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"Grigory loffe is perhaps our most insightful analyst of contemporary Belarus and this is a distinguished

study that brings together the insights of first-hand experience and the wider concerns of social
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science. In particular, this is a study that allows him to explore at length the complex nature of the
identity of a small European nation that has historically been torn between East and West. All who are
interested in the future of European politics as well as the development of the former Soviet republics
will want to read this rich and provocative analysis.” — STEPHEN WHITE, University of Glasgow

"Grigory loffe set as his goal to create a ‘less ideological and more open approach’ to an understanding
of the history, politics, social system, and economy of Belarus. He has succeeded in producing a persuasive
alternative to the well-known earlier interpretations by Jan Zaprudnik and David Marples. loffe’s main
focus is on the search for Belarusian identity and an explanation of its peculiar relationship to Russia both
historically and contemporaneously. Belarus remains for most of us dimly illuminated and something of
an enigma. Good policy toward Belarus needs to be founded on a solid understanding, which Grigory
loffe has provided in this very useful volume.” — JAMES MILLAR, George Washington University

"Grigory loffe's Understanding Belarus and How Western Foreign Policy Misses the Mark is a profound,
learned book that will force the reader to question the conventional dogmas about the meaning of
democracy in post-Soviet space. Lucidly written, carefully researched, and extraordinarily insightful
about the unique dynamics of emerging Belarusian nationalism, this book is a must-read for any
scholar of Belarus or post-Soviet countries.” — ILYA PRIZEL, University of Pittsburgh

In the West, Belarus is generally thought of as “the last dictatorship in Europe.” However, this political
stereotype neglects the roots of the country’s identity—or identity crisis. In this fascinating study of
unfinished nation-building in Belarus, Grigory loffe draws on his two dozen research trips to the
country to trace Belarus’s history, geography, political situation, society, and economy. This book
highlights rapid economic growth in post-1996 Belarus and the underpinnings of the country’s political

landscape. The United States has ostracized official Belarus since the mid-1990s and has repeatedly

condemned President Lukashenka’s undemocratic ways. However, his presidency has been stable since
1994, and since 2002 he has been successfully reshaping himself from an unabashed Russophile into
a kind of Belarusian nationalist. Nevertheless, the Belarusian nation is not a defined entity—many
Belarusians are not yet certain as to what sets them apart from Russians, and a multiplicity of national
projects hinders national consolidation and deters nation-building. loffe pays particular attention
to the current linguistic situation, in which Russian, rather than Belarusian, is the language of the

majority. The ambivalent relationship between Russia and Belarus results in an identity crisis that
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is not understood by the West, which leads to Western policies toward Belarus that are based on a
fallacy of geopolitical thinking. Based on Belarusian- and Russian-language sources, along with the
author’s personal observations, this book will lead readers to a deeper understanding of Belarus, its

relationship with Russia, and its still-forming national identity.
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