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This article examines the changes and continuities in youth policy practice in the Russian Federation
and the Republic of Belarus from the mid-1980s until the present day. The article finds that while there
were notable similarities between Belarus and Russia in the early 1990s, the practice of youth policy
has since developed distinctively in the two countries, with Belarus currently demonstrating a mass
organization model and Russia a complex model of youth policy practice. The focus on a patriotic
upbringing and an approach that tends to ignore young people s agency are recognized as features
that stem from the two countries’ shared Soviet past and their present authoritarian tendencies and
thus distinguish the Belarusian and Russian approaches to youth policy practice in comparison with
other countries, although the aim of youth policy, to bring up “ideal citizens”, remains universal.
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Introduction

This article analyses the development of the practice of youth policies in Belarus
and Russia after the collapse of the Soviet Union up until the present day. In addition
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to exploring and explaining similarities and differences between the two countries, the
article points out changes and continuities in the youth policy arena of the post-Soviet
space. Moreover, the application of the theoretical framework of youth policy literature
allows the article to ask what — if anything — is unique about the post-Soviet youth policy
practice.

The analysis of the qualitative study is based on diverse and triangulated research
data that combines secondary literature with press articles and interviews conducted by
the author with youth policy practitioners. The article examines the practice of youth
policy chronologically from the era of perestroika up until the present day.

The article argues that despite similar challenges in the arena of youth, different
systems of youth policy practice have developed in the Republic of Belarus and the
Russian Federation. This dissimilarity cannot be explained by the shared communist past
but, as the process-tracing of the article demonstrates, as a result of different preferences
among youth policy makers.

The aim of youth policy, to raise “ideal citizens”, is universal and can be recognized
in both Belarus and Russia. Yet the approach to youth policy, and consequently its
practice, differs between these two cases. In Belarus, youth policy is exercised primarily
through educational institutes and the Belarusian Republican Youth Union, whereas
in Russia, various mechanisms are in place. The Russian approach to youth policy is
therefore characterized by complexity: educational institutes, youth organizations, and
other platforms of engagement, such as youth forums, are all important components
of the youth policy practice, whereas the Belarusian practice relies heavily on one
government-affiliated mass membership youth organization.

Despite the differences, there are also similarities between Belarusian and Russian
youth policy practice. In both countries, the challenge is that policy measures touch only
a small group of young people, the so-called “future elites”. Moreover, as this article
demonstrates, the hands-on approach of youth policy practice can drive some young
people to disengagement and reluctance to participate. To overcome these and other
challenges, new and innovative approaches to youth policy practice are needed both
today and in the future.

The article focuses first and foremost on the supportive policy measures carried
out by the Belarusian and Russian governments in the arena of youth policy. It therefore
excludes the analysis of the measures employed by the state in order to prevent and limit
those forms of young people’s public behavior that are perceived as harmful, such as
participating in anti-government rallies (see, for example, [Gel 'man 2016]). Due to the
complexity of the issue, the analysis of this side of the Russian and Belarusian youth
policy is left for further researchers.

What is youth policy and how is it practiced?

The literature on youth policy is multi-disciplinary, however it has its roots in psychology
and sociology. As policy can be defined as a state or government response to an issue
or problem that requires attention [Birkland 2001], it is not surprising that the early
youth policy literature, in particular, was focused on young people’s problems and
problematicness in society [ Griffin 1997]. Up until today, “resolving issues” in the youth
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sphere has been considered especially important because young people are seen as the
future of society. History is full of short- or long-lived youth policy campaigns aimed
at putting young people’s development on what policy makers think is the right track
(for an overview of twentieth century Germany, for example, see [Saunders 20006]).

While the need for youth policy has never properly been challenged in the
academic literature or among policy practitioners, there has been a clear shift in what
is considered to make youth policy measures effective. The traditional paradigm of
youth policy portrayed young people as vulnerable members of the society that could
live up to their potential only if their development was supported by measures drafted
by adults. This traditional paradigm therefore assumed young people as passive policy
objects [Loncle 2012]. However, in the 1970s some scholars and practitioners started to
argue that youth policy could be more effective if young people themselves had some
agency in the policy process. This view had become widely accepted by the 1990s,
when ‘participation’ became a buzzword in public policy as a whole, and in youth
politics in particular [March 2005, p. 33]. While debate on the nature of participation
and agency is still ongoing, the idea that young people ought to be somehow involved
in the policy process if youth policy is to be effective is no longer challenged
[Munglia 2012].

The rise of the new participatory paradigm has driven the redefinition of roles in
youth policy. Whereas earlier the policy-makers were the ones to (actively) design and
implement policy, young people would act solely as the (passive) receivers of policy
measures [Silvan (4) 2018]. The role of youth organizations would be determined
according to their nature: movements and organizations that were set up and managed
by adults would be included in the process of policy making and execution, while youth-
led organizations would be more likely be allocated the role of (passive) policy objects
[Silvan (3) 2018]. In today’s world, however, there are attempts to allocate an active
role in policy practice to young individuals [Laine, Gretschel 2009]. The role of youth
organizations as policy practitioners has, on the other hand, become crucial as they
represent a middle ground between policy makers and young people.

An important feature of youth policy practice is its temporal and regional
contextuality. Even in the era of globalization, each country can decide how it will
define youth policy and what kind of measures are preferred as a part of it. As a result,
a country’s youth policy always mirrors how a government looks at its young citizens
[Council of Europe 2018]. The comparative analysis of Russian and Belarusian youth
policy practices confirms this view. While sometimes the choice of policy measures can
be explained by specific local challenges, in some cases the practice of youth policy is
determined by tradition, following the logic of path dependency [North 1990, p. 94].

The lack of a clear definition of youth policy has led some authors to the hasty
conclusion that there are states without youth policy. For example, one report stated
that if there was no “policy, strategy or law”, there could also be no talk of youth policy
[Youth Policy Press 2014, p. 8]. In another instance, two authors claimed that Belarus
has only been implementing a youth policy since 1991 [Sechko, Romanova 2017, p. 86].
Following the mainstream public policy literature, this article argues that as long as there
are state institutions capable of drafting and implementing policy regarding some societal
group, policy does exist, whether it is explicitly formulated or not [Birkland 2001].
Focus on youth policy practice rather than its official formulation further explains and
supports the broad conceptual approach of this article.
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Perestroika and the immediate post-Soviet approach to youth policy

Abrief overview of the Soviet youth policy cannot be omitted if one hopes to understand
the development of youth policy practice in Belarus and Russia in the post-Soviet era.
In the Soviet party-state, youth policy was practiced by the government via two main
channels: educational institutes and Komsomol, the Communist Youth League. Although
Komsomol was officially portrayed as an independent youth organization reflecting
the needs and interests of young people [Reshetov, Skurlatov 1977, pp. 39-41], as an
organization managed by the communist party, it was rather an “organ of social control”
in the youth sphere [Pilkington 2002 [1994], p. 79].

However, during the years of perestroika, the relationship between the state,
youth and Komsomol began to change. First, starting from around 1986, the policy
of glasnost’ allowed public discussion of informal youth groups and their problems
[Pilkington 2002 [1994], pp. 116—-117]. Secondly, Komsomol was harshly criticized
for failing at the task of (moral) upbringing [Silvan (3) 2018]. As a result there
was an attempt to reform Komsomol, which led to the redefinition of its role as a
“defender of youth interests” rather than the party’s mouthpiece in the youth sphere
[Pilkington 2002 [1994], p. 169].

Perestroika and the subsequent redefinition of Komsomol’s role enabled the
passing of the first (and last) Soviet law on youth. There had been attempts to draft such
legislation in the 1960s and 1970s, but these early endeavors had not been successful
[Lukov 2006, p. 220]. The drafting of the “Law on the Fundamental Principles of
State Youth Policy” took four years and was finally passed in 1991, right before the
collapse of the Soviet Union [//’inskij 2009, pp. 118—121]. While the aim of this article
is not to track the development of youth policy legislation, the law on youth cannot be
ignored as it initiated the establishment of youth affairs committees, and state organs
responsible for the practice of youth policy in the regions. While the collapse of the
USSR invalidated the law on youth, these committees continued to exist and function
in the newly established Russian Federation (see, for example, [Istoriya komiteta po
molodezhnoj politike 2018]).

In the aftermath of the August putsch of 1991, the All-Union Komsomol made
the decision to dissolve, while the Russian Komsomol was renamed the Russian Youth
Union (Rossijskij soyuz molodezhi) and due to the mass exodus of its members became
a marginal player in Russian youth policy. A similar development took place in the
Republic of Belarus, where the legacy organization of Komsomol would be called
the Belarusian Youth Union (Soyuz molodezhi Belarusi, later renamed the Belarusskij
soyuz molodezhi) [Silvan (2) 2018]. In the immediate post-Soviet era, the arena of youth
organizations was filled with associations and movements that could be characterized as
informal and unstructured [Evans, Henry, Sundstrom 2005; Zinchenko 2016].

The early 1990s marked a period when neither the Russian nor the Belarusian
government perceived youth high on the policy agenda [Henderson 2011, pp. 14-18;
Silvan (2) 2018]. Indeed, the vacuum created by the disappearance of Komsomol coupled
with the lack of state funding for youth projects and organizations created a situation
where it was possible to talk about weak and inconsistent youth policy practice. At the
beginning of the 1990s, contemporaries would talk about a “lost generation” that the
state had abandoned [Pilkington 2002 [1994], p. 193].
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The mass membership organization model
of youth policy practice

After the initial years of youth policy negligent, youth would emerge as a policy issue
in Belarus in the mid-1990s and in Russia in the early 2000s. This section discusses the
(re)-appearance of the mass youth organization model in youth policy practice in Belarus
and Russia. In both countries, the model emerged as the government’s response to what
it perceived as the political and social challenges faced by its young citizens. As this
paper argues, the model did not appear from nowhere; it reflected both the communist
past and the semi-authoritarian present of the two countries.

President of Belarus Lukashenko was the first to draw attention to the practice
of youth policy and the role of young people in 1996, when talking at the Youth
Forum, an event organized by the government for youth organization and movement
representatives. He declared that youth as the “most progressive part of the society”
ought to officially voice its support for the upcoming referendum on the constitution
[Lukashenko 1996]. As the participants of the forum opted not to issue a declaration
of such a political nature, Lukashenko went on to initiate the establishment of the
Belarusian Patriotic Youth Union (Belarusskij patrioticheskij soyuz molodezhi, BPYU)
which quickly became the biggest player in the youth policy arena [Gushtyn 2016].
The youth policy budget allocated by the state committee of youth affairs for youth
policy practice was directed primarily to the BPYU, and, after the organization merged
with the Belarusian Youth Union in 2002, to its successor, the Belarusian Republican
Youth Union (Belarusskij respublikanskij soyuz molodezhi, BRYU) [Silvan (2) 2018].

A similar development took place in Russia from the early 2000s onwards, although
due to Russia’s geographical size and de-centralized federative model the change
was not as encompassing as in Belarus. The first attempt to set up a pro-government,
government-supported mass membership organization for youth was the establishment
of the youth movement Walking Together (Idushchie vmeste), reconstructed as Nashi
in 2005 [Mijnssen 2012]. Both organizations were funded directly from the Kremlin
until 2008, when a new Federal Youth Affairs Agency (Federal noe agentstvo po
delam molodezhi or FADM ‘Rosmolodezh’) was set up [Silvan 2017]. However, unlike
in Belarus where the youth policy budget was directed almost entirely to the BRYU,
in Russia the state would also financially support youth organizations other than Nashi,
such as the Russian Youth Union [Silvan (3) 2018].

The reason why it makes sense to talk about a similar mass organization model
of youth policy practice is because both the BRYU and Nashi (and their predecessors)
were established with the support of the government to respond to challenges in the
youth sphere. The remedy dubbed patriotic upbringing (patrioticheskoe vospitanie)
would include the promotion of healthy lifestyles, loyalty to the state, and an “active
civic stance” [Omelchenko, Maximova, Noyanzina, Goncharova, Avdeeva 2015].
Successful youth policy practice would mean the promotion of patriotism among young
citizens while the failure of the policy would be demonstrated by alcoholism, drug use,
participation in anti-government demonstrations and a “passive” stance regarding the
challenges faced by the state in the 21* century. This focus on upbringing was a hands-on
approach to youth policy practice that echoed both the Soviet approach to youth policy
and the challenges faced by the semi-authoritarian government.
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A key role in the mass organization model of youth policy practice is played by
the government-affiliated youth organization (or a limited number of organizations).
The organization functions as the state’s channel of policy implementation in the youth
sphere. While putting policy into practice is considered by the policy makers to be more
efficient through non-governmental organizations than state representatives, the urge
to hold the reins limits the number of supported organizations to only the one or few the
government believes it can trust with the challenging task of raising the youth.

A multi-platform model of youth policy practice

In Belarus, youth policy is still carried out by the state-affiliated BRYU, but in Russia,
the 2010s have witnessed the demise of Nashi and the development of a more varied
approach to youth policy practice. While analyzing the reasons behind Nashi’s
disintegration lies beyond the scope of this article, it is important to note that by 2012
policy makers concluded that Nashi was not managing to deal with the challenges in the
youth sphere effectively enough and that new forms of youth policy practice should be
introduced [Author’s interviews with former top level Nashi activists Iliya and Maksim?,
Moscow, May 2018]. Although in Belarus the BRY U has been subject to harsh criticism,
too [Burov 2018], generous government support continues.

What are the new forms of youth policy practice that have been introduced in
Russia in recent years? First and foremost, while the underlying task has remained
unaltered, there has been a quest to engage with young citizens in various ways. In
addition to supporting the work of youth organizations, the government has provided
more agency for Rosmolodezh’, by upgrading its status from a sub-committee of the
Ministry of Education and Science to an independent committee operating directly under
the auspices of the government [7ovkailo, Mukhametshina, Churakova, Bocharova
2018]. The repertoire of youth policy practice promoted by Rosmolodezh’ varies from
youth forums to competitions for individuals and organizations alike. What is more, the
agency is actively seeking new ways to reach out to young people [Author’s interview
with Aleksei and Sergei, both Rosmolodezh’ employees. Moscow, May 2018]; however,
it remains difficult to say how successful this reaching out really is.

Conclusion: Similar challenges, different approaches?

Compared to the model of implementing youth policy through one or a few government-
affiliated youth organizations, one can assume that the complex model of youth policy
practice in place in today’s Russia is more effective as it takes into consideration a variety
of young citizens’ interests better. The fact that in Belarus new youth policy practices
are sought only inside the BRYU is a factor that essentially impedes the effectiveness of
youth policy practice due to the organization’s negative public image [Si/van (1) 2018].

2 All names have been changed to protect the anonymity of the interviewées.
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The unyielding support of the Belarusian government to the BRYU is what has halted
the development of new forms of youth policy practice in recent years.

While contemporary approaches to youth policy practice differ in contemporary
Belarus and Russia, the two also share similarities that set them apart from other
countries. Most importantly, both countries explicitly stress the importance of a patriotic
upbringing that (either consciously or unconsciously) downplays the importance of
youth agency through participation. As this article has argued, the focus on upbringing
mirrors both the legacy of Soviet youth policy and the current authoritarian tendencies
of the Belarusian and Russian governments which in practice translates into a hands-on
approach and a desire to control the youth sphere.

Youth policy practice in both countries tends to address only young citizens
identified by policy makers as “future elites”. While the need to limit government support
to the gifted few is explained as the result of budget constraints [ Author’s interview with
Aleksei], the tendency might create challenges in the future. In addition, the reluctance
to provide young people room for agency means that some young people are prone
to resist policy measures either actively or passively and, as a result, the scope of the
policies and their effectiveness diminishes. However, getting the entire young generation
on board is crucial in order to meet the complex challenges that face the two countries
in the 21% century. While the desire to support the development of an ideal citizen is
universal, there are more and less efficient ways to implement it in practice.
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B crarpe aHanm3upyroTcss 0COOCHHOCTH MOJOIEKHOW MONMUTHKH B Poccuiickoit ®e-
neparu 1 Pecryonuke benmapych HaumHasi ¢ TIEpEeCTPONKH 10 HACTOSIIETO BPEMEHH;
paccMaTpUBAIOTCSL CXOJCTBA M PA3IUUUs, U3MCHEHUS] M MPEEMCTBEHHOCTh 3TOTO Ha-
TIpaBJIEHUS TOCYAApCTBEHHON CTpaTeTHH B JIByX cTpaHaX. Cienyer mog4epKHyTh, YTO
WCCIIeZIOBATENILCKUI HHTEPEC aBTOPa COCPEIOTOUESH He Ha 3aKOHOATEIHHOH 0a3e MoIIo-
JIEKHOU MOJIUTHUKH, & HA €€ KOHKPETHOM BOILIOIIEHUU B KU3Hb.

[IpumeHeHne TeopeTHYECKUX PaMoK, OIMMCAHHBIX B 3apyOeKHOH IuTeparype, Imo-
3BOJISIET BBUSICHUTH YHHUKAJIbHOCTh B IMPOBEACHUU MOJIONEKHON monutuku B Poccun u
benapycu. KauecTBeHHBIN aHannM3 OCHOBAaH Ha BBICTPOEHHBIX B XPOHOJIOTHUYECKOM TIO-
PSAKE TPUAHTYJIMPOBAHHBIX TAHHBIX, B3SITBIX U3 UCCIIEI0BATEIBCKUX UCTOUHUKOB, CTATEH
B CMU u uHTEpBBIO aBTOPA C MOJIOJBIMU JIFOIBMU U MPEACTABUTEISIMU TOCYAAPCTBEHHBIX
OpraHoOB, KypUPYIOIMMH BOIPOCHI MOJIOJICKHON MOMUTHKH. OCHOBHOE BHHMAaHHE yrie-
JsieTcs MepaM, KOTOphle IPUHUMAIOTCS TipaBuTenbcTBamMu Poccuu n bemapycu B cdepe
MOJIOJICKHOM MOJIMTHKY C LETIbI0 MOOMIM3aMK ¥ KOHCOMUIAUU Mojoneku. Heooxomu-
MO OI'OBOPHUTBLCH, UTO MIarv, mpeaArpuHuMacMbIC roCyaapCTBaMu I MPEAOTBPALICHNA U
OrpaHUYEHHS TIPOTUBO3aKOHHOTO MTOBEACHHUS MOJIOABIX JIFONeH (HarmpuMep, yJacTus B aH-
TUMNPABUTCIIBCTBEHHBIX MUTUHI ax), B HACTOAILICM UCCIICAOBAHUN HE pACCMATPUBAIOTCA.

B crarbpe KoHCTaTUpPYyETCsl, YTO HAYUHYO JIUTEPATYPY, OCBSIIEHHYIO MOJOAEHKHON
TIOJTUTHKE, MOYKHO Pa3feluTh Ha JIBE IpymIbl. B paboTax, OCHOBaHHBIX Ha TPaTUIHOH-
HOM napaaurmMe, akeHT ACIa€TCa Ha BAXKHOCTHU BOCIIMTAHUA U PCIICHU A HpO6JIeM B MO-
JIONIEKHOU cepe CHITaMu CcTapIrero mokoineHus. [{pyroii, 6oiree pacmpocTpaHeHHBIN Ha
CETOJHSAIIHUHN AEHb MOJX0] IEMOHCTPUPYET, UTO ITOT BEKTOP FOCYAAPCTBEHHOTO Kypca
MOXET cTarh 3()(EKTHBHBIM TOJBKO MPH YCIOBUHM BKIIOUCHHOCTH MOJIOJICKH B paspa-
OOTKY 1 peau3aIuio MOJIOACKHON TTOTUTHKH.

ABTOp yTBEp)KIaeT, YTO, HECMOTpPSl Ha aHAJOTHYHbBIE JUISA JIByX CTPaH BBI30OBBI
B 00J1aCTH MOJIOACKHOM MOTUTHKH, B Poccutickoit @eaepariu u Pecmyonuke bemapych
CJIOKUJIUCH PA3JIMYHbIE CXEMBbI PETBOPEHHUS B )KU3Hb 3TOTO FOCYIapPCTBEHHOTO Kypca.
B Benapycu momnojexHasi IOJUTHKA OCYIECTBIAETCS B OCHOBHOM depe3 oOpa3oBa-
TETbHBIE YUPEKICHUS W MOJOASKHYI0 opraHu3annuio «bemopycckuii pecmyOnukan-
CKHH COI03 MOJIOZICKH», TOTna Kak B Poccun pelicTBYIOT Oosiee CII0KHBIE MEXaHU3MBI:
Ha yBEJIMUEHNE BOBJICUEHHOCTH MOJIOJICKH HAIEIeHBI 1 00pa30BaTeIbHbIE HHCTUTYTHI,
Y MOJITOJIeXKHBIE OpPTaHN3aIllH, © MHOTOUHCIIEHHBIE (popyMEL. B cTarhe KoHCTaTHpYyeTCH,
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YTO Takas HECXOKECTh MpakTHK B Poccun m bemapycu He MOxeT ObITh 0OBsICHEHA
HU 0COOCHHOCTSMH MCTOPHUYECKOTO PAa3BUTHSI, HU Pa3HOBEKTOPHOCTHIO B BHI30BaX B
chepe MOJIONEKHON MOTUTUKHA dTHX CTPAH — OHA SABISETCA PE3YJIBTaTOM CIenH(H-
KM MPEICTaBICHUN M MPEINOYTEHUN YNHOBHUKOB JIBYX CTpPaH, B 30HYy OTBETCTBEH-
HOCTH KOTOPBIX BXOJUT MPOBEACHUE rOCYAapCTBEHHOTO Kypca B chepe MOJIOACKHON
MTOJINTUKH.

W Bce ke, HECMOTpPsI HA BBIBICHHBIE Pa3IM4Ms, NIPU CPAaBHEHMM C CUTyalHen
B JPYTUX rocyaapcTBax MoOJIojiexHas nonutuka B Poccuu u B bemapycu xapakrepu-
3yeTCsl OUEBHIHBIM CXOJACTBOM: B 00€UX CTpaHax OOJbLIOE BHUMAaHME YIENSETCS BOC-
MUTAHUIO MOJIOJIBIX JIIOAEH, HO IPU 3TOM aKTHBHYIO POJIb UTPAET HE caMa MOJIOAEKD,
a IIPEICTaBISOIINE €€ OPraHU3aluu, KOTOPBIE 3a4aCTy0 BO3IIABIISAIOTCS IIPEACTABUTE-
JIIMU CTapUIEro MOKOJIEHNUS, YTO OTBPAILAET MOJIOABIX JIFOJIEH OT y4acTHsl B MEPOIPHs-
TUSIX M CHMOKaeT dPPEKTUBHOCTH MOJIOJICKHON MOMUTHKU. Bonee Toro, n B Poccuiickoit
Oeneparuu, 1 B Pecryonuke bemapych oHa kacaeTcs B MEpBYIO Odepenb HEOOIBIIOMN
IPYIIIBI MOJIOABIX JIIOAEH — TaK Ha3bIBaeMOM OyayLIel 3IHTHI.

B crarbe nenaercs BBIBOJ O TOM, UTO JJIsl IPEOAOJIEHUSI COBPEMEHHBIX BHI30BOB HE-
00XOIMMBI HOBBIE ITOIXOABI K IPOBEICHUIO MOJIOACKHON ITOJIMTUKY, U B 3TON CUTYallUH
M3y4YEHUE OIbITa MOJIOAEKHON MOJIUTUKU B APYTHX CTPAHAX MOXKET SIBUTHCSI XOPOLLIUM
VCTOYHHUKOM JIJISl TIOOOHBIX MHHOBAIIMOHHBIX H7ei. B 1emoM ocHOBHas 3a/1a4a MoJIo-
JEKHOM TOMUTHKH — BOCIIUTAHHUE «HIECAIBHBIX FPaXJIaH» — SBIAETCS YHUBEPCAIbHOM,
Y 3aMETHBIC Pa3IniMs BOSHUKAIOT TOJIBKO B chepe pean3aiii.

KuioueBbie c10Ba: MOJIOICKHAS TTOTUTHKA, MOJIOICKHBIC OPraHU3AIINH, TPAKTUKA MO-
JofexHOW TonuTukh, PecryOnmka bemapych, Poccuiickas demeparusi, coBpeMeHHAs
HcTOpUs
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