred line between what exactly is part of a Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania or a general
Belarusian diaspora around the world, as some organisations do not limit themselves to
Lithuania but operate internationally from different countries.
The fact that research is often time-bounded is not a limitation but a reality that one must
navigate through as a researcher. Nevertheless, I think the amount of time I had for this study
carries two limitations. Firstly, three months of fieldwork is essentially too short to entirely use
the value of ethnography, where living in the contextual setting for a more extended period is
considered an essential element (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011; O'Reilly, 2012). Here I want to refer
specifically to the possibility of following specific patterns for longer and turning the mundane
into data (Fujii, 2014; Gandia, 2015). The second time-related limitation is Russia's invasion of
Ukraine, which began at about one-third of my fieldwork period. The rapidly changing
circumstances and the implications this had for my fieldwork were very challenging for my
research. This event challenged me to analyse how the invasion affects my thesis topic and to
understand precisely how one of the most ground-breaking violent conflicts in Europe's recent
history (emotionally and practically) affects me as an individual.

22

4. The Belarusian Diaspora in Lithuania
The Belarusian embassy in Vilnius, a beautiful and classical building, is located in the central
Mindaugo gatvė near the old town of the Lithuanian capital. It is by coincidence that I used to
walk past the Belarusian embassy regularly. Not once did I notice any activity inside the fence
surrounding the embassy. In front of the fence are photos of victims of the Lukashenko regime.
After some time, the only change to this is the addition of more photos, this time of the fallen
soldiers of the Kastuś Kalinoŭski Battalion fighting on the Ukrainian side against the Russian
invasion. After asking several Belarusians, I learned that no one knows for sure whether the
embassy is abandoned. On 27 February 2022, the Lukashenko regime organised a (sham)
referendum in Belarus to implement a questionable constitutional amendment giving more
power to Lukashenko. On that same day, the Belarusian diaspora organised protests in front
of the embassy against the referendum and the invasion. I felt conflicted about what to make
of these protests.
On the one hand, I marvelled at the passion with which people protest. But, on the other hand,
I wondered what the effect or usefulness is of demonstrating in front of an empty building. As
I left the demonstration, I heard a commotion from the background after many people left
before me. A glance back taught me that some protesters climbed the fence and successfully
pulled the Belarusian state flag from its mast inside the embassy premises, resulting in an
arrest by the Lithuanian police.
To understand how protests like these emerge, it is crucial to gain a deeper understanding of
the Belarusian diaspora. Therefore, in this chapter, I present the collective and individual
motivations to mobilise that can be recognised within the group and demonstrate how they
shape the protest movement. Furthermore, I will explain the formation of the Belarusian
diaspora and the inner group dynamics concerning the mobilisation of the protest movement.
Finally, I explain the impact of the internal and external factors influencing the protest
movement.

4.1 Collective interests, motivations & values
Before engaging with the motivations of Belarusian diaspora activists, it is essential to
acknowledge that they are a heterogenous group, with different views among its members on
the protest movement's direction. Nonetheless, several ideas within the diaspora have a
unifying effect on the group. Collective motivations, values, and interests sustain the protest
movement and fuel the willingness to remain together as one protest movement. The removal
of Lukashenko as the head of state of Belarus is the most straightforward and widely
communicated collective interest to the outside world. As one of the spearheads of the protest
movement, this goal unites the people within the Belarusian diaspora, and it is practically
impossible to find anyone within the movement who would disagree with this goal. At the same
time, people are concerned that achieving this desired scenario may create new problems.
The people of Belarus do not know any other head of state besides Lukashenko. Who his
successor will be after a potential removal from power, and whether this person is not worse
than him, is not guaranteed. It fundamentally relates to the most significant question mark
within the protest movement. What will happen if the movement is successful?
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For example, some people indicate that Lukashenko's son may be even more authoritarian
than his father. However, he will most likely be a successor from the same regime. But also
opposition members, like Tsikhanouskaya, are accused by some adversaries within the
diaspora precisely of reproducing patriarchal values in her form of leadership. Aksana gave an
example by stating that the OST will refuse to cooperate with certain parties within the diaspora
that also aspire to a democratic Belarus. Yauheni indirectly refuted this critique, indicating that
the OST is open to cooperating with anyone who peacefully pursues the same values.
Lyudmila said that the aversion to Lukashenko unites but that the vision of the future is, in fact,
divisive:
"The opinion that unites is that Lukashenko should be removed. And the opinion that
divides is where Belarus will be after that." (Interview Nadezhda & Lyudmila, 29-032022, Vilnius)
The struggle over what Belarus is or will be post-Lukashenko is a challenge for the future. As
Lukashenko is still in power in Belarus, the unifying goal of removing him is currently more
present than the divisive opinions on what Belarus will be after reaching that goal. In general,
everyone within the Belarusian diaspora advocates a rapprochement with the West and
installing democratic and liberal values in Belarus. Artyom (25-35 years old) works for a
foundation that focuses on overthrowing the dictatorship in Belarus and advocates for
releasing political prisoners. He pointed out the difficulty of agreeing what democratic and
liberal values are without ever experiencing them due to the rule of the Lukashenko regime. It
is one of the main reasons that his organisation started a project to enhance leadership and
entrepreneurial skills among Belarusians in which understanding of democracy and freedom
are focal points:
"First of all, we should teach people how to live in freedom and how to live in a
democracy. […] We want to teach people: What is democracy? What kind of country
do we want to be, or should we be? I guess that's the reason we work. I want to teach
people. Because no one, no one knows what democracy is in Belarus. You know, only
a few people know something about democracy." (Interview Artyom, 09-02-2022,
Vilnius)
The democratic and liberal values often coming up in conversations are the opposite of what
the Lukashenko system allows. They include freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and
the right to a fair trial. During Lukashenko's dictatorship, the ability to think critically and to
express challenging opinions towards the regime is prone to significant suppression. The EHU,
in the first place a university, is at the same time a place where Belarusians can learn in a
relatively safe environment to think critically about a range of scientific disciplines to strengthen
democracy in Belarus and simultaneously challenge the Lukashenko regime. Alina (30-40
years old) works as a representative for the EHU and explained how the university works
together with several actors within the Belarusian civil society to enhance civic engagement:
"We, from time to time, initiate projects together, and currently, we are working on our
EHU action plan. And in terms of this action plan, EHU should become some kind of
an umbrella, let's say, for the Belarusian organisations here because EHU has a really
strong profile in the non-governmental sector and civic engagement also. One of our
missions is to educate civically-minded people, and engagement, it one of our core
values." (Interview Alina, 08-02-2022, Vilnius)
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Besides removing Lukashenko and introducing democratic and liberal values, another related
collective interest that unites and mobilises the Belarusian diaspora is the longing for return.
In principle, Belarusians want nothing more than to return to their homeland. Alina explained
that the EHU, exiled since 2006, and the students attending this university's ultimate goal is to
return to Belarus:
"For the part of the EHU students and future alumni, the mission is to return to Belarus.
And the EHU mission is thoroughly returning to Belarus, somewhen, somehow."
(Interview Alina, 08-02-2022, Vilnius).
The wish to return to Belarus is not unconditional, given the prosecution that many of those
who fled the Lukashenko regime face. Students at EHU are, for example, by the essence of
their educational background, targeted as opponents of the regime. What can be concluded is
that there is a relationship between the above-mentioned collective motivations, values, and
interests of the Belarusian diaspora. Without the removal of Lukashenko, introducing
democratic and liberal values is impossible as the foundation of Belarusian society. Without
democratic and liberal values, Belarusians cannot return to the country they envisage. But the
critical question, in this case, remains whether it is possible to depose Lukashenko without
being in Belarus. Respondents agreed that more can be done from abroad than from Belarus
to achieve collective goals but also mentioned the limitations of exile in Lithuania. There is a
widespread view among respondents that, at the moment, the window of opportunity to reform
Belarus fundamentally is closed now that Lukashenko, with Russian support, strengthened his
control over the country. The exodus of Belarusian activists, born out of necessity because the
alternative was incarceration, only reinforced this feeling. The respondents all indicated that
there are currently more opportunities to challenge Lukashenko from abroad. Still, as Aksana
pointed out, there are substantial limitations:
"I think we do understand how effective they [actions against Lukashenko] could be[
…], but I think we just hope that they make a difference. But at the end of the day, it
usually doesn't. So here we are, freer to do what we want to do and to act. But in
Belarus, we are restricted, but we have other tools, we have other opportunities. And
that is a big question now, how to work with Belarus, where the majority of activists are.
And the driving force of the protests, they either fled the country, or they are in prison."
(Interview Aksana, 14-04-2022, Vilnius)
Aksana explains in this quote what many diaspora activists mentioned throughout my time in
Vilnius. Belarusians in Lithuania utilise the freedom to protest against the regime in Belarus.
There are regular protests, and the diaspora is actively mobilising against Lukashenko. At the
same time, it is also born out of impotence because many diaspora activists indicated that they
are somewhat desperate to determine what they can do at this moment to influence the
situation in Belarus. Pjotr explained this by outlining some of the activities that Belarusians
undertake in Lithuania and indicating that:
"We [Belarusian diaspora activists] try to find the best way [to resist]. What can we do
to make our country free? Someone helps the volunteers in some projects, someone
donates money, someone participates in protests, and some do all these things. We
are trying to find a way to resist more effectively." (Interview Marina & Pjotr, 19-032022, Vilnius)
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The reality is that it is indeed difficult for diaspora activists to impact the regime. Respondents
repeatedly indicated that navigating what the best actions are. Irina suggested that this search
for how to make the most impact can lead to strongly divided opinions. Nevertheless, from my
perspective, these opinions do not divide the Belarusian diaspora activists into different
movements, as they still act as a single contender against the regime.

4.2 Individual interests, motivations & values
An example of the limitations to challenging Lukashenko's regime from abroad is the protest
opposite the Belarusian embassy in Vilnius. Those who look at the factual circumstances
without consideration for the symbolic value of the protest would see a group of Belarusians
chanting slogans in the direction of the embassy. Upon questioning, many appeared convinced
that the building is abandoned for months. The protest on the referendum day in front of the
supposedly empty Belarusian Embassy sparks conversation about the usefulness of protesting
in this way. Egor, who works in IT, does not attend these kinds of protests as he considers it
pointless to scream when nobody else is listening. On the other hand, other members of the
Belarusian diaspora call protests, like the one in front of the embassy, a moral obligation. The
urge to do 'something' prevails in these individuals. Pjotr & Marina are a married couple who
fled from Belarus to Lithuania after the Telegram group, in which Marina is a moderator
exposed by the Belarusian authorities. In this Telegram channel, Belarusians can find out
where imprisoned friends and family are. Given the Belarusian authorities' lack of transparency
in this system, it is difficult for those left behind to find out. Marina continues her work from
Vilnius. Pjotr, who was an entrepreneur in the IT sector and also came into the government's
crosshairs, explained his feelings on the question of what the usefulness of protesting in Vilnius
is:
"I thought about this question of why we [Belarusians] go to the protests in Vilnius. But
the question is: Why don't you go to the protests? How can you be at home and not go
to the protests? Because I cannot see this." (Interview Marina & Pjotr, 19-03-2022,
Vilnius)
The circumstances in Belarus fuel the moral obligation to protest in Lithuania. The risk of
prosecution without a fair trial, the increase in violence from the Belarusian authorities, and the
cruel conditions in Belarusian prisons, among other things, are on the minds of many
Belarusian refugees. Aksana returned from Vilnius to Belarus before the 2020 elections.
During the protests around the elections, Aksana had an active role in providing information to
foreign NGOs about the situation in Belarus, which she experienced up close. After the
Belarusian authorities began dismantling Aksana's organisation, she fled via Russia back to
Vilnius, from where she is once again an active member of the opposition. Aksana explained
how conditions in Belarus influence the urge to protest in Vilnius:
"The reasons are very obvious and simple. You see people tortured and killed. You see
your friends who go to jail and your family under constant pressure. I don't think you need
more motivation than that. And it is also about people. It is not like I am very patriotic. Yes,
I love my country, but I love my people more. I don't want them to suffer. And I want a
better future for my country because it has a lot of potential and a lot of amazing people
that could make a difference." (Interview Aksana, 14-04-2022, Vilnius)
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Besides the moral obligation to protest, there is also a feeling of empowerment through
unification derived from the protests. I also presented Inessa (35-45 years old) with the
scenario of the demonstrations at the Belarusian embassy. Inessa moved her IT company from
Minsk to Vilnius after the Belarusian government terminated their rental contracts and
portrayed her organisation as 'fascist' due to its participation in the protests in Belarus. She
was also present at the rally in Vilnius and explained that she considers these protests to be
more symbolic but also elaborated on the feeling that people get from them:
"Of course, it is symbolic. But it is needed for Belarusians here [in Belarus], that they
are not alone, that we are together, that we are still involved […] It is about Lithuanian
people, to show them that Belarusians are against the war and do not support
Lukashenko. That Lukashenko and this specific house [Belarussian embassy] are not
about Belarus […] And of course, we should show that we are on the opposite side of
the road." (Interview Inessa, 09-03-2022, Vilnius)
Inessa touched upon two points that are motivations to protest. One is collective and refers to
the need to underline distinguishments between ordinary Belarusians and the Lukashenko
regime. The next chapter will discuss the increased relevancy of this argument after the
Ukraine invasion. The other reason is the sense of unity among Belarusians in Lithuania.
According to respondents, the coming together of Belarusians gives a feeling of empowerment.
A Belarusian I met in a bar during a night out called it therapeutic to protest. However, not
everyone protests for a genuine reason. Artyom told me after the interview that there are also
stories circulating about Belarusians who misuse the protests in Vilnius to obtain humanitarian
visas. They do not have enough reason to receive them based on the circumstances in Belarus
and, according to Artyom, try to present themselves in Lithuania as people who cannot possibly
return to Belarus because they would otherwise be in danger. It is important to note that
Belarusians on humanitarian visas in Lithuania receive an additional support package from the
Lithuanian authorities. Other respondents were less adamant about this than Artyom, but a
few indicated that there are indeed individuals who take advantage of this.

4.3 The formation of an active diaspora
Understanding the motivations of the Belarusian diaspora is not enough to understand their
mobilisation. For that, it is also essential to understand the characteristics and formation of the
Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania. About two weeks before the referendum and the protests
against it, I encountered the Belarusian protest movement in Vilnius for the first time. On 16
February, Lithuanians celebrate their State Restoration Day. During this Lithuanian bank
holiday, I saw a large group of people carrying a long Belarusian opposition banner as they
walked down Pillies gatvė, one of the liveliest streets in the historical centre of Vilnius. Public
holidays, both Belarusian and Lithuanian, are used by the diaspora to draw attention to the
situation in Belarus. The Belarusians do not march and chant on the cobblestones of the inner
city daily, but during my fieldwork period, they are active at distinctive moments with some
regularity. In addition to these holidays, significant events in Ukraine are also moments where
Belarusians protest in public places.
My respondents told me that the Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania has not always been as
active and significant as post-elections. Aksana (25-35 years old) lived in Vilnius before the
elections as a student at EHU, the Belarusian university in exile located in Vilnius, and is an
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active member of the Belarusian protest movement in Lithuania. She explains how she
observed the change in the size of the diaspora:
"I was surprised that you don't have to look for the diaspora now. It is all around you
because there are too many Belarusians around. But I was impressed because before,
I was one of the organisers of those solidarity actions and protest rallies. And now, I
joined one of the rallies, and suddenly you see hundreds of people and a lot of new
faces that I had never met before. So the city [Vilnius] changed completely.“ (Interview
Aksana, 14-04-2022, Vilnius)
Aksana's comment about the visibility of Belarusians in the city corresponds with my
observations. The most common foreign license plate on cars driving through Vilnius is by far
that of Belarus, where with some regularity, a white-red-white flag made out of tape covers the
state's flag. When I participated in sports events, Belarusians were regularly present. There is
even a recently opened bar in Vilnius with Belarus as one of its central themes. Several whitered-white opposition flags are hanging throughout the city on balconies or in the windows of
bars. In addition, Belarusian cultural events, such as musical performances, are advertised
throughout the city. These observations do not have a direct meaning. However, with the
knowledge that this was previously less visible in Vilnius, it becomes clear that a Belarusian
community is growing in the city. Irina (25-35 years old), who graduated in Graphic Design
from EHU before the 2020 election and now works as a correspondent in Lithuania, also said
that there was already a group of Belarusians living in Vilnius. However, they could not be
recognised as such yet. The group of Belarusians who lived in the city before the elections
were not yet a real community and had little to do with the protest movement. Therefore, she
was surprised by the size of the protests in Vilnius around the Belarusian elections:
"Yes, already. Actually, it was unexpected that they [Belarusians in Lithuania]
recognised themselves as Belarusians. Before that, they were not so interested in
Belarusian events. It increased incredibly the amount of people who recognised
themselves as Belarusian people. The first protest after the election was quite big. I just
remember the first protest, when there was a line to vote, and immediately after this,
people moved to another side of the embassy to make a protest." (Interview Irina, 0903-2022, Vilnius)
Yauheni (25-35 years old), who was also a student at EHU and currently works in one of the
departments of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya’s office, sees how this trend of Belarusian
diaspora formation occurred after the elections of 2020:
"In many countries […] they were not really seen as a Belarusian diaspora before 2020.
There were some Belarusians living all over the country, but they didn't know each
other. They didn't know that many Belarusians existed. But then when the election was
happening, they were joining, they were doing exit polls." (Interview Yauheni, 30-032022, Vilnius).
What the opinions of Aksana, Irina, and Yauheni have in common is the notion that Belarusians
in Lithuania did not become a political community until the 2020 elections. The political
mobilisation of the Belarusians in Lithuania is a result of the formation of a diaspora and the
motivations mentioned above. Violence and repression experienced by dispersed
Belarussians, who left the country in large numbers, triggered this formation. The rejection of
the Lukashenko regime was a unifying factor both within the borders of Belarus and for
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Belarusians living abroad. This common rejection does not mean that the entire Belarusian
diaspora is immediately part of the protest movement. There are, of course, also inactive
members of the diaspora. Nonetheless, a conclusion is that the influx of new Belarusians and
the reawakening of the Belarusian identity are causes for the growth of a more active
Belarusian protest movement in Lithuania.

4.4 The influx of new Belarusians to Lithuania
During the 2020 elections, many Belarusians were arrested for participating in the protests. In
many cases, the instigators of various demonstrations, employees and volunteers of civil
society organisations, and other active actors within the protest movement were informed
through multiple channels in the days following the protests of outstanding warrants issued by
the Belarusian authorities. Therefore, it is very likely that they would be prosecuted in Belarus,
resulting in imprisonment, if they stayed in the country. This group was considered the driving
force behind the protests in Belarus, and nowadays, many of these people live across the
border with Poland, Ukraine and Lithuania. It is, therefore, a logical explanation for the current
stagnation of protests in Belarus itself. The people who were considered the driving force
behind the protests in Belarus are currently either imprisoned or in exile. In 2020, the number
of Belarusian citizens in Lithuania was 17,769; this increased to 31,028 at the beginning of
2022 (Skėrytė, 2022). In the first six months of 2022, another 10,000 Belarusians were granted
a residence permit in Lithuania, with another 4,400 pending (Gaučaitė-Znutienė, 2022). This
number does not include Belarusians who reside in Lithuania without a residence permit, which
could make the figure much higher, as hundreds of thousands of Belarusians left the country
since the election. It can be assumed that most Belarusians in Lithuania reside in Vilnius, the
country’s largest city.
It is not just individuals who left Belarus; organisations also looked for exile in large numbers.
Over a more extended period, more than a decade before the 2020 elections, Lukashenko
took a hard line against organisations that are part of civil society. These organisations also
had to relocate across the border to continue their operations. As a result, a side effect of
Lukashenko's policy is the presence of a strong and diverse civil society across the border.
The activities mainly take place in two areas. One is to directly provoke the Lukashenko regime
by challenging its legitimacy. The other is to support the victims of the Lukashenko regime
through financial support, juridical support, and advocating for their well-being (i.e. human
rights). Among the activities of these NGOs are:
•

Assist Belarusians who want to escape to Lithuania by providing information and
picking them up at the border.

•

Advocacy and campaigning on issues that are part of the Belarusian agenda. For
example, addressing rights violations of political prisoners, gender inequality, and
corruption.

•

Fundraising, for example, to financially support political prisoners during their trials or
to support their families.

•

Drawing (media and political) attention to the situation in Belarus through research and
reporting about Belarusian issues.
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The departure of the driving force of the protest movement made it increasingly difficult for
those who remained to oppose the regime. It is a partial reason for those who stayed in Belarus
to gradually lose interest in protesting against the regime, along with several reasons described
by Mudrov (2021), such as the increased violence response. Consequently, there is little visible
activity from the opposition in Belarus. The difference in activity causes frustration within the
protest movement. For example, several diaspora members do not understand why the
protests within the country stopped. They condemn those Belarusians who remained but are
inactive. Elena (25-35 years old) was co-administrator of a Telegram channel for students that
mobilised students to protest back in Belarus and is currently a mentor in an organisation that
helps Belarusian refugees crossing the border and provides them with support upon arrival in
Lithuania. She explains how Belarusian Universities, owned by the state, started to punish
students in several ways, for example, suspension or expulsion. After the elections, Elena
considered herself in danger of imprisonment. Elena explained that she is frustrated that public
protests in Belarus as part of the country's anti-war movement soon ceased to exist.
Belarusians did take to the streets to protest against the war in Ukraine and Belarusian
participation, with the result being 700 arrests in one day. After that, Belarusians did not take
to the streets so explicitly to protest against Lukashenko's policies. Elena had little
understanding for this:
"Now in Belarus, there is no protest. Like honestly, we don't respect these people,
especially after the war in Ukraine. Because in Russia, when the war started, 44 cities
protested, even though they had SWAT [riot police]. They have more SWAT than
Belarus. And they were imprisoned, like 2000 imprisonments on the first day, and they
continue protesting." (Interview Elena, 01-03-2022, Vilnius)
Not everybody agreed with Elena's perspective on the inactivity of the protest movement in
Belarus. For example, Marina (35-45 years old) runs a Telegram channel that helps people in
Belarus discover where imprisoned friends and relatives are. She and her husband believe
they cannot agitate people to protest because she is now in a safe situation with her husband
Pjotr (35-45). This first seems to be in contrast with her husband’s previous statement, who
mentioned that he does not understand that some Belarusians in Vilnius do not protest.
However, finding it inappropriate to demand that people in Belarus take to the streets and not
understanding that diaspora members are inactive is both fuelled by the same argument.
Essentially, Pjotr and Marina refer to the notion that diaspora members are safer abroad than
their fellow compatriots who still live in Belarus. The reprimands taken against these activists
are felt to a lesser extent by the diaspora, and they have, therefore, more opportunities to
protest.
A prolonged continuation of the situation, in which diaspora members resent those who are
inactive in Belarus, could rupture the relationship between Belarusians in Belarus and the
diaspora. Yauheni indicates that the situation works the other way around and that Belarusians
still in the country started to resent those who fled. It was a reason for the OST to pay special
attention to cohesion within the protest movement inside and outside of Belarus:
"What we saw last year [2021] is that people who stayed in the country started to blame
people who fled the country. And people who fled the country were defensive toward
people who stayed. And in this regard, I recommend watching Sviatlana's
[Tsikhanouskaya] New Year Speech. She was addressing this issue in particular that
we shouldn't do that. We shouldn't blame each other. It's… we shouldn't blame any for
what the regime has done to them. So those who are working outside of the country
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are helpful, and those who are working inside of the country are helpful. We are all
together. We shouldn't divide ourselves, and we should not blame each other for that."
(Interview Yauheni, 30-03-2022, Vilnius)
This friction between the diaspora and those who remain in Belarus is harmful to the Belarusian
protest movement, as unity is one of the core conditions for collective action in social
movements. It is a side effect of activist Belarusians' exodus to Lithuania. The diaspora was
not as active before 2020 as it is now, but with the influx of newly arrived Belarusians, it also
gained a large share of the activist bloc in Belarus. These organisations and individuals now
ensure an active diaspora, but simultaneously are now missing in Belarus itself, where many
activists left or are detained.

4.5 The reawakening of the Belarusian identity
Another central element to the formation of the Belarusian diaspora is the rediscovery of a
Belarusian identity, which arguably happened in 2020. Almost all of my respondents said they
never felt more Belarusian than during the protests around the elections. In this sense,
Belarusians reclaimed their identity by adopting revivalist symbols such as the white-red-white
flag as the ultimate expression of this rediscovery (Khazarski, 2021). However, Aksana thinks
this is also part of what she calls 'Belarusification'. This process developed itself since the
annexation of Crimea by Russia and the war in the Donbas:
"And for us in 2014, when the Donbas war started and Crimea was the next. It was very
painful for us. But it was like a wave of Belarusification, such as it boosted the
Belarusian identity. A lot of Belarusians understood themselves as a nation. Because
we really wanted to be separated from the Russian aggression. And a lot of countries
were understanding that Belarus is a satellite state of Russia. So yes, for us, it was very
sensitive and personal. We always understood that it is our brother nation that is […]
We have the same problems, and we are affected by the same violent regimes."
(Interview Aksana, 14-04-2022, Vilnius)
Reclaiming the Belarusian language is integral to rediscovering Belarusian identity and culture.
Many Belarusians do not command the Belarusian language, resulting from Lukashenko's
policy on language in Belarus. For years, Lukashenko denigrated the Belarusian language as
a language for 'villagers'. The Russian language is omnipresent in Belarus and became
increasingly crucial under Lukashenko, while he tried to marginalise the Belarusian language
further. For example, authorities increasingly removed the Belarusian language from the
curriculum in the Belarusian school system. For many Belarusians, it is much more accessible
to receive Belarusian language lessons in Lithuania than in Belarus. Whereas the Belarusian
language was suppressed by the Lukashenko for years, learning or mastering the Belarusian
language became a means for individuals to distance themselves from the regime. Ina (35-45
years old) moved from Belarus to Lithuania a long time before the elections and is the founder
of an NGO that offers Belarusian cultural classes, including Belarusian dance courses and
language courses. She explained that they organise such classes for Belarusians to maintain
their culture. Her colleague Ekatarina (35-45 years old), who escaped together with her son
from Belarus to Lithuania after authorities imprisoned her husband in Minsk during the protests,
volunteers by offering psychological support for victims of the Lukashenko regime and
explained why they offer Belarusian language courses:

31

"They [diaspora members] started Belarusian in school, they understood, but not many
of them speak [the Belarusian language]. But we try to work on it because we want
them to start speaking. Especially now [because of the war in Ukraine], because in
Belarus, they normally speak Russian." (Interview Ina & Ekatarina, 23-03-2022,
Vilnius).
Pjotr (35-45 years old), who owns an IT business in Belarus and moved due to the threat of
imprisonment of his wife Marina in Belarus, had Belarusian as a subject at school and was not
a fan of learning the language at the time. Now, Pjotr proclaims himself to be one of the biggest
enthusiasts of the Belarusian language. He explained how Lukashenko used the repression of
the Belarusian language to destroy the Belarusian identity.
"He [Lukashenko] almost killed the Belarusian language. For example, almost nobody
in Belarus speaks Belarusian [to each other]. But knowing your language, knowing your
culture, is important to know to be part of the nation. And this was almost destroyed by
Lukashenko." (Interview Marina & Pjotr, 19-03-2022, Vilnius)
Pjotr added that due to the situation in Ukraine, in which Russia is the aggressor, the
Belarusian language became a way for Belarusians to differentiate themselves from the
Lukashenko regime and the Russian people. He mentioned that Belarusians started using the
language more often in online chats. What Pjotr described is essentially part of the
'Belarusification' mentioned by Aksana. Belarusians increasingly perceive themselves as a
distinct nationality, in which culture, language, and symbolism are means of reinforcing this
process. The challenge in this process is the regime's obstacles to preventing this from
happening. For example, wearing white-red-white is a criminal offence in Belarus since the
election. Speaking the Belarusian language may not be punishable, but according to the
respondents, it does draw the attention of Lukashenko's authorities to someone. I interviewed
Andrej, Mikhail, and Tatyana, who form a band together. Andrej and Tatyana moved to Vilnius
in the aftermath of the elections, and Mikhail followed at the beginning of 2022. Although they
were not targets of the regime themselves as far as they know, they've witnessed how music
gigs in Belarus were unpleasantly interrupted by police and the detainment of several
Belarusian artists for criticising the regime. As a result, they try to refrain from becoming a
'protest band' to ensure they avoid imprisonment in Belarus and keep the possibility of
returning to Belarus without problems. Together, we discussed a well-known Belarusian band
that sings in the Belarusian language and is presumably on the target list of the regime:
Mikhail: “However, they sing Belarusian, and something connected to Belarusian brings
an awkward situation.
Andrej. Everything connected to Belarusian language and culture is like: ‘okay, let’s
check this guy.’.
Tatyana: [Mimicking] Yes, they probably don’t like the president then!
Andrej: It is absurd.
Tatyana: We should be able to just speak our fucking language.” (Interview Andrej,
Mikhail & Tatyana, 29-03-2022, Vilnius)
It is a good example of the calculated way in which Belarusians abroad have to manage the
way they express their opinion. For people who are not at the forefront of activism (and who
are not prosecuted in Belarus), it is a balancing act between expressing your opinion and
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dealing with the possible repercussions. To avoid problems returning to Belarus now or in the
future, some respondents, like Mikhail, Andrej, and Tatyana, avoid actions that put a target on
their backs. Like wearing the white-red-white colour pattern, expressing yourself in Belarusian
puts a target on your back, according to my respondents. Aksana recognised this and
mentioned that if you speak Belarusian in Belarus, authorities consider you to be from the
countryside villages or part of the opposition movement. Hence, the Belarusian language is a
tool for separation and connection. It separates oneself from the Lukashenko regime and its
ideology but simultaneously brings people together in their understanding of being Belarusian.

4.6 Fragmentation and division in the diaspora
Belarusians in Lithuania forming more of a community than before does not directly mean the
diaspora activists are a homogeneous group. Although they are united by, among other things,
their disapproval of the Lukashenko regime and the desire for democratic change in Belarus,
there are also significant differences within the group. For example, news coverage in the West
is often optimistic about Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya. In an article published by the Dutch
newspaper de Volkskrant, she is referred to as 'the conscience of Belarus' in the article's title
(Le Clercq, 2022). The title implies the legitimacy of Tsikhanouskaya as the representative
head of all Belarusians, or at least the protest movement. This notion is agreed upon by most
respondents, who genuinely see Tsikhanouskaya as the head of state of the country. For
example, Pjotr, whom I asked if he considers Tsikhanouskaya as his president and is surprised
that she never claimed her position as a president after the elections, sees her as the leader
of Belarus:
"Yes, she is my president still. I don't understand why she never claimed that she is the
president of the Belarusian people. Because I believe that she won the election, and it
was confirmed by statistics made by Golos. So actually, I think that Tsikhanouskaya is
my president." (Interview Marina & Pjotr, 19-03-2022, Vilnius)
Andrej perceives Tsikhanouskaya more as a representative of the Belarusians at the
international level. He emphasised the role Tsikhanouskaya plays in representing the
differences between the actions of the regime and the wishes of the Belarusian people
concerning the invasion of Ukraine:
"At the moment, she is the best representative of Belarusians in the world. She did
really great work separating the Belarusian government and the Belarusian people. And
that is why I feel even the Belarusian government and Belarusian territory are involved
in the war in Ukraine; we have an amount, not much, but an amount of trust that we are
not seen as a part of the war." (Interview Andrej, Mikhail & Tatyana, 29-03-2022,
Vilnius)
A significant proportion of respondents said that they consider Tsikhanouskaya to be the
legitimate representative of the Belarusian people, if not the legitimate President of Belarus.
Nonetheless, there are also Belarusian diaspora activists who are sceptical about the idea that
Tsikhanouskaya represents them. After leaving Belarus post-election, Egor started working in
IT in Vilnius and is now a regular visitor to one of the bars I visited. He is one of the Belarusians
in Vilnius who firmly states that Tsikhanouskaya is not his president. I talked to him informally,
and he substantiated his opinion by saying that Tsikhanouskaya only travels nowadays and
does very little for the Belarusian people. Nadezhda (45-55 years old) is also a critic of
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Tsikhanouskaya. She was politically active for several years in Belarus as part of the opposition
in a local city council. She is currently the director of an NGO based in Vilnius that focuses on
civil initiatives in Belarus. Nadezhda indicated that she has little confidence in Tsikhanouskaya
due to a lack of decisiveness during the demonstrations in 2020. In her opinion, the peaceful
protests should have been more radical to make a change. Nadezhda's colleague Lyudmila
(35-45 years old), who works as a volunteer within the same NGO, further explained that there
is also criticism of the role that Tsikhanouskaya and, by extension the OST have on a political
level:
"We are talking about creating a government in exile since 2020, and I think that it was
in 2020 the task of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, but I don't get why she didn't do it until
now. She had to make an inauguration as of November 2020. But her mandate has
now expired, and it is really sad because we now don't have representatives. And
Lukashenko is now, in public opinion, the representative of Belarus as a state, which
gives many confusing situations. Like the IMF, sending him 1 billion dollars as a fund
for covid." (Interview Nadezhda & Lyudmila, 29-03-2022, Vilnius)
Interestingly, Yauheni, who works for Tsikhanouskaya, immediately parried this criticism by
stating that there is no question of creating an official government in exile or officially
inaugurating Tsikhanouskaya. He stated that this was never Tsikhanouskaya's ambition, as
creating such an official position as the head of state of an exiled government is a complicated
legal procedure. In my interview with Yauheni, he made a solid argument by explaining that
the difference between Tsikhanouskaya as an official president of a government in exile or a
representative of the Belarusians who opposes Lukashenko's regime must eventually be
nuanced. Tsikhanouskaya's role on an international stage guarantees her legitimacy as at least
a representative of a democratic Belarus. Significantly, the recognition of Tsikhanouskaya as
the primary spokesperson of Belarus by the West underlines the legitimacy of her de facto
leadership in the global political climate:
“You can call yourself what you want. The most important thing is […] Sviatlana is
recognised as the de facto leader of the country. She is met by […] I don't know; you
name it: From Biden to Rutte, from Johnson to Merkel or Scholz […] So there is no
problem with that. And this is the de facto recognition of that leadership because no
one else in the opposition had ever met that level before. But when it comes to the legal
thing […] recognition of a legal government in exile, that is different." (Interview
Yauheni, 30-03-2022, Vilnius)
Concluding from Yauheni's reaction, the assumptions of the critical group within the diaspora
thus do not seem to match the ambitions communicated by the OST. However, this is not the
only reason why there are different opinions within the diaspora about Tsikhanouskaya. Due
to her work as a correspondent in Lithuania, Irina observed closely how members of the
diaspora have different views regarding the position of Tsikhanouskaya within the Belarusian
protest movement. However, in her own opinion, Tsikhanouskaya does play an essential role
in addressing the situation of Belarus on the international agenda:
"People think differently on Sviatlana [Tsikhanouskaya]. But I think if she stopped,
people will know nothing about Belarus in Europe. And no one will help so much. The
Belarusian people will need so much solidarity. Also, how can we criticise her so much?
She is not exactly in Belarus, and she doesn't have some rights to make changes. She
can mostly influence from abroad from the international community and somehow

34

communicate with Belarusian people inside of the country." (Interview Irina, 09-032022, Vilnius)
The central aim of the opposition movement is not necessary to bring Tsikhanouskaya to
power. That was never the original aim of Tsikhanouskaya either, who already indicated her
intention to hold new elections immediately when she stood as a substitute candidate for her
imprisoned husband. But the lack of clarity about Tsikhanouskaya's role in the current
circumstances and the different views on how it should be, both now and in the future, seem
to divide the Belarusian diaspora. On the one hand, there are people like Egor, Lyudmila, and
Nadezhda, who denounce the legitimacy of Tsikhanouskaya. On the other hand, people like
Pjotr and Andrej see her as the highest representative body of a democratic Belarus,
sometimes even to the point of appropriating the presidency to Tsikhanouskaya, which de jure
never happened. Aksana previously worked for the OST and observed from her position that
there is a partial disconnection between the OST and some of the grassroots organisations
that constitute the Belarusian diaspora. She underlined the problem of fragmentation and the
need to be united:
"A bad thing is it definitely got much more fragmented. I was leaving [from Vilnius to
Belarus] when the diaspora was small but united. And I arrived [back from Belarus to
Vilnius] when the diaspora was huge, but all of them were fighting with each other in
the majority of cases, and there were a lot of conflicts. Which I was not able to
understand because I had just arrived. Is it ego? Is it money in-between? It is just not
clear because there is no time for actually having conflicts in the movement. Because
how can you win if you are not united?" (Interview Aksana, 14-04-2022, Vilnius)
Yauheni recognised the criticism and fragmentation within the diaspora. In an expert
discussion organised by OST, it emerged that the diaspora could benefit from more
coordination and that good communication is needed to avoid tension between apolitical and
politically motivated organisations that are part of the diaspora (Office of Sviatlana
Tsikhanouskaya, 2021). When asking Yauheni if a lack of coordination is one of the problems
of tensions within the diaspora, he indicated that this is partly the case and that it is also not
an issue that only applies to the diaspora in Lithuania specifically. Furthermore, he said that
the need to understand each other is essential in preventing tensions:
"Well, I think… Uhm… see when there are grassroots activities, and many diasporas
is a grassroots, basically. Some, you know, were existing before and were working and
functioning pretty well, but for some, it is something new. And then, unfortunately in
some countries, there might be competition, or people think that some organisations
are overlapping, or there's another who think that they would do it better […] so this is
as you rightly say, of course, a lack of coordination. Maybe a lack of understanding as
well that there is a place for everyone." (Interview Yauheni, 30-03-2022, Vilnius)
From my observations and the various conversations with respondents, both formal and
informal, several aspects cause the fragmentation of the diaspora. There is a division between
diaspora members who are disappointed with how Tsikhanouskaya and Belarusian society
acted during the 2020 protests and those who encouraged this way. The main difference lies
in the degree of radicalisation of the demonstrations. For example, Lyudmila and Nadezhda
are disappointed in the absence of Tsikhanouskaya's call to violently release political prisoners
from jail. However, the use of force was never a serious option for Tsikhanouskaya. Because
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of this disappointment, they turned away from Tsikhanouskaya and started advocating for a
more radical way of challenging the regime of Lukashenko.

4.7 Repression versus facilitation
Despite diaspora mobilisation taking in a different environment from the home country, does
not mean that relations with Belarus do not affect how the group operates. Understanding how
the environment in Lithuania and transnational repression from Belarus influences the
mobilisation of Belarusian diaspora activists enables them to put their actions and decisionmaking into perspective. Mobilisation in Lithuania carries both a facilitating effect (by the host
country) and a repressive effect (can be by both the host and home country). Repression by
the Belarusian authorities targeting organisations is a common phenomenon. Misusing
financial and activity reports is only one of the multiple forms that transnational repression
targeting organisations can take. The transnational repression of the Lukashenko regime is
not limited to organisations operating from Lithuania. Also, on an individual level, transnational
repression is experienced in various ways. Alina explained how Belarusian students are
intimidated by border guards to extract information regarding the operations of the EHU. To
put this into perspective, it is also noteworthy to mention that the EHU is legally a Lithuanian
institution that responds to the Lithuanian Ministry of Education. Nevertheless, its reputation
as a Belarusian university in exile is reason enough for border guards to question students
about the education they receive at the EHU:
"So yes, EHU students could be asked on the borders, when they're crossing the
borders from Belarus to Lithuania and going back to Belarus from the study: What are
they starting to teach you? Which kind of books are they reading? Which kind of
professors is teaching them? And something like that. And it's quite normal. It's let's
say it's not the new normal, and it's not normal, but it's our, let's say, daily routine this
kind of question." (Interview Alina, 08-02-2022, Vilnius)
The frequency with which these questions were asked of EHU students at the border only
increased after the 2020 protests. Alina's explanation for this is the participation of EHU
students in the protests, which resulted in the detainment of 51 students and 40 alumni of the
university in Belarus. Among the three alumni detained to date in Belarus as political prisoners
is Sofia Sapega. She got caught during the infamous forced landing of a Ryanair flight and the
arrest of her partner Roman Protasevich on the 23 May 2021. Belarusian state media
frequently mentioned the EHU in their coverage of the arrest of Sapega and Protasevich.
Before the forced landing, EHU had already been negatively portrayed by Belarusian state
media on several occasions, including in the aftermath of the 2020 protests. Logically,
Lukashenko's media apparatus has set its sights on educational institutions. Nadezhda, who
became the director of a Belarusian centre for civil initiatives, explains how her organisation
has also encountered repression through media coverage. Before starting the interview with
Nadezhda, I received a recently published document detailing how she and her organisation
are being blackballed on national television and attacked by 'farm bots' on social media. Asking
about the effect of this repression on her organisation and whether people in Belarus still take
the country's media serious, she explained:
"We don't know if people take state media seriously because we don't have
independent sources. We see repression in the media towards our organisation as free
publicity. I could imagine when they read articles about me that, they just wonder who
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I am. Why is there no explanation behind it?" (Interview Nadezhda & Lyudmila, 29-32022, Vilnius)
Irina disagrees with Nadezhda by saying that she thinks the propaganda of Lukashenko's
media does not influence people in Belarus. In my interview with her, she further explains how
Lukashenko uses repressive legislation to obstruct independent media. Hence, freedom of the
press in Belarus is under pressure from Lukashenko's policies, making it impossible for
organisations like Irina's to base their headquarters within the country's borders. It is, therefore,
not surprising that Belarus is ranked 153 on the global index of Reporters without Borders
(2022). Russia (155) is the only European country that scored worse on the 2022 ranking.
According to Reporters without Borders (2022), there are currently 30 journalists in Belarus in
captivity, including the colleagues of Irina. Furthermore, Irina's employer can't receive
accreditation in Belarus to broadcast; therefore, the channel depends on reception via
YouTube or satellite TV. That Lukashenko goes to great lengths to prevent information that
impinges on his authority from being circulated in Belarus is made clear by Irina with an
example of the country's peculiar and creative regulations:
"Some years it was not allowed to put the satellite plate on the house. The government
said that it would 'destroy the view,' haha" (Interview Irina, 09-03-2022, Vilnius)
Irina's organisation is officially a Polish free-to-air satellite television. Like many organisations
in Belarusian civil society, such as NGOs, they have to operate from abroad due to
Lukashenko's policies. Although Belarusian NGOs based in Lithuania are, on paper,
Lithuanian entities and must abide by Lithuanian legislation, they still face repression due to
their Belarusian background. Lukashenko labels most of these organisations as 'extremist' or
'terrorist'. Therefore, many employees and volunteers in such organisations have no possibility
of returning to Belarus because they risk prosecution. For this reason, Lyudmila does not want
to be on camera for any activities that her organisation carries out, as she considers it a highrisk activity for her and her family, who still lives in Belarus (Moss, 2016, p. 482). The possibility
of prosecution brings complications for the individuals within these organisations, especially
for members of the organisation still living in Belarus.
In the era of open-access data, which NGOs in Lithuania are also legally obliged to comply
with, this often forms a hurdle for the exiled Belarusian NGOs. Ramunas (45-55 years old)
works as an expert in the field of NGO law in Lithuania since many years and supported many
Belarusian organisations in setting up Lithuania and complying with Lithuanian law. His
findings on the biggest challenges for Belarusian organisations in Lithuania are mainly related
to the required level of transparency. As Ramunas explained, it is even a reason for some
NGOs in Lithuania to stop their operations completely:
"I've been approached lately by some of those NGOs to help them close down the
organisations. It is very painful, but that is the reality. Because in Lithuania, we have a
system where activity reports and financial reports are open to the public. I can open
those reports of any NGO. And based on the data in these reports, in Belarus, law
enforcement is charging them with criminal charges. Although you can not really do
that based on those reports, that information alone is not sufficient. But that would be
a reason. Some of those guys are facing that, and that would be a reason for them to
close down." (Interview Ramunas, 16-03-2022, Vilnius)
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Ramunas explains here how, in practice, Belarusian authorities use activity reports and
financial reports published by NGOs to charge them with criminal prosecution in Belarus and
to subpoena active members of these organisations in Belarus. Hence, the misuse of open
data by the Belarusian authorities caused the sensitivity of Belarusian NGOs toward
transparency requirements. Considering the impact and consequences of the work of
Belarusian NGOs in Lithuania, the approach of the Belarusian authorities towards open data
is a form of transnational repression (Moss, 2016). As a result, Belarusian organisations
established in Lithuania face constraints in following the directives of Lithuanian authorities.
However, according to Ramunas, this is not just Belarus' fault but also a contribution of
Lithuania itself. For example, translations of Lithuanian laws into English or Russian are often
unavailable, and organisations are unaware of any amendments to the law. In addition,
Belarusians in Lithuania experience various obstacles, such as using e-services or opening
bank accounts in Lithuania, which make it difficult to operate from Lithuania.
Besides repression on a more practical level which implicates the modus operandi of
organisations in Lithuania, there is also repression on a psychological level. First of all, there
are many Belarusians who experienced traumatic events during the protests. In Ina's and
Ekatarina's organisation, heavily discussed topics during psychological sessions vary from
experiencing violence in prisons to being raped or tragically losing someone to police violence.
The unfulfilled wish to return to Belarus also carries a burden on people. As aforementioned,
EHU students can face heavy consequences in Belarus for their education in Lithuania. Alina
explains that one student researched the psychological implications of the protests and the
future perspective of not being able to return to Belarus:
"The last year [2021], one of our students worked with a very high-level professional
[…] who is experiencing PTSD [among students and personnel], and something like
that. And she told us that the level of trauma continues to grow, and students, they
trumped, and continue to suffer from the situation, as well as the chief of staff who's
originally from Belarus. For example, for me, I'm also from Belarus, and I hadn't been
in Minsk for one year just because it's become more unsafe the last January [2022]. So
I think the EHU students are brave, but they continue to suffer some sombre inner, and
it made their life strategy change just because they need to think more precisely about
how to earn money, where to study after graduation, and whether they plan to return to
Belarus, or what to do." (Interview Alina, 08-02-2022, Vilnius)
The collective goal of returning to Belarus and the inability to momentarily reach this goal
carries a psychological burden in the case of EHU students. In general, achieving this goal is
an intensive struggle, which can have an exhausting effect on the activists. Some say they
experienced burnout or work long hours. In addition, the inheritance of growing up in Belarus
and its psychological consequences, such as the perception of authorities as dangerous
entities, have a long-lasting effect.
In contrast to the (transnational) repression that many Belarusians encountered, they also got
help from various sides over the last few years. For example, Lithuanian authorities played a
supporting role in helping Belarusian refugees. Among other things, by supporting the
relocation of Belarusian organisations and refugees. Moreover, during the demonstrations
around the Belarus protests, government buildings and bridges in Vilnius were lit up in
Belarusian opposition colours to express support for the protest movement. Politically,
Lithuania, like the rest of the EU, legitimised the opposition movement by strengthening contact
with it and cutting ties with Lukashenko's regime. Artyom tells me that Belarusian organisations
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in Lithuania also receive funds from the EU to initiate projects, although not every organisation,
like Elena's, for example, makes use of them.
Drawing general conclusions about the perception of Belarusians in Lithuania is difficult without
making direct generalisations. The fact that Belarusians can organise protests in Lithuania and
white-red-white opposition flags hang in some bars in Vilnius is at least a sign that they are
accepted but tells little about actual perceptions. I found no immediate reason in my daily
interactions with Lithuanians to believe that Belarusians have a negative stature in Lithuania.
On the contrary, my respondents generally indicated that they felt welcome in Lithuania. Some
are more pessimistic about Lithuanians' perception of them and the likelihood of their
acceptance. According to Ekatarina, the acceptance of Belarusians is more of a formal matter.
However, given how the Lukashenko regime treated them in their own country, it did not mean
much. During the interview, she shared a quote that she once heard from another Belarusian:
"You know we have one anecdote that one Belarusian said: Don't go the Poland or
Lithuania, they will take you as a strange person. And the other Belarusian answered:
Cool, they take us as a person." (Interview Ina & Ekatarina, 23-03-2022, Vilnius)
Inessa also said she feels more appreciation in Lithuania than in Belarus, where her company
was dragged through the mud by the Lukashenko regime even though the IT sector, including
her company, had a considerable share in Belarus' economic progress. However, it did not
take long before she and her company did experience recognition in Lithuania. When asked
about how they were accepted and started again in Vilnius, she shared how the reception of
their business is entirely different in Lithuania compared to Belarus:
"We set up a company, rent this commercial property, and of course, the Lithuanian
government, and the Lithuanian people, and ecosystem players [in the IT sector], are
very much supportive. They invited us to continue, they gave us attention, and in
September last year [2021], Start-up Lithuania, which is the governmental agency to
develop a start-up ecosystem, summarised the results of that year. Among the main
achievements of the start-up ecosystem, there was the opening of our company in
Vilnius. When we have been working in Belarus for eight years, we were shut down,
and nobody said that we were any achievement or something, haha." (Interview Inessa,
09-03-2022, Vilnius)
For Belarusians, it can sometimes be a struggle to change their perception of governmental
authorities, even in Lithuania. Besides being a volunteer with an organisation that helps
persecuted Belarusians in Lithuania by offering, among other things, psychological help and
helping with integration into Lithuania, Ekatarina is also a mother of a young son. When
discussing adapting to a new environment, the topic of police perception arises. For Ekatarina's
son, getting used to not being immediately afraid of the police took some time:
"Especially my son, when he played something involving bad guys, he was always the
police. But then I had to say to him that the police here are not bad." (Interview Ina &
Ekatarina, 23-03-2022, Vilnius)
These feelings of fear and a need to embrace a different understanding between the police
and the people they are supposed to protect certainly do not only apply to young children like
Ekatarina's son. Many Belarusians long associated the police with imminent danger and try to
avoid them at all costs. Especially during protests like in 2020, the presence of police was a
harbinger of violence that could erupt any moment. Tatyana and Andrej are, together with
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Mikhail, part of a Belarusian band that settled in Vilnius. They explained the wholly reversed
perception of Belarusians towards the police during protests in Vilnius compared to Belarus:
Tatyana: "Yes, for sure, and it is such an amazing feeling because you walk in this
massive line, you can walk with a flag, and you know nothing is going to happen to
you."
Andrej: "And if you see police, you feel like twice as safe."
Tatyana: "Exactly, you feel like you are protected, Whereas, in Belarus, you feel like
you can be beaten up." (Interview Andrej, Mikhail & Tatyana, 29-03-2022, Vilnius)
Diaspora members generally regard Lithuanian authorities as a beacon of security among the
diaspora members. According to Artyom, the Lithuanian police intervened several times by
tracking down members of the KGB and expelling them from Lithuania. Moreover, the police
are present during the protests to prevent logistical disturbances. But also at the border
between Belarus and Lithuania, Lithuanian police are helping to pick up Belarusian refugees.
Several organisations in Vilnius that are involved in supporting Belarusians who try to cross
the border into Lithuania tell me about the role that the Lithuanian authorities are taking. Artyom
himself fled the Belarusian regime as well in 2020 after he was facing almost certain detention
and made use of organisations in Vilnius that are focussing on assisting refugees. He
explained the role of the Lithuanian police in helping refugees:
"So actually, the police from here in Lithuania and in Poland understand the situation
in Belarus, and they help the Belarusian people. The first year after the elections, we
even called the police and said that somewhere here near the swamps […], we would
move into Lithuania with three people. Can you just collect them at the border? And the
policemen just waited until the Belarusian people moved into Lithuania. Of course, they
arrested them. But they know the situation without handcuffs. And they asked: Do you
need tea, or dry clothes, or something?" (Interview Artyom, 09-02-2022, Vilnius)
Police support for Belarusian refugees is an example of Lithuania's assistance at a
governmental level. Another example, according to Ramunas, is the humanitarian corridor,
that Lithuania opened between the two countries. On a social level, many Belarusians explain
that the Lithuanian people received them well. For example, I observed how the Lithuanian
people showed their support for the Ukrainians after the invasion by Russia, and my Belarusian
respondents often made the comparison that they, too, received this support. Essentially,
despite being targeted by repressive actions by the Lukashenko regime and problems with
Lithuania's legislative framework, Belarusians have more opportunities to mobilise in Lithuania
than in Belarus.
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5. Invasion of Ukraine – A new phase for the
protest movement
On 4 April 2022, I walked through the rainy streets of Vilnius to the German Embassy on Z.
Sierakausko Gatvė. A few days earlier, the grim images of massacres in Bucha reached the
world. The media shared images of corpses covering the roads and traces of torture on the
bodies of the deceased Ukrainian inhabitants of the city. It evoked the anger of the international
community, and one of the Telegram channels of the Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania
announced a protest. This time against Germany's policy of buying Russian gas. As I walked
by, I observed a group of about 25 people standing together, dressed mainly in Belarusian
opposition flags and brotherly joined by some Ukrainian flags. In front of the group, a girl
covered in red paint positioned herself on the pavement of the German Embassy, symbolically
acting as a victim of the Bucha atrocities. English phrases are shouted in a somewhat clumsy
manner, as the group does not entirely absorb them: Stop Russian gas, Putin, stop killing
Ukrainian people! When one man shouted in German to protect Ukraine, the group looked at
him in confusion.
After the protest ended, I walked away in a state of confusion. What did we demonstrate for or
against? The protection of Ukraine? Against the Russian invasion? Against Germany's
purchase of Russian gas? And why were we standing with Belarusian flags at a German
embassy if it is the latter? Protests at the French and Hungarian embassies, where similar
scenes took place, followed after the rally at the German embassy. The invasion of Ukraine
marked a new point in my fieldwork. Personally, the first few days after the invasion are mainly
devoted to giving this inevitable subject a place in my research. In this chapter, I demonstrate
the impact of the Russian invasion of Ukraine on the Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania. By
providing an understanding of the underlying motivations, I explain how the anti-war movement
implicates the cause of the Belarusian protest movement.

5.1 Mobilisation against a common enemy
Although I sharply distinguished between the Belarusian protest movement and the anti-war
movement initially, this distinction became increasingly blurred. Belarusians increasingly
pointed out to me that the war in Ukraine and the situation in Belarus are part of the same
protest movements directed against the same people. Russia, more specifically those part of
the Kremlin, is seen as a common enemy of the Belarusians and Ukrainians by the diaspora.
As time passed, I began to understand that defining the Belarusian protest movement and the
anti-war movement as two separate acts is not as black and white as I initially thought.
Lyudmila addressed this in the interview when we talked about the extraordinary level of
solidarity towards Ukraine by Belarusians:
"I would like to add one thing about solidarity. It is because it is the same fight.
Lukashenko stayed because of Putin. The solidarity is also because we are partially
fighting for ourselves. That is the same thing. The fact that Lukashenko stayed and the
war in Ukraine are two parts of the same thing." (Interview Nadezhda & Lyudmila, 2903-2022)
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Ekatarina also explained how the Belarusian and Ukrainian situations are related. The
Belarusian situation, in this quote, refers to the grip Lukashenko has on the country and the
current repressions that protestors and opposition members are experiencing. The Ukrainian
situation refers to the invasion of Ukraine and, by extension, the annexation of Crimea and the
conflict between the Ukrainian army and separatists in the Donbas in 2014:
"I think the Belarusian situation is now in the Ukraine situation. In my opinion, there is
only one way. We have to help Ukraine, and then we can help to break the one regime
together with our own regime. You can take it as one regime with two crazy guys that
need to go to sleep already. Both of them have been presidents for too many years.
They don't understand what is going on and lost sense of reality. That is why this
bullsh*t is happening." (Interview Ina & Ekatarina, 23-03-2022, Vilnius)
The two quotes above are examples of opinions frequently appearing during the interviews.
Respondents consider the case of Belarus and Ukraine as inextricably linked because they
are essentially about defying the same power bloc headed by Vladimir Putin. Whereas the
Ukrainian situation clearly challenges Vladimir Putin's regime as the instigator of the invasion,
this is also, to some degree, the case for the situation in Belarus. This applicability is due to
the belief that Putin safeguards and strengthens Lukashenko's position as head of the regime
in Belarus through the intense political ties they maintain. (Frear, 2013). With this in mind,
Putin's image as an enemy of both countries is understandable. Belarusians even referred to
this political, economic and military backing of the Lukashenko regime in several interviews as
an occupation of Belarus by the Kremlin.
"It is very important to understand that Belarus is occupied by the Kremlin now. The
Kremlin is the chief architect of the Belarusian dictatorship. Without Putin, Lukashenko
can not stay. But in my opinion, it is a complex problem." (Interview Nadezhda &
Lyudmila, 29-03-2022)
Nadezhda described the belief that Lukashenko is an extension of the Russian sphere of
influence in Belarus. Just as Putin facilitates Lukashenko to remain in the seat of power, the
political influence that Russia can exert over countries like Belarus is vice versa, facilitated by
allies like Lukashenko. According to many Belarusians, the mobilisation of Russian troops in
the run-up to the full-scale invasion of Ukraine exemplifies the implementation of this political
influence. Aksana partially explained the complexity of the problem with the perceived
occupation of Belarus by Russia. Although Belarus is de jure not annexed by Russia, the strong
dependency of the Lukashenko regime on Russia results in the need to maintain favourable
political and economic ties with the Kremlin:
"Some people say that the occupation of Belarus by the Kremlin has already happened.
It is pretty much under Russian power. The dependency is very high, the economy is
Russian, and Russia is the only partner of Lukashenko, whom he could seek for help."
(Interview Aksana, 14-04-2022, Vilnius)
What is particularly interesting in the quote above is the suggestion that Putin is the only ally
Lukashenko can count on in times of crisis, such as the large-scale protests in Belarus in
August 2020. The mobilisation of Russian troops to the Belarusian border with Russia during
these protests is an example of Russia's support for maintaining Lukashenko's power in
Belarus. An extension of this is the perception among some Belarusians that it would not have
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mattered if the protest movement had been successful in 2020. In their view, success would
most likely result in military intervention by Russian troops.
"We did not have any chance to win because of Russia. Russia would never ever let
us win. Even if we would drop Lukashenko, it would never ever happen. Now we see
how sick this guy [Vladimir Putin] is." (Interview Andrej, Mikhail & Tatyana, 29-03-2022,
Vilnius)
The Belarusian political climate under Lukashenko is intertwined with that of its most potent
and closest ally in the Kremlin. It is a reason for many Belarusians to believe that the future of
Belarus will not be determined within its borders but will mostly depend on developments in
Russia's political landscape. Pjotr concurred with Andrej's opinion that a successful outcome
of the Belarusian protests would not have mattered and elaborates on what that means for the
movement's future.
"I believe that Belarus has no future as long as Putin is the president of Russia and as
long as Russia will keep Belarus in its orbit of power. Because now, after the invasion,
we understand that if we won the protests, Putin would not have allowed Belarus to be
free. And I am certain that Russian forces would have invaded Belarus. So I believe
that Putin is the biggest problem of Belarus, not Lukashenko." (Interview Marina &
Pjotr, 19-03-2022, Vilnius)
Whether or not the Kremlin factually occupied Belarus can, in this case, be seen as of
secondary importance to the belief that it has in the eyes of the Belarusian diaspora. By this, I
mean that the Belarusians can feel that Vladimir Putin's administration significantly influences
the course and future of their home country, even without the physical presence of Russian
troops to occupy the country or annexe Belarusian territory. The mobilisation against the same
enemy threatening Belarus's independence and supporting its repressive regime is one of the
main reasons that the Belarusian diaspora showed its excessive solidarity towards Ukraine
after the invasion.

5.2 Belarusian actions in support of Ukraine
The solidarity that Belarusians show towards Ukraine through demonstrations and campaigns
is an inspiring and notable sight in Vilnius. Belarusians (and Lithuanians) were not alone in
this. Also in other (European) countries people protested against the invasion and mobilised
civil society to support Ukraine and showed solidarity. In this sense, the Ukrainian anti-war
movement is hardly a purely Ukrainian affair. What distinguishes the Belarusians in Lithuania,
however, is that they are a foreign population group mobilising for Ukraine in another country
(Lithuania). At first glance, the Ukrainian anti-war movement seems to replace the Belarusian
agenda, as protests organised by the diaspora appear to serve the sole purpose of opposing
the invasion and the Kremlin regime. However, once at the protests, the presence of whitered-white flags signals that this is not quite the case. In general, it is hardly an unusual sight to
see Belarusian waving white-red-white flags at protest rallies against the war in Ukraine that
are taking place in Vilnius, even when the Belarusian diaspora themselves does not organise
them. Initially, Belarusians seemed to be mainly joining the anti-war movement in Lithuania,
as happened in many countries around the same time. After a few weeks, I increasingly see
Belarusians organising smaller-scale protests themselves around events in Ukraine, such as
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the discovery of the torture and mass graves in Bucha. These protests were regularly shared
in Telegram groups of the Belarusian diaspora.

Image 2: People gather with Ukrainian, Belarusian (white-red-white) and Lithuanian flags in
front of the National Library in Vilnius, marking the first month after the Russian Invasion of
Ukraine. Photo taken by the author (24-03-2022).
The first time the inhabitants of Vilnius took to the streets in response to the invasion of Ukraine,
the flag was already visible several times, together with the Ukrainian flag and the Lithuanian
flag. A large crowd reciprocated when Volodymyr Zelenskyy made a worldwide appeal to
protest against the war in his country precisely one month after the invasion. A recurring image
was evident during this protest; a large crowd with Ukrainian, Lithuanian, and Belarusian whitered-white flags standing in front of the National Library (Image 2). Every time a man shouts
through the megaphone Sláva Ukrayíni1, the crowd answers with a collective Heróyam sláva2.
Some protest signs are addressed directly to Lukashenko, who is depicted in a dishonourable
manner, often together with Vladimir Putin. Unlike the protest at the German embassy, the
Belarusian diaspora did not organise this protest. This was a widely supported protest,
organised by Ukrainians and Lithuanians in Vilnius, and participated in by a large (inter)national
crowd. Protests like this were similar to the anti-war demonstrations across Europe in the
immediate aftermath of the invasion. In Vilnius, it was noticeable that many members of the
Belarusian diaspora attend them and are recognisable by the white-red-white flags around
their shoulders. In this sense, Belarusian sentiments (in the diaspora) seem to correspond to

1
2

Ukrainian national salute, translating to ‘Glory to Ukraine’.
Phrase that often follows after Sláva Ukrayíni, translates to ‘Glory to the heroes’.
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Lithuanian public opinion. Both groups are against the war and are familiar with an ex-Soviet
past in which Russian domination was experienced as repression.
It is striking how an apparent protest movement with one specific aim - to return to a democratic
and liberal Belarus - is now fully committed to another cause. Belarusian civil society, which
primarily emigrated to Lithuania, immediately started to set up aid to Ukrainians. NGOs such
as Dapamoga and Razam were soon offering similar services to Ukrainian refugees as they
did to Belarusian refugees. Foundations such as Bysol and Strana dlya zhizni also quickly set
up fundraising campaigns for Ukraine. Razam also raised money for Ukraine through a
solidarity concert I attended, where a well-known Belarusian band performed. Both Ukrainian
and Belarusian items (flags, stickers, mugs) were purchasable during the show as a way to
donate. Psychological help is also offered to Ukrainians by some of these organisations. In an
interview with Irina, I asked about the reasons why Belarusians and Belarusian organisations
engage as part of the anti-war movement:
"Of course, we all understand that if Ukraine will not win this battle, Belarus would totally
disappear. So a lot of [our] attention moved to Ukraine, and it was even before a lot of
attention when it [the war] started in 2014. This time it was also a lot of Belarusian
activists and NGOs that focussed on this help. But now it is more spread. And for
Belarusians, it was much easier to organise something because we already had this
experience of solidarity towards Belarusian people, and we know how to organise
something very fast." (Interview Irina, 09-03-2022)
Besides Irina explaining that Belarusian individuals and organisations have experience setting
up aid because of their experiences in their own country, the quote also contains a motivation
behind the mobilisation of the Belarusian protest movement for the Ukrainian cause. The notion
that Belarus will entirely disappear if Ukraine loses this war has to do with the belief that
Russian imperialism will not stop at this invasion. This concurs with the notion that the war in
Ukraine and the future of Belarus are entangled. However, there are further additional reasons
for the Belarusian diaspora to be part of the anti-war movement.

5.3 Affinity and understanding
From discussions in pubs, I quickly learned that Belarusians feel incredibly close to Ukrainians
in terms of language, history, and ethnicity. According to the respondents, the suppressed
Belarusian language shares more similarities with Ukrainian than Russian. For example, there
are several words that both Ukrainians and Belarusians can understand but are uncommon in
Russian. At a solidarity event in a bar, an auction served as a fundraiser for Ukraine. I received
a sheet of stickers during this event. One of the stickers symbolised the land border between
Ukraine and Belarus and contained several words that only speakers of Ukrainian and
Belarusian can understand. The other stickers mainly referred to the solidarity between
Ukraine and the Belarusian opposition movement. This affinity with Ukraine is what many
described as a kind of brotherhood. It is one explanation for the enormous solidarity toward
Ukrainians. When being asked if the excessive solidarity had something to do with a collective
memory of Ukrainians and Belarusians, Andrej reflected on the relationship between the
people of both nations:
"For Belarusian people, the Ukrainian people are the closest brothers and sisters. We
always supported each other, so it is the closest nation to Belarus. And now, we are in
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trouble, but they are in bigger trouble. So we understand that our troubles can wait, and
we should help them as much as we can. And of course, it has to do with collective
history as well." (Interview Andrej, Mikhail & Tatyana, 29-03-2022, Vilnius)
According to many respondents, a degree of familiarity with what the Ukrainians are going
through also leads to greater solidarity toward Ukraine. At first, I was hesitant to discuss the
repressions Belarusians experienced in their own country because the subject can be delicate.
However, most of the Belarusians I interviewed feel it is essential to discuss these experiences.
Some of them are shocking and correspond to stories I read in books and the media. They
range from life-threatening situations surrounded by violence, a general feeling of insecurity,
having to flee via creative escape routes (sometimes through forests and swamps), and losing
friends and family due to violence or imprisonment. For example, Elena told me a story about
how she experienced an anxious moment when a tear gas grenade flew through her living
room after an intervention by the OMON, the Belarusian riot police, during the protests in Minsk
in August 2020. Pjotr translated how, as a volunteer for prisoners detained in the infamous
Okrestina detention centre in Minsk, Marina walked into the room where the belongings of the
arrested protesters were:
"We have seen a lot of beaten people. When she [Marina] first came to Okrestina in the
room where the stuff of people was located, it was a huge smell of blood, shit, and piss.
It is hard to imagine for European people this level of violence. The stuff was wet
because of the blood." (Interview Marina & Pjotr, 19-03-2022, Vilnius)
Although the Belarusians did not experience a war like the Ukrainians are experiencing now,
it is wrong to underestimate the repressions and (traumatic) experiences they endured
because of the Lukashenko regime. According to Lyudmila, these experiences and the
perceived occupation of Belarus by Russia are both factors that enable Belarusians to
understand Ukrainians more than others:
"Yes, because even Russian people who are against war do not understand the
Ukrainians as the Belarusians do. Because I have friends and relatives in Russia and
Poland, and they really do not understand that. And yes, we suffered repression and
our country is occupied by the Kremlin, although nobody is saying that." (Interview
Nadezhda & Lyudmila, 29-03-2022, Vilnius).
Some Belarusians nuanced this opinion by pointing out that the war in Ukraine is taking place
on a different scale, in a different manner, and with a different intensity. For example, Irina
contradicted Lyudmila by saying:
"What happened to Belarus in 2020 is not comparable to what is happening in Ukraine."
(Interview Irina, 09-03-2022, Vilnius).
Ekatarina also acknowledged that there is a significant difference between the repression
resulting from the war in Ukraine and the protests in Belarus, but simultaneously explained that
the experienced repression by Belarusians enables them to empathise with what Ukrainian
people are going through:
"Because we know how they feel a little bit. Of course, not in this manner, but we know
how it is to leave your house in one day and go somewhere you don't know with your
kid. You don't know where to work or sleep; of course, it's frustrating. And, of course,
we know how to feel it." (Interview Ina & Ekatarina, 23-03-2022, Vilnius)
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The understanding of the situation in which Ukrainians find themselves since the invasion leads
to solidarity on the part of Belarusians, which also resulted from increased empathy and
compassion based on their own experiences. Solidarity also stems from a sense of giving
something back to Ukraine, which, like Poland and Lithuania, hosted many refugees in the
aftermath of the Belarus protests. Elena, who is critical of the impasse of protests in Belarus,
explained that there is a moral obligation to support Ukraine based on brotherhood. However,
at the same time, this obligation also exists because of the help Ukraine provided after the
2020 protests:
"People are dying in Ukraine, and you are sisters and brothers […], and it is not
anymore the Lukashenko regime. The army is going from your country to your
neighbour. A country that helped Belarusians escape from the Lukashenko regime too.
And you are still silent. You are afraid of prison; they are people who are afraid of bombs
on their houses. They are sitting underground and trying to survive. Children and adults
are being murdered, and even whole families in their cars are being killed. Like, come
on! Are you afraid of being imprisoned? We were surprised that […] when the
referendum about the constitution was, some people came to the protest [in Belarus],
and there were like 600 of imprisonments. They were telling no war and 'Putin khulyo'
[insult in Russian]. And that was a surprise for us that some people came after all of
this silent time." (Interview Elena, 01-03-2022, Vilnius).
The experiences Belarusians endured during the Lukashenko regime's repression and the
bond they feel with the Ukrainian people as a population close to their own culture reinforces
the excessive solidarity towards the Ukrainians. With the affinity and understanding that the
Belarusian diaspora has for the situation of the Ukrainian people, it is extra painful for this
group that Belarus, despite the majority of the population opposing the Lukashenko regime, is
associated with the role of an aggressor.

5.4 The distinction between Belarusians and the regime
On 27 February 2022, there is much to be angered about as part of the Belarusian opposition
movement. Not only is it the day of the referendum, but at the same time, the Russian invasion
from Belarus into northern Ukraine began. The protests that day occurred in front of the
Belarusian ambassador's residence and later moved to the embassy and addressed both
issues. The most common cry is 'Nyet voynye', which means 'no to war' in Russian. In an
almost symbolic way, I observed a man putting the green-red flag of Belarus, the country's
official flag, on the ground and then standing on it with both his shoes as a sign of disrespect
towards it. For most Belarusians, the country's official flag is a symbol of the Lukashenko
regime and its actions, and those who fled the regime do not want to be associated with it. The
need to distance themselves from Lukashenko's regime is another reason why Belarusians
are so engaged in the anti-war movement. The role of Belarus as a Russian ally in the war in
Ukraine is a thorn in the side of exiled Belarusians. Yauheni explains how Belarusians
separated themselves from the regime through the anti-war movement:
"Belarusians don't want to be, that is what they're called, puppets of a regime. Belarus
is not equal to the regime, and Belarusians are not equal to the regime. And many
forgot about this difference, and then they started to consider all Belarusians as an
aggressor. Look, we are not aggressors, and the survey shows that we are against the
war. And we do the maximum that we can to resist as we can under the occupation.
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And that is why we support anti-war movements. Many Belarussians are actually
fighting on the side of Ukraine. There is the [Kastuś] Kalinoŭski Battalion." (Interview
Yauheni, 30-03-2022, Vilnius)
The need to emphasise that the regime and the Belarusians are opposed is self-evident, given
the circumstances in Ukraine. The role of the Lukashenko regime in the invasion already led
to renewed sanctions against Belarusian authorities and banks. These sanctions, arguably
unintentionally, also target Belarusians residing abroad. For example, some Belarusians
experience difficulties accessing money in Belarusian bank accounts. But more importantly,
are the negative consequences of the actions of the regime faced by Belarusians abroad due
to association with the Lukashenko regime. A generalisation of Belarusians as aggressors
causes xenophobia against Belarusians to be growing. However, most Belarusians abroad
needed to flee from Belarus or were self-exiled due to fear of imprisonment. Hence, the
association of Belarusians and the Lukashenko regime is a painful connotation for those living
in exile. Nadezhda addressed this herself during my interview with her:
"We would also like to talk about xenophobia against Belarusians here and in other
countries. Because people associate us with Lukashenko, and for us, that is very
unpleasant because we are fighting against Lukashenko and against Putin. And now
hear many stories and even cases of Belarusian students who can not continue their
education at European universities. There are many cancellations of visas and a lot of
work because Belarusians can not come." (Interview Nadezhda & Lyudmila, 29-032022, Vilnius)
Even though many Belarusians oppose the regime, there simultaneously seems to be a sense
of guilt among the diaspora members. From that perspective, another motivation for solidarity
toward Ukraine is the Belarusians' sense of responsibility and accountability. This feeling has
everything to do with the actions of the Lukashenko regime in facilitating the Russian invasion
in February 2022. Aksana described this as follows:
"And now, after the revolution in 2020, everything that the Belarusians had to live
through it is especially intensified. Like the missiles and everything is on Belarusian
territory. It is not only about solidarity, but it is also about common responsibility for
what is going on." (Interview Aksana, 14-04-2022, Vilnius)
The common responsibility referred to in this quote by Aksana concerns the inability of the
Belarusian population to break the Lukashenko regime thus far. However, Elena wanted to
nuance this by explaining that common responsibility applies primarily to the people who are
still living in Belarus:
"And I would also say that we feel shame. That is not our fault. I understand that we
made everything we can, the Belarusians here [in Lithuania]. Because most of us have
criminal investigations, they have been imprisoned in Belarus. They made everything
they could to break this regime […] that we could not break it. Because of Lukashenko
now, armies are entering Ukraine from the Belarusian side, and they [Belarusians in
Belarus] still don't do anything. So it is kind of a shame, but to think rationally, people
here [in Lithuania] are not guilty." (Interview Elena, 01-03-2022, Vilnius)
For Belarusians, acting out of guilt or not, there is no shortage of reasons to express
condemnation of the war as much as possible. It helps to convey to the outside world that the
Belarusians firmly denounce the actions of Russia, assisted by Lukashenko. For the
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Belarusian diaspora, this is such an essential issue that it functions as a new phase in the
protest movement in which the diaspora actively seeks to address their support for Ukraine,
their rejection of Russian imperialism and simultaneously emphasise the disconnection
between the Lukashenko regime and the Belarusian people.

5.5 Regained momentum
The invasion allowed the reignition of the Belarusian protest movement. In an earlier stage,
the (lack of) approach against the covid pandemic was an event that helped mobilise people
against the Lukashenko regime. Whenever I discussed the start of the Belarusian protests with
my respondents, it would typically be about how the Lukashenko regime's (lack of) handling of
the covid pandemic triggered the demonstrations. Most of my respondents marked the death
of Roman Bondarenko as the last time a protest in large numbers took place in Belarus.
Bondarenko was a 31-year-old teacher brutally beaten to death in police custody in November
2020. It was seen as an event that reignited the protest movement and caused the mobilisation
of thousands of protesters in Belarus (Roth, 2020). I asked Ekatarina if she thinks that the
Belarusian protest movement needs such triggers to mobilise:
"I think so. And the Belarusians are very used to stress, more than other people, I think.
So I don't know what kind of situations needs to bring stress […] for example, Ukraine.
It brings a lot of stress, and it is out of the mind what is happening there. It brings a lot
of stress, and people become close. People, Belarusians, need an aggressive situation
around to mobilise. Otherwise, in Lithuania, it might not be stressed enough. I don't say
it is bad. I think it is good. But my body is already used to being free from stress. And
to mobilise myself, I need to scare myself to do something. Because I think in Lithuania,
it is impossible to find the same sources of stress that we were used to in Belarus. And
I think it is a problem. It's like a sickness." (Interview Ina & Ekatarina, 23-03-2022,
Vilnius)
Problems in the Belarusian economy and society similar to what Buzgalin & Kolganov (2020)
described functioned as an underlying motivation to protest. But Lukashenko's handling of the
covid pandemic served as a reason to go on the street and express their dissatisfaction. This
same effect happened after the election fraud in August 2020, and a similar effect occurred
with the invasion of Ukraine. As Ekatarina explained in the quote above, the Russian invasion
of Ukraine offers the next momentum for Belarusians to go on the streets. The diaspora in
Lithuania finds itself in a different environment from the repressive and authoritarian state
under which these activists lived in Belarus. It is, therefore, only logical that there are fewer
incentives for people to mobilise in Lithuania because the exposure to repression is less
tangible.
In this sense, I consider the Belarusian agenda absorbed by the anti-war movement. For the
Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania, themes that apply to the Belarusian protest movement are
simultaneously part of the anti-war movement. One of the products of the anti-war movement,
the Anti-War Movement Manifest of the OST, stems from the inextricability of the anti-war
movement and the Belarusian protest movement. The manifest goes beyond the theme of
speaking out against the war or stopping it by simultaneously addressing the situation in
Belarus in its third objective: Returning the power in Belarus to its citizens (Office of Sviatlana
Tsikhanouskaya, 2022). Logically, the Lukashenko regime's participation in the invasion
significantly influenced the incorporation of Belarusian themes into the anti-war movement.
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Aksana explained how, at the same time, the war in Ukraine offered new opportunities to the
Belarusian protest movement after the established status quo when the protests in Belarus
stopped:
"So for us Belarusians, the war in Ukraine is beneficial, which is a very bad thing to say.
Because hopefully, it will weaken Russia and the Kremlin regime, and it will give us
more opportunities to step up." (Interview Aksana, 14-04-2022, Vilnius)
The war in Ukraine opened a new window of opportunity for Belarusians to mobilise against
the Lukashenko regime (as weakening the Kremlin regime would affect Lukashenko's power).
When I asked Elena if the invasion of Ukraine opened up this window of opportunity again, she
explained:
"We assume this is a chance for Belarus, but only if the Belarusians would do anything.
Because we don't know what will be today, we don't know what will be tomorrow,
because things are going really quickly and not in a good matter." (Interview Elena, 0103-2022, Vilnius)
The events in Ukraine taking place during the Russian invasion may be the best momentum
for Belarusians to mobilise again since the elections of 2020 and the death of Roman
Bondarenko. By this, I am in no way insinuating that the Belarusian protest movement misuses
tragic events in Ukraine. On the contrary, I interpret it as genuine causes to be angry about
and to take collective action against, as became clear from the motivations mentioned earlier.
It is an observation that the Belarusian diaspora agenda is a substantial part of the anti-war
movement. For the Belarusians, demonstrating against the invasion of Ukraine is essentially
part of their struggle against both Lukashenko and the Russian imperialist ideology that also
poses a threat to those Belarusians who pursue democratic values. The invasion of Ukraine
gave impetus to the Belarusian protest movement, which entered a new phase. The anti-war
movement is at the core of this phase, in which specific Belarusian themes are included.
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6. Discussion
In this chapter, I will discuss the empirical results and their preliminary interpretations in
chapters 4 and 5 to contextualise the findings. I do this by providing an in-depth exploration
and detailed interpretation based on theoretical assumptions structured by the sub-questions
included in this research. For the convenience of the reader, the sub-questions are repeated
below:
•

What are the dynamics and components of diaspora mobilisation?

•

What are individual and collective motivations for Belarusians to protest in Lithuania?

•

How does Belarusian diaspora activism relate to the Russian invasion of Ukraine?

6.1 The complexity of conceptualising diaspora mobilisation
To be able to draw a conclusion answering the main research question, I first reflect on the
sub-questions. In the first sub-question, I aimed to explore the dynamics and components of
diaspora mobilisation. I did this in the theoretical framework, from which an analytical model
(figure 2) emerged that functions as a structural way of approaching the mobilisation of the
Belarusian diaspora. The model served as a handhold and proved valuable in understanding
the mobilisation of a diaspora against home countries. The new impetus that the Russian
invasion of Ukraine gave to the protest movement can be seen as an 'event' or 'momentum'
but contains a more significant impact. I will discuss this further in this chapter, but conclusive
in the context of understanding diaspora mobilisation is that the events in Ukraine that
impacted the mobilisation of the Belarusian diaspora go beyond the analytical model.
In the Theoretical Framework, I explained that Tilly (1978) created a mobilisation model (Figure
1) that provides a 'one-size-fits-all' analytical perspective to understand various components
and dynamics of the mobilisation of social movements. The adaptations to that model by using
the work of Wayland (2004), Sökefeld (2006) and Moss (2016), among others, provided more
fundamental ways to understand diaspora mobilisation. However, the Ukraine situation's
impact on Belarusian diaspora mobilisation showed that the criticisms of Tilly (1978) could also
apply to this model. The influence of external conditions, geopolitical circumstances in the case
of Belarus, can vary enormously from one social movement to another and are very specific.
The impact on mobilisation of such external conditions is difficult to conceptualise (Meyer &
Minkoff, 2004).

6.2 The heterogeneous Belarusian diaspora
The findings showed that the Belarusian diaspora in Lithuania is a heterogeneous group that
predominantly formed post-election. The Belarusian diaspora formation draws comparisons
with the theory proposed by Féron & Voytiv (2021) and explains the formation of diasporas
through conflict deterritorialisation. The group of Belarusians who lived in Lithuania preelection was tiny and hardly shared a group identity (Sökefeld, 2006). Hence, it is logical that
the Belarusians in Lithuania did not call themselves a diaspora before 2020. However, through
the conflict in the home country and the regime's violent reaction to the protests, a diaspora
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formed in Lithuania, combining recently immigrated Belarusians and those who settled in
Lithuania before the elections (Féron & Voytiv, 2021). Furthermore, the support from the
international community through sanctioning Lukashenko and formalising ties with the
democratic forces of Belarus are valuable political resources. Also, the move from Belarusian
civil society to Lithuania, where they often receive funding from the EU, empowered the
diaspora as a group, in which people with valuable skills related to activism became part of the
group (Van Dyke & Dixon, 2013). These resources enhance the mobilisation process of the
Belarusian diaspora as a whole (Tilly, 1978).
A primary reason why the Belarusian diaspora can be called heterogeneous as a group is the
different views on long-term interests. As some of my respondents pointed out, the Belarusian
protest movement united over the situation in Belarus and, more recently, the invasion of
Ukraine. However, there is a division over what comes next if the group reaches goals such
as deposing Lukashenko or Russian withdrawal from Ukraine. Examples include ideas about
the role of Tsikhanouskaya, a person who carries both a unifying and polarising effect on the
Belarusian diaspora. Moreover, the diaspora internally disagrees over how to pursue
democratic and liberal values in Belarus. Will that be without violence, or will it have to be more
radical?
Furthermore, the relationship with Russia, Belarus' leading economic partner and neighbour,
is another polarising issue. In principle, most of these issues are not decisive in the
continuation of the movement right now, simply because short-term goals are unrealised so
far. This situation makes it logical for diaspora members to unite over equal value expectations
that are dissatisfactory met by the regime (Gurr, 1970; Eisinger, 1973). It will be interesting to
see how this develops in the future, should the Belarusian protest movement successfully
move to the next stage (Tilly, 1978). In this phase, the Belarusian protest movement achieved
its short-term goals and removed the Lukashenko regime from its seat of power. In that case,
the socio-political system will need to be reshaped, in which different perspectives on
introducing liberal and democratic values as foundations of a new Belarus potentially form a
new hurdle to overcome. In this phase, the relationship with Russia as the leading political and
economic partner will also need revaluation, where different perceptions may again create
fragmentation.
Buzgalin & Kolganov (2020, p. 446) analysed underlying motivational factors that explained
why the protests in 2020 took place. The findings in this research largely concur with their
analysis. Buzgalin & Kolganov (2020) argued that the rejection of the Belarusian economic and
political system is synonymous with the incapability (and unwillingness) of the Lukashenko
regime to meet the values of the Belarusian diaspora (Gurr, 1970; Eisinger, 1973). The
authoritarian rule of Lukashenko does not meet the democratic and liberal values that the
Belarusian protest movement strives for. In their analysis, Buzgalin & Kolganov (2020) further
mentioned that additional factors are especially 'nurtured' to mobilise the middle layers of
Belarusian society. Among other factors, they name nationalist sentiment, in which I find the
term 'nationalist' to have a negative connotation. Belarusians indeed use revivalist symbolism
to urge mobilisation. However, at the same time, it also serves the purpose of belonging, in
which revivalist symbolism is a tool for Belarusians to reclaim their national identity and
enhance group cohesion (Khazarski, 2021).
According to Buzgalin & Kolganov (2020), especially the individual motivation to protest, risking
liberties, health and life, was underexposed in the debate that followed the 2020 protests. In
this research, I argued that risking liberties, health, and life through resistance against
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Lukashenko in Belarus (Buzgalin & Kolganov, 2020) also applies to the Belarusian diaspora
because of the transnational repression used by the Lukashenko regime (Moss, 2016). The
results showed that there are indeed risks associated with participating in protests in Lithuania.
Still, these mainly apply to how freedom is perceived, then fear vis-à-vis their health or lives.
For example, diaspora members generally do not fear imprisonment or perceive their lives as
endangered in Lithuania, but rather the risk that actions in Lithuania will impact a possible
return to Belarus is a consequence accepted by the diaspora. Therefore, it is conclusive that
by participating in the protest movement in Lithuania, at least liberties to return to Belarus are
at stake. It is essential to mention that many diaspora members are forced into exile because
this liberty would face constraints if they remained in Belarus due to prosecution and potentially
imprisonment. Taking into account that freedoms by participating in protests or carrying out
other actions that go against the grain of the Lukashenko regime (e.g. studying at the 'exiled'
EHU), it is crucial to understand that resistance is by no means without consequences.
It makes individual motivations all the more relevant. In this regard, respondents almost all
referred to the 'moral obligation' to do something from Lithuania. Two things have to be taken
into account here. First, much of the diaspora is part of the new 'influx' of Belarusians who fled
abroad after the protests. They perceive less risk in resisting in Lithuania than in Belarus, so
their perception of risk is only improved given the conditions in Lithuania. Second, the situation
in Belarus is unsolved; therefore, the struggle against the Lukashenko regime is far from over.
Repression towards the population worsened in many cases, with more political prisoners and
a passed referendum that allowed Lukashenko to strengthen his position in the constitution.
The outcomes of the actions of the opposition have not favoured the movement within the
socio-political arena in Belarus (Tilly, 1978). Instead, the push for more authority within the
socio-political arena paralysed the Belarusian protest movement domestically due to the brutal
response by the Lukashenko regime (Lundström, 2017), causing stagnation of protests and
more repressive laws that constricted the social movement. Hence, Belarusian abroad feel that
there is a moral obligation to do something, as they are less affected by the changing dynamics
of the socio-political arena in Belarus. They are supported abroad, with many countries
severing their relations with the Lukashenko regime and effectively legitimising the opposition.
The OST is particularly considered an international representative body for Belarus. In this
sense, the socio-political arena for the Belarusian opposition movement abroad and on a global
political level improved after the 2020 protests.

6.3 Influence of home country and host country on mobilisation
I outlined several ways in which a host country's and home country's environment can influence
the mobilisation of the Belarusian diaspora. With Lukashenko still in power, the current order
in Belarus carries a repressive effect on the Belarusian diaspora and its mobilisation methods.
Moss (2016) identified several typologies of transnational repression in the Belarusian
diaspora, such as surveillance, threats and exile. However, these typologies do not account
for the psychological aftermath experienced by those who fled the regime. The difficulty is with
assigning this form of repression, causing psychological damage such as PTSD, burnout, or
anxiety, to be transnational. I argue that experiences in the home country caused by the
Lukashenko regime are taken across the border by those exiled in Lithuania and influence
their well-being even abroad. The everyday situation in Belarus also affects the diaspora's
state of mind, even when they already live elsewhere. Despair, hopelessness, sadness, and
psychological exhaustion, are all states of mind that affect people's motivation to do something
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or not. The psychological component of transnational repression by actions of authoritarian
governments requires more attention to determine its implication on diaspora mobilisation.
Moss (2016) argued that the influence of domestic repression on diaspora mobilisation is
under-theorised. In this research, I paid attention to the repressive effects of Lithuanian
legislation on the mobilisation of Belarusian NGOs. They often cannot fulfil transparency
requirements as it causes adversities for parts of their organisation (and more comprehensive
network) still located in Belarus. Lithuania's public discourse mainly favoured the Belarusian
opposition movement and showed its support to the Belarusian diaspora on different
occasions. Additionally, there are also favourable external circumstances created by the
Lithuanian political environment for Belarusian diaspora activists to mobilise (Sökefeld, 2006;
Wayland, 2004). Hence, the influence of domestic repression may be more extensive when
there are troubled relations between the diaspora and the host country's population. The
relationship with Lithuania as a host country is primarily one where the Belarusian diaspora
found new freedoms to mobilise that they did not find in Belarus (Wayland, 2004).

6.4 Invasion of Ukraine as reignition
The third sub-question aimed to explore the relationship between Belarusian diaspora activists
and the invasion of Ukraine. In chapter 5, I outlined several ways Belarusians perceived the
invasion of Ukraine as part of their cause. First of all, the Belarusian diaspora sees the invasion
of Ukraine as a product of Putinism and the ideology it represents (Oliker, 2017). Respondents
often mentioned that Lukashenko and Putin are part of the same regime, promoting Russian
imperialism and repression. Because of this rationale, the war in Ukraine directly threatens the
society envisioned by the Belarusian diaspora. As a result, the group is more involved in the
anti-war movement, primarily because they also see themselves as part of this war.
The importance of momentum in the mobilisation of Belarusian diaspora activists materialised
through their adaptation of the invasion of Ukraine as part of the social movement. Previously,
the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2020 elections and, to a smaller extent, the death of Roman
Bondarenko were focus events for the opposition to address the repression of the Belarusian
people on the international agenda (Birkland, 1998). In this sense, the war in Ukraine offered
a new impetus to the group, allowing it to enter a new phase. The specific problems in Belarus
are less prominently communicated in this new phase, which focuses above all on resisting an
ideology and showing disapproval of the Lukashenko regime's actions concerning the war.
With the geopolitical developments in which Lukashenko pushed Belarus into the role of
aggressor, highlighting the differences between the 'Belarusian' and the 'regime in Belarus' is
a new central element within the activists' communication. Additional factors reinforce the
Belarusian diaspora to mobilise around the war in Ukraine, such as the affiliation with the
Ukrainian people and culture and the familiarity with repression, albeit in a different form.
In principle, the invasion of Ukraine is another focus event, essentially allowing the social
movement to address the Belarusian agenda, albeit through the anti-war movement, to
(international) policy-makers of national governments and supranational organisations. The
Bucha massacre is a seemingly 'localised' event between Russia and Ukraine but served as a
focus event for Belarusian diaspora activists to address broader issues (Birkland, 1998). In this
case, the increased threat of Putinism to Belarusian rapprochement with Europe and the
democratisation and liberalisation of the socio-political and economic system are issues
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addressed by the movement. It became clear that such events, which occurred in an external
environment, catalyse the protest movement's mobilisation.
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7. Conclusion
This thesis's central aim was to better understand diaspora mobilisation among Belarusian
activists in Lithuania. Hence, the main question of this research was:
How do Belarusian diaspora activists in Lithuania mobilise to challenge the Belarusian
regime?
I used observations, small talk and unstructured interviewing techniques to gather data to
answer this research question. Furthermore, I analysed Belarusian diaspora activists' actions
and underlying motivations to understand their mobilisation further. The Belarusian diaspora
living in Lithuania served as a case study in this research. Although this approach limits the
generalisability of the results, it offers a more accurate insight into diaspora mobilisation
against an authoritarian regime in the specific context of Belarusian activists. The respondents
in this research were Belarusian diaspora activists or experts in the field of Belarusian civil
society.
By analysing the results of the conducted research, this thesis showed that the Belarusian
diaspora activists are a heterogeneous group, mainly formed after the 2020 elections, that is
part of the opposition movement, which negotiates its actions based on pursuing collective
short-term goals. Belarusian diaspora activists do this, among other activities, through
organising protest rallies in Lithuania, accumulating media attention, advocacy, fundraising
and cultural activities. Due to the influx of activists and civil society in the diaspora, the group
is rich in human capital with relevant skills concerning activism and sustaining a protest
movement. In addition, the diaspora receives political support from the international community
and Lithuania as the host country. These are resources that enhance the mobilisation potential
of the diaspora.
The results showed that despite fragmentation over different long-term visions, the group as a
collective mainly advocates for the democratisation of the political system in Belarus and the
ousting of Lukashenko. Furthermore, with the Russian invasion of Ukraine, an event that
significantly impacted this research, the collective goal of opposing Putinism (Oliker, 2017) and
the ideology it represents also emerged. Before this research, I could not anticipate this would
be so explicit. In addition, the results of this study showed that besides collectively stated goals,
moral obligation is an essential motivation for individuals to mobilise against Lukashenko. This
finding answers the question that Buzgalin & Kolganov (2020) posed, who indicated a literature
gap in understanding risk acceptance among Belarusian activists. Their question served as a
departure point in the context of Belarusian diaspora activists in this research, who also face
considerable risk in opposing the regime.
I further demonstrated how the Russian invasion of Ukraine opened a new phase for the
Belarusian diaspora. Because of the attack, the core of the Belarusian protest movement
turned into resistance to an ideology represented by Putin and Lukashenko. The global antiwar movement absorbed Belarusian themes, which remained a component of the message in
protests organised by the diaspora. Ukraine's situation empowered the Belarusian diaspora's
mobilisation and gave the group a trigger to reinvigorate the protest movement. This impetus
is manifested, among other things, by high solidarity and active organisation of anti-war
protests from Belarusians in Lithuania, supported by affinity with and understanding of the
Ukrainian people and what they are going through now. The war gave the study of diaspora
activism among Belarusians a new connotation, which required a new comprehension of
contextual relationships within this study. Further research regarding the mobilisation of
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Belarusians around the war in Ukraine could be meaningful in understanding the effect of focus
events on diasporas.
This research indicated that psychological conditions caused by an authoritarian rule in a home
country impact the mobilisation of diaspora members. Transnational repression and its
perception among Belarusian diaspora activists differed from my expectations and the
literature (Moss, 2016). Despite some elements from the literature that emerged in this study,
academic literature neglected other identified factors. These include psychological factors that
exhaustively affect diaspora members. These psychological factors are insufficiently
accounted for in academic literature regarding the transnational repression of diaspora
activists. This research does not give a deeper understanding of how psychological factors
impact mobilisation practices. Hence, further research is required to provide insight into
detecting the precise impact and determine the extent of psychological factors on mobilisation
to understand these results' implications better. In addition, this study mentioned various risks
and consequences, indicating how organisations and individuals are limited in operating from
Lithuania without experiencing consequences.
The relationship with the host country is consistent with the work of Sökefeld (2006) and
Wayland (2004), in which Belarusian diaspora activists generally experience favourable
circumstances for mobilisation in Lithuania. However, this research simultaneously supports
Moss' (2016) criticism that the antithesis of this is under-theorised. This research showed that
Belarusians in Lithuania experience problems due to regulations on transparency. This
regulation is considered unintended repression. Further research could highlight this more
prominently.
The theoretical work of Tilly (1978) and building mainly upon the work of Moss (2016), Sökefeld
(2006), and Wayland (2014) provided a theoretical foundation for this research. Whereas the
work of Tilly (1978) showed a systematic way of understanding mobilisation, the applicability
of his model to all possible forms of collective action is a limiting factor in understanding
diaspora mobilisation. This study showed how factors specifically applicable to diaspora
mobilisation could expand on Tilly's (1978) theory and provides a more comprehensive
understanding of this type of collective action. In addition, the research provided new insight
through its application to the Belarusian diaspora as a context-specific group mobilising
abroad.
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Appendices
Appendix 1

Name (age) &
nationality

Description

Alina (30-40) Belarusian

Representative of the European
Humanities University, which
moved from Minsk to Vilnius in 30 minutes
2006 after being forced by
Lukashenko to seek exile

Artyom (25-35) Belarusian

Works for a foundation that
challenges the dicatorship in
Belarus and pursues the
release of political prisoners

85 minutes

01-03-2022 - Vilnius

Elena (25-35) Belarusian

Volunteer for an organisation
that helps refugees escape
Belarus and provides
humanitarian services to the
Belarusian community in
Lithuania

75 minutes

09-03-2022 - Vilnius

Inessa (35-45) Belarusian

Co-founder of tech hub that
relocated from Minsk to Vilnius
in 2021

50 minutes

Date & Location

08-02-2022 - Vilnius

09-02-2022 - Vilnius

Irina (25-35) 09-03-2022 - Vilnius
Belarusian

A correspondent in Lithuania for
a Polish-based Belarusian
60 minutes
media channel and former
student of EHU

An expert in the field of NGO
Ramunas (45-55) - law in Lithuania who worked
16-03-2022 - Vilnius
Lithuanian
closely together with several
Belarusian NGOs

19-3-2022 - Vilnius

23-3-2022 - Vilnius

Duration

80 minutes

Couple that fled from Belarus to
Lithuania in 2021. Marina is an
Pjotr (35-45) &
administrator of a Telegram
Marina (35-45) channel that publishes
90 minutes
Belarusian
information regarding
imprisonments. Pjotr owns an
IT-business in Belarus.
Ina is the founder of an
organisation in Belarus that
Ina (35-45) &
provides cultural services and
Ekatarina (35-45) - psychological help to the
60 minutes
Belarusian
Belarusian community.
Ekatarina is a volunteer within
the same organisation.
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Nadezhda (45-55)
29-03-2022 - Vilnius & Lyudmila (3545) - Belarusian

Nadezhda is the founder of an
organisation that supports civil
initiatives and provides
humanitarian aid to the
Belarusian community. She
previously had a position in the
political opposition in Belarus.
Lyudmila is a volunteer within
the same organisation.

130 minutes

Tatyana (25-35),
Mikhail (25-35) &
29-03-2022 - Vilnius
Andrej (25-35) Belarusian

A trio that forms a band
together. Tatyana & Andrej
moved from Belarus to Vilnius
right after the elections. Mikhail
followed in early 2022.

75 minutes

30-03-2022 - Vilnius Yauheni (25-35)

Works for the Office of
Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya and
is a former student of the EHU

55 minutes

14-04-2022 - Vilnius Aksana (25-35)

Worked as part of the
opposition movement and now
supports Belarusian civil society
organisations. Fled from
70 minutes
Belarus after her previous
organisation was dismantled. A
former student of EHU.
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