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abstract. The results presented in this study are part of a joint research project undertaken in 2011 by the Uni-
versity of Warsaw and the University of St. Petersburg entitled “The perception of Polish-Russian relations by 
students in Poland and Russia”. The main purpose of the research conducted in Poland was to investigate the 
beliefs and attitudes of students at the University of Warsaw toward Russia and Russians. Students are open to 
the surrounding reality, conscious of the mental and spatial proximity that links Poles and Russians, and aware 
of the problems that define the present-day Polish-Russian relations. A vast majority of participants are people 
who possess a fairly extensive knowledge of various aspects of life in Russia and express sympathy for Russia 
and Russian people. In the opinion of the authors, the results of the above study can be useful to teachers at uni-
versities, especially those that deal with European, socio-cultural and geographical subjects.
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1. Introduction

The study of mutual perception among na-
tions is an important indicator of the bilateral 
state of the political, economic and cultural rela-
tions between countries. Often, the image of a na-
tion in the eyes of another is the result of histori-

cal circumstances that, to varying degrees, affect 
the current state of the relationship. The image 
of a country and its nation as it appears to the 
people of another state plays a very important 
role in determining the nature of the relationship 
between them at various levels – high (national) 
and everyday (societal). This image is so impor-
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tant in forming current policies and interperson-
al contacts that many countries conduct regular 
public opinion surveys on how specific countries 
and people are perceived. They are often under-
taken in the political and economic context of ma-
jor international events, such as visits of heads of 
state, the conclusion of agreements on economic 
cooperation, etc.

Due to its turbulent history and fluctuating 
participation in the hierarchy of the world, Rus-
sia remains of interest to representatives of many 
nations. The new frame of reference for how 
Russia is perceived is related to an attempt to de-
termine the place and role of Russian people in 
Europe in terms of political, socio-economic and 
cultural backgrounds.

In his book Resurrection: The struggle for a new 
Russia, David Remnick presents the circumstances 
under which European countries see Russia, and 
identifies a number of characteristics that define 
the attitude of the Russian people toward Europe. 
According to the author, Russians show intellec-
tual respect, jealousy, admiration and the desire to 
compete. In the eyes of the Russians, the West is 
well organised and efficient, but at the same time 
fake, cold, calculated, self-absorbed and incapable 
of great accomplishments and real emotions.

How Russia and Russians are perceived in 
Europe depends on many factors, such as geo-
graphical proximity, historical relations, econom-
ic co-dependence, and social ties. The perception 
of Russia and Russians varies across nations, but 
also across social groups. This article seeks to 
present how Russia and Russians are perceived 
by academic youth in Poland. The element that 
ties the study together will be a discussion of the 
different approaches in the evaluation of Rus-
sians by representatives of various countries and 
of how these countries are perceived by Russians.

Polish-Russian relations have been a subject 
of interest to many Polish and Russian research-
ers of various disciplines, such as philosophy, so-
ciology, political science, history and linguistics 
(Berdyaev 1916, Kral 2006, Bugajski 2010). This 
topic has also been repeatedly addressed by in-
stitutions involved in public opinion surveys in 
Poland and in Russia. In 2001, a joint study was 
undertaken by the Polish Information Agency 
(PAI) in collaboration with the Russian news 
agency Novosti (Orłowski 2006). For many years, 

the Centre for Public Opinion Research (CBOS) 
has been conducting regular surveys of how the 
Polish community evaluates Polish-Russian re-
lations. These studies have become particularly 
relevant after the crash of the presidential plane 
near Smolensk in 2010.

Polish-Russian prejudices affect the stereo-
typical perception of Russia by Poles and Poland 
by Russians, and have an important place in the 
conducted studies of relations between the two 
countries. Many researchers (such as de Lazari 
2006, Skorupska 2006, Bugajski 2010) blame the 
media for this persisting negative attitude of Pol-
ish society toward Russia and Russians and their 
methods of reporting and commenting on the 
political, economic and social situation in Russia. 
The media are the main and often the only pro-
vider of knowledge about the world.

Andrzej de Lazari – a political scientist, his-
torian of philosophy and thought, expert on the 
Soviet Union and Russia – gives much attention 
in his works (2004, 2006) to this vast and ex-
tremely complicated problem of Polish-Russian 
relations. He is the author and editor of many 
scientific papers and magazine articles concern-
ing the mechanisms of formation of the stereo-
typical and negative images in the minds of both 
nations. He also seeks to understand and explain 
the causes and consequences of Russophobia and 
Polonophobia (xenophobia directed at Russians 
and Poles) present in both societies.

2. Purpose and scope of research

The results presented in this study are part of 
a joint research project undertaken in 2011 by the 
staff of the Department of Geography and Re-
gional Studies at the University of Warsaw and 
scholars in the Department of Geography and 
Geoecology at the University of St. Petersburg 
entitled “The perception of Polish-Russian rela-
tions by students in Poland and Russia”.

The main purpose of the research conducted 
in Poland was to investigate the beliefs and at-
titudes of students at the University of Warsaw 
(UW) toward Russia and Russians. From the per-
spective of the study, it was equally important to 
learn how the UW students saw the relationship 
between the two countries.
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One of the first important stages of the re-
search procedures was to choose a proper and 
standardised technique for obtaining data on the 
subject of study. The researchers decided that 
they would conduct the survey in full awareness 
of the limitations of this technique in terms of ac-
quiring and storing information. Among the dis-
advantages of this approach were limited power 
they had in the selection of respondents and the 
limited possibility of addressing the multi-facet-
ed issues related to phenomena that occur in dif-
ferent spheres of social life, but only indirectly af-
fect the beliefs and attitudes of the UW students 
towards Russia and Russians.

Opinions about the reliability of the informa-
tion obtained via surveys are divided. Proponents 
of surveys as a research tool point out that people 
tend to respond more exhaustively and honestly 
in a situation where there is no direct recipient of 
their statements (the interviewer). On the other 
hand, opponents believe that the responses ob-
tained in this way are not spontaneous, are more 
formal and therefore less sincere. Because psycho-
logical defence mechanisms are not very active 
while answering survey questions, people rarely 
express what they really think (Sztabiński 1997).

The present authors, aware of the advantages 
and disadvantages of this technique, decided that 
the survey, conducted in May 2011, was valid. 
It was carried out among students majoring in 
various fields and from various departments of 
the University of Warsaw. A questionnaire was 
used to identify the beliefs of those surveyed. 
Developed jointly with the Russians, it consist-
ed of 13 questions, including eight closed-ended 
ones, five open-ended ones, and three biographi-
cal ones about the age, gender and field of study. 
Closed-ended questions focused on respond-
ents’ assessment of Polish-Russian relations and 
their ideas about Russia and the Russian people; 
the respondents were asked, among others, to 
choose from the list of provided terms or state-
ments those that they associated with Russia and 
the traits they would assign to Russians. In the 
open-ended questions they were asked to name 
famous Russian scientists, artists, politicians, 
athletes, interesting objects, natural and cultur-
al sites, and to determine what, in their opinion, 
affected positively and negatively the nature of 
Polish-Russian relations.

The survey design and the closed-ended and 
open-ended questions it contained made it possi-
ble to collect a significant amount of information 
on the subject.

3. Profile of the respondents

The study was conducted among 123 Univer-
sity of Warsaw students, 81 female (66%) and 42 
male (34%). The age of the respondents ranged 
from 20 to 29, with 90% aged between 20 and 
24 years. 23-year-old students were most nu-
merous (35 individuals, making up 28% of the 
surveyed group).

The University of Warsaw is one of the big-
gest universities in Poland. It is an academic 
centre with a long tradition, repeatedly ranked 
at the top of public universities in the country. 
The study was conducted among attendees of 
elective classes, such as Cultural Borders and 
the Geography of Russia, held in the UW De-
partment of Geography and Regional Studies 
building. Students choose their electives from 
a list proposed by various departments. Those 
classes help them to develop their own interests 
and deepen their knowledge of the subject.

The survey participants included science ma-
jors, such as Biology, Biotechnology and Geolo-
gy, Mathematics and Economics majors, as well 
as humanities majors, such as Polish Philology, 
Spanish and Portuguese Studies, and Russian 
Studies.

The respondents most commonly represent-
ed the following majors: Geography (22 persons, 
or 18%), History (17 persons, or 14%), Philology, 
including English, Germanic and Russian Stud-
ies (16 persons, or 13%) and Spatial Manage-
ment (11 persons, or 9%). The large number of 
Geography and Spatial Management students is 
due to the fact that the survey was carried out 
during elective classes in the Department of Ge-
ography and Regional Studies.

20 respondents in the surveyed group (16%) 
represented fields of study related to broader 
European subjects (including East European 
Studies, European Studies, East Slavic Europe-
an Studies, and International Relations). Other 
participants were enrolled in Cultural Studies (4 
persons), Economics (4), Science (3), Psychology 
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(3), Sociology (3), Mathematics (2), and Law (2 
persons). Although this group of students did 
not represent the full diversity of the fields of 
study offered at the University, it was still possi-
ble to capture some differences in their attitudes 
and views about Russia by their education pro-
file.

Information about direct experience and per-
sonal contacts with a particular group, in this 
case with the Russians, can be useful in explain-
ing the diversity of attitudes of respondents 
toward that community. The overwhelming 
majority of respondents declared that they did 
not have personal contacts with Russian citizens 
(60% of all respondents) and one in three stu-
dents had never been to Russia (33%). Only 14 
respondents (11%) had visited the country. One-
third replied that they maintained contacts with 
Russians, that is, that they had relatives, friends 
or acquaintances in Russia. The answers con-
tained statements emphasising the desire to go 
to Russia and to establish closer relations with 
its inhabitants.

While analysing the place of residence of 
the respondents, it transpired that 93% of them 
lived in a city, including 72% who gave Warsaw 
as their place of residence, and only 4% lived 
in rural areas. Besides Warsaw itself, other ar-
eas belonging to the Warsaw agglomeration 
were indicated. Some respondents came from 
other regions, namely Podlasie voivodeship 
(Białystok, Supraśl) and Lublin voivodeship 
(Lublin, Puławy, Biała Podlaska), but those were 
single students. The data giving Warsaw as the 
respondents’ place of residence confirm the ear-
lier finding that most students at a university 
in a city are usually people that were born in 
the city. This also holds for the University of 
Warsaw: despite its significance among other 
universities in the country, it is still dominated 
by students from the Mazovia region, especially 
the Warsaw agglomeration.

4. Results

4.1. Evaluation of Polish-Russian relations

The respondents were asked to assess the rela-
tions between Russia and Poland in a closed-end-

ed question by ticking an answer on a five-step 
scale from “very good” to “very bad”. It was also 
possible to enter another option (to describe Pol-
ish-Russian relations differently) or to select the 
response “I don’t know.” Half of the respondents 
considered Polish-Russian relations bad, and one 
in five considered it neutral or found that their 
character should be evaluated in other categories 
than those specified in the questionnaire. The lat-
ter group of responses also included answers em-
phasising their ambivalent, emotionally charged 
nature, often difficult to determine clearly, for 
example: “neither good nor bad, unnecessarily 
emotional”; “very complicated, on the border of 
bad and neutral”; “tense”; “not neutral, but not 
very good”; “they are not very bad but also not 
good”; “ambiguous”; “one spark is enough for it 
to go up in flames,” etc. Several people described 
the Polish-Russian relations as not bad: “getting 
better, but still cannot be called good”; “on the 
right track”; “they are good, but the Smolensk ca-
tastrophe doesn’t narrow the gap and does not im-
prove the relations”. It should be noted that some 
of the surveyed students pointed out factors that 
caused political relations between the two coun-
tries to deteriorate, for example: “they are bad be-
cause of Russia’s politics and the Smolensk affair, 
but a couple of psychos are trying to aggravate 
the relations further”; “the good will is there, but 
there are also many difficult issues”; “it depends 
on who is in power at the time, if it’s PiS (Law and 
Justice – a conservative political party in Poland), 
then they are very bad.” Only 9% of the respond-
ents considered them to be good. The views of the 
UW students are similar to the statistical data on 
the opinions of Poles, except that compared with 
the results of the survey carried out by CBOS 
in February 2011, the students judged the Pol-
ish-Russian relations as bad more often – 50% vs. 
42%. However, it should be noted that the views 
that Poles hold clearly vary in time. In the past few 
years the Polish-Russian relations were evaluated 
best in May 2010, just after the crash of the pres-
idential plane in Smolensk (Research report 2011).

It is possible to notice a pattern in the distri-
bution of answers evaluating Polish-Russian re-
lations by the field of study of the respondents 
(see Fig. 1).

Thus, Spatial Management students (Faculty 
of Geography and Regional Studies) evaluated 
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Polish-Russian relations in the most negative 
terms (63% of responses in this group of respond-
ents) along with History students (59%) and 
those of Biology, Geology, Ethnology, Spanish 
and Portuguese studies, each represented by one 
person. Possibly the large percentage of History 
students defining the current Polish-Russian re-
lations as bad was the result of their skewed view 
of historical events.

Students of Economics, Psychology, European 
Studies and Geography rated Polish-Russian re-
lations as good. In turn, students of International 
Relations viewed Polish-Russian relations as neu-
tral, while those majoring in other Europe-related 
subjects, like Eastern Europe (East European Stud-
ies and East Slavic European Studies), most often 
chose the “other” category of answers, describing 
the relations as more complicated, complex, and 
ambiguous (see the sample statements above). It 
can be assumed that the majors related to East-
ern Europe, which include Russian Studies, have 
a broader knowledge of the realities of contempo-
rary Russia, and thus were able to give other mul-
ti-faceted descriptions of Polish-Russian relations.

It seems equally important that the evaluation 
of Polish-Russian relations was also influenced 

by personal contacts the respondents had with 
Russians (Fig. 2). The assessment of the relations 
strongly depended on whether the participants 
had Russian friends. Those who declared that 
they had relatives or friends among Russians rat-
ed the relations as good more often than those 
who did not (12% vs. 7%), or defined them as the 
“other” category (36% vs. 16%).

There were no significant differences in the 
evaluation of the Polish-Russian relations by the 
sex of the respondent. Despite the fact that the 
study included more women than men, their re-
sponses were similar.

4.2. Students’ feelings towards Russia 
and Russian people

The purpose of the next question was to de-
termine the feelings the respondents had toward 
Russians. In this question, they were asked again 
to indicate one of the several possibilities, i.e., 
“like,” “indifferent,” “dislike,” “no opinion”, 
or give other emotions. Positive responses (i.e., 
“like”) and neutral ones (“indifferent”) were 
similar in number – each approximately 38% 
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Fig. 1. Assessment of the Polish-Russian relations by UW students, by field of study.
Source: own survey.
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of all valid responses. The smallest group of re-
spondents were those in whom Russians aroused 
negative feelings – just 9 students (7%) respond-
ed that Russians triggered a feeling of dislike in 
them. Several respondents (12%) defined their 
attitudes as different than those specified in the 
questionnaire, describing their feelings as mixed 
or ambivalent. There were also statements show-
ing a different attitude toward ordinary citizens 
as opposed to the government of Russia: the at-
titude toward ordinary Russian citizens was de-
scribed as positive, while toward the authorities 
as negative. Some examples of answers to the 
question “What kind of feelings do the Russians 
cause in you?” include: “Empathy for the citi-
zens, aversion toward the authorities”; “author-
ities – negative emotions, people – sympathy”; 
“maybe with the exception of the authorities – 
they cause negative feelings in me.” There were 
also some responses showing radically negative 
emotions toward Russians, for example “hatred” 
and “fear”.

In the next question, the respondents were 
asked to identify three responses from a group of 
several dozen descriptions or statements pertain-
ing to elements of Russian culture (such as archi-
tecture, art, national symbols, engineering and 
technical objects), contemporary and historical, 
the natural environment and the socio-political 
situation that they associated with Russia.

The UW students most commonly associated 
Russia with “vodka” (14% of total valid respons-
es), then natural resources such as “natural gas 

or crude oil” (13%), as well as religion and archi-
tecture, such as “orthodox churches and gold-
en domes” (12%) (Fig. 3). Next, they associated 
Russia with the physical dimension and environ-
mental attributes, for example “vast space and 
freezing cold” (11%), and an eminent historical 
Russian personage. The person named most of-
ten was Joseph Stalin (7%). There were stark con-

Fig. 2. Assessment of the Polish-Russian relations by UW students, by level of personal involvement with Russians.
Source: own survey.

Fig. 3. Students’ associations with Russia (as a percentage of 
total valid responses).

Source: own survey.
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trasts in the respondents’ answers; on the one 
hand there were the stereotypical associations, 
such as vodka, Stalin, corruption, oligarchy, and 
poverty, but on the other hand, some associated 
Russia with the characteristic elements of its cul-
ture (religion, architecture), art (ballet, classical 
literature) and the natural environment, such as 
a harsh climate, a distinctive landscape, and nat-
ural resources.

According to de Lazari (2006), the way Poles 
perceive Russians and Russians perceive Poles 
is the result of varying ‘cultural programming’. 
Different fates and socio-political situations of 
the two countries have had the greatest influence 
on the formation of differences in traditions, and 
consequently in mentalities.

Comparing the responses of men and women, 
one may notice a certain regularity. Both groups, 
and to a similar extent, associated Russia with 
vodka, classical Russian literature, and a specif-
ic socio-political situation, especially corruption 

and poor living standards. There were, howev-
er, quite distinct differences in the perception of 
Russia by men vs. women (Fig. 4). While women 
were more likely than men to associate it with 
ballet, architecture and religion (the Kremlin and 
orthodox churches), or with specific mineral re-
sources, i.e. natural gas and crude oil, men tend-
ed to see Russia in terms of its characteristic nat-
ural features (natural resources – not only energy 
resources, but also vast space), socio-political sit-
uation (oligarchy), and the Russian national sym-
bols (the flag and the two-headed eagle). Men 
also associated Russia more often than women 
with “communism,” “partitions,” “Putin,” “con-
trasts” (including social contrasts), “the Russian 
anthem,” “Alexandrov’s Choir,” “athletes,” “Cy-
rillic alphabet,” and “beautiful women.”

In a commentary to this question, one of the 
respondents wrote that it would be easier to say 
what one does not directly associate with Russia. 
This statement could be interpreted as expressing 

Fig. 4. Differences in men’s and women’s responses to the question of what they associate with Russia*
Source: own survey.

* The data presented in the graph show differences in the percentage of women and men that chose a particular an-
swer. Positive values show that more women than men chose that answer, while negative values show that more 
men than women chose that answer. For clarity, the graph contains those categories for which the difference in 
answers was around 1%.
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an opinion about there being a multitude of pos-
sible concepts, direct and indirect, that one could 
associate with Russia.

4.3. National traits which – in the opinion 
of students – characterise the mentality 
of Russians

To answer the next question, the respond-
ents were asked to choose three answers from 
each of two groups of personality and mentali-
ty traits that they thought were specific to the 
Russians. In the first group of possible responses 
(Fig. 5A), containing mostly positive traits, the 
most often chosen one was hospitality (over 60 
responses, i.e. about 16%). Next came the belief 
in a good and just ruler (about 11%), openness 
and warmth (about 15%), as well as acceptance of 
suffering and religious devotion (11%). Although 
many students associated Russia with art (ballet 
and classical literature, as shown in the previous 
question), the attributes of creative people and 

great artists, like talent or hard work, were indi-
cated relatively rarely.

In the other group of traits (Fig. 5B), drunken-
ness was chosen most often (over 80 responses, 
i.e. 23%), in line with the responses to the previ-
ous question about what students associated with 
Russia, which confirms that they often have a ste-
reotypical image of Russians. The next most fre-
quently indicated traits were cult of personality 
(13%), radical behaviour: from kindness to cruelty 
(10%), as well as passivity and social apathy (12%).

It is noteworthy that in both groups the an-
swers associated with the symbol of power and 
an attitude toward it are in the second place 
(chart 5A and 5B). This image of Russian society 
encoded in Polish consciousness is explained by 
de Lazari (2006) again by ‘cultural programming’. 
An example illustrating how differently we are 
‘programmed’, which affects the image people 
have of each other, is the idea of patriotism as ex-
pressed in the Polish military motto “God, Hon-
our, Fatherland” and the Russian military motto 
“God, Tsar and Fatherland” (de Lazari 2006: 15).

Fig. 5. National traits characterising the mentality of Russians in the opinion of students.
Source: own survey.
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Fig. 6. Differences the answers of men and women about the national traits that characterise the mentality of the Russians.
Source: own survey.
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When analysing the distribution of responses 
by sex of the respondent, other differences are 
also noticeable (Fig. 6). Women were more likely 
to consider Russians hospitable – a difference of 
6% (women – 18%, men – 12%) – as well as imag-
inative and clever (of 5%). They were also more 
likely to view Russians as open and religious, 
while men more often chose the answer “belief in 
a good and just ruler” (16%). Men also indicated 
perseverance, courage and collectivism more of-
ten than women (Fig. 6A).

In the other group, that of negative traits, 
the differences in responses between men and 
women were smaller (Fig. 6B). Women more of-
ten chose “passivity” and “old-fashionedness” 
(a difference of about 4%), while men more of-
ten responded with “behaviour characterised by 
radical tendencies from kindness to cruelty” (a 
difference of 5%).

4.4. Evaluation of Polish and Russian 
mentality

In answering the question “Do you think 
there are any similarities in the mentality of Poles 
and Russians?”, a vast majority of respondents, 
viz. 88 (or 73% of all valid responses) found com-
mon characteristics in the disposition of the two 
nationalities, only 10 students (or 8%) responded 
that there were no such similarities, and 23 (19%) 
had no opinion on the matter. The students were 
also asked to identify those elements of the men-
tality of Poles and Russians that they believed 
were common to those two nations. They re-
sponded with both, positive and negative traits, 
the positive ones outweighing the negative ones. 
The positive traits chosen most often were hospi-
tality (22% of all valid responses), openness (7%), 
religious devotion (4%), and devotion to family 
life. Prevailing in the group of traits with nega-
tive connotations were propensity for alcoholism 
(15%), laziness (5%), and sloppiness. It is worth 
noting that in the opinion of many respondents 
the propensity for alcoholism characterises both 
Slavic nations.

The responses often referred to the Slav-
ic (or East Slavic) origin of the two nations and 
cultures, and pointed out positive traits such as 
“Slavic hospitality”, as well as negative such as 

“East Slavic culture that brings to mind vodka 
and wheeling and dealing.” Common traits of 
both nations, in the opinion of many respond-
ents, were a strong attachment to the present and 
the acceptance of explicit passivity, which is also 
expressed by the Slavic saying “life will go on 
somehow.”

According to the respondents, we were also 
connected by history and a specific personality 
type, known as Homo sovieticus, that had formed 
under communism. The communist system 
moulded the being called Homo sovieticus via su-
perior values, like work, participation in ruling 
power, and a sense of dignity. But work made 
man dependent on the state, the participation in 
ruling power was fabricated, simulated by the 
feeling of intimacy with what was important, 
and the sense of dignity was artificially enhanced 
by the propaganda. A person that came from the 
common people was held in higher regard than 
others and was appointed to play a special role 
in history. Homo sovieticus, with his needs and 
hopes remaining unmet by the system, contrib-
uted to the overthrow of communism (Tischner 
1992). The process of disintegration of the polit-
ical structures occurred quite rapidly, while the 
transformation of Homo sovieticus takes place at 
a much slower pace.

Several respondents also referred to the idea 
of the ‘Slavic soul’ written about, among others, 
by Nikolai Berdyaev1 (1916), who tried to under-
stand and explain the mutual prejudice between 
Poles and Russians. Berdyaev, however, looked 
for the causes of the dissension between the two 
Slavic nations in spiritual differences that could 
not be explained solely by objective historical 
factors and political circumstances: “the Rus-
sian soul and the Polish soul are unfortunately 
still contrasting worlds, alien, distant, not under-
standing each other. The moment of closeness 
has not arrived yet; the need for mutual under-
standing is still lacking” (Berdyaev 1916).

1 A Russian orthodox philosopher and scholar consid-
ered one of the greatest orthodox thinkers of the 20th 
century.
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4.5. Knowledge of Russia

In an open-ended question the respondents 
were asked to name historical and contemporary 
Russian personalities known to them, by writing 
their names down under five categories: science, 
literature and art, politics, sports, and those relat-
ed to the armed forces and wars.

In the first category, the students most often 
named Mendeleev, Gagarin, Pavlov, Lomon-
osov, and Sakharov. A few were able to identify 
individual scientists from their own disciplines of 
study (for example, a Biology major gave Nikolay 
Pirogov, a Russian surgeon and anatomist and 
the author of a four-volume atlas of anatomy, 
and a Mathematics major wrote about Viktor 
Bunyakovsky, a Russian mathematician and ex-
pert in the field of number theory and probability 
theory, who lectured in the Petersburg Academy 
of Sciences). It should be noted, however, that 
a significant proportion of respondents failed 
to identify even one person (45 people, 37% of 
respondents), and a vast majority of the rest of 
the group named only one person. The limited 
knowledge of Russian scholars can be explained 
by the fact that most of the mentioned scientists 
are already dead. Only a few respondents knew 
a contemporary Russian scientists, namely Lilia 
Shevtsova (a Russian political scientist who has 
been teaching at various American universities 
since 1992).

From among the representatives of Russian 
literature and art, the students most often named 
Alexander Pushkin, Mikhail Bulgakov, Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky, Anton Chekhov, and Alexander 
Solzhenitsyn. In this category, only 9 respondents 
did not provide any answer, and a vast majority 
listed several representatives of the Russian arts. 
In addition to the representatives of traditional 
Russian literature (such as Chekhov and Tolstoy) 
known to most of those surveyed, a few also 
named representatives of the contemporary liter-
ary scene, for example, the author of a post-apoc-
alyptic novel Metro 2033, Dmitry A. Glukhovsky, 
describing the lives of people inhabiting the Mos-
cow subway system after a nuclear war.

In the next category the students were asked 
to name representatives of the Russian political 
scene, both historical and contemporary. In this 
case, only two respondents did not give any an-

swer, and a vast majority were able to identify 
a number of politicians who were in power in the 
tsarist times (Tsars Peter I, Ivan the Terrible, Em-
press Catherine II), Soviet times (Lenin, Joseph 
Stalin, Nikita Khrushchev ), as well as currently 
(Vladimir Putin, Dmitry Medvedev).

From among Russians associated with the 
armed forces and wars, students named most 
often participants of tsarist wars, the Polish- 
Bolshevik War of 1919–1921, leaders of the So-
viet Union, and leading politicians in power in 
Russia today. In the fist group the students list-
ed, among others, the tsars Vasili IV of Russia, 
Peter I, and Alexander Nevsky of the Rurik dy-
nasty, who was also Grand Prince of Vladimir 
and an Orthodox saint. Among Russian partici-
pants in the Polish-Bolshevik War, they named 
Mikhail Tukhachevsky, the tsarist army officer 
who led an attack on Warsaw in 1920, and Se-
myon Budyonny, whose First Konarmiya fought 
in the South-West Front, trying to get to Lviv. As 
to historical Soviet leaders, the students named 
Vladimir Lenin and Joseph Stalin, also given 
were contemporary Russian leaders: Vladimir 
Putin and Dmitry Medvedev.

The next question was: “What monuments 
and interesting places in Russia do you know?” It 
got many different answers. From among natural 
landscapes, the respondents most often named 
areas in the Asian part of Russia: Siberia, Lake 
Baikal, permafrost, Kamchatka, volcano, taiga, 
tundra, the rivers Ob and Lena. As to natural 
landscapes located in the European part, those 
most popular were the Black Sea coast, Sochi, the 
Caucasus mountains and the rivers Moskva and 
Volga.

Many objects located in the former and cur-
rent capitals of Russia were named in the cate-
gory of cultural historical landscapes and mon-
uments. Those located in St. Petersburg included 
the Hermitage Museum and Winter Palace, and 
in Moscow the students knew the Kremlin, Red 
Square, Lenin’s Mausoleum, St. Basil’s Cathedral 
and the State Tretyakov Gallery. Other cultural 
historical landscapes given were the Trans-Si-
berian Railway, churches located in the Golden 
Ring, Peterhof, and Tsarskoye Selo. A vast ma-
jority of the respondents gave more than one an-
swer – a better result than the outcome for the 
question about natural landscapes.
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When asked about their desire to see a select-
ed place in Russia in the future, “Which sights 
and interesting places in Russia would you like 
to see?,” they chose in equal parts between ar-
eas valuable for their natural environment and 
those attractive for anthropogenic reasons. 
Some answers were very general, e.g. “Moscow 
and most of its monuments,” “St. Petersburg – 
the Venice of the North,” or “Siberia”. Others 
precisely defined the place they would like to 
visit on a trip to Russia, for example, “any of 
the former Closed Cities” (secret settlement cen-
tres), or “main MGU Campus” (Moscow State 
University). There were also a few radically op-
posite answers, such as “nothing”, “anything”, 
or ones that indicated moderation in the choice 
of potential sites (“a little bit of everything”). 
A characteristic feature of this question was that 
only six respondents did not give any answers, 
which allows the conclusion that, if a voyage 
to Russia were to come up, the students were 
aware of quite many potential sites they would 
like to see.

The last question asked what could serve 
as a symbol of Poland. The respondents gave 
widely different answers. Some chose attrac-
tive natural areas (“Tatra mountains,” “Mazuria 
region,” “Baltic Sea”), some cities (“Warsaw,” 
“Cracow”), some famous Poles, e.g. Freder-
ic Chopin, Copernicus, or Pope John Paul II, 
and some, symbols of folk culture and alcohol 
(the vodkas “Zubrowka” and “Wyborowa”). 
A small proportion of the respondents wrote 
about positive traits of Polish society (“hospi-
tality,” “openness”), and the economic chang-
es after Poland had joined the European Union 
(“cultural and technological progress, as well 
as economic progress via the European Union”; 
“I dream that one day innovative technologies 
should become the symbol of Poland”). A few 
respondents mentioned elements that link 
Poland and Russia directly (“common Slavic 
roots”; “Polish literature about Russia, such as 
Ice by Jacek Dukaj, could be promoted”). One of 
the participants expressed the opinion that the 
symbol of Poland should be “no anti-Russian 
sentiments.”

5. Discussion

The research on how Russia and the Russians 
are perceived has been conducted and is available 
also in other European countries, such as France 
and Germany. Much as in Poland, these studies 
are conducted by institutions dealing with pub-
lic opinion surveys (French Opinea, La Russie aux 
yeux des Français, 2012; FIFG, Les Français et les 
libertés publiques et le respect des droits de l’homme 
en Russie, 2013). According the Opinea survey (La 
Russie ..., 2012), half of the French have a nega-
tive opinion and attitude toward Russia, mainly 
associated with the country’s policies. The crit-
icism relates to such fundamental issues as hu-
man rights, democracy and the defence of world 
peace. There is also emphasis on negative behav-
iour associated with the operation of enterprises, 
their corruption, and abuse associated with their 
business activities.

Recently, the research has become more fo-
cused on the evaluation of a nation by another by 
comparing it against other nations. Comparing 
the opinions of two nations with varied intensity 
of relations with Russia can yield interesting re-
sults and also verify some of the arguments about 
how Russia is perceived by the two countries. It 
is also important to look for similarities and dif-
ferences in mutual impressions between Russia 
and various nations. They become particularly 
interesting in the light of the increasing frequen-
cy of interactions brought about by globalisation.

The subject of this type of research performed 
in Germany, Poland and Russia is the perception 
of an individual nation by the others. The Insti-
tute of Public Affairs publishes compelling stud-
ies on this subject in its journal People-History-Pol-
itics. Poland and Germany in the eyes of the Russians 
(2012). They show that Russians have a very 
favourable impression of Germany and the Ger-
mans as well as the Russian-German relations. 
Against this backdrop, the results on Poland, 
Poles, and the Polish-Russian relations are signif-
icantly worse, although Russians do not see Po-
land and Poles in a negative light. Their opinion 
can be described as neutral with a dose of sym-
pathy. Personal contacts with Russians appear 

Brought to you by | Uniwersytet im. A. Mickiewicza
Authenticated | 150.254.124.160
Download Date | 7/24/13 9:55 AM



 THE IMAGE OF RUSSIA AND RUSSIANS AS SEEN BY POLISH UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 103

to play a key role in the assessment of Russians 
by Germans and Poles – they are not too lively, 
which probably affects mutual impressions.

The Polish students that participated in the 
present study are open to the surrounding reali-
ty, conscious of the mental and spatial proximity 
that links Poles and Russians, and aware of prob-
lems that define the present-day Polish-Russian 
relations. A vast majority of the participants are 
people who possess a fairly extensive knowledge 
of various aspects of life in Russia and expressed 
sympathy for Russia and the Russian people.

Some statements by certain groups of students 
revealed a stereotypical understanding of Russia 
and Russians, indicating a conventional and su-
perficial knowledge of Russian history and cul-
ture established in the minds of those young peo-
ple. In the opinion of the authors, the results of 
the research presented above may be useful not 
only at the university level, but also in elemen-
tary- and secondary-school education, especially 
for teachers dealing with socio-cultural, econom-
ic, political and geographical European issues.

The conclusions drawn from the survey car-
ried out by the Institute of Public Affairs on the 
perception of Polish-Russian-German relations 
could serve as an argument for further research. 
It follows from publications in People-History-Poli-
tics that about one third of the respondents choose 
“I don’t know” to answer the questions asked, 
which may indicate a negligible knowledge of 
other nations in Europe. What is more, further 
research could be inspiring for Germans making 
Russian comparative studies since it would pro-
vide information not only about the perception 
of their country and society by Russians, but also 
about how Russians perceive Poland, which is an 
important partner in implementing EU policies 
in Eastern Europe.

In terms of the results presented here, it is 
worth noting how Russians (Russian students) 
perceive Poland and Poles. The next stage of the 
research conducted by the authors of this study, 
in collaboration with representatives of the Uni-
versity of St. Petersburg, will be to compile and 
compare the opinions of students of both coun-
tries on the Polish-Russian relations.
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