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The illegally obtained transcripts detailing the undiplomatic remarks of Poland’s chief diplomat,
Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski, have cast an intriguing light on the place that America
occupies in Poland’s imagination. They also raise important questions about the future of NATO.
The conversation occurred at a Warsaw restaurant in January—that is, before the big descent in
U.S.-Russian relations brought about by Ukraine’s February 22 revolution and Russia’s
annexation of Crimea. Sikorski was chatting with Jacek Rostowski, a member of the ruling Civic
Platform party who left his post as finance minister in 2013.

The alliance with Washington, held Sikorski, is “bulls***.” It “isn’t worth anything. It is
downright harmful because it creates a false sense of security. . . . We'll get into a conflict with
the Germans and the Russians and we'll think that everything is super because we gave the
Americans a **#**¥%* > “The problem in Poland is that we have shallow pride and low self-
esteem." In describing Poland’s attitude toward the United States, Sikorski used the Polish word
"murzynskosc"—a derivative of "murzyn” (reports The Guardian) that “denotes a dark-skinned
person and someone who does the work for somebody else.”

After the excerpts from the transcript were released, Sikorski said that his words had been taken
out of context and that he was “caricaturing” the Polish opposition’s attitude toward the United
States, not expressing his own view. Poland’s Ambassador to the United States also weighed in,
calling Sikorski’s comments “distorted”” and complaining of an essay in TNI by Doug Bandow.
Ambassador Schnepf also reminded us—a very important point—that “the quoted words were
from many months ago during a specific moment of uncertainty as to the stance of our allies
towards the Ukrainian crisis.” A lot has happened since then, but not nearly enough to ease
Poland’s anxiety.

Sikorski’s fulminations raise two basic questions about the Polish-American alliance: First, what
has the United States forced Poland to do that should make it feel humiliated? Second, wherein
lay the betrayal? Why did Sikorski think in January that the U.S. guarantee was worthless?

Neither question is easy to fully answer. There is, to be sure, plenty of evidence that Poland has
in fact been quite compliant to the United States for more than twenty years. Poland did the
United States’ bidding by contributing forces to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, commitments
that were unpopular at home. (Poland’s peak contribution in Iraq was 2500 soldiers; the full
Polish contingent was withdrawn in October 2008). As the chief U.S. ally in Eastern Europe,
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more generally, it has felt an especially strong obligation to be loyal to U.S. wishes. But that
complaisance obviously rankles. What Poland is forced to say in public in deference to the
United States is not what it feels in private.

This sort of complaisance is actually a hidden cost of the cult of American leadership and its
dogmas of unity under Washington’s benign hand: the weak states, though justly proud of their
independence, are in no position to say what they really think. That is a loss.

And what of the betrayal? In the classic trade-off justifying monarchical rule, obedience was
given in exchange for protection. (It was only after King George had thrown the American
colonists “out of his protection” that they threw off their obedience in 1776; such was the
immediate justification of the decision to declare independence.) With the United States
supplying some 70 percent of NATO expenditures, the language of protection and obedience is a
better overall fit for NATO than the official depiction of an alliance of equals not directed
against anybody. It is especially true for the newer members. Poland, in Sikorski’s reckoning,
had done the distasteful thing expected of it, burying its heart on bended knee, but all for
nothing.

Sikorski probably didn’t believe in January that the American guarantee was “worthless”—we
all have a tendency to exaggerate when hot—Dbut his remarks attest to a profound anxiety that the
Poles find difficult to keep down. In 2006, Sikorski likened Germany’s Nord Stream gas deal
with Russia as a revival of the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact of 1939. In 2008, he allegedly accused
Germany (in a conversation with U.S. official Paula Dobriansky released by Wikileaks) of being
a “Trojan horse in NATO” after Germany blocked a NATO “membership action plan” for
Ukraine and Georgia.

In 2009, Polish opinion was irked by the Obama administration’s decision to cancel plans for
missile defense installations on Polish soil. In the American reckoning, of course, the NATO
missile shield was directed against Iran, not Russia, but just about everybody else, including
Russia and Poland, saw it as an anti-Russian system. In the aftermath of the annexation of
Crimea, American politicians urged that it be deployed to Poland as punishment for the Russians.
Question: how could it reassure the Poles if it wasn’t even directed against the Russians?
Answer: the public rationale linking it to Iran was not exactly the truth of the matter.

Poland’s mood soured further after 2009. It was unnerved by the Obama administration’s much
heralded “pivot” to Asia, and seriously ticked off by an Obama gaffe about “a Polish death
camp.” Poland, who had modernized its air force with the purchase of forty-eight U.S. F-16s,
was considering looking elsewhere than America when it replaced its aging SU-22 bombers.

Sikorski’s lamentations of betrayal were expressed in January 2014. Since that time, a revolution
has occurred both in Ukraine and in Russia’s relations with the West. Among the tumbling
dominoes set into motion by the February Revolution are the Russian annexation of the Crimea,
the outbreak of civil war in Ukraine’s east, the further prostration of the Ukrainian economy, the
probable collapse of Europe’s post—Cold War arms-control regime, and a new president—Petro
Poroshenko—who could just as easily have been elected in December as in May. Extreme right
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forces that could never win a national poll—and in fact did poorly in the May elections—were
suddenly handed portfolios closely identified with the coercive functions of the state.

It has been endlessly repeated by western cheerleaders for the February Revolution that the poor
showing of the far right in the presidential poll shows that the far right lacks any influence; in
fact, it shows that the extreme nationalists never could have gotten in a legitimate election the
portfolios they did get after supplying the muscle for Maidan.

Sikorski’s wife, Anne Applebaum, wrote a column in January (about the time of Sikorski’s
secretly recorded conversations) in which she emphasized the historic responsibility falling on
the Ukrainians. The “real test of any protest movement in any democracy” was whether its
members could “find a way to join the system in order to change the system.” Ultimately, she
argued, “a street movement’s success isn’t determined by the crowds it can mobilize, the clever
slogans its members chant or even the government ministers it persuades to resign. Success is
creating a real political alternative—and then getting that alternative elected to power.”

By removing Yanukovych through armed revolt, the Maidan and its sponsors in the West
flunked this test badly. Then they had the gall to award themselves an “A” for what was both a
violation of Ukraine’s constitution and an offense against international law.

The February Revolution was a forcible transfer of the organs of state power, especially the
military and the police power, by the pressure of an armed mob, who rejected the February 21
agreement with Yanukovych (which Sikorski signed along with the German and French foreign
ministers) that called for a constitutionally weaker president and new elections in December. The
fabricated Western narrative, to which Sikorski has contributed, is that the February 21
agreement was abandoned because Yanukovych abdicated, when in fact he fled under the
impetus of an armed ultimatum. Yanukovych's impeachment in the Rada also serially violated
the procedures for removal contained in Article 111 of Ukraine’s constitution.

These would be grievous violations in any constitutional state, but were especially incendiary in
one whose people had multiple identities, incompatible histories and clashing regional interests.
At no point in the winter, however, did Foreign Minister Sikorski or Assistant Secretary Victoria
Nuland tell the demonstrators on the Maidan to go home and work for victory in the elections,
through the only means allowable in constitutional democracies. The failure of the democracy
promotion crowd to condemn these undemocratic tactics is a scandal.

Sikorski’s January comments suggested that Poland had been part of a coalition of the unwilling,
bending to Washington’s dictates against its better judgment. Especially since February 2014,
however, it is the Poles who seem to have led the United States, not the other way around. (That
is true of Germany’s relationship to Poland as well; German FM Steinmeier is keen to avoid any
row with Poland over Ukraine.) As if they’d won the Daily Double, the Poles have also been
showered with protestations of undying commitment from the United States ever since the
Ukraine crisis broke.

“Our commitment to Poland’s security, as well as the security of our allies in Central and Eastern
Europe, is a cornerstone of our own security, and it is sacrosanct,” Obama said in Warsaw in
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early June. “As friends and as allies, we stand united, together and forever.” Noting that,
“throughout history, the Polish people were abandoned by friends when [they] needed them
most.” Obama came to Warsaw “to reaffirm [the United States’] unwavering commitment to
Poland’s security:”

As allies, we have a solemn duty—a binding treaty obligation—to defend your territorial
integrity. And we will. We stand together—now and forever—for your freedom is ours. Poland
will never stand alone. But not just Poland—Estonia will never stand alone. Latvia will never
stand alone. Lithuania will never stand alone. Romania will never stand alone. These are not just
words. They re unbreakable commitments backed by the strongest alliance in the world and the
armed forces of the United States of America—the most powerful military in history.

Fulsome as this was, the Poles don’t quite believe it. They want the United States to establish a
“major base” on their territory. “There are major bases in Britain, in Spain, in Portugal, in
Greece, in Italy,” Sikorski said. “Why not here?”” The United States, leery of breaking a 1997
agreement with Russia promising that no permanent NATO bases would be established in
eastern Europe, has instead promised to keep moving different contingents in and out of Poland.
Remember the oldest established permanent floating crap game in New York? That’s the new
plan for NATO’s East. But the Poles consider these steps gravely insufficient. If you mean it,
they say, prove it. Violate your agreement with the Russians, for the good and sufficient reason
that the Russians have violated their agreements with you. Give maximum support to Ukraine
against Russia. Press onward against the bear.

The larger lesson from the Ukraine crisis is that the demands for reassurance by Poland and other
eastern European states have required and continue to require the penetration of the Russian
strategic glacis. The best defense, the easterners think, is a good offense. Satisfying those
demands dictates a fundamentally hostile attitude toward traditional Russian interests on the part
of the United States, and this in a world where U.S. ambitions also push it strongly against
China, Iran and a passel of lesser states and “threats.”

Polish demands for reassurance are symptomatic of a larger view that links American
neoconservatives with those who live in the shadow of Russian power in Europe. Lambasting the
West’s response to the Ukraine crisis as the epitome of weakness, the Kyiv Post recently
editorialized, “Courageous leaders should see Russia’s assault on Ukraine and the global world
order for the opportunity it presents to get rid of Putinism, once and for all, and with it the other
post-Soviet dictatorships of llham Aliyev, Alexander Lukashenko, Nursultan Nazarbayev and so
on.”

Such a goal is an infallible recipe for unrelenting political and perhaps military conflict with
Moscow, but these ambitious aims are quite pronounced in Eastern Europe, just as they represent
the fondest hopes of our own neocons and liberal hawks. John McCain’s interventionist
inclinations make him badly out of sync with American domestic opinion. But he is a hero in
Warsaw, Kiev and Thilisi.

American strategy since the end of the Cold War has been based on the assumption that NATO
could push and push without Russia ever pushing back, save through stern and ineffectual
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diplomatic protests. The more states that were added to NATO’s east, the more the sentiment
grew to push yet further. When Russia did finally say “enough!” after the Washington-sponsored
armed rebellion in Kiev, the hawks’ worldview of a Russia bent on aggression was miraculously
confirmed. It was all done in the name of peace, of course, but on these simple principles of
simple peacemaking, one could aggravate any conflict in the world.

It should be obvious that the more American power presses eastward against Russia, the more
the credibility of its guarantee will be called into question. To say otherwise ignores the “balance
of interests” as against the “balance of power” as a factor in the resolution of international crises.
That means the Poles are fated by their position and history to undergo repeated iterations of the
psychological drama in which they feel compelled to pucker up, but know deep down that
they’re likely to get screwed.

Poland’s tragic history commands sympathy, but Americans should object strenuously to the
offensive ambitions the alliance has lately embraced. Achieving those ambitions has become the
litmus test for the U.S. reassurance these little states crave. The pattern, alas, has become
depressingly familiar for NATO as a whole. If New Europe has lately been very forward, Old
Europe provided the example—witness the aggressive attitude taken by France and Britain in the
overthrow of Qaddafi and the attempted overthrow of Assad. What in an earlier era would have
qualified as object lessons in aggression pass muster today as defensive exercises mounted under
the banner of spreading democracy and protecting human rights. That they don’t actually do
so—see Iraq, Libya, Syria and now Ukraine—never seems to impair the purity of the objective.

In the 1990s, the mantra of the security establishment was that NATO had to go “out of area” or
“out of business.” After a decade and more of NATO-supported political and military
adventurism, that formula needs revision: repeatedly going out of area, with reckless disregard
for NATO’s nominal defensive function, may yet prove the formula for the alliance’s demise.

A NATO that has been surreptitiously converted from a defensive to an offensive alliance no longer
deserves the support of the American people. The U.S. security establishment seems rather pleased with
the outcome—it gives them something to do while fattening their wallets—but the public is beginning to
see through the shell game. An agonizing reappraisal is very much in order.
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