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Introduction 

In November 1996, the last Soviet nuclear warheads were withdrawn from Belarus, 

ensuring non-nuclear status of the three former Soviet republics - Belarus, Ukraine, and 

Kazakhstan, the only states, besides South Africa, to have given up fully developed nuclear 

arsenals.  

Although all three states disarmed by 1996, their paths to denuclearization were very 

different. It is especially interesting to compare the dynamics of compliance and disarmament 

in Belarus and Ukraine, whose destinies have been intertwined throughout history and whose 

similarities led social scientists to call them sisters. The republics shared anti-nuclear 

consensus prior to independence. In July 1990, before the dissolution of the USSR (and thus 

the official increase of nuclear powers by three) shocked the western world, the third and the 

eighth nuclear powers had voluntarily pledged nonnuclear status in their declarations of 

independence. Before the Russians and Americans started employing sticks and carrots to prod 

the newly independent states along the denuclearization path, Ukraine and Belarus had vowed 

to relinquish the weapons. They reasserted their commitment to nonnuclear status on multiple 

occasions.  

Dutiful Belarus continued to trudge along the disarmament path once the euphoria over 

independence passed. Having endorsed the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) from the outset, 

Belarus signed the Lisbon Agreement in May 1992 and followed through with formal 

accession to the NPT in July 1993. It was proud to have been the first former Soviet state to 

join the regime1 and celebrated the removal of weapons with pomp.2 Compensation for the 
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removed weapons was never on top of its agenda although it was eventually rewarded for 

compliance. 

By contrast, Ukraine’s hesitant nuclear compliance and frequent suspension of the 

transfer process gave Russian and American policymakers many reasons to worry. In 1992, 

Kiev took ownership of the Soviet nuclear arsenal on its territory, claiming that the Soviet 

deterrent was created with resources of many republics and therefore belonged to all of them. 

The Ukrainian Rada deputies repeatedly rejected Ukraine’s membership in the NPT, kept 

demanding greater security guarantees and greater compensation from Russia and the West, 

and went as far as threatening to retain the weapons or even sell them to the highest bidder3. 

Ukraine placed after-the fact conditions on the Lisbon Protocol to the START I Treaty, which 

committed the country along with Belarus and Kazakhstan to nonnuclear status “in the shortest 

possible time,”4 and renounced freshly concluded Massandra Accords, which, among other 

things, reaffirmed its nonnuclear status5. The problems were solved only in 1994. After 

Ukraine signed the Trilateral Agreement with Russia and the United States, the 

denuclearization process proceeded with no more disruptions. In the end, the “problem child” 

was handsomely rewarded. As Mitchell Reiss notes, “For weapons that Ukraine did not control 

and had not built, it received (twice) American, Russian, and British security assurances, one 

hundred tons of nuclear fuel, forgiveness of its multibillion-dollar oil and gas debt to Russia, 

and a commitment of $900 million in U.S. financial assistance.”6  

Belarus and Ukraine have much in common. Both unexpectedly obtained independence 

in 1991; both exist under the same geopolitical factors and are founding members of the 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS); both have significant Russian minorities and 

share borders with hegemonic nuclear-armed Russia; both have reservations about nuclear 

power after Chernobyl reactor accident; both wound up transferring nuclear arsenals to Russia. 
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The need to relinquish their nuclear arsenals could have brought the two even closer together; 

they could have cooperated on the issue winning higher compensation and more security 

guarantees from bargaining with the United States and Russia. Belarus, however, did not 

support Ukraine’s position and only shared in the results.7 At the same time, Ukraine was the 

first to support Belarus’ initiative to create a nuclear-free zone in Central and Easter Europe, 

introduced by Belarusian Minister for Foreign Affair Uladzimir Sianko at the NPT extension 

conference in 1995.8  

What could account for these significant disparities in the countries’ behavior during 

the negotiation and implementation of their nuclear dismantlement? I attempt to answer these 

questions employing Jacques Hymans’ theory that a leader’s nuclear proliferation decisions 

stem from his/her national identity conception,9 or the understanding of what the nation stands 

for and how high it naturally stands. The paper is organized as follows: first, I explain the 

weaknesses of applying prevailing theories to the Belarusian and Ukrainian case; next, I 

present my hypothesis; then, I explain the theory proposed by Hymans and apply it to analyze 

the national identity conceptions of Belarusian and Ukrainian decisionmakers, drawing from 

the press and secondary literature to match hypothesis to the conclusion; then I examine the 

details of the process of denuclearization in Ukraine and Belarus; finally, I conclude with 

implications of the study on the mechanisms of nuclear reversal. 

Problems with Other Theories   

According to realists, states are functionally alike10 and their identities are insignificant. 

If the states are “distinguished primarily by their greater or lesser capabilities for performing 

similar tasks,” 11 as realism suggests, then the processes of denuclearization should have been 

relatively similar in Ukraine and Belarus. But even if one accepts that Ukraine has had more 

leverage in disarmament negotiations because of its greater size and bigger arsenal, the 
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experience of other post-Soviet states shows that smaller capabilities do not automatically 

translate into smaller claims (although they certainly reduce the likelihood of success). For 

example, weak Georgia refused to join the CIS, demanded withdrawal of the Soviet troops, and 

claimed a part of the Black Sea Fleet.12 Likewise, small Baltic states were unequivocal in 

breaking their ties with Russia and succeeded. A founding member of the UN, the world’s 

eighth nuclear power and the most militarized Soviet Republic,13 Belarus had greater 

capabilities than most of the Soviet states. However, it adopted a timid stance in negotiations 

with the superpowers.  

 Glenn Snyder identifies threat as a function of the degree of conflict, the likelihood of the 

conflict being resolved by force, and the relative military capability of the state and its 

adversary.14 According to this definition, Ukraine did face a greater threat as its relations with 

Russia deteriorated. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia had interest in the Black Sea 

Fleet, and Russian parliamentarians supported the secession of the Ukrainian Crimea 

peninsula. However, the nuclear issue was resolved before the geopolitical situation changed. 

In fact, the turnaround in Ukrainian policies occurred in 1994, when the catastrophic economic 

situation and election of Russian nationalists to the Duma15 made Russia's potential threat all 

the more frightening. 

 Realism does account for Ukraine’s choice to align with the west, which seemed less 

threatening to Ukrainian sovereignty and more rewarding financially.16 However, it cannot 

explain why Ukraine has been inattentive to American demands to denuclearize and join the 

NPT at the most pro-western stage in its development before pro-Russian president Leonid 

Kuchma was elected in 1994.   

The normative approach stresses the importance of the Nonproliferation Treaty 

concluded in 1968. A country that does not adhere to the NPT falls into the unsavory category 
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of ‘rogue’ states. Although the NPT norms apply equally to Belarus and Ukraine, it is Ukraine 

(with five nuclear plants on its territory) who would benefit more from  the access to markets 

for peaceful nuclear use, guaranteed in the Article 4 of the NPT17. Moreover, given its 

assertions of Europeanness and pro-western orientation, Ukraine should have been more 

enthusiastic than its northern neighbor about participating in the norms and international 

regimes championed by the west to gain international recognition and prestige. Finally, 

because their nuclear-free status preceded the NPT regime, both Ukraine and Belarus had an 

equal right to argue for their right to retain the arsenals, but even the Ukrainian nationalists 

who supported retaining nuclear weapons, never used this argument to justify their position. 

Ukrainian resistance also frustrates the explanation suggested by the liberal identity 

school of thought. According to this theory, states are likely to cooperate with those states 

whose values they share or want to associate with. Indeed, Ukraine took the trouble to assert its 

Europeanness, applied for admittance into prestigious western institutions, and even undertook 

an economic reform, however modest. Belarus, on the other hand, shied reforms, united with 

Russia to recreate the asymmetry of the relationship with Moscow that lasted throughout the 

Soviet Union, and ignored western demands to honor human rights. One would expect Ukraine 

to lead the disarmament efforts and honor international treaties. But in reality, it was the 

undemocratic and conservative Minsk that showed the way to the west-oriented and reform-

minded Kiev. 

Domestic pressure school of thought would explain Ukrainian hesitance as a tug of war 

between the communist and pro-Russian forces, who wanted to surrender the arsenals to 

Moscow, and the nationalist opposition, who viewed Russia as a threat and needed security 

guarantees from the United States. Indeed, most breaks in the disarmament negotiations were 

caused by the disputes in the opposition-dominated Ukrainian Rada, and most objections were 
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voiced by the opposition deputies. Moreover, Ukrainian political opposition was much more 

numerous and unified than its Belarusian counterpart, which explains the striking uniformity 

on the issue of denuclearization in the Belarusian Supreme Soviet. I use this approach as well 

as the theory outlined in Jacques Hymans book “The Psychology of Nuclear Proliferation” to 

explain why Ukraine was resistant to western demands to denuclearize until 1994 and why 

Belarus did not follow the suite.  

The Argument 

I argue that Belarusian and Ukrainian dynamics of nuclear disarmament can be 

explained by the national identity conceptions (NICs) of their decisionmakers. Jacques 

Hymans defined NIC as “an individual’s understanding of the nation’s identity – his or her 

sense of what the nation naturally stands for and how high it naturally stands, in comparison to 

others in the international arena.”18 According to Hymans, only leaders who possess 

oppositional nationalist NICs decide to obtain nuclear weapons. The other possible NICs - 

oppositional subaltern, sportsmanlike nationalist, and sportsmanlike subaltern – are not 

conducive to building the bomb, but lead to distinct nuclear proliferation policies.  

Hymans’ theory focuses on the NIC of the head of state.19 Although the head of state 

“dominated negotiations” and “largely determined the contours of the final deal,” the 

parliaments of Belarus and Ukraine needed to approve it.20 The Ukrainian Rada constantly 

stalled denuclearization process refusing to ratify international agreements. Therefore, in 

addition to analyzing the NICs of Belarusian and Ukrainian heads of state, I also examine the 

NICs of Belarusian and Ukrainian parliamentarians, who usually identified with one of the 

main contesting parties - the Communist Party or the Popular Front. I argue that the 

oppositional nationalism of the Ukrainian deputies, who represented the opposition and 

occupied 25 percent of seats in the parliament, accounted for the Ukraine’s recalcitrance on the 
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nuclear issue. By contrast, representation of the Belarusian opposition in the Supreme Soviet 

went from 10 percent in 1990 to no seats in 1995. Sportsmanlike subaltern NICs of the 

majority of left Belarusian parliamentarians ensured the country’s easy compliance with the 

international regime and following through with the denuclearization process. I also attribute 

Ukraine’ ratification of the NPT in 1994 to the decrease of the number of oppositional deputies 

in the Rada to 14 percent and election of sportsmanlike nationalist President Leonid Kuchma in 

1994, who replaced the oppositional nationalist, President Kravchuk.  

National Identity Conception 

Although in his book on leaders’ NICs Hymans focuses on the decision to build the 

bomb, he suggests that a decisionmaker’s NIC also affects ancillary nuclear decisions21. Giving 

up nuclear arsenal already in possession involves a more complex cost-benefit analysis than a 

decision to go nuclear, which, according to Hymans, is “made hastily, without the considerable 

vetting process.22” Admittedly, Belarusian and Ukrainian decisions to give up the nuclear 

arsenals were less revolutionary, but I argue that they were inspired by the same emotions - 

fear and pride – that would urge an oppositional nationalist to build the bomb23.  

The turbulent years following the dissolution of the Soviet empire suggest relevance of 

some of the five decisional settings, which Ole Holsti found to increase the valence of a 

decisionmaker’s beliefs24 (Hymans used the same concept to evaluate the decision to go 

nuclear25). First, the coup of August 1991 was a highly ambiguous event; it was far from 

certain that Russia was the sole formal successor of the Soviet Union, and Ukraine repeatedly 

contested this ambitious claim26. Second, independence was a unique experience for both 

Ukraine and Belarus, and their decisionmakers had no precedent to follow as they searched for 

identity27 after centuries of Russification and Polonisation; they had no independent past to 

look back to. Third, the political system inherited by the two republics was far more centralized 
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than a typical western system, and the head leaders had relative freedom.28 Both countries had 

unicameral parliaments29 that ratified important international treaties, but the political process 

in Ukraine was more open30. Fourth, the coup of August 1991 and the dissolution of the armed-

to-the-teeth Soviet Union was anticipated by neither Minsk nor Kiev, which greatly increased 

the states’ insecurity and stimulated the need for formulating a collective identity31. Fifth, a 

high degree of uncertainty was involved. The future of the newly independent countries was 

much more uncertain that it had ever been in the Soviet era, and the uncertainties of the nuclear 

arsenal coincided with the uncertainties of nation building. Moreover, both countries lacked 

experience of independently negotiating with the United States; therefore, neither knew what to 

expect, how far to go, or what buttons to push. Because the situation fits the five decisional 

settings specified by Ole Holsti, I conclude that the turbulent political scene in Ukraine and 

Belarus demanded decisions that would rely on beliefs rather than calculations, increasing the 

influence of NICs on policy choices.  

NICs of Belarusian and Ukrainian decisionmakers 

I will now proceed to compare Belarusian and Ukrainian actors on the two dimensions 

of solidarity and status, proposed by Hymans. In Belarus, the political stage was divided 

between the opposition (Belarusian People’s Front (BPF) and the government (including 

Chairmen of the Supreme Soviet Mikalay Dzyemyantsyey (replaced for siding with August 

1991 coup), Soviet Stanislau Shushkevich (1991-1993), and Myacheslau Hrib (1993-1996); 

Prime Minister Vyacheslau Kebich (1991-1994), and President Alyaksandr Lukashenka (1994-

now)). In Ukraine, the political spectrum was split between opposition (the Rukh) and the 

government (including Leonid Kravchuk (Chairman of Verkhovna Rada (1990-1991), 

President of Ukraine (1991-1994)), and Leonid Kuchma (Prime Minister (1992-1993), 

President (1994-2005)).  
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Because of the Soviet past and the lack of independent experience in the international 

system the two countries’ pictures of the world were still largely dichotomized. Enormous 

Russia was on one side, and the western world represented by the NATO – on the other. 

Confusingly enough, the pressure to denuclearize was coming from the east and the west at the 

same time, and their former common enemy the United States wanted the nuclear weapons 

transferred to its own former enemy, Russia. Hymans described the NIC as a reflection of the 

ongoing “self-other comparison” using the notion of “key comparison other32”. I argue that the 

opposition in both Ukraine and Belarus viewed Russia as their “key comparison other”, and 

that by 1996 NATO and the West in general, having funded the opposition, pressured for 

economic reforms, and criticized President Lukashenka33, emerged as “the key comparison 

other” for the Belarusian head of state.  

Solidarity: sportsmanlike or oppositional NIC 

One dimension of self-other comparison is solidarity. Solidarity establishes whether the 

nation and its “key comparison other” stand for similar or opposite values34. The former 

illustrates sportsmanlike and the latter - oppositional consciousness, which reflects belief that 

“their” values conflict with “ours”35.  

Existence within wider, “transcendent” identity groupings decreases the likelihood of 

the oppositional NIC36. The history of Belarus, Ukraine and Russia was conducive to formation 

of a transcendent Slavic identity: all three trace their origins to Kievan Rus37, the first Slavic 

state, and for the most part have been one state since the partition of Polish Lithuanian 

Commonwealth in 179438. However, not all parts of Belarus and Ukraine joined Russia at the 

same time: Western Ukraine was once ruled by Austrian empire and vast territories of both 

Ukraine and Belarus were once occupied by Poland39. Moreover, neither land became a part of 

the Russian Empire by choice: partition of 1794 resulted from aggressive actions of Russia, 
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Prussia and Hungary, and although territories of Belarus and Ukraine were absent from the 

official title of the state that encompassed them in 16-18th centuries, Russia was still viewed as 

an aggressor. The unflattering image of Russia was reinforced when the Bolsheviks crushed 

Belarusian National Republic (BNR) nine months after its independence in 191840. As a result, 

in early 90s Belarusians and Ukrainians were split in their views on Russia. If pro-Russian 

government glorified the centuries under the Russian wing and victory over western aggressors 

in 1945, the opposition recalled NKVD executions and Chernobyl. This antagonism is also 

evident in national holidays: while the official Independence Day of Belarus is July 3rd, when 

capital Minsk was liberated in WWII, the Belarusian opposition celebrates March 25, when the 

independent Belarusian Popular Republic was founded in 1918.41 

The first alternative to the Communist Party –“the Popular Front42” – was formed in 

both Belarus and Ukraine only in 1989, following the example of the Baltic states.43 The 

anticommunist opposition was fused with nationalism, and Russia and then the Soviet Union 

were seen as enemies of both the nation and the national idea. The official objective of BPF is 

“the attainment of democracy and independence through national rebirth and rebirth of civil 

society, which was destroyed by communism and foreign occupation.”44 For BPF, foreign 

occupiers are undoubtedly Russians, who are to blame for the “terrible state” of Belarusian 

culture “after about 200 years of colonialism and Russification.”45 The party program of Rukh 

similarly states: “The foreign-political situation in Ukraine is complicated by the fact that it has 

common borders with Russia, a country that has not yet made its choice between democratic or 

imperial development”.46 Dymitri Pavlychko, the Chairman of the Rada’s Foreign Affairs 

Committee, Rukh, called Russia’s military presence in Sevastopol “a hammer ready to strike at 

any moment [Ukraine’s] independence.”47 Rukh’s wariness toward hegemonic Russia led it to 

adopt a “Concept Paper on National Security” - the first of its kind in Ukraine48.  
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Thus, on the dimension of solidarity the Rukh and BPF were clearly oppositional 

toward Russia and invested great energy to attract the Russified electorate, who would pledge 

allegiance to the side that guaranteed the stable economy. The similarity of the Slav national 

cultures after the two centuries of common history and internationalism of the Soviet Union 

undermined their claims to independent statehood and made compromising with Russia as 

acceptance of the opposition’s weakness, which translated into recalcitrance in disarmament 

negotiations and demands for greater security guarantees, which came predominantly from the 

opposition.49 The opposition’ belief that the Ukrainians are a different people from the 

Russians and therefore should have a state of their own50 reinforced their opinion that Ukraine 

should not be sidestepped in negotiating weapons owned by Ukraine, stationed on its territory 

and thus crucial its security.  

Surprisingly, Supreme Soviet Chairman and later President Kravchuk, shared the 

opposition’s wariness toward Russia. “Once an implacable enemy of Rukh,” he headed a 

national communist fraction within the Rada supporting a Ukrainian sovereignty and 

independence in 1990.51 After the weapons transfer was suspended in 1992, the “sovereignty 

communist”52 Kravchuk complained that “previously Ukraine was viewed through a prism of 

U.S. policy toward Russia" and stressed Ukraine’s need in security guarantees “in situations 

when our neighbors such as Russia present territorial claims.”53 When Kravchuk was running 

against Kuchma in 1994 presidential elections, Kuchma successfully portrayed him as a 

nationalist.54  

Although Kravchuk and some newly converted independence advocates mistrusted 

Russia’s ambitions, the nationalist movement failed to capture the state55 (and, by definition, 

the Communist Party), and the members of left parties56 tended to be sportsmanlike toward 

Russia. According to its mandate, the Ukrainian Communist Party is “strongly against the use 
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of military force in internal conflicts and condemns attempts […] to incite them against […] 

Russia and other friendly countries and natural allies.”57 President Kuchma, former Communist 

Party member, was determined to change Ukraine’s political course from “self-isolation” to 

“restoring all mutually beneficial economic, spiritual and cultural ties with the former Soviet 

republics, and first of all with Russia.”58 Chafetz observed that “the greater the perceived 

similarity between the source and the recipient of messages, the more likely the recipient is to 

believe and give weight to the message.”59 Sportsmanlike consciousness of Ukrainian 

presidents made cooperation with Russia on disarmament easier; it also explains their 

reluctance to join the CIS security arrangements: they saw no security need, as Hymans 

anticipated60.  

In 1994, Belarus elected its first President, Alyaksandr Lukashenka, who possessed 

oppositional nationalist NIC against NATO. Fearing NATO expansion, Lukashenka actively 

sought to enhance Belarusian security in the union with the Russian Federation, suspended the 

transfer of nuclear weapons in 1995 and questioned the nonnuclear future of Belarus in January 

1996, when he stated that NATO action may force Belarus to redeploy nuclear weapons.61  

Status: nationalist or subaltern NIC. 

Another dimension Hymans uses to describe the NIC is status - the decisionmaker’s 

perception of how high his nation stands relative to its “key comparison other.”62 The 

“nationalist” NIC gives rise to “the sense that the nation can hold its head high.”63 The 

“subaltern” NIC accounts for the “negative national self-image that in many cases is an 

internationalization of the image ascribed to their nation by the dominant powers.”64 Perception 

of status stems from a nation’s political history,65 and for both Ukraine and Belarus history 

consisted of war, occupation, repressions, Polonisation, and Russification. For Russians, 

Belarusians and Ukrainians have remained White and Little Russians, respectively, even after 
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their independence from the Soviet Union. 66 However, a decisionmaker’s consciousness need 

not be a rational assessment of the state’s past. The same historic reality produces leaders with 

both nationalist and subaltern NICs. If for Belarusian leader Shushkevich “Belarusians have 

learned humility from their history,”67
 the Ukrainian leaders focused on the future of Ukraine as 

“a nation of 52 million, with a territory the size of France, with the third-largest nuclear force 

in the world.”68
  

Opposition in both countries clearly possessed nationalist NICs, which were consistent 

with their struggle for independence, western orientation, and self-confident posture in 

negotiations on disarmament. A nation-state’s right to sovereignty is a western concept, it 

justifies nationalist ideology and implies that all states are equally legitimate and deserve an equal 

share of respect.69 Nationalistic NICs prevailed in the Ukrainian government, which prevented 

it from advocating closer ties with Russia, and led to overestimation of the capabilities of 

Ukrainian economy.70 If Belarusian communists supported restoration of the Soviet Union, 

Ukrainian communists formed group “For the Rada’s sovereign Ukraine”71 as early as 199072. 

The nationalist NICs of the Ukrainian decisionmakers explain why the superpowers’ initially 

heavy-handed approach was counterproductive. The results of such approach are best 

summarized by Kravchuk’s assertion that the superpowers did not appreciate that "the third 

largest nuclear power [Ukraine] [was] voluntarily rejecting all this [nuclear weapons]."73 Most 

Ukrainians shared this view; Ukrainian minister of environment Kostenko, who participated in 

disarmament negotiations with Russia, openly stated, “Ukraine is so firm, that can stand 

against anyone. Americans tried to pressure, but we reminded them of their place.”74
 American 

insistence that disarmament precede recognition75 increased Ukraine’s stakes in negotiations 

and made easy compliance even more unlikely.  

With the exception of the BPF members, Belarusian policymakers possessed subaltern 
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NICs. Maintaining good relations with Russia was their top priority and taking a tougher 

bargaining posture seemed inconceivable.76 When asked if he was worried about the possibility 

of Russia exerting economic pressure on Belarus, Kebich spoke for the whole Belarusian 

government: "Of course we're worried. That's why we should behave ourselves! That's why we 

must behave very quietly!"77 Sportsmanlike subaltern NICs were consistent with their active 

role in initiating the CIS agreement and advocating a Nuclear-Free Zone in Eastern and Central 

Europe; which, according to Hymans, provides sportsmanlike subaltern decisionmakers with 

“certain rights that are perhaps incommensurate with their perceived material power 

potential.”78 Subaltern consciousness of the government showed in the Belarusian response to 

the Chernobyl catastrophe: “virtually every significant attempt to deal with the effects of 

Chernobyl has emanated from organizations or individuals who can be equated with the 

political opposition,”79 but the government deemed the tragedy as impossible to overcome 

without the aid of Moscow.80   

Desicionmaker’s Priorities 

 Although the NICs of Belarusian and Ukrainian leaders shed light at their disarmament 

decisions, I argue that it is also necessary to consider their priorities, which varied with time. 

According to Chafetz, the need to defend one’s identity varies with external circumstances, and 

objective changes can alter identities and reorder priorities.81 As the environment changes, 

political independence may dominate economic concerns, and national security may eclipse the 

need for recognition in a decisionmaker’s mind.82 Moreover, the need to be reelected may 

affects legislators’ voting behavior overshadowing “ideological or policy-based motivations.”83  

A reordering of priorities explains why before formal independence was achieved, the 

opposition in both countries denied nuclear weapons as symbols of Russian oppression and 

Chernobyl tragedy. First of all, the slightest hint that a satellite was considering retaining 
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nuclear arsenal before 1991 would have alarmed Russia jeopardizing possible independence. 

Second, anti-nuclear protests were an efficient way to win a national audience and dissent 

without openly challenging Moscow.84 Third, the non-nuclear status distinguished the newly 

independent states from the Soviet Union.85 Finally, denuclearization was the best strategy to 

obtain Western assistance and diplomatic recognition, which the opposition needed to secure 

independence. However, once atomic power “no longer represented Moscow’s dominance but 

Ukraine’s potential to sustain itself as an independent and self-sufficient country,” moratorium 

on its use was overturned by the Ukrainian Rada.86 After independence was achieved and 

excitement was over, the practical problem of securing sovereignty – in the midst of economic 

crisis, Russia’s claims on Crimea and the Black Sea Fleet, and western refusal to recognize the 

new state before denuclearization or provide security guarantees higher than those offered by 

the NPT87 – became the top priority.  

Different priorities as well as different NICs of Belarusian and Ukrainian leaders show 

in their Declarations of State Sovereignty.88 The Declarations were issued by the national 

parliaments, and their content reflected the priorities guiding Belarusian Supreme Soviet and 

Ukrainian Rada in 1990. The documents are similar in structure and in language, which makes 

the comparison especially interesting. Belarusian subaltern consciousness is evident in Art. 6, 

which states that “all questions concerning [Belarusian] borders shall be decided only on the 

basis of the mutual consent of the Republic of Belarus and the adjacent sovereign states.” In 

contrast, Ukrainian Declaration states: “The Ukrainian SSR is independent in determining the 

administrative and territorial system of the Republic and the procedures for establishing 

national and administrative units.”89 Ukrainian nationalism shows in Article 8 on cultural 

development, which focuses on the “national and cultural recovery of the Ukrainian nation” 

admitting that the Soviet conditions were detrimental to Ukrainian culture. The Ukrainian 



 16 

Declaration contains a lengthy article on International Relations, in which Ukrainians stress 

their equality with other nations: Ukraine “acts as an equal participant in international affairs 

[…] and directly participates in the general European process and European structures.”90   

Chafetz, Abramson and Grillot compare Belarusian and Ukrainian role conceptions in 

the article “Role Theory and Foreign Policy,” and results of their analysis are helpful in 

speculating on the NICs of Belarusian and Ukrainian decisionmakers. For example, the noted 

Ukrainian tendency toward the anti-imperialism speaks to its leaders’ nationalist desire to 

remain independent from Russia.91 Ukrainian leaders also scored higher than Belarusian 

leaders on regional leadership,92 which speaks to their belief in Ukraine’s respectable position 

in Europe and vis-à-vis Russia. Belarus, on the other hand, scored highest in the role mediator-

integrator,93 which indicates the sportsmanlike NICs of its leaders. The researchers also 

determined role models of Belarusian and Ukrainian leaders. Belarus, in agreement with the 

predominantly sportsmanlike subaltern NICs of its decisionmakers, adopted the role models of 

“international good citizens” - Finland, Sweden, Belgium, Switzerland, Austria, and other 

small European states.94By contrast, Ukraine leaders looked up to Russia and France95 – both 

assertive nuclear powers that have the privilege to disagree with the rest of the international 

community. 

Election results: 

Having explored the NICs of major political actors, I will now look at changes in 

leadership that occurred between the year 1990, when the nonnuclear status was enshrined in 

the states’ Declarations of State Sovereignty, and 1996, when the last warheads were removed 

from the territories of Belarus and Ukraine.  

In two rounds of elections to the Supreme Soviet of Belarus on March 4, 1990, and 

April 22, 1990, the oppositional nationalist BPF took 27 seats, or less than 10 percent of the 
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total. Due to siding with the August 1991 coup, chairman of the Belarusian Supreme Soviet 

Dzyemyantsyey was replaced by sportsmanlike nationalist Shushkevich (1991-1993). There 

was no power struggle between the Belarusian Supreme Soviet and the government, which 

complicated passing international agreements in Ukraine because the head of state was, in 

effect, the Chairman of the Supreme Soviet.96  

The Ukrainian Rukh was luckier: it captured a quarter of seats in March 1990 elections. 

By July 1990, the number of opposition in the Rada rose to 125 (a third of the legislature) and 

they formed a Group of People’s Rada Ukrainian communists supported independence and 

formed 239-member group For the Rada’s Sovereign Ukraine. Although Rukh’s candidate 

Vyacheslav Chornovil did not win in the presidential elections on December 1, 1991, felt 

“empowered” during the presidency of Kravchuk, who also was oppositional toward Russia.97 

The opposition controlled key committees in Rada and was especially strong when the 

communist party was banned (1991 -1993).98  

By mid-90s, the political awakening waned and economic problems came to the fore, 

which decreased the popularity of the opposition (by then Rukh and BPF were joined by other 

right parties). In 1994, Kebich and Lukashenka contested Belarusian elections arguing of who 

opposed the dissolution of the USSR most and who will be better at securing a union with 

Russia.99 Lukashenka (with an oppositional NIC toward NATO) was elected the President of 

Belarus. BPF did not get a single seat in the Belarusian Parliament in 1995.100 BPF’s fiasco 

may be explained by its failure to cooperate with the Communists,101 as well as the weak 

nature of national identity and commitment to sovereignty among Belarusian people.102  

In Ukraine, Rukh and other national-democratic parties took only 14% of seats in the 

Rada elected in spring 1994103. The left took 37 percent of seats, most of which went to the 

Communist Party.104 Another 8 percent went to Centrist parties, and 40 percent was taken by 
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independents (who mostly represented the left).105 The Ukrainian Communist Party and other 

leftist parties controlled the Rada committees on national security and foreign affairs.106 The 

change in the composition of Rada was compounded by the election of pro-Russian president 

Leonid Kuchma in July 1994.  

Denuclearization Process in Ukraine and Belarus  

Ukraine’s actions in 1993 are typically interpreted as an attempt to keep the nuclear 

weapons that was masterfully countered by the American sticks and carrots.107 I show that 

American and Russian pressure only spurred Ukrainian resistance, and that Ukraine’s eventual 

accession to the NPT occurred because of the changes in the composition of the Rada elected 

in 1994 and the succession of oppositional nationalist Kravchuk with sportsmanlike nationalist 

president Kuchma.  

Belarus and Ukraine in the Romantic Period of Independence 

In the so-called “romantic” period of independence, before any pressure was exerted or 

compensation offered, both Ukraine and Belarus renounced the Soviet nuclear arsenals and 

could not wait to get rid of them. Nonnuclear status was enshrined in their Declarations of 

Sovereignty in July 1990.108 Upon declaring independence in August 1991, Ukraine and 

Belarus reaffirmed their nonnuclear status in October 1991, on December 8, 1991, and on 

December 30, 1991.109 By the end of 1991, Ukraine’s Foreign minister Zlenko produced a 

“Summary of Measures Proposed for the Protection of the National Interests of Ukraine” 

which reasserted the commitment to denuclearization and stated that control over nuclear 

weapons should be transferred to the joint command of the four nuclear states. This conformed 

to CIS Agreement of 21 December 1991 on joint measures with respect to nuclear weapons, 

which placed the nuclear weapons under the CIS Joint Armed Forces. The Agreement also 
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committed the states to the removal of tactical weapons from all three states to Russia by July 

1, 1992.110 

The unequivocal compliance of both states in 1990-91 was possible because the 

nonnuclear status was consistent with the NICs of major Belarusian and Russian 

decisionmakers: with the sportsmanlike nationalism of the Ukrainian left, who sympathized 

with Russia and saw no threat; with the sportsmanlike subaltern NICs of Belarusian left, who 

believed Belarus was too weak to demand greater compensation for its nuclear weapons and 

whose transcendent identity with Russia resolved possible doubts about transferring the 

weapons; with the oppositional nationalism of Rukh and BPF, whose primary concern was to 

secure legal independence from the Soviet Union and prepare a benevolent international 

environment for the task of nation-building.  

After the formal independence was achieved, the practical problem of securing 

sovereignty became the top priority, and the denuclearization paths of Belarus and Ukraine 

diverged. Independence provided a boost of nationalism in both states, but the only the 

Ukrainian Rukh secured strong power in the parliament due to the fact that the Communist 

Party was outlawed and its members demoralized during the first years of independence.111 

The oppositional nationalist NICs of the Rukh and president Kravchuk, combined with 

predominantly sportsmanlike nationalist NICs of the Ukrainian left, made Rada more inclined 

to bargain for their weapons and even consider keeping them. These sentiments were 

reinforced by the US-Russian cooperation that made Ukraine feel excluded, as well as Russian 

encroachment on the Black Sea Fleet. Ukrainian distrust of Russia was shared by the BPF, but 

Belarusian opposition had no weight in the Parliament for its objections to be realized in 

Belarusian policies. Some Ukrainian nationalists, driven by fear and pride, argued that Ukraine 

should become a nuclear-weapons power, and a significant number of sportsmanlike 
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nationalist Rada members, motivated by pride, criticized the government for giving away the 

tactical nuclear weapons for free. In Belarus, the subaltern parliament was unanimous on the 

need to comply with the regime; deputies with oppositional subaltern NICs perceived NATO 

as a threat and advocated alliance with Russia on security matters; deputies with sportsmanlike 

subaltern NICs felt no need to enter security alliances but agreed that Belarus was too weak to 

pursue independent economic policy. 

Disarmament controlled by the Rada of the 1
st
 Convocation and President Kravchuk  

The first problems arose when the removal of tactical weapons was suspended on 

March 12, 1992: Kravchuk accused Moscow of blocking joint monitoring of the 

disarmament112 and the Ukrainian Minister of Environment asked for security assurances on 

his visit to the White House.113 Nevertheless, after Kravchuk signed a decree establishing the 

administrative control over the nuclear weapons,114 the denuclearization process resumed. The 

removal of tactical was competed on May 6, 1992, nearly two months ahead of schedule.115 

Strategic weapons still remained on the territory of Ukraine. On May 23, 1992, the Lisbon 

Protocol to the START I Treaty was signed by the US and four nuclear CIS members, 

reaffirming Ukrainian and Belarusian intention to denuclearize within seven years.116  

  On July 2, 1993, the Rada adopted a resolution on the main guidelines of foreign 

policy, which stated that Ukraine was the owner of nuclear weapons on its territory inherited 

from the USSR. Why did Russia and Ukraine argue about the weapons that were to be 

removed and decommissioned and why was Ukraine satisfied with “negative control” of the 

weapons?117 Obtaining ownership and control were a question of pride: for oppositional 

nationalist Kravchuk Russian ownership “would mean the presence of occupying forces on the 

territory of Ukraine.”118  
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To come into force, the treaties signed by Kravchuk needed ratification of the 

Ukrainian parliament. The opposition in the Ukrainian Rada showed its mistrust of the former 

communist Kravchuk119 by voting against the international agreements he initiated.120 Their 

efforts often succeeded because of their weight in the first Rada. For example, at Massandra in 

September 1993, Kravchuk agreed to surrender the nuclear weapons, forgo Ukraine’s claim to 

the Black Sea Fleet, and return the remaining nuclear weapons to Russia within two years, but 

the deal collapsed after the protests of the Ukrainian opposition in the parliament.121 

After the USA pledged $155 million in economic aid, the Rada ratified START 1 on 

November 18, 1993, but attached thirteen conditions. Among other things, Rada disagreed with 

article 5 of the Lisbon Protocol that called for Ukraine’s accession to the NPT as a non-

nuclear-weapon state “in the shortest possible time.” The Rada again insisted on far-reaching 

security assurances, compensation for the fissile material from both strategic and tactical 

nuclear weapons, and Ukraine’s right to monitor the elimination process.122 To delay the 

ratification even further, Ukraine demanded ratification of START I by all four nuclear states 

(including Belarus and Kazakhstan).123 It was clear that the nationalist parliament would 

cooperate with the United States only to a degree that prevented Washington from leaving the 

bargaining table.  

On February 3, 1994, the Rada ratified the Trilateral Agreement between Ukraine, 

Russia, and the United States and removed the conditions previously placed on the Lisbon 

Protocol to START I. Many saw it as a breakthrough at the time, but at a closer look the 

Rada’s behavior hasn’t changed. First of all, on the same day the parliament again rejected the 

NPT.124 Second, the Trilateral Agreement provided Ukraine with a reaffirmation of Russian 

and U.S. recognition of Ukrainian sovereignty and of financial assistance, while keeping the 

nuclear question intentionally vague, so the Rada had nothing to object. 
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The change of Ukrainian leadership and Ukraine’s accession to the NPT 

By summer 1994 independence romantics waned and Russia’s punishment of 

Ukrainian recalcitrance by cutting off energy supplies125 exacerbated Ukraine’s economic 

crisis. Ukraine was becoming financially savor, but its nationalist posture never changed. In 

desperate need for money, Ukraine’s Deputy Prime Minister Ihor Yukhnovsky threatened to 

“auction off nuclear weapons to the highest bidder if no agreement could be reached”126 

instead of complying to receive whatever aid was promised by the west. Nevertheless, the 

problems led the Ukrainian decisionmakers to tame their nationalism and focus on solving the 

economic crisis. At the same time, the new Communist Party was established in 1993 to 

replace its banned predecessor and won significant support from the electorate with its 

promises of economic stability. The 1994 parliamentary and presidential elections changed the 

political composition of the Rada in favor of the deputies advocating closer ties to Russia. 

After pro-Russian President Kuchma was elected on July 19, 1994, decisionmakers with 

sportsmanlike nationalist NICs secured total control of the political agenda.127  

By November 1994 Ukraine had returned around 160 warheads and was thus far ahead 

of the withdrawal schedule established by the Trilateral Agreement. On November 16, 1994, 

the new Rada approved the accession of Ukraine to the NPT, voting 301 to 8 with 20 

abstentions.128
 On December 5, 1994, Ukraine formally acceded to the NPT as a non-nuclear-

weapon state at a ceremony at the CSCE conference in Budapest.129 On June 5, 1996, the top 

defense officials of the United States, Russia and Ukraine celebrated the success of their 

nuclear disarmament efforts by scattering sunflower seeds.130 

Belarusian disarmament after 1992  

American and Russian bullying did not make Belarus cling to its weapons. The same 

Communist leaders who had opposed independence in 1990 ruled the country after the collapse 
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of the Soviet Union. The initial surge of nationalism lasted long enough to obtain membership 

in the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE now), European Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank. 

However, the year 1992 marked a definitive break with Belarus’ earlier commitments to 

sovereignty and neutrality. Sportsmanlike nationalist Shushkevich refused to sign a collective 

security agreement at the CIS summit in May 1992, but his sportsmanlike subaltern colleague 

prime minister Kebich ceded command of 30,000 Belarus-based strategic troops and signed a 

broad bilateral agreement creating a “common economic, political and social space” with 

Russia.131 By signing the Treaty on Cooperation in the Defense Sphere, Belarusian 

policymakers handed over the strategic nuclear weapons on their territory to Russia in July 

1992.132 Belarus never raised the question of ownership or administrative control over the 

weapons, and at the height of the dispute over Ukraine’s halting of the weapons transfer to 

Russia, Belarusian leaders reiterated their commitment to removal before the agreed 

international deadlines to draw a favorable comparison with Ukraine’s intransigence.133 

The BPF deputies shared the concerns of their Ukrainian counterparts. For example, 

Deputy Pyotr Krauchanka wanted the nuclear weapons to be destroyed in Belarus (not by 

transferring them to Russia) and said the country deserved $1.5 billion for the uranium from its 

strategic missiles.134 Shushkevich disagreed, “Only Russia has the moral right to possess 

nuclear weapons on the territory of the former Soviet Union.”135 Kebich replaced the assertive 

defense minister Pyotr Chaus, who believed that there was “no point being hasty to hand over 

nuclear weapons to anyone, whomever they are” and that “the presence of such a powerful 

weapon [… could] help Belarus to establish itself.”136 

In November 1992, the Belarusian Parliament adopted a military doctrine calling for 

completing denuclearization within two and a half years instead of the generous seven years 
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allowed by the Lisbon Protocol. Belarus ratified the START I treaty on February 4, 1993  by a 

vote of 218 to 1, with 60 abstentions. The NPT was ratified on the following day.137 

Belarusian disarmament under President Lukashenka  

The economic situation of Belarus was no better than that in Ukraine, but the subaltern 

NICs of Belarusian leaders prompted them a different survival tactics - getting subsidies by 

allying with Russia instead of seeking western support. President Lukashenka was elected on 

July 20, 1994, defeating Kebich, his opponent. The views of the two hardly differed. Both 

campaigned on the pro-Russian platform, and Lukashenka claimed that he was the only 

member of Belarusian Parliament to vote against the dissolution of the USSR in 1991.138  

Fearing NATO expansion, Lukashenka actively sought to enhance Belarusian security 

in the union with the Russian Federation and even scared the world by suspending the transfer 

of nuclear weapons in 1995 describing the removal as unnecessary due to the approaching 

Russian-Belarusian union.139  Upon signing the Belarusian-Russian Friendship and 

Cooperation Treaty in 1995, Russia was permitted to retain its military presence in Belarus 

until 2010 and secured free-of-charge use of Belarusian air defense facilities. Although the 

weapons transfers were resumed and completed by November 1996, Lukashenka stated that 

NATO actions might force Russia to redeploy the nuclear weapons on the Belarusian territory 

and that he would not mind.140 When NATO forces entered Kosovo, Lukashenka called the 

decision to withdraw nuclear weapons “a crude mistake, if not a crime.”141 Despite his 

belligerent remarks, on November 27, 1996, “with all the pomp of a presidential ceremony,” 

the last nuclear warhead, held back for the symbolic ceremony, left Belarus.142 

 

Conclusion: 
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Although monetary compensation, economic sanctions, lack of technical know-how, 

and experiencing Chernobyl nuclear tragedy played a role in the denuclearization of Belarus 

and Ukraine, the dynamics of the disarmament process of the two countries are best explained 

by the differences in the national identity conceptions of their leaders combined with the 

countries’ changing priorities in 1990-96. The majority of the Belarusian left parliamentarians 

possessed sportsmanlike subaltern NICs toward Russia. As a result, they never disputed 

Moscow’s claim on the nuclear weapons and never conceived of bargaining with the 

superpowers. A change in the nuclear posture for Belarus occurred with the election of 

President Lukashenka in 1994 who possessed oppositional consciousness towards NATO.  

The above analysis demonstrates the applicability of Jacques Hymans’ national identity 

conception in explaining policy choices that go beyond building a nuclear bomb. Nevertheless, 

it is important to remember that proliferation and denuclearization are different phenomena. 

The research also demonstrated that decisionmakers’ support for denuclearization does not 

depend on their NICs alone, and may be reversed with time. In both countries, the first rallies 

around denuclearization were led by the very national movements that later became reluctant to 

accede to the NPT. Had different leaders come to power in Belarus and Ukraine in 1990, it is 

unclear whether the nuclear weapons would have been removed so soon. 

The limitations of my research come from determining a leader’s NIC from his foreign 

policy choices and statements without undertaking a comprehensive content analysis of the 

leader’s speeches to adequately test the theory. My results should be interpreted as a 

comparison of Belarusian and Ukrainian leaders on the dimensions of status and solidarity, 

showing that one leader was more oppositional than the other (for which the data used in the 

paper was sufficient) rather than ascribing them ideal-typical NICs.  

 Economic conditions alone were insufficient to provide for denuclearization, and the 
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nature of the state’s relationship with Russia was an important factor. The United States and 

other third parties wishing to influence denuclearization need to be aware of the power 

dynamics between the negotiating countries and pay attention to ethnicity and culture problems 

as well as a state’s need for sovereignty or political recognition. This approach may spare the 

negotiators some carrots and avoid the counterproductive effects that sticks may have.  
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