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Belarusians on Poland, Russia and themselves

Analysis of a public opinion poll
commissioned by the Centre for Eastern Studies (OSW)

OSW Team

Belarus is the only country in Europe where public opinion polls are not published on a regular ba-
sis. This is a result of repressive policy of the Belarusian government, which has effectively banned
sociological research related to politically ‘sensitive’ topics such as political ratings. This means that
little is known about the attitudes of the Belarusian people or their views on political issues. At the
request of the OSW and on the basis of questions it prepared, Belarusian interviewers conducted
a telephone survey between 26 November and 16 December 2020 with a representative sample of
1000 respondents, the aim of which was to examine Belarusian opinions about selected countries,
including Poland and Russia. It should be emphasised that no one has conducted a similarly compre-
hensive public survey for many months.

The poll’s main findings:

* 43% of Belarusians consider Russia to be the greatest threat to the territorial integrity of Belarus,
the highest figure among the countries surveyed (21% of respondents consider Poland’s policy
a threat, 20% that of Lithuania, and 18% that of other countries). Paradoxically, this does not affect
the very positive perception of Russia (86% of respondents) and the Russian people (96%), or of
Vladimir Putin himself, who enjoys the support of 60% of Belarusians. However, the results above
may indicate that the perception of Russia in the eyes of the Belarusian people is gradually changing.

e 74% of Belarusians declared a positive attitude towards Poland, and 83% towards the Polish
people. 19% of Belarusians expressed a dislike of Poland, and 11% of Poles. The respondents like
the Russians, Germans and Ukrainians more (but not the Ukrainian state); Lithuanians less so.
Most respondents (52%) view Poland’s policy towards Belarus during the current political crisis in
a positive light, while 27% of respondents evaluate it negatively.

* The research shows that for the first time more Belarusians are considering work in Poland (41%) and
Western Europe (36%) than in Russia (30%), which for many years has invariably been almost the
sole destination of migration. 12% of Belarusians declare some knowledge of the Polish language.
Almost a third of the respondents (31%) have visited Poland in the last ten years, while 55% have
been to Russia, 45% to Ukraine and 24% to Lithuania.
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* For the first time in the history of such studies, many more members of Belarusian society, which
is still strongly Sovietised, believe that Belarus should draw upon the historical heritage associated
with the Grand Duchy of Lithuania (40%) than the tradition of the Soviet Union (28%).

Detailed results of the poll, with analytical commentary

1. Belarusians on Lukashenka

Although the OSW's research mainly concerns international issues, we also asked a question about
the Belarusian people’s attitude towards Alyaksandr Lukashenka. The president was assessed posi-
tively by 27.2% of respondents and rather positively by 13.6% (so in total, 40.8% of all respondents
gave positive assessments); 33.4% of respondents gave a negative assessment, and 12.3% expressed
a ‘rather negative’ opinion (thus negative assessments constituted 45.7% of the total). It should be
noted that a positive attitude towards Lukashenka need not mean political support (the questions
did not refer to electoral preferences directly): we may assume that there is a group of Belarusians
who have a moderately positive opinion of his rule, but after 27 years they expect political change in
the country (according to other studies, Lukashenka is currently supported by 20-25% of Belarus’s
population).!

It is worth noting that Lukashenka received fewer positive and more negative opinions than the po-
litical leaders of other countries we asked about: Vladimir Putin, Angela Merkel, Volodymyr Zelenskiy
and Andrzej Duda.

What is your attitude towards Alyaksandr Lukashenka?
positive

rather positive

rather negative

negative 33.4%

hard to say

don't know

What is your attitude towards the following political leaders?

Vladimir Putin 46.7% 13.5% 7.9% 19.4% 4.7%

Angela Merkel 45% 10.1% 12.9%
Volodymyr Zelenskiy
Andrzej Duda 12.9% 4.7% 19.7% 19.8%
Alyaksandr Lukashenka 12.3% 33.4% 4.0
I positive I rather positive hard to say I rather negative I negative I don't know

' One example is Belarusians’ views on the political crisis, Chatham House, November 2020.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VVEfR3raAIkJrMRo-t_vkjOzNmrhDKvN/view

2. Belarusians on other states and nations

According to the OSW poll, the vast majority of Belarusians declare a positive or rather positive atti-
tude towards other nations and states. Traditionally, Russians lead this ranking: as many as 96.2% of
respondents favour them. Belarusians also have an unambiguously positive attitude towards Russia:
a positive or rather positive attitude towards Russia was declared by 86.7% of respondents, and
a negative or rather negative attitude was declared by only 9.1%.

The respondents’ attitude towards Vladimir Putin (60.2%) — the most popular of the leaders we asked
about —is also positive, although he also has a noticeable group of critics (27.3%). His high popularity
is not only the result of the respect for Russia historically rooted in the Belarusian consciousness, but
also the intensive activity of Russian television, which can be received throughout Belarus.

Most of the respondents also favour Russian-Belarusian integration within the Union State: less than
a quarter of Belarusians expressed a negative attitude to this structure (including 15.8% who were
clearly negative). The Union State is more popular than the European Union (although it also enjoys
the sympathy of most respondents) or NATO, to which Belarusians, in line with the regime’s prop-
aganda, are overwhelmingly negative. Belarusian society appears divided over how much farther
Russian-Belarusian integration should go.

What is your attitude towards the following countries?

Russia 73.5% 13.2%

Germany

Poland 59.4%
Ukraine 55.3%
Lithuania

China 52.8%

us

46.8% 12.2%

I positive I rather positive hard to say I rather negative I negative

What is your attitude towards the following nationalities?

Russians 88.0%  8.2% [ |
Ukrainians 76.2% 9.3%[392.2 8.4%
Germans 74.1% 11.2%
Poles 74.4% 8.5% 25 84%
Lithuanians 67.0% 9.2% 2.8 12.9%
Chinese 67.4% 7.8% 5.1% 9.0%
Americans 65.6% 8.4% 4.9% 10.9%
I positive I rather positive hard to say I rather negative I negative
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What is your attitude towards the following political structures?

The Union State with Russia

6.4% 15.8%
9.4% 18.4%
9.7% 46.2%

I positive I rather positive hard to say I rather negative I negative

The EU

NATO 14.4% 8.8%

Are you in favour of deepening the integration of Belarus and Russia within the Union State?

40.0% 14.4% 8.2% 29.1%

B ves [l rather yes hard to say [l rather not B no

Belarusians in this poll declare a favourable attitude towards Poland, which is assessed positively
by 59.4% of respondents, and rather positively by 14.1% (for a total positive rating of 63.5%). Their
attitude towards the Polish people seems even better, as it seems less burdened by the current political
context: 74.4% of Belarusians assess the Polish people positively, and 8.5% rather positively (82.9%
in total having positive opinions). These results show that there are no deeply entrenched negative
stereotypes which would hinder Polish-Belarusian relations.

This is confirmed by the responses to questions about how other nations perceive them: 70.9% of
respondents believe that Poles assess Belarusians positively, while 12.9% perceive a negative atti-
tude. Although this result is very positive, it is also clearly worse than the cases of Belarus’s eastern
neighbours: up to 91.2% of the respondents believe that Russians have favourable feelings towards
Belarusians, while only 3.2% perceive a dislike.

How do you think representatives of the following nations perceive Belarus
and the Belarusian people?

Russians

Ukrainians
Germans
Poles 9.2%
Lithuanians 12.0%
I positively I rather positively hard to say I rather negatively I negatively

When analysing the degree of Belarusian sympathy and antipathy towards Poland and the Polish
people compared to other countries and nations, it is noteworthy that Poles enjoy less sympathy than
the Germans, towards whom there is little distrust. A total of 28.5% of respondents declare a negative
or rather negative attitude towards Poland, while the figure for Germany is only 10.8%. The differ-
ence is smaller when assessing nationalities and not states (the total negative opinions of Germans
add up to 6.9%, compared to 10.9% for Poles). There are several keys to interpreting this state of
affairs: the positive image of Germany and the German people is the result of Germany’s strong ‘soft
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power’ rating, deriving from that country’s stability, prosperity, high organisational culture and the
high potential for investment associated with it; but it is also an effect of Lukashenka’s anti-Western
propaganda, which has focused much more on criticising Belarus's immediate neighbours, Lithuania
and Poland (as well as the United States, which are most critically assessed in the poll), together with
the lack of any bilateral German-Belarusian tensions. This is also confirmed by the very high level of
trust which Belarusians express for Chancellor Angela Merkel.

Poland and the Poles, although placing behind the Germans, are assessed more positively by Belarusians
than Lithuania and the Lithuanian people. The cultural proximity between the Polish and Belarusian
nationalities seems to influence this. It is also worth noting the very positive attitude of Belarusians
towards Ukrainians (probably as a related, Slavic nation which speaks similar languages), in tandem
with their much less favourable assessment of the Ukrainian state (due to the two revolutions, which
were criticised both by Belarusian and Russian state media).

The data quoted above concerning Belarusian sympathy towards Russia confirms that the social
protests in Belarus that have been taking place since August 2020 do not have a geopolitical edge,
as was the case with the Revolution of Dignity in Ukraine, and that Russian support for Lukashenka
has not had a noticeable influence on the Belarusian public’s attitude towards Russia and the Russian
people. This was confirmed by a more detailed question. It turns out that although the majority of
Belarusians have a negative attitude towards Lukashenka, most of them positively evaluate Russia’s
policy towards Belarus during the current political crisis, which in fact boils down to supporting the
rule of the incumbent president. The sum of positive and rather positive assessments of Russia’s
policy is 52.2%, while for Poland this indicator is 51.7%, for Germany 51%, and for Lithuania 44.4%.

How do you evaluate the policy which the following countries have adopted towards Belarus

during the current political crisis?
Russia 12.5% 16.2%

Poland 7.3% 19.8%

37.6% 13.4%

Germany 6.6% 17.7%

Lithuania 30.5% 13.9% 9.1% 22.7%
Ukraine 24.7% 16.5% 11.2% 20.3%
I positively I rather positively hard to say I rather negatively I negatively

The poll shows that 20.7% of respondents believe that Poland poses a threat to the territorial integrity
of Belarus, while 67.4% do not express such concerns. The scale of the threat from alleged Polish
territorial revisionism should be assessed as moderate, considering that accusations that the Poland
wants to annex the Grodno region (or even to restore the 1921-1939 border delineated by the Treaty
of Riga) have constituted the main axis of anti-Polish propaganda in recent years, especially since the
outbreak of political crisis in August 2020.

As many as 42.8% of respondents are inclined to see Russia as posing a threat to Belarus’ territorial
integrity, which is an unprecedentedly high figure. Interestingly, however, this does not translate
into negative attitudes towards Russia or Vladimir Putin. This is a manifestation of a perception of
reality which is typical of Belarusian society, while surprising for external observers. The Belarusian
people, more or less consciously, perceive themselves as a nation situated between East and West,
i.e. at the meeting point of different civilisations, which leads to a specific combination of opposites.
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This paradox is probably the result of the collision between the fear of peaceful Belarusian citizens
about the Kremlin's aggressive policy in the post-Soviet area (especially in the context of the war in
Georgia in 2008 and the annexation of Crimea in 2014) and their respect for Putin, who is presented
in the Russian media (popular in the country) as a strong and efficient leader. However, this result
also demonstrates that the perception of Russia in the eyes of Belarusians is gradually changing,
mainly because of concerns about Belarus’ security, as regularly expressed by Lukashenka and the
state media, especially during the last election campaign.

Do you think that the policies of the following countries threaten the territorial integrity
of Belarus?

Russia 9.6% 34.8%

Lithuania 6.5% 16.5% 50.6%

14.2%

Poland 13.6% 7.1% 14.7% 52.7%

Ukraine EE: AT 14.7% 60.2%

other countries 9.5% | T.7% 11% 51.8%

(<]

I yes I rather yes hard to say I rather not I n

The only open question in the poll concerned the Belarusian public’s associations with Poland, Russia,
Lithuania, Ukraine and the EU. Regarding each of them, the vast majority of responses can be classified
as positive. The highest percentage of negative responses concerned Russia (‘dictatorial regime’, ‘low
living standards’, ‘corruption’, ‘aggression’, etc.), totalling 15.8%. This means that some respondents
had a negative first association with Russia, while declaring a positive or rather positive attitude
towards it and the Russian people. This is another example of the above-mentioned contradictions
in the Belarusian understanding of reality.

The lowest level of pejorative associations (‘traitors’, ‘unfriendly’, ‘insolent’, ‘stingy’, etc.) concerned
Poland, amounting to 6.6%. In the case of Ukraine, the cumulative negative indications accounted
for 15.2% of the total; this should be considered a moderate response, considering that Ukraine is
a constant target of Belarusian and Russian propaganda. Negative assessments of the EU and Lithuania
accounted for 12.9% and 8.6% respectively. It should also be noted that in the case of Russia, a lack
of response was much less frequent (19%) than in the cases of Ukraine (34%), Poland (38.2%), the
EU (42.7%) and Lithuania (43.3%); this confirms that Belarusians know Russia best. This is reflected
in the results concerning travel abroad by residents of Belarus, discussed below.

What do you associate with Russia?

Good country, good people
Strong, large, rich country
Brothers, kinsmen

The Union State, friends
Putin, Putin’s regime, dictator
The Kremlin, Red Square
Low living standards
Moscow, other cities
Corruption

The USSR

Aggressor, insolence
Natural resources, oil, gold
Opportunity to make money

. . Neighbours

Nothing, no opinion, other Matryoshka dolls

I Other associations Bears
as given on the bar chart Vodka
(negative associations Siberia, taiga, Baikal
marked in red) Bad opinion
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What do you associate with Lithuania?

Good country, good people 10.1%
Neighbours

Bad opinion

Friends, brothers, kinsmen

European state, Europe

Seaside, holiday resorts, tourism

The music festival in Jurmala*

Traitors, Nazis

Opportunity to make money

Poor country

Herrings, cheese

48% 43% Large, attractive cities
The Baltic region (Pribaltika)

The Hill of Crosses, attractive churches

9% Small country
Cooperation

Shopping

Nothing, no opinion, other Good food, alcohol

I Other associations Neutral country
as given on the bar chart Vilnius
(negative associations Architecture

marked in red) Cars

* Response as given in the original.

What do you associate with Poland?
Good country, good people 11.8%

Economic growth, factories
Neighbours

Mean, rude, hostile

Opportunity to make money
Warsaw, the Warsaw Bridge
Friends, brothers, kinsmen
Agriculture

Europe, European state

Traitors

Friendly state

Tourism

Lech Watesa

Polish Card, flag
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth
Democratic state

The air crash in Smolensk

46%

Nothing, no opinion, other

I Other associations Architecture
as given on the bar chart Catholics
(negative associations Cracow

marked in red) Culture

What do you associate with the EU?

Good country, good people
Odessa*

Bad opinion

Europe, European state, NATO
Sanctions

Democratic state

Opportunity to make money

48% 39% Tourism
Brussels, Paris

Refugees

ks Friends, brothers, kinsmen

Friendly state

) o Neighbours

Nothing, no opinion, other Blue flag

I Other associations Architecture
as given on the bar chart Angela Merkel
(negative associations LGBT

marked in red) Double standards

* Since the Soviet period, Odessa has been associated with being a great international port, Western goods,
and as a European-style city.

OSW OSW Commentary NUMBER 373 7




What do you associate with Ukraine?
Good country, good people 10.5%

Friends, brothers, kinsmen

Bad opinion

Seaside, holiday resorts, tourism
Good food (borscht, fatback)
Poor country

War, Maidan

Crimea

Neighbours

Volodymyr Zelenskiy

The right path, reforms

Odessa

Kyiv

Slavs

Friendly state

Circus

Nothing, no opinion, other Carpathian mountains

I Other associations Corruption
as given on the bar chart Freedom, free elections
(negative associations Lviv
marked in red) Agriculture

3. Belarusians on economic migration and the Polish Card

One of the poll’s most surprising results is Poland’s promotion to first place among the countries
where Belarusians would like to work. Up to 40.6% named Poland, ahead of Western Europe (36.7%),
Russia (30.3%) and Lithuania (21.3%). This is probably the result of the economic stagnation in Rus-
sia, as well as the Belarusian migration networks in Poland that have been emerging in recent years.
These results suggest that we should expect a rise in the migration of Belarusians to our country,
especially if the economic situation in Belarus deteriorates further and the no political breakthrough
is achieved there.

Are you considering working abroad, and if so, where?

Poland 5.1% 51.9%
Western Europe 5.6% 54.4%
Russia 19.5% 10.8% 8.6% 57.2%

Lithuania 10.3% 11.0% 10.5% 63.9%

I yes I rather yes hard to say I rather not I no

One factor affecting the size of Belarusian migration to Poland is the rapid increase in the number of
people holding the Polish Card.? This has happened despite the regime’s negative attitude towards
it, (including legally prohibiting some officials and uniformed services from holding one), and the
presentation of the Polish Card in state propaganda as an instrument of ‘Polish imperialism’. The
OSW's poll shows that 62.1% of Belarusians have a positive or rather positive attitude towards the
Polish Card, and only 13.8% have a negative attitude. This document is familiar to the great majority
of Belarusian society: only 12.5% of respondents stated that they did not know about it, and 11.6%
that they held no opinion about it.

2 The Polish Card (Karta Polaka, literally ‘the Pole’s Card’) is a document granted to citizens of foreign countries who have
Polish roots, can prove it, and who declares that they belong to the ‘Polish Nation’. A holder of a Polish Card has some
privileges, including the rights to work legally in Poland, and be educated in Polish schools and universities without any
fee. More than 140,000 members of the Polish minority in Belarus and around 130,000 in Ukraine have already received
Polish Cards.
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How do you feel about the Polish Card?

48.9% 13.3% 5.2% 8.6% 12,5%

I positive I rather positive hard to say I rather negative I negative I don't know

The poll shows that 30.5% of Belarusians have visited Poland over the last decade. This percentage
is lower than for the other neighbouring countries, which do not require visas: Russia (55.7%) and
Ukraine (45.6%). However, it should be noted that Poland has been visited by more Belarusians than
Lithuania (24.3%), whose capital Vilnius is located only 30 km from the Belarusian border, two and
a half hours by car from Minsk. In the past decade, even fewer respondents had visited another EU
country (19.7%).

One factor facilitating Belarusian migration to Poland is knowledge of the Polish language, as declared
by 11.9% of the respondents. However, this should be viewed as general comprehension rather than
fluency in use. This is indicated by the fact that as many as 54.5% of respondents claim that they
know English, something which is unlikely due to the small scale of travel abroad (for comparison,
53% of Poles declare knowledge of the language).

Which foreign languages do you speak? (multiple choice question)

English 54.5%
German
Polish

other

| don't speak
a foreign language

Which countries have you visited in the last 10 years? (multiple choice question)

Russia 55.7%

Ukraine

Poland

Lithuania

other EU countries
other countries
other CIS countries

| have not been abroad

4. Belarusians on their historical tradition

Over the last dozen or so years, the Belarusian people’s attitude towards their historical tradition
has been changing rapidly. While until the beginning of the 215t century (with a slight break in the
years 1991-1994), according to the official narrative and school textbooks, the first state was the
Belarusian SSR, in the following years the authorities began to reach back to earlier periods, including
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the medieval Principality of Polotsk and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which has also begun to be
perceived as a Belarusian state. (We discussed this process in the OSW's recent report Opposites
put together. Belarus’s politics of memory). The poll results show that this trend is strengthening.
Many more Belarusians believe that their state should draw upon the traditions of the Grand Duchy
of Lithuania or the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (39.7% and 6.3% respectively) rather than the
Soviet Union (28%). Attention should also be paid to the very good result for the Belarusian People’s
Republic (16.2%), the short-lived entity which resulted from an unsuccessful attempt to build an
independent and anti-communist Belarusian state in 1918.

What historical tradition should Belarus primarily draw upon?

The Grand Duchy of Lithuania 39.7%

The USSR

The Belarusian
People’s Republic

28.0%

don’t know/no answer

The Principality of Polotsk

The Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth

other
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