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Introduction 
  
 The paper examines Polish policy on the war in Iraq and public support of the 

country’s involvement in the region. Our case illustrates that despite strong public 

opposition to sending troops to Iraq, the voice of citizens failed to substantially constrain 

official policy from 2003-2008. After investigating the institutional context of foreign 

policymaking and the opening it creates for the public to influence the process, we argue 

that Polish leadership pursued a policy that contradicted public preferences because 

political costs of doing so were minimal in comparison to the benefits they believed the 

policy was likely to deliver. 

We argue that the political context of decision-making is just as important as the 

institutional context in shaping the extent to which public opinion influences policy 

formation. While the Poles had an opportunity to mobilize extensively and pressure 

policymakers on the Iraq policy, majority of the society rarely attached significant 

importance to the policy as evident by the failure to utilize it as an electoral issue in 

parliamentary and presidential elections. Since Poland faced European Union (EU) 

accession referendum in 2003 and was later preoccupied with domestic political debates, 

the Iraq-policy was overshadowed by issues with more direct impact on the people. In the 

end, the policymakers could disregard an increasing opposition to war, which 

nevertheless chose not to hold the leaders accountable for the policy they pursued.  

Poland’s Official Policy on Iraq 
 

From 2003 to 2007, policymakers cited national security concerns as the 

explanation for Poland’s participation in the Iraq war. With the fourth-largest contingent 

on the ground (after the U.S, U.K., and Italy) in the initial stages of the mission, Polish 
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troops were in charge of security operations on Iraq’s oil platforms and contributed to the 

post-invasion stabilization efforts. The extent of Polish presence in Iraq remained strong 

from the country’s initial participation in American-led coalition in 2003 until February 

of 2005 when gradual reduction of forces began (Table 1)1. 

 

                Table 1. Polish Mission in Iraq, 2003-2008 

Date May 2003  Feb. 2005 March 2006-  
October 2008* 

Size of the 
Contingent 

2,400 1,500 900 

* Troop withdrawal 

 Officials, including Minister of Foreign Affairs, Wlodzimierz Cimoszewicz, 

argued that active involvement in Iraq was necessary and reflected concern for national 

security in light of global political changes and the rise of terrorism.2 Participation in the 

stabilizing mission had a preventive character in a world where threats no longer emerged 

solely in one’s neighborhood.3   The policy was also important in the context of Poland – 

U.S. relations and the role of North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) as a security-

guarantor in Europe. With Germany and France opposing the U.S-led invasion of Iraq, 

fears emerged that a new German and French coalition would undermine NATO’s role 

and force the U.S. to act alone, a potentially detrimental factor to Poland’s security in the 

context of potential future threats including those from Russia.4  The Kaczynski 

                                                 
1 Will Dunham, “Number of Nations Sending Troops to Iraq Declining,” Reuters, Jan. 1, 2006. 
“Polish Troops in Iraq Until October,” The Warsaw Voice, January 9, 2008 
2 Interview with Wlodzimierz Cimoszewicz: Poland's Minister of Foreign Affairs, March 5, 2007. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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administration also reiterated the issue of national security in 2005,5 emphasizing that 

Poland should participate not only in Iraq but also as part of a larger mission aimed at 

improving regional and world security.  Poland’s continued involvement was vital in 

establishing the country’s credibility in the context of its NATO membership.6  Today, 

some argue that Poland is taken more seriously as a member of NATO as a result of its 

mission in Iraq; its image no longer associated with that of a third-tier country.7 From the 

initial conception of the policy, the expectation has been that by being a loyal coalition 

member and a strong NATO ally, Poland would be a stronger actor in the international 

scene with its security substantially enhanced. That such security concerns still exist is 

particularly evident in light of Russia’s resurgent presence and its recent war with 

Georgia. The conclusion of Polish-American deal to place missile interceptors on the 

country’s soil has been seen as a ‘reward’ for Polish presence in Iraq and a credible 

commitment to the country’s security. The deal has also enjoyed popular support since 

the conflict in Georgia began8. 

In addition to stressing national security interests when explaining Poland’s 

participation in the Iraq war, officials emphasized the country’s need to assert a more 

active international role, thereby justifying the strengthening of their military capabilities. 

From 2000 to 2003, Poland purchased $3.7 billion worth of U.S. weapons, including 48 

F-16 fighter jets.9 While stationed in Iraq, Polish armed forces worked with some of the 

                                                 
5 Interview with Wladyslaw Pajak: Representative from the Ministry of National Defense, 
January 30, 2007. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Vanessa Gera, “Poland Pulling Troops Out of Iraq,” The Huffington Post, October 4, 2008. 
8 “US and Poland Seal Missile Deal,” BBC News, August 20, 2008. 
9 Richard F. Grimmett, "U.S. Arms Sales: Agreements with and Deliveries to Major Clients, 
1996-2003," in CRS Report for Congress (Washington D.C.: Congressional Research Service, 
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most advanced armies in the world, gaining valuable experience that helped to improve 

the Polish military’s effectiveness.10 As President Kwasniewski stated: 

In the face of terrorism and other new threats, NATO's traditional commitment 
to collective defense must also be carried out in new ways. We are determined 
to lead NATO's adaptation to meet the new threats we face. NATO must 
develop improved capabilities and be able to respond, rapidly and flexibly, to 
threats from wherever they arise. We are determined to provide the resources 
needed to achieve strengthened capabilities and want to work jointly with other 
Allies to this end. As NATO adapts, the United States and Poland are 
transforming their militaries to make them as efficient, mobile, and well-
equipped as possible. The United States and Poland have agreed to expand 
cooperation between our armed services both to deepen our military-to-military 
relations, and in particular to promote needed transformation in our defense. 
We hope this enhanced cooperation can be a model for activities with other 
Allies.11 
 

 
Thus, Poland’s official policy combined the country’s aspiration to play a more 

significant role in the global arena with more regional national security concerns.  

 The policy critics have argued that Poland’s involvement in Iraq was unlikely to 

yield benefits as anticipated by the country’s leaders. If anything, some argue, the policy 

has been costly, culminating in strained relations with European allies, including 

Germany and France which so vehemently opposed the war.12 The benefits, the argument 

goes, are not evident as Poland’s loyalty has not been rewarded. In the end, the question 

about the policy’s costs and benefits reflects the larger societal debate about Poland’s role 

in Europe and its relations with the United States. Many policymakers have believed that 

while Poland needs to establish its presence in Europe, it also must strive to maintain a 

                                                                                                                                                 
The Library of Congress, 2004), John Tagliabue, "Lockheed Wins Huge Sale to Poland With 
Complex Deal," The New York Times, April 19, 2003. 
10 Interview with Wladyslaw Pajak: Representative from the Ministry of National Defense. 
11 Aleksander Kwasniewski and George W. Bush, Joint Statement by President George W. Bush 
and President Aleksander Kwasniewski (www.whitehouse.gov, 2002 [cited March 2008]); 
available from http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/07/20020717-4.html. 
12 For example, Adam Krzeminski. “Poland’s Home Is Europe,” Transatlantic Internationale 
Politik, 4:3, 2003, 65-68. 
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very close alliance with the U.S given its own painful history, sensitive geopolitical 

placement, and a perception commonly expressed by West Europeans that their Eastern 

neighbors are inferior.13 Not surprisingly, policymakers have tried to embrace the two 

approaches, pursuing European integration while concurrently fostering cooperative 

alliance with the U.S. In the end, however, consecutive leaders have placed great 

emphasis on strengthening Poland’s relations with the U.S., even when such a policy has 

not always been welcomed by the country’s European allies. 

Poland’s Public Attitudes on the War in Iraq 

Public opinion in Poland generally supported the US and its war on terror, but it 

did not support direct participation in Iraq. At the same time, public opposition to troop 

deployments in Iraq was overshadowed by the more pressing and local issue of Poland’s 

accession into the EU and the growing focus on domestic politics before the 

parliamentary and presidential elections of 2005. Poland’s leadership was caught in a 

two-level game in deciding between the costs and benefits of executing a foreign policy 

counter to public sentiments and pursuing potentially beneficial and strategic 

international policies. Prior to and during the buildup to the war in Iraq, Poland’s 

leadership focused on strengthening the NATO alliance by showing Poland’s strategic 

value to the U.S., while also seeking EU integration; with little concern for domestic 

support for the war in Iraq and the long-term fallout of acting contrary to domestic public 

attitudes.  

Polish support for the American-led military operation in Afghanistan was high 

from the onset of war, increasing slightly as the conflict progressed. Between the 

                                                 
13 Radek Sikorski. “America’s Friends in Europe, and What They Understand,” National Review, 
March 31, 2003. 
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September 11 attacks and February 2002, approval for antiterrorist actions rose by 10, 

from 63 percent to 73 percent.14 Majority of the population also supported Polish 

involvement in Afghanistan, albeit the numbers in this case were smaller than the overall 

approval of the U.S.-led military operation.  In April of 2002, 57 percent of Poles 

supported the decision to send Polish troops to Afghanistan, while only 32 percent 

opposed the idea.15 While the people somewhat embraced the idea of employing military 

actions to combat terrorism in Afghanistan, they were wary of similar activities in Iraq. In 

2002, for example, only one in three Poles supported American use of bombing raids on 

Iraq’s suspected Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) facilities and only 28% of Poles 

supported a possible U.S. occupation of Iraq.16 Keeping in line with their support for the 

war on terror, yet at the same time to a lesser degree, slightly greater percentage of Poles 

(37%) supported rather than opposed (35%) the idea of a preventative war against any 

country suspected of sheltering or training terrorists.17  

As part of their political communication attempts, political leaders sometimes use 

framing in order to shape public perceptions of certain issues. They also rely on framing 

to build public support for their national security policies and strategies. In 2002, during 

the buildup to the war in Iraq, U.S. President George W. Bush pushed for greater support 

of the Iraq Resolution by combining the WMD and terrorism themes throughout his 

                                                 
14 Opinie o Wyjezdzie Polskich Zolnierzy do Afganistanu [Opinions about the Departure of Polish 
Soldiers to Afghanistan](Centrum Badania Opinii Spolecznej: CBOS, 2002 [cited 2008]); 
available from http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2002/K_041_02.PDF 
15 O Przynaleznosci Polski do NATO & Obecnosci Polskich Zolnierzy w Afganistanie [About 
Polish NATO Membership and the Presence of Polish Soldiers in Afghanistan] (Centrum Badania 
Opinii Spolecznej: CBOS, 2002 [cited 2008]; available from 
http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2002/K_073_02.PDF 
16 The Poles on the Action Against Iraq (Centre for Public Opinion Research, 2002 [cited 2008]); 
available from http://www.cbos.pl/PL/Opinia/2002/09_2002.pdf. 
17 Are Preventative Military Actions Acceptable? (Centre for Public Opinion Research, 2002 
[cited 2008]); available from http://www.cbos.pl./SPISKOM.POL/2002/K_171_02.PDF 
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speeches. In his State of the Union Address, which drew a significantly high domestic 

and international audience, Bush linked Iraq with WMD and terrorism.18  

This is a regime that has something to hide from the civilized world. States like these, and 
their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. 
By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger. 
They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. 
They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these 
cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic.19 
 
Poland’s President Aleksander Kwasniewski’s speeches followed a pattern similar 

to the ones given by Bush.  

Many months before Iraqi action, I met predecessor of Hans Blix in Warsaw. I 
invited him to my palace, and we discussed about mass destruction weapons, 
Iraq and everything. And he told me very important thing, that Saddam has 
these weapons or is ready to produce these weapons. Because to have such 
impression that he has mass destruction weapons is a part of his doctrine to 
keep own power in Iraq and to be strong in the region.  
 
So I think that it's very difficult today to judge how it was when he had -- when 
he decided to continue this project of mass destruction weapons. But that was 
information of predecessor of Mr. Blix in Warsaw, that absolutely Iraq is ready 
to produce if it's necessary, to keep the power of -- and the dictatorship of 
Saddam and to play such important role in the region.20  

 

Yet regardless of the leadership’s ubiquitous and often weak attempts to sway 

public opinion, the majority of Poles never supported a U.S. led invasion of Iraq, 

although they were more sympathetic in their approval of the war on terror. It appears 

that most Poles were sensitive to their country’s international actions as four out of five 

respondents felt that Poland’s participation in Iraq was cause for an increased risk of 

                                                 
18 Wojtek Mackiewicz Wolfe, Winning the War of Words: Selling the War on Terror from 
Afghanistan to Iraq (Westport: Praeger Security International, 2008). 
19 George W. Bush, President Delivers State of the Union Address [(2002) [cited November 
2005]); available from http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html. 
20 Aleksander Kwasniewski and George W. Bush, President Bush Welcomes President 
Kwasniewski to White House (www.whitehouse.gov, 2004 [cited March 2008]); available from 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2004/01/20040127-3.html. 
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terrorist attacks inside their country.21 When asked whether Poland should support the 

U.S. if the latter took a military action against Iraq, by January 2003, 55 percent felt that 

such a policy should not be implemented, an opposition that was still somewhat smaller 

than that in West European countries. The number of Poles opposing the involvement of 

their troops in a military intervention was greater reaching approximately 67 percent.22 

Interestingly, while a majority of Central and Eastern Europeans also opposed the war, 

their governments signed public letters of support for the U.S.23 Donald Rumsfeld’s 

comments describing the supporting countries as part of the “new Europe” alluded to 

Poland’s future security strategy, which outweighed the leadership’s concerns about 

weak domestic support for such policies.   

Trends in Public Opinion’s Opposition and Constraining Effects 

Under President Kwasniewski, public opposition to troop deployments in Iraq did 

not constrain Poland’s foreign policy in Iraq, a policy which resulted in the deployment 

of 2400 Polish troops.  While in 2004, under President Kwasniewski, the government 

publicly contemplated a troop withdrawal by the end of 2005, the new Kaczyński 

administration rejected any near-future troop movements out of Iraq. Additionally, Polish 

leaders have announced the additional deployment of 1000 troops to support the U.S.-led 

War on Terror in Afghanistan.24 Known for his support of toppling dictators, Kaczynski 

                                                 
21 Can Poland Become A Target Of Terrorist Attacks? (Centre for Public Opinion Research, 2003 
[cited 2008]); available from http://www.cbos.pl/PL/Opinia/2003/10_2003.pdf. 
22 Opinie o Planach Zbrojnej Interwencja w Iraku [Opinions about the Plans Regarding Armed 
Intervention into Iraq](Centrum Badania Opinii Spozecznej: CBOS, 2003 [cited 2008]); available 
from http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2003/K_018_03.PDF. 
23 William Horsley, "Polls find Europeans oppose Iraq war," BBC News, February 11, 2003. 
24 George W. Bush, Press Conference by the President [(2006) cited June 30, 2007 2007]); 
available from http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2006/12/20061220-1.html. 
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nevertheless agonized over the deaths of innocent people in the process.25 Still, the new 

president affirmed that Poland’s involvement in Iraq was necessary to fulfill the country’s 

obligation as an ally and thus troops were expected to remain in Iraq as the situation on 

the ground required. In more tangible ways, Kaczynski believed that Poland’s loyalty 

would be rewarded either through the waiver of visa requirements for travel to the U.S. or 

through economic assistance with modernizing Polish defense systems.26 

President Kaczynski’s vision of Polish involvement in Iraq differed, however, 

from public sentiments. In 2004, Bartosz Weglarczyk of Gazeta Wyborcza, commented 

on Poland’s public opinion trends; he assessed that unless the UN provides stronger 

symbolic backing of the war in Iraq, public opinion in Poland and the rest of Europe will 

shift even further against the war.27 By the year 2005, nearly 70 percent of Poles believed 

that Poland’s decision to enter the Iraq war was wrong, an increase of 10 percent since 

August 2003 (Table 2),28 and half believed that the world became more dangerous as a 

result of the war.29 Furthermore, a majority of Poles believed that all of their country’s 

troops should be withdrawn from Iraq, while only 6% were against a total troop 

withdrawal.30 The gap between those supporting troop presence in Iraq and those who 

opposed it grew the most between January and May of 2004. During this period, 
                                                 
25 Michal Karnowski and Piotr Zaremba, O Dwoch Takich…Alfabet Braci Kaczynskich [About 
Those Two…Kaczynski Brothers Alphabet] Krakow: Wydawnictwo M., 2006. 
26 Craig Whitlock, “Poland’s Leader Hopes to Gain from Support of U.S. Policies,” The 
Washington Post, February 7, 2006. 
27 The State of the Iraq Coalition (PBS, 2004 [cited 2008]); available from 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/middle_east/jan-june04/bush_blair_4-16.html. 
28 Opinie o Obecnosci Polskich Zolnierzy w Iraku & o Innych Interwencjach Zbrojnych [Opinions 
about the Presence of Polish Soldiers in Iraq & about Other Armed Interventions] (Centrum 
Badania Opinii Spozecznej: CBOS, [cited 2008]); available from 
http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2005/K_075_05.PDF. 
29 "16-Country Global Attitudes Report Released June 23, 2005: Poland," in The Pew Global 
Attitudes Project (Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center, 2005). 
30 Clay Ramsay and Angela Stephens, "Among Key Iraq Partners, Weak Public Support for 
Troop Presence," (Program on International Policy Attitudes: University of Maryland, 2005). 
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opposition increased by almost 20 percent reaching a peak of 74 percent in May, only to 

return to around 69 percent after that and holding steady during 2005. In essence, the gap 

between supporters and opponents of Polish involvement in Iraq was the smallest when 

the mission first began until January 2004. It then grew until mid 2004 and remained 

somewhat fixed since then. 

Table 2. Support for the Presence of Polish Troops in Iraq 

        August 2003        August 2004      March 2005 

Support Polish 
involvement in Iraq 

         34 %           27 %           29 % 

Oppose Polish 
involvement in Iraq 

         60 %           70 %           69 % 

It’s hard to say            6 %            3 %             2 % 

 

As of 2007, Polish combat troops continued to operate in Iraq, albeit in smaller 

numbers (900) than when the mission first commenced, and in September of the same 

year President Lech Kaczynski ordered Polish troops to spend another year in 

Afghanistan.31 While public opinion has played some role in gradual withdrawal of 

troops or public declarations of attempts to do so, it has not shaped the nature of the 

policy as we will argue in the subsequent section. In the end policymakers who supported 

the mission were rarely held accountable for slow response to public preferences.  

In October of 2008 Polish troops have officially withdrawn from Iraq, ending 

their direct involvement in the stabilizing mission. While the withdrawal was an election 

promise by Premier Donald Tusk, the issues was not instrumental in Tusk’s victory. As in 

                                                 
31 Polish troops in Afghanistan another year, United Press International, 2007 [cited 2008]); 
available from 
http://www.upi.com/NewsTrack/Top_News/2007/09/19/polish_troops_in_afghanistan_another_y
ear/1070/. 
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previous elections, domestic concerns rather than the war continued to dominate pre-

election debates. To this day, Poland’s foreign policies continue to focus on potential 

regional threats and on increasing the country’s security relationship with the U.S. 

through arms sales and moving forward with placing U.S. missile defense armaments on 

the Polish soil.  

Polish Foreign Policy Decisionmaking in Context 

 Despite the Polish public’s consistent opposition to participation in the Iraq war, 

the government’s official policy continued to support an active foreign policy in the 

region. What explains the divergent views of the public and the leadership, and why did 

the public fail to substantially alter the nature of foreign policy? Public opinion scholars 

argue that the citizens are more likely to affect policy formation in countries where 

societal and state structures encourage public input into the process of policy design.32  In 

decentralized states that contain strong societal organizations and policy coalition-

building processes, the public plays a more substantial role in policy formulation because 

of the incorporation of societal actors into the process. On the other hand, in highly 

centralized states with weak societal mobilization and state-dominated policy networks, 

public opinion plays a minimal role in molding the policy.33  We argue, however, that 

such a framework fails to explain the somewhat limited impact of Polish public opinion 

on the country’s engagement in the Iraq war.  

Poland’s political system creates some opening for public opinion to shape 

decisionmaking in the context of foreign relations. The country’s foreign-policymaking 

rests largely in the hands of a prime minister and foreign minister, a structure that 
                                                 
32 Thomas Risse-Kappen, "Public Opinion, Dometic Structure, and Foreign Policy in Liberal 
Democracies," World Politics 43, no. 4,1991. 
33 Ibid. 
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encourages more societal input. Rather than being entirely controlled by the president, 

foreign policy is managed by the governing coalition.  Under the Kwasniewski’s 

presidency, Prime Minster Leszek Miller and the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Wlodzimierz Cimoszewicz, were the main actors in charge of foreign policy creation, 

including decisions to send troops to Iraq. Others included the Speaker of the Sejm, Jozef 

Oleksy, who also contributed to policy formation.34 When the Kaczynski brothers came 

to power to fill the roles of president and prime minister, they worked together to 

formulate a unified vision of Poland’s role in the international arena. Most recently, the 

new Prime Minister Donald Tusk, who ended Polish mission in Iraq, together with the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, Radoslaw Sikorski, have rarely engaged in extensive 

cooperation with President Kaczynski, a development that generated tensions between 

the President and the Prime Minister.35 While Poland’s foreign policy process rests more 

in the hands of the ministers and less in the hands of the executive branch, recent tensions 

between Kaczynski and Tusk reveal that the division of roles is not, at times, all that 

clear. A degree of decentralization exists in the country, although local and regional 

political organizations are still evolving in their effort to contribute to national policy 

networks, making this an ongoing process.36  

Another aspect of the institutional context of policymaking considers society’s 

ability to reach a consensus and present a unified front with the power to shape future 

policymaking. Poland’s society has become increasingly fractured, with divisions among 

                                                 
34 Barbara Wizimierska, ed., A Yearbook of Polish Foreign Policy (Warsaw: Administrative and 
Maintenance Services, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2004). 
35 Pawel Wronski, "Spor Rzadu z Prezydentem o Polityke Zagraniczna" [The Government's 
Disagreement with the President Over Foreign Policy]," Gazeta Wyborcza, November 29, 2007. 
36 Tatiana Majcherkiewicz, "Challenges of Coalition Building in Poland: Experiences of Central 
and Regional Politics" (paper presented at the The 11th NISPAcee Annual Conference, 
Bucharest, Romania, April 10 -April 12 2003). 



 13

the left, center, conservative, and populist parties and their constituencies. Not 

surprisingly, Poles voting in the recent 2007 parliamentary elections have been highly 

polarized, expressing divergent views on issues related to lustration policies, corruption, 

and the country’s foreign policies.37 Given such levels of polarization across different 

issues, it would not come as a surprise that people opposing the war may be unable to 

unite when they differ in their views on domestic politics. 

Despite increasing societal polarization, two groups have emerged unified with 

the potential to shape policymaking, thereby suggesting that an opening for public input 

did, in fact, exist. The agricultural sector, for example, has been unified in pressing 

policymakers to fight for better EU accession terms38 Parties representing farmers have 

enjoyed a steady presence in Polish politics with the populist Samoobrona or Self 

Defense placing third in the parliamentary elections in 2005 and forming the governing 

coalition in 2006. The electorates of the Self Defense and Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe or 

Polish Peasant’s Party have also consistently opposed Polish involvement in Iraq. 

Meanwhile, supporters of social democrats, the center parties, and to a lesser extent the 

right of the center parties39 have somewhat embraced the policy,40 although they 

disagreed on large number of domestic issues. Since 2003, this gap has been reduced as 

the policy became increasingly unpopular.   

 In a similar way, the Catholic Church and the radio station, Radio Maryja, have 

been highly effective in mobilizing voters, particularly those over the age of 60, to ensure 

                                                 
37 Andrzej Jonas, "Chair of the Year Goes to Donald Tusk," The Warsaw Voice, February 6, 
2008. 
38 Interview with a member of the Negotiating Team for Poland's Accession to the European 
Union, Summer, 2006. 
39 The exception being the League of Polish Families. 
40 The Outcome of Polish Involvement in Iraq: Communiqué from Findings (Centre for the Study 
of Public Opinion, 2003 [cited 2008]). 
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the victory of Law and Justice, a party that has supported Polish involvement in Iraq, in 

the 2005 parliamentary elections. Both the farmers’ parties and the Church have been in a 

position to mobilize voters and thus influence policymaking, yet none have done so on 

the issue of war. This then suggests that failure of groups to substantially affect foreign 

policymaking in this context rests less in the realm of limited opportunities for doing so 

than in the public’s and the specific groups’ concerns for non-war related policies, 

including domestic developments and EU accession. In other words, anti-war parties 

could, yet chose not to mobilize the voters on the Iraq issue. 

Instead of focusing exclusively on the existence of opportunities for the people to 

shape policy making, we argue that, in this case, the opportunity was not utilized by the 

people in a way that would pressure the policymakers to drastically alter the policy as it 

did, for example, in Spain when troops were abruptly withdrawn.  While public 

dissatisfaction with the war played some role in reducing the size of the mission, it was 

not fundamental in shaping the overall goal and major structure of the policy. After all, 

the pro-war party, Law and Justice, secured a strong electoral victory in 2005 at a time 

when public opposition to the war reached nearly 70 percent. Instead, Polish withdrawal 

was gradual, and came at a time when security in Iraq began to improve. Poland’s 

leadership could pursue a policy that differed from the public’s preferences as doing so 

was not politically costly. Given that the war in Iraq was a less salient issue than Poland’s 

EU accession and domestic policies, the leaders could execute a policy that they thought 

would potentially benefit the country in the long-term by strengthening cooperation 

between the U.S. and Poland. Officials responsible for drafting the policy were aware of 

public opposition, yet they argued that average citizens were usually more concerned 
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about immediate dangers, failing to understand how a distant war may impact their own 

security in the long run.41 Few policymakers, however, engaged in extensive discussions 

to “sell” the issue domestically, particularly in comparison to resources that were 

invested in the past to secure support for other policies, most notably Poland’s EU 

accession. What made the difference? 

From a political perspective, the war in Iraq could hardly be considered an 

electoral issue that forces leaders either to modify the policy or justify it extensively. 

First, the policy was overshadowed by domestic issues and foreign policies that had a 

more direct impact on the people. When President Kwasniewski first announced that a 

small number of Polish troops would participate in the 2003 invasion of Iraq,42 the 

country was much more preoccupied with the upcoming 2003 summer referendum on 

Polish membership in the EU.  While the public was generally exposed to the information 

about the war through media consumption and often engaged in informal discussions 

with family and friends about the issue,43 the EU accession was a more salient issue 

(table 3). For example, when asked to reflect on the most significant developments for 

Poland in 2003, nearly 60 percent of Poles cited EU referendum and only 8 percent 

named Polish participation in the Iraq war.44 While similar sentiments resonated in 

                                                 
41 Interview with Wlodzimierz Cimoszewicz: Poland's Minister of Foreign Affairs. 
42 Aleksander Kwasniewski, News from the President of the Republic of Poland 
(http://www.president.pl, 2003 [cited 2008]); available from 
http://www.president.pl/x.node?id=2011993&eventId=1508071. 
43 Elizabeth Radziszewski, "Social Networks, Public Opinion, and Foreign Policy" (Dissertation, 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2006). 
44 The Event of the Year 2003 in Poland and in the World (Centrum Badania Opinii Spolecznej: 
CBOS, 2004 [cited 2008]); available from; 
http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2004/K_014_04.PDF. 
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2004,45 the war in Iraq did not even make the list in 2005 when the country was focused 

on elections and campaigns touching upon the issues of corruption and lustration 

politics.46 When the government announced a decision in 2007 to gradually withdraw the 

troops, only one percent of survey respondents considered this to be an important 

development. 

Table 3. Significance of Polish Participation in the Iraq War Relative to Other 
Developments 

Year Development Importance 

2003 1) EU referendum, negotiations with the EU 
2) Domestic politics (including corruption, 
strikes) 
3) Polish involvement in the Iraq war 
4) No important developments 
5) It’s hard to say 

58 %47 
11 % 
 
8 % 
7 % 
23% 
 

2004 1) EU accession 
2) Domestic politics 
3) Polish involvement in the Iraq war 
4) Other international events (eg. Olympics) 
5) No important developments 
6) It’s hard to say 
 

62% 
11% 
4% 
4% 
5% 
20% 

2005 1) Domestic politics (predominantly elections) 
2) The death of John Paul II 
3) EU membership and its outcome 
4) No important developments 
5) It’s hard to say 

53% 
35% 
7% 
3% 
19% 

 

                                                 
45 The Event of the Year 2004 in Poland and in the World (Centrum Badania Opinii Spolecznej: 
CBOS, 2005 [cited 2008]) available from; 
http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2005/K_022_05.PDF. 
46 The Event of the Year 2005 in Poland and in the World (Centrum Badania Opinii Spolecznej: 
CBOS, 2006 [cited 2008]) available from; 
http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2006/K_016_06.PDF 
47 Percentages do not add up to 100 because the respondents were allowed to name several 
developments that they thought were important. 
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Unlike the war in Iraq, EU accession prompted the broadcasts of several Europe-

friendly TV programs including, Smak Europy, or Taste of Europe, with a goal of 

solidifying support for the upcoming referendum. Locally, the government engaged in a 

well-organized pro-EU campaign, with buses traveling to towns distributing brochures 

and government representatives holding meeting with villagers.48  Even members of the 

country’s negotiating team traveled across the country speaking in support of Poland’s 

membership in the Western club. Securing Polish accession was thus vital to 

policymakers and failure to deliver a yes vote in the referendum would clearly diminish 

Kwasniewski’s popularity. 

In the domestic sphere, the country was concerned with corruption, 

unemployment, and busy making sense of lustration policies, particularly under 

Kaczynski administration. The government’s effort to reveal public officials’ 

collaboration with communist-era secret police created societal divisions and a battle 

between Law and Justice, which hoped to “clean” the system of former communist 

networks49, and majority of other parties, including socialist parties and the now-

governing Civic Platform. As people began to learn that neighbors they once admired 

turned out to be collaborators, public attention was tuning to domestic developments. 

This may explain, for example, why the Catholic Church, which opposed the war in Iraq, 

chose not to mobilize the public widely on the issue. Instead, the Church, a traditional 

opponent of communist-era networks, took a more active role in Polish politics, 

particularly in its support of Law and Justice during the elections. The party’s victory in 

                                                 
48 Interview with Lech Janicki, Leader of Ostrzeszow County in Poland, 2006. 
49 Michal Karnowski and Piotr Zaremba, O Dwoch Takich…Alfabet Braci Kaczynskich  [About 
Those Two…Kaczynski Brothers Alphabet] Krakow: Wydawnictwo M., 2006. 
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the presidential and parliamentary elections in 2005 confirms that the issue of war was 

simply not deemed vital enough to inflict electoral punishment.  

Second, due to relatively low casualty numbers among Polish troops, the Iraq-

issue could not evolve to become the policy of outmost importance to the public. Hence, 

it rarely affected average citizens’ lives in contrast to a policy like EU membership. 

Whether it forced business owners and farmers to adjust their practices or offered a 

promise of new opportunities for youth, Poland’s membership in the EU could leave a 

mark on a vast number of people. In the domestic sphere, lustration policies could clearly 

touch the lives of ordinary people as accusations of collaboration with the communist 

regime began to surface.  The Iraq issue, however, could have an immediate impact only 

on Poles who directly participated in the mission and their families. In other words, while 

the issue was clearly a subject of conversations, its level of importance was never as high 

as that of EU accession, a policy that would greatly shape Poland’s economy and 

continental relations. It was also never as controversial as the politics of lustration in the 

years 2005-2007. 

The relatively low casualty number ensured that the war was rarely perceived as 

the most important development for the country. Since the start of the war in 2003 until 

June of 2008, the number of Polish casualties was below 25 (Table 4), with only one 

casualty in 2005 and one in 2006.50 No casualties have been reported since December 

2007 until June of 2008. 

 

 

 
                                                 
50 Iraq Coalition Casualty Count, http://icasualties.org/oif/, [(2008) viewed on July 29, 2008]. 

http://icasualties.org/oif/
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Table 4.  Polish Casualties in Iraq, March 2003-June 2008 

Date 11/

03 

12/

03 

5/ 

04 

6/ 

04 

7/ 

04 

8/ 

04 

9/ 

04 

12/ 

04 

2/ 

05 

11/ 

06 

2/ 

07 

4/ 

07 

 

7/ 

07 

10/ 

07 

11/ 

07 

Casualty 1 1 2 2 1 3 3 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

 

 Given the numbers, one could hardly expect wide public mobilization on the 

issue. This is does not mean, however, that opposition to the war was not expressed. 

Public protests took place in Warsaw and other major cities from 2003-2007 with the 

largest number of participants reaching approximately 200051, but the mobilization did 

not involve the majority of the society. In light of such developments, it is not surprising 

that Poland’s leaders chose to pursue an Iraq policy that differed from public preferences, 

without engaging in extensive justification for their actions. Under Kwasniewski 

administration, the issue was overshadowed by the EU referendum while growing 

societal discussions and concerns about domestic policies dominated the years of 

Kaczynski’s presidency. In the end, the leaders correctly calculated that they were 

unlikely to suffer electoral punishment by pursuing a divergent policy on the war. The 

gradual withdrawal of troops would do little to undermine their credibility and loyalty, 

particularly in light of less cooperative behavior of other U.S. allies, including coalition 

members such as Spain. Finally as security situation began to improve in Iraq, Polish 

withdrawal would only be seen as natural and acceptable. 

 

 

                                                 
51 Inicjatywa Stop Wojnie, http://www.irak.pl/20.03.04.html, [Initiative Stop the War][(2004) 
viewed on June 20, 2008]. 

http://www.irak.pl/20.03.04.html
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Conclusion 

The Polish case demonstrates that although the public was generally as exposed to 

private discussions and media coverage of the Iraq war as it was to the on-going 

developments of Polish membership in the EU52, the issue of war was nevertheless of 

lesser importance to the public. Not surprisingly then, policymakers could pursue a 

divergent policy from the public’s preferences as doing so carried limited political costs. 

The benefits of pursuing a more active role in the Middle East, especially in the context 

of NATO-initiated operations, on the other hand, could position Poland closer to its 

strategic alignment goals with the United States. Furthermore, as a loyal ally, the country 

could expect to reap benefits in the form of U.S. assistance in modernizing Polish defense 

and possibly, the waiver of visa requirements. At present time, the strategy has proven to 

be successful in attracting U.S. plans to construct a missile defense shield inside Poland, 

although it has produced little in the area of visa-free travel. 

From a theoretical perspective, the failure of public opinion to restrain 

policymakers suggests that focusing solely on the country’s institutional context of 

decision-making may not be sufficient in explaining conditions under which the public’s 

voice influences policymakers. Political context, including issue salience and its value as 

an electoral policy, makes a difference in the way public opinion contributes to policy 

formation. When leaders are less likely to be held accountable by the public in failing to 

respond to their preferences on policies, they are more likely to pursue an independent 

course of action. Ultimately, focusing on the very nature of policy itself may prove to be 

just as important as institutional context in determining the extent to which the public can 

mold the direction of policymaking.  
                                                 
52 Radziszewski 2006 
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