


The Policy of Equilibrium and Polish Bilateralism, 1934-1939
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Russian empire destined for Tsar Alexander I. imntteatiseSur le

I n 1803, Prince Adam Czartoryski penned a policiimaitfor the
systéme politique que devrait suivre la Rudsgewrote:

Policies must have principles from which the most
appropriate system can be construed for each state,
accordance with its position and form of existenthe
principles remain unchanged, yet their applicatbanges
indefinitely, depending on local conditions and tiwairse

of events. In order to be effective, the systemukhaot be

of a provisional nature, but provide permanenteglimes
for the future. The true ability of a statesmars lia the
skillful application of principles depending on feifent
conditions. A cabinet that would have an unchanigeab
system regarding principles, as well as the statasrable

to modify the application of those very principles
depending on the circumstances, would undeniably be

perfect!

Aleksander Skrziski, one of the most prominent politicians of the
interwar Second Republic, noted that “a proper ifprepolicy is to
skillfully represent the true figure of the nati@broad, represent its
spiritual value and moral strengthThus, what determines the nature of
foreign policy of a particular state?

Leading Polish historian Marceli Handelsman clainikdt two
factors play a determining role in every stateieign policy: “the overall
international situation and the traditional pobdicpsychology of a
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particular nation* He further believed that “every grand policy must
have its own ideology, an ideal which it servesheoretical justification
from which it operates, a concept which it must lienpent in the long-
run® Foreign policy is about “mode and spirit” — wroget another
eminent historian, Wiadystaw Konopdaiski.> Austen Chamberlain stated
it differently, and more succinctly, writing thatpaoper foreign policy has
“permanent base$.”

What was the “mode and spirit” of diplomacy conduktby
Marshal Jézef Pitsudski and Foreign Minister J&e€k? Did the policy
of equilibrium have its principles and permanenddsaor was it merely a
result of the moment, a condition-dependent batanbetween Germany
and Russia? In Polish eyes as well as in Weststoriography, the
policy of equilibrium is still perceived as one wfaneuvering between
Poland’s large neighbors. The above questions wamdaimental for the
reflections that follow.

French Ambassador to Warsaw Jules Laroche wrotePilsudski
and Beck neither knew nor understood the “psycholofythe West.”
Similarly, very few attempts were made in Westerstdniography to
understand the dilemmas facing Polish diplomacyrpto the Second
World War® Prominent French historian Maurice Baumont belietreat
Jozef Beck did not understand the need for “saliglaf the states born in
1918 from the victory of the Allies’”Influential British historian Hugh
Seton-Watson claimed that Polish policies of thiefal930s were a
product of Beck’s “Machiavellian genius” and thdeirests of a caste of
“colonels and landowners® In general, the Polish foreign minister has
come to be one of the most ill-comprehended persondoreign
historiography. Most often he is charged with aachmonistic adherence
to the nineteenth century bilateralism that preetudPoland from
functioning within the cooperation framework of @®h European states
under a European collective security system. Cheriaing J6zef Beck as
a politician, Marian Wojciechowski wrote that he ds&v a man of
outstanding intellect, great dynamism and politicaive. Yet his line of
reasoning was bound by the rigid categories ofodaitic technique:
political alliances, insured and reinsured by othgreements. It was a
reasoning detached from its historical fundamenackihg an
understanding of the elements of the past that vgeoeinded in the
present.*!
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The charges made by J6zef Beck critics can be wadaown to
five major ones: (1) disregard for the League ofiddes and acting against
the projects aimed at an “eastern Locarno”; (2)icatcooperation with
Germany in the years 1934-1938; (3) antagonizintatioms with
Czechoslovakia and the USSR; (4) weakening tharaé with France;
and (5) an unjustified aspiration to Great Powatust Beck has been
accused of virtually everything, of gullible trust Hitler, of power-
oriented illusions, of “pathological anti-Czech eatment®? and, last but
not least, of ideological anti-communism and amgtism. The charges
of disregarding the League of Nations and sabotagia collective
security program are among the gravest ever puh for Western
literature against the foreign policy of Jézef Rilski and Minister Beck.
The above accusations are without doubt an impoéement in the
negative stereotype of interwar Poland that wasespdead the West, a
stereotype that would last for decades and whidh Isis not been
discarded. Most unfortunately, Western historiogsapstill lacks a
thorough understanding of the geopolitical condsighat came to shape
Polish foreign policy.

The political philosophy of Marshal Pitsudski andnidter Beck
was far more complex and developed than what cante tpresented in
historiography, although by no means could they dmnsidered
theoreticians and “conceptualists,” to use a termoppsed by Piotr
Wandycz. Undeniably, both held the following coridos as
fundamental. (1) The security of Polish statehdegends primarily on
the state’s military strength relative to that d& ineighbors and
adversaries, and not on the efficiency of the m#gonal system. That
conviction was only strengthened by the experierafethe 1919-1920
war. Their views were characterized by a profoukepsicism as to the
prospect of creating an effective collective sdgusiystem in Europe. (2)
Pitsudski and Beck believed that Poland would ble &b strengthen its
international standing by conforming to the prineipf strict neutrality
and equilibrium between Germany and the Soviet kn{8) Further, they
were convinced that despite the most unfavorablereal conditions,
Polish sovereignty would be sustainable, and Polemald not become a
mere “client-state” of the Great Powers. Thus, &=ck attempted to
conduct policies in accordance with the followingctdm: “We can
cooperate with the West of Europe as partnersnamdr as an object®
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Reborn Poland never considered itself a real poadrpugh the
authoritarian government’s propaganda often refierte “Poland’s
power,” while Polish Ambassador to Paris Juliuskdsiewicz would in
1938 publish a brochure under the tileland is a Great Powef’. Such
were the charges put against the Polish governimeRtench politicians,
whereas a German diplomat would write in 1936 etk constantly
sought “recognition of Poland as a Great Powdrinerkennung Polens
als Grossmachf® Yet Pitsudski and Beckpro foro interno never
considered Poland to be a state that sought Goeeg¢rPstatus, with Jozef
Beck conveying that very notion to Minister LouisarBiou in the
following words: “Nous ne sommes pas une grandssauice, mais un
pays qui se respecte.” The Marshal in turn woutdngfly underline the
principle of “self-limitation” Selbstbeschrankuipgin foreign policy
conducted by Polantf. That was also the principle message of his
unwritten “political will,” the carrying out of with, as far as foreign
policy was concerned, he entrusted to Beck. He h&d that political
plans should not be formulated so as to exceedcélpabilities of the
instrument at one’s disposalYet he was convinced that Poland could not
be a “client” of the Great Powers. On 24 March 1988an instruction
regarding the establishment of diplomatic relatiowgh Lithuania
addressed to the Polish envoy to Kaunas Francisaedrwat, Beck
explained that “the position of Poland as a povearinot be “understood
to mean a so-called Great Power, but rather a s&teng a sovereign
policy and playing a decisive role in shaping tlgefof its region
Poland as a “power,” in Beck’s understanding wass thothing more than
a state that conducts independent policy and ermgjgysficant influence in
shaping the situation in Central and Eastern Europe

At the outset of the rebirth of Polish statehooth® 1920s foreign
policy guidelines had been set. It came to be dedept the time that
foreign policy must be an expression of the entiodtstate interests, and
those preclude the option of relying on either Garror Russian support,
as it could only be obtained at a price of limitedvereignty at a
minimum, and most probably with territorial cessemwell, the western
territories to Germany or the eastern borderlandh¢ USSR. Marshal
Jozef Pitsudski’'s statements serve as a valuabitenamtary to Poland’s
position at the time: “If we were forced to joirthear the Germans or the
Bolsheviks,” the Marshal claimed in 1919, “it wouttean that our work
has not been completed. TRission civilisatriceof Poland would remain
unaccomplished™®
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Poland could not seek its place in Europe as a gigpendent on
Russia or Germany. That conviction was backeddmsensus omniuof
the Polish political elites, probably with the egtien of the communists.
It is worth noting that prior to 1926, at a timeevhJozef Pitsudski did not
play an active role in shaping Polish foreign pglidcs makers were
inclined to seek a certain equilibrium between Russnd Germany.
Having regained power in Poland in May 1926, Piskidcame to
recognize that Polish foreign policy faced two piate tasks: normalizing
relations with its great neighbors, and sustainivegalliances with France
signed on 19 February 1921, and Romania signed tdfar@h 1921°
“The ability to directly manage relations with nelprs is of particular
value to every state, as it provides real freedomegulate all remaining
international relations (...)** For that very reason, Pitsudski came to treat
all other goals as being of secondary importanoesign Minister August
Zaleski, with the consent of the Marshal, introduget a third principle:
cooperating with the League of Nations with the aihcreating a system
of common security? Having concluded nonaggression agreements with
the Soviet Union and Germany in the years 1932-18#84udski did not
change those fundamental principles, but did mianta natural
reservation towards the League of Nations, whiahtduts decomposition
ceased to serve as a point of reference for Ppbsbies.

In its fundamental premises the policy of equilioni was the work
of Jozef Pitsudski. As to its implementation, itsvihe work of Jozef
Beck, for whom the Marshal as political authoritygs the final instance.
With the master-apprentice relationship binding ttveo, it seems
improper to speak of a “Beck policy,” although @ling Pitsudski’s
death in May 1935, the minister himself would bespansible for
formulating Polish foreign policy goals, feelingtually bound by the
general principles left by the deceased leader.aRigss of how Jozef
Beck’s role in Polish history is assessed, he ditbduce his own style
and hierarchy of values to Polish diplomé&ty.

The policy of equilibrium was logically founded the reality of
Poland’s history and the political geography ofteasEurope.

The situation of the state is grounded in the uresiag
facts of geography and history, whereby Poland must
inevitably conduct its policies between Russia and
Germany. Founding those very policies on the supgfor
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one of those states has invariably led to deperedand the
threat of renewed subjugation. Only equilibrium vizn

the two states and vigilant strength has guaranteed
independence. Perhaps that path was a difficult gete
Pitsudski never, not even in the glorious days of
independence, imagined the situation in which Rblan
found itself, nor the task facing Polish policy, ie easy
matters™*

Reborn Poland’s foreign policy was to be one diedding the
status quo in Europe. August Zaleski would claimatt‘Poland has no
reason to wage waf” In the 1930s, neither Pitsudski nor Beck would in
fact point to any new strategic aims. As the imdéional situation
changed, however, the tactical goals of foreignicgowere modified,;
those set in the 1920s differed distinctively fronose put forth in the
years 1938-1939. A thesis claiming that a continimt Polish foreign
policy existed can successfully be defended. dtrsepointless however
to frame it with a question of how, under the readi of the 1930s, it
would have been conducted by earlier ministers korg Skirmunt or
Aleksander Skrzyski, as such questions have no answer.

With the signing of the Locarno agreements in Oetoh925,
Polish politicians concluded that it would be mdstrmful to divide
Europe into two distinctly different regions as & international security
was concerned, a Western Europe with security gteea and a grey
zone in Eastern Europe. At the beginning of the0$9& was the creation
of a Great Power directorate that seemed to posegtavest threat to
Poland’s security. It foreshadowed its unquestitaatarginalization, and
in the future, most probably corrections of its tees borders. One Polish
diplomat put it this way, “against all the manitgsins of oligarchic
tendencies in international life, Poland always all would continue to
protest. In her view, it was the principle of demamy in international life
that should remain as the true achievement of nmodeternational
order.®® The Five Power Declaration of 11 December 1932ingiv
Germany the right of equal rearmameglgichberechtigung came to
upset the “mode of international life” founded dre tLeague of Nations.
The Four Powers Pact only increased and strengihBoésh anxieties.
Polish arguments claiming that such practices wagstructive for a
system of international cooperation built earlier goodwill, were
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logical>” As a political project, the Four Powers Pact fhegowed the

degradation of medium-size and small states that paid the price of the
Great Power directorate, while at the same timestiu@ng indirectly the
territorial integrity of Poland and Czechoslovafiarhe fact that Poland
was not a beneficiary of the Locarno agreementessiated the search
for an accord with Germany through a bilateral agrent.

Jozef Pitsudski believed that Poland’s geopoliticatuation
required bilateral accords. Given the realitieshef time, the chances for
reaching an agreement with both the Third ReichStadin’s Russia were
minute. The Marshal would invariably insist tha¢ goroblem of Poland’s
security was reduced to the issue of normalizingtimns with Germany
and the Soviet Union, as this was a vital mattertiie Polish state, far
more important than participation in any multilaleragreements, or
guarantees offered by international organizatidim® Marshal was rather
unenthusiastic toward any multilateral agreemeasshe perceived the
effectiveness of such accords to be highly probtemaand in his
judgment, instead of giving any real security gageas, they offered
merely illusory and empty hopes. The concepts ofrfmon peace” and
“collective security” would come to be interpretby him as empty
phrases.

In reviewing the experiences of international poditfollowing the
Great War, Pitsudski and Beck came to pessimistiecitisions. They
became reinforced in their belief that an intenai order based
primarily on the League of Nations did not give &a any effective
security guarantees in case of war. Recountingetkaperiences in a long
conversation with British Foreign Minister Anthorsden on 2 April
1935, Beck stated that

for Poland, as for any state on the continent, sit i
neighborly relations that are the most importaotaRd has
two principle neighbors: Germany and Soviet Russia.
Thusnearly 80% of our political work is directedsaaping
and sustaining the relations with those countfediowing

the war, relations with both neighbors were in dsafor a
long time. Thus we could refer to both bordershattime,
each being more than 1000 km long, as bad. The/@éaer
life of a Polish citizen living along these borddesveloped

in a difficult and burdensome manner. The smabést
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incidents threatened to turn into a major displdtader
such conditions, the League of Nations provedfitteebe
almost entirely unhelpfi’

Polish political leaders were therefore obligeddtaw a lesson from the
failure of the League of Nations. That was pregisghat Pitsudski and
Beck did. Poland was unable to defend the Versaibgstem and
guarantee the effectiveness of the League of Nstigince the Great
Powers that once formed the Entente would retreatiight capitulate in
face of the aggressive actions by the Third Reldte disfunction of the
system grounded in the League of Nations made theaneed for seeking
means that would strengthen®it.Under such conditions, one of the
primary instruments to further the security of widual states came in the
form of bilateral nonaggression agreeménts.

The position of the Polish government regarding Eastern Pact
project and other proposals for a collective ségwsystem for Eastern
Europe, came to be determined mainly by the natdr@olish-Soviet
relations. Those relations were grounded in a y{réamework and the
Polish government spared no effort to normalizentheith the aim of
sustaining the status quo and the nonaggressiotextont remains
unquestionable that the Polish government could allotv the Soviet
Union to become the guarantor of Poland’s secuanity its borders. This
would entail the risk of irreversible dependenceitsnEastern neighbor.
The realization of that risk dictated the negatpasition taken by Polish
diplomacy regarding the Eastern Pact. It is wortting that Polish
consent to the Eastern Pact would necessarily toalesl to an agreement
on Soviet-Polish military cooperation. Finally, should be underlined
that the Eastern Pact would not only change thereaif Franco-Polish
relations but would also bear on the Polish-Ronraaidance, a fact well
understood by Romanian politicians including Faneldinister Nicolae
Titulescu who was an ardent enthusiast of the Ea$tact and strove to
include his country in its framework. The decisions that the Polish
leadership made in the years 1932-1935, choosibijgteral agreement
with Germany and rejecting the Eastern Pact projgobvided evident
proof of the principal mechanism of Polish foremplicy.

Polish distrust of Moscow did not find in the Eueopf the 1930s
any understanding among its Western partners, tyelight of such
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developments as the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact, imseeavell justified.
The reorientation of Soviet foreign policy in thé@edtion of reaching
agreements on nonaggression with its neighborgydimg an agreement
with Poland signed on 25 July 1932, was from thy weitset the object of
European speculation as to whether it would praveoé a long term
policy and whether it implied acceptance of the Sédles system
previously condemned by Lenin. Western capitald keterging views on
the matter> In Warsaw there was no conviction that this demeient
would be of a lasting nature, although the nonaggjoa treaty had been
signed in goodwill and with the aim of establishiagong-term policy
instrument and an element of the equilibrium poliPysudski did not
believe that the Soviet Union would in the longatgoursue the policy of
strengthening the status quo in Central and Ea&iarope. He correctly
assessed that the new, red Russia was an organidess expansionist
than tsarist Russi4.

The agreement with Germany reached in January ¢88w to be
perceived by Pitsudski and Beck as Polish diplorisacgreatest
achievement, as it seemed to counter both thePaish cooperation of
the Berlin-Moscow axis and the policy of appeasdm¥et, were they
right in their assessment? As in many other disgutas matter is not
easily resolved. From today’s perspective, thentlaiay seem unjustified,
yet the nonaggression treaty signed with the Saymedn on 25 July 1932
and the declaration on refraining from the useoodé in relations with the
German Reich signed on 26 January 1¥34ere both seen at the time in
Europe, as strenthening Poland’s position and fbexea significant
achievement of Polish foreign policy.lt was important that the Four
Powers Pact as a mechanism for resolving intemnmaitidisputes did not
come into beind’ Also of importance to Poland was the collapse of
Germany’'s Rapallo policy, although fears of itsuratpresent in Polish
diplomacy were not unfoundéd.A careful reading of th®iary of Jan
Szembek, proves that Polish foreign policymakensevesvare that an anti-
Polish agreement between Berlin and Moscow woutdnty be possible,
but in fact would be met with enthusiasm in theriia.>

As a result of the non-aggression agreements eeaalith both
neighbors, Pitsudski and Beck seemed justifiechairtsatisfaction. They
had reason to believe that with “years-long comesisefforts carried out
by Poland,” a real achievement came with “a pdit&tabilization of both
of our borders, to the East and to the West,” whighks “a positive
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element not only for us, but for European peacAs tan be seen,” Beck
would say, “historical conflicts wear out. We wémeMoscow, Russia was
in Warsaw. We hope that today’s stabilization ilbve lasting.*® Was
this optimism a mere illusion? Perhaps so, yethiugdd be taken into
consideration that since regaining independencégnBis international
position was never as favorable as during the yEa84-1937. Still it was
only a provisional arrangement. In reality, theistelGerman declaration
on refraining from the use of force brought Polanducial, yet
impermanent benefits, chiefly the strengtheningefurity and a visible
improvement of the country’s position in the intional arena. Poland
acquired the ability to conduct a more independaolicy toward the
Western Powers, and in Central and Eastern Eutlopparallel, Poland
would no longer find itself clearly dependent os Krench ally. Poland
was no longer considered a “seasonal state,” &sreef to by Weimar
Republic’s anti-Polish propaganda. New options egefor strengthening
Poland’s position in Central and Eastern Europeiclviwas a Polish
foreign policy interest both prior to the May 1926up and later, when
power would rest with Pitsudski and those coopegatvith him. Finally,
although it was not unimportant that the effortdhed Western Powers to
forge the Four Powers Pact ended in fiasco and Fnahco-German
reconciliation proved futilé! the Polish government succeeded in
reaching an agreement that did not require any eswions that were
inimical to the vital interests of the Polish state

Through the agreement reached with Germany in Jarnl@34,
Polish diplomacy managed to freeze and delay Gemeraitorial claims.
It was not, however, successful in preventing theakening of the
alliance with France. In spite of the fact thatdPal had not wished to give
up the French alliance as a result of improvingetations with the Third
Reich, the disintegration of the pact with Francecame virtually
unavoidable given the realities of the 1930s. Taeudry 1934 accord
with Germany had a definite impact on Warsaw’'s ladkinterest in
various projects aimed at instituting collectivews#ty measures, as well
as discussions concerning an “Eastern Locarno.& Hblish government
valued the bilateral accord with Germany more highlan any possible
multilateral agreements. And conducting an indepand policy
strengthened Poland’s prestige, which was noteweeit for Pitsudski and
Beck. At the time, any collective security system Europe was
inconceivable without Poland’s participation. hetopinion of Minister
Beck, the Eastern Pact was definitely not “a preltma new balance in
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Europe,” as Eduard Bene$ would cldfmOn the contrary, it was a
proposal for a system that foreshadowed Sovietrhegg in Central and
Eastern Europe. The Polish veto regarding the Ea&tact resulted in the
Franco-Polish alliance becoming a dead letter.

Minister Beck’s diplomacy did not convince Polandsstern
neighbor that a Polish-German agreement againstUB8R was not
possible. The Soviet leadership consistently cldinieat Poland and
Germany were bound by a secret accord. What is ,nasredocuments
from the post-Soviet archives prove, Soviet ingellice did in fact inform
Joseph Stalin that a secret Polish-German accardé&an signed and that
it was directed against the Soviet Union (sfg!).

For Poland, its pact with Germany was to give goi@es for the
security of the state and its borders. For Hithemmalizing relations with
Poland became merely a point of departure for narolader, aggressive
plans** Hitler wanted to involve Poland in a common stilegggainst
Soviet Russia, whereas Poland wanted to pursu@depéndent policy.
The Reich Chancellor saw Poland as an importambezié in the Third
Reich’s system of alliances, and he intended ty tarhporarily tolerate
the Polish policy of equilibrium. The January deateon of 1934 was thus
merely provisional, and had no chance to beconastan element. Yet it
is undeniable that peaceful relations between oland Germany
constituted a fundamental guarantee of the statiss inp Central and
Eastern Europe, and therefore the Polish leadexstiyed it greatly. The
Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs was strongly oconced that the
normalization in Polish-German relations safeguaré®land from the
gravest of dangers, a Soviet-German rapprochement.

It is difficult to deny that the normalization ofolsh-German
relations was absolutely in the interest of Polartk bilateral agreement
between Poland and Germany seemed, under the ctanoes, the only
feasible solution. In his conversation with Forelmister Anthony Eden
held in Warsaw on 2 April 1935, J6zef Beck stated:

As for Germany, when the relations with us were, lveel
enjoyed a safeguard in the form of Polish membprami
the League of Nations. Once Germany left the Leagee
lost that very safeguard. It was then that we aggired the
German government with an appropriate request ard w
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answered positively. Such were the circumstancats|¢al

to negotiations, which were soon concluded, aner aén
years of strenuous efforts it became possible ange an
almost simultaneous visit of the Polish foreign istier to
Moscow and the ratification of the Polish-German
declaration of 26 January 1934. Such are the mesillbur
policies. And for that reason, when we are presenti¢h
some proposal, we assess it primarily with regasd t
whether it does nothing to weaken the positive |tetbiat
we achieved, and what further benefits might ienfiwe
spoke here of the animosities between Germany and
Russia. Let us theoretically imagine that Polanaibiitself

to Soviet Russia or to Germany. Immediately, incelaf
the present stabilization along both borders, waldvbave
one that would be absolutely bad. Preventing sinange
for the worse constitutes a fundamental principleoor
policy.*

Today we have a thorough understanding of how lgathe Polish-
German accord was. Yet we should realize that faa#d appeasement
policy, Minister Beck had no alternative to hisipglof sustaining good
relations with Germany as long as it was recont@labth the unwavering
principle of maintaining Poland’s independence. Bgcdiplomacy
endeavored to maintain a freedom of choice foroag ks possible under
extremely unfavorable international realitfésin the opinion of British
Ambassador to Warsaw Howard Kennard, Minister Bedhed “to free
himself from the control of the Great Powers asdarhe could and the
mere mention of any Four Power Pact or Conferenfgiated him.*’
The alternative could not be a sustained “Frendtesy’ in Europe, as
that system had already disintegrated by the sebatdf 1930s.. There
is no rational proof that another political alteima could in fact have
produced better results. This explains Beck’s statdés and feelings.

In historiography, there is a view that posits tMairshal Pitsudski
understood that the achieved normalization of iealat with both great
neighboring Powers was only temporary, but thatkBeslieved “that their
provisional character would naturally turn into erpanent agreement®”
This is true, although it is of a matter of secagdaportance since the
policy of maintaining good relations with Germary fs long as it was
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reconcilable with the inalienable principle of prSng Poland’s
independence, was the only conceivable policy.

Many Western historians and especially the Freoffier today a
strong critique of the Polish post-1934 policiewaods France, blaming
Pitsudski and Beck for the weakening of the all@anColonel Pierre Le
Goyet stated that Poland under Pitsudski and Begksued *“total
independence,” thus manifesting “susceptibilit¢depnique.*® This is
how French historiography explained the dissolutwérithe alliance. But
the pursuit of more independence from France bysPdtatesmen was
correct and logical since, as Henry Kissinger figpbints out, “a Power
which is absolutely committed has no negotiatingsifan.”® The
American statesman observed what Polish politicidased not say so
openly and clearly. The weakening of the FrancasRdadlliance had been
gradually occurring since the Locarno Pact. Frgmalicy towards Poland
at the time was accurately and explicitly descriliyd Georges-Henri
Soutou who admitted that it sought the path ofieation from its Polish
alliance®* Although Aristide Briand would underline the fabat he was a
signatory to the pact of 1921, he vaguely explaitieat “le pacte de
Locarno est encore moins précis que cette alligmgiours en vigeur>
Polish Ambassador to Berlin Jézef Lipski would fatete, “Briand, a
leading person, was very nasty toward HsPoland was for France “une
alliée de remplacement,” a substitute for RusgsiaBtiand’s time, all
French ideas were based on the notion of a lasipgrochement with
Germany. Louis Barthou believed in a lasting engage of Soviet
Russia in defending the status quo in Europe, wfochthe Poles was a
guestionable premise from the very outset but baewould be supported
by Barthou’s successor Pierre Laval, if without mmuenthusiasm or
confidence. In the appeasement period, Frenchypuolas subject to the
British concept of avoiding war at any cost. At gvestage of French
policy formulation, Poland defended its intereststteey were threatened
although, what is most important, the interest®oland and the interests
of France as they were understood at the time éYeidders of both states
were not parallel. Thus, any mistakes made by &slsuand Beck were of
secondary importance.

The two political leaders perceived the Locarnaeeagrents as one
of the fundamental reasons for the growing inedqyualetween partners in
the French-Polish alliance. It can only be undedirhere that for the
Polish leadership Locarno was a negative experjesseecially for
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Pitsudski and his people, but not offyA great majority of Polish
politicians would subscribe to the words expresbgdthe Francophile
Stanistaw Straski that “Locarno is by no means a reliable acsexuring
peace.”™ Perhaps even more importantly, in face of the @mgntation of
the Locarno agreements the Polish government faisetf powerless to
defend the significance of the alliance with Franke we well know, the
Polish government following the May 1926 coup had political
alternative but to accept the post-Locarno rappeownt between France
and Germany as political reality. The potentiaecdpn of the Locarno
agreements, with the renewed provisions of the Rapacords through
the Berlin Treaty of 24 April 1926, would definijelead to Poland’s
isolation. Thus, it had to make every effort to@da the Locarno system
by preventing the possibility of becoming a burdem France and
avoiding a further widening of differences, eveough they could not
have been eliminate.A definite dissolution of the alliance would, afte
all, be a true catastrophe, a “gift” to Poland’'vedaries. Poland could
have pursued an agreement with Germany, yet itim@mceivable with
the Weimar Republit’ Such an agreement could have been of value only
as long as it did not involve territorial concess@r limited sovereignty.
Neither should it have thwarted the alliance witharfee. Without doubt,
that was Pitsudski’s train of thought. Yet was loenpletely successful in
achieving his goal?

Opinions on that matter remain divided. An agreemeith
Germany, in which Pitsudski believed, was not idish to produce a
break with France but rather revitalize a weakaatle. Most probably,
Pitsudski and Beck took into consideration the taet once France, be it
sooner or later, came to realize the German thiRedand would become a
desired ally. The essence of Franco-Polish difie@errested on the fact
that for Poland the alliance with France was prilmar safeguard in case
of war, whereas for the French it was an instrunoémeacetime policy?
No other political configuration could have compatesl Poland for its
alliance with France and there are no groundsitk tthat Pitsudski and
Beck lacked an understanding of that. As Beck dtateApril 1932, the
alliance with France was “a forceful constructidrEaropean stability>®
Born in an atmosphere of confidence, the FrancisPallliance was “an
obligation of politicians to a war-weary generatioft was “a natural
safeguard against all tendencies to disrupt thenbaious cooperation of
nations and a foundation on which further initiaivcan be basef”
Witnessing the decline of France’s internationasifion, Pitsudski and
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Beck believed in its rebirth, and Beck would oftepeat that “the genius
of the French race becomes most visible at decisiv@ents of history®*
Pitsudski‘'s and Beck’s efforts to strengthen thiaate with France
should not be disregarded. However, major diffeesntcowards key
European security problems made strengthening thencB-Polish
alliance impossible to achieve. Seen from todagssjpective, the only
way to eliminate those differences would requirdidhosubordination to
the French point of view on those issues. And thas precisely what
neither Pitsudski, nor Beck could afford to do.

The two political leaders desired to sustain tarate with France
which, first and foremost, was a bilateral agreenvath specific mutual
obligations that became operative in case of wachSwvas “the Polish
concept for the alliance,” a term proposed by Mictecharias? Yet for
the French political leadership, the alliance wioland remained
primarily an instrument of diplomatic maneuverfigrhus, in the years
1934-1936, the Franco-Polish alliance became a le¢i@d. The revival of
the alliance through a treaty signed at Rambouife”7 September 1936,
was advantageous to Poland yet it did not leadbth parties signing an
accord on European security or on a basis for gatipe in case of war.
Beck explained to French Foreign Minister Yvon allin a conversation
held in 6 December 1937 in Krakow, Poland that “Brench insist on
attaching a League-related component to the Fr&uotish alliance, which
challenges our confidence to a certain degree,useca our view, the
alliance has everything needed to make it a lastorgstruct, whereas the
League of Nations is undergoing a crisis of undeieable effects® The
Polish minister would recall that “Poland was newegr situation where
more than fifty percent of its interests could bersped through the
League, because at one time, Russia was not a memihe League, and
once it did accede, Germany left the Leadlldri the same conversation,
Beck warned his French counterpart that everythtadrich would be
attached to the alliance would diminish its valu@ir eyes *

Most likely, Polish diplomacy did play a role inethcomplete
failure of French eastern policy. That failure imrnt brought a
reorientation of French policy towards appeasemamg American
scholar Lisanne Radice was right to describe thect of French eastern
policy in the 1930s as a “prelude to appeasenfénthiat left Poland in a
highly unfavorable position. What is more, in thiew of British and
French politicians, the collective security frameko— whatever was
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understood by the term — served to keep the Saligdn cooperating
with the West and thus prevented a rapprochemdnielea Moscow and
Berlin.?® Yet, given the reality of the times, with Francelsakness and
the numerous inconsistencies in its foreign polieygas an alternative
policy conceivable? A historian must resist any fg&tions to speculate
on “what would have been if,” yet in this caseaems justified to say that
no other policy pursued by Poland could have givemce more effective
support in defending the territorial status qu&urope.

The difference in views between Warsaw and Parigldvbecome
most clear during the events of 1938. On Augustofithat year in a
conversation with Minister Georges Bonnet, Polishb&ssador to France
Juliusz tukasiewicz pointed out that the Polish ggament saw the
character of the alliance differently. The ambassadade a reference:

primo — to the difference of opinions regarding the tet
the alliance treaty, which would reveal itself oarieus
occasions. We always refer to the text from the y&21
and hold it to be our sole justification, whereas Brench
counterparts were never unambiguous in their positin
the matterSecundo- to the fact that we always defended
the position of “déclenchement automatique et imatet]

of alliance obligations, whereas our French coyates
would refrain from any unquestionable precision tbe
issue, and instead attempted to maintain an opibon
delay, or to introduce additional elements to tectioning

of the allianceTertio — to the fact that we never and in any
way refrained from acting France’s ally, while dre tpart
of Quai d’Orsay, the very last year we were faceth &
position regarding a matter, against which we wereed

to react in a most serious fofth.

The bilateral treaties with Great Britain and Franwere to
safeguard Poland’s position in case of war. JozfkBvas aware of the
decline in France’s importance, while the militarglue of the Franco-
Polish alliance was judged to be rather limited #rat judgment proved
realistic. Yet history offered a lesson that pahte Great Britain as
having a decisive say in defending the balance avigp, although the
country would not deploy effective land forceshie first phase of the war
on the continent. What France lacked throughoutttventy-year peace
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period to defend the status quo was the suppdrooflon. With British
guarantees given to Poland that later would devefdp a bilateral
alliance, Poland’s international position underw@mbajorl change, and in
Beck’s interpretation that was a change for thdebeFor that reason,
Jozef Beck could claim that “the road to Paris setough London,” and
what is more, in the summer of 1939 he became ocedi that Polish
diplomacy had managed to successfully travel th#ficdt road. In
Beck’s opinion, the bilateral alliance with Greatit&n was a great
achievement of his policy.

The history of European diplomacy of the 1930s l@ged
between grand attempts to create a system of twobesecurity with a
leading role being played by the USSR, and a patitgoncessions to
aggressors. Poland under Pitsudski and Beck dicemept either option
and so found fundamental difficulty in accommodatits position. It
rejected both the idea of a Great Power directaatecollective security
with Soviet participation. Ssuch a position was moounded in on
ideological premises but rather in pragmatic cosiolus resulting from
the observation of European post-World War | pcditiexperiences.

The idea of regional security pacts was to solidifg European
status quo. Since the countries of Central andeBa&iurope, Germany’s
neighbors to the East, did not partake in or bérfedim the Locarno
system, the idea of a “Locarno for Eastern EuropeEastern Pact was
born/® From a historical perspective, the proposal ofiares security
pacts was an interesting concept, one worthy eh#tn, yet for Poland it
seemed to be a questionable initiative. In the ¢henterpretation, a treaty
of mutual assistance with the Soviet Union woulteoPoland security
guarantees for its eastern border in case of wan Wermany. Yet
Warsaw well understood that the Soviet governmeaulav pursue a
policy best satisfying its own interests, and ttraaities would be of no
importance’

Pitsudski and Beck proposed their oWRealpolitik program to
counter the illusions of collective security andpalicy of fruitless
“pactomania.” Both believed that

diplomacy must be founded on the defensive powdghef

state, which at times should be used as the ukimat
argument, thelltima ratio, of state policy; and any military
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success could become a lasting element in therhisfoa
nation, provided that it be appropriately and sigfntly
exploited by foreign policy. Foreign policy is by means

an independent element, separated from the general
functions of the state, but to the contrary, isepeably
bound with the activity of the stafé.

For Beck, the policy of collective security was farsuit of a fiction. It
was a product of political propaganda that repeatedmonplace phrases
and bringing forth problems that existed neither legal nor political
reality. Pitsudski and Beck opposed that fictionthwreality, with the
principle of clarity in treaty obligations, evertlifeir scope was limited.

Undeniably, the Leagues of Nations’ ineffectivenesas due to the
impermanence of the Versailles system, and the esweg crisis of the
League of Nations was a crucial reason for theufailof the efforts to
strengthen that system. The coupling of the twodeesies was a
phenomenon that many European politicians did mprexiate at the
time. Under such conditions, bilateral nonaggressieaties became a
principle instrument in fostering the security ofdividual states. A
particular stereotype far removed from the truths Wlae assertion that
Pitsudski and Beck pursued a program that aimegrtesting the League
of Nations, seeing in it no benefits for Polandt #ethe end of the 1930s,
the League constitutedne quantité négligeablé.Beck would draw an
important lesson from that. He fackts accomplisalthough perhaps he
too openly displaying his dismissive attitude tosathe Geneva-based
institution. In the eyes of Western politicians,eevthose who were
favorably inclined towards Poland, Beck's attitudeppeared
inexplicable’

Pitsudski and Beck preferred to pursue concrete pretise
bilateral agreements, rather than collective sgguwhich was deemed
vague and which watered down real obligations. fThenvictions were
enhanced by distance and through criticism of tleague of Nations
which in their eyes was a failure. Polish diplomaiising Beck’s term in
office often cited the ironical quip of the Bulgar statesman Alexander
Stamboliyski: “If you want peace — make peace wihr neighbor, if you
want war — make peace with your neighbor’'s neiglibéthat remains
open is the question of whether Jozef Beck wasnainoed advocate of
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bilateral treaties regardless of the particularditions of the 1930s, or
was his stance perhaps forced on him by the spemitumstances of the
time. The latter interpretation seems to be mayditeate

“We did not and do not have any doctrinal objedtioto
multilateral treaties,” the Polish minister said@@rman Ambassador to
Warsaw Hans Adolf von Moltke, “but our experiencstshown that in
bilateral relations we achieved certain results,coyntrast none of the
projects of multilateral pacts put forward at thiime proved successful.
Thus, and in the future, we shall approach newegtsjwithout doctrinal
prejudice, but aware of our previous experiené@dt’seems proper to
make a reference here to yet another source. Orel®uary 1938,
clarifying the views held by Beck, Polish Chargéftirs in Paris Feliks
Frankowski explained to Minister Yvon Delbos th#ie minister always,
and also in his public speeches, made clear thatlittenot consider
bilateralism as a doctrinal issue, and that he ddwve nothing against
more general agreements, or a combination of bakgreements with
more general ones, if the latter were truly possibhat, in fact, the issue
(if such really exists) of bilateral treaties beeapressing only when it
was clear that more general treaties are unacHevah).”’® It is
pragmatism and not a doctrinal stance that donsnateéhose statements.

There is no doubt that Beck believeed in the effeness of
defensive alliances and the value of bilateral ggnassion agreements.
He persistently insisted that

defensive alliances, which in the case of war ave t
supplement the military forces of a particular estat
constituted political bases for organizing segurih the
recent times, alongside the regular defensiveraléa, we
observe the creation of a new type of so-called
nonaggression pacts, which are to serve the sanpos®l
Their significance is rather of a moral nature amdact
they acquire their importance only when they becane
point of departure for a particular policy of consand
pacification of relations between the signatory riaes.
Such was the result of the Locarno Pact in Franeo¥@n
relations, or of the Polish-German nonaggressiact pa
our relations with our western neighbor. They haetially
smaller significance than defensive alliances ([The
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second sphere of foreign policy] securing the redam of
one’s interests, “is immeasurably more active and
complicated. It concerns primarily preventing theation

of such agreements, which would decide on the isolub

the problems that are of interest to a particulates
without that state’s participation. This is the sghof pure
diplomacy which consists above all in the prevental
decisions taken without the participation of théerasted
state, founded on the ability to convince otherntoes of
the need to consult and reach an agreement orea Fsue
with the state one represents, and finally, foundedhe
pursuit of agreements with certain states on gueeanof
mutual support in advancing the commonly agreed
postulates at broader international fofa.

Faced with an offensive waged by aggressive neightend a
policy of concessions by the Western Powers, thne tand struggle to
sustain independent statehood became ever mordalcrucin the
international situation of the 1930s, which wasengding violent change,
upholding Poland’s independence in Europe requaadonly dynamism
but also flexibility. Beck believed that an effeeidefense of Polish state
interests required more determination, and he waitdrate that view on
various occasions. In the frequently cited insiauctfor the members of
the Polish delegation to the Assembly of the Leagfudations in Geneva
in September 1937, Beck conveyed his political ared

At first, the demands should be repeated for adotigne,

so as to make people believe in their legitimacy begin

to implement them. Since presently the troubledldvis
fearful of dynamic states and willingly consentstheir
demands, so as to prevent any confrontation — ¢t u
underline those elements, which prove and give an
impression that we are dynanft.

Beck’s diplomacy referred to invoked dynamism, ustieod as “making
others aware that we are able to face any turnmullthat one could not
foretell the consequences of our possible moves,stated by Polish
Ambassador to London Edward Rafgki.”

66



Jozef Beck was convinced that the passivity ofestabnsidered
to be “of secondary importance” in a “balkanizedrdpe,” would only
facilitate the policy of appeasement. But activeagition to the policy of
concessions to aggressors would appear as anativerand a deterring
factor. Such dynamic policies led to accusationskioship with the
policies pursued by authoritarian and totalitarsiates. Yet the situation
seemed to necessitate the rejection of politicakpdy, regardless of the
risks it entailed. Pitsudski and Beck concurred t#aland could not afford
to remain passive in face of the coming challengfesad. It could not
pursue a policy of accommodation to the actionheiGreat Powers.

It is utterly false to claim, however, as is oftione, that Beck was
imitating the policies of the aggressive powers. G® sure, such an
impression was created in 1938 when a Polish ultimavas presented to
the government of Lithuania on 17 March 1938, baubnveyed merely a
demand to establish normal diplomatic relationse Titimatum of the
Polish government to its Czechoslovak countermiated 30 September
1938, which put forth demands of territorial corstess regarding the
Teschen region, was primarily a protest againstdinasions reached at
the Munich Conferenc®. Condemning the Polish minister of foreign
affairs, Lewis B. Namier wrote: “There was a stredkthe gangster in
Colonel Beck, and a passion for power-display aadtyp” Yet he was
quick to note: “But even he would have preferregractice these against,
rather than in the company of, the GermdfisThe partiality of those
judgments is obvious. Of most fundamental importawas the fact that
the Polish demands on Czechoslovakia in Septenfig#8 did not thwart
the policy of equilibrium, although abroad it creditan impression that
Warsaw and Berlin were perhaps bound by a secott pa

Was Polish foreign policy of the years 1934-193@yta policy of
equilibrium?

Stanistaw Zerko wrote that the use of this term leads to
misunderstanding, since Polish-German relationarigleenjoyed a more
favorable atmosphere than relations between P@addhe Soviet Union.

In his opinion, there was not much balancing betw&ermany and the
USSR®* There is no doubt whatsoever that the climateaisR-German
relations was better than in relations between Wamsnd Moscow. While
the Polish-German relations were at the time comdudn a good
atmosphere, there was a spirit of a “cold war” ovigt-Polish relations.
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Polish diplomacy never succeeded in convincing &opoliticians that
Poland was in fact pursuing a policy of strict melity between Germany
and Russia. Nevertheless, the term between Gerarashyhe USSR was
not mere rhetoric. It should be understood as arsym for a policy of
neutrality in the face of pressures from both th@SB and the Third
Reich. Polish foreign policy would aim to maintdire balance of power
in Europe, and there is no proof that it failedigpart from these premises
so defined. The equilibrium was perhaps artificiagt only because
Poland did not possess power comparable to Germatlye USSR but
also because both nonaggression agreements seemethé very outset
to be merely temporary, a fact which Jozef Pitsutidky realized.

The Polish government never undertook any obligation behalf
of Germany against the USSR, or vice versa. Thasations of a secret
pact between Poland and Germany that allegedly |Iso@mted the
declaration on refraining from the use of force evéalse. The extent of
rapprochement with Germany, which Beck advocatetiveamose value he
always defended, had its own impassible limit: Rdls independence and
territorial integrity. For that very reason and hatit much hesitation,
Beck rejected the demands made by Hitler and Ridyenthat were
presented for the first time to Polish Ambassadaef Lipski in Berlin on
24 October 1938 regarding for the return of theeRedy of Danzig to the
Third Reich, and the building of an extraterritbrlaghway across the
“Polish Corridor.” Perhaps by accepting those demsarPoland could
have averted the events of 1939, that is the agigireérom both East and
West and the ensuing partition. But in doing soaRdl would have
become a vassal of the Third Reich. The demandlseoGerman leader
were unacceptable not due to matters of prestigeir Tejection was not a
result of the pressures exerted by the Polish puipinion, but sprang
from the unwavering conviction held by Minister Beand the Polish
leadership that the demands were irreconcilabla Riland’s most vital
interests. To reiterate, accepting those demand&n@& could have
averted the events that came to bear so gravel939, but it would have
become a vassal state of the Third Reich.

“Two things are impossible from Poland’s point aéw, and that
is making her policy dependent either on BerliroorMoscow,” this was
the message conveyed by Jézef Beck to British prmraster Neville
Chamberlain on 4 April 193%.The Polish minister further claimed that,
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As far as Poland is concerned, two facts are otial
importance due to its geographic situation. Thatfois
Polish policy to be founded either on Germany or on
Russia. If Poland was to make its policy dependenbne

of those powers, it would immediately cease to lbactor

for peace, and would become a factor likely to pkava
conflict.?*

Deputy Prime Minister Eugeniusz Kwiatkowski madeaticularly apt
comment in a letter to American Ambassador to Rblanthony Drexel-
Biddle dated 15 October 1939, He observed that:

We were a state crammed between two Powers. Wd stoo
between two insatiable imperialisms (...). We themefo
maintained — perhaps even exaggerating — our rigytra
and our autonomy both from German national socmliass
well as from Russian communism. We held the cdionc
that our accession to one of the blocs would oobter a
bloody war, which we wished to avdid.

In the view of Pitsudski and Beck, Poland’s foremplicy was to
be non-ideologicdl® Whereas Eduard Bene$ claimed that policy is about
“science and art"Wissenschaft und Kunéf{ Pitsudski and Beck placed
particular stress on pragmatism in foreign policpd aadvocated
disentangling it from ideology. The 1930s were meti of a major
offensive by the totalitarian powers. This resultedthe division of
Europe into antagonistic blocs, the signatoriegh&Anti-Comintern Pact
and the Western Powers. The ltalian aggression bgs#inia and the
Spanish Civil War further enhanced those antagamisithe West, as a
specific political community, underwent definiteshtegration which was
viewed negatively by Polish politiciaf%An ideological war seemed to
be a prelude to a European war. Beck and thoseecaipg with him,
realized well that an ideological war would begiithna Soviet-German
conflict, and in that event Poland would simplyd&ble to maintain and
defend its neutralit§® Hence the postulate to de-ideologize Polish foreig
policy and, as far as it would be possible, to deslogize international
politics. Pitsudski and Beck did not use the tewhoctrine.” Beck would
refer to the “system,” but not to doctrine. Pitskiddeeply despised the
term “doctrine,” and Beck followed his lead in thegspect® The
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“system,” in turn, implied a permanent orientatian unchangeable
direction based on supreme values and not on a mtanyeneed. Doctrine
seems somewhat artificial and ossified.

As French Ambassador to Warsaw Léon Noél would rately
note in July 1938, “such terms as ‘axis,’ ‘blocktbnt,” and ‘hegemony’
did not exist in the political lexicon” of Poland the time?* Building
“blocs” seemed to be an expression of doctrinaokcy dominated by
ideological phrases. Pitsudski and Beck rejected plolitical philosophy.
Beck sought to normalize bilateral relations witle states of Central and
Eastern Europe. Giving fundamental importance latdrial international
treaties, a non-ideological approach to foreigngypland an adherence to
“cabinet diplomacy” were the main ideas professgdldzef Beck. The
bilateralism for which Beck had such a strong pesiee was not so much
a rejection of all multilateral treaties, but printya an expression of
reluctance towards “pactomania” so characteristic tbe 1930s
diplomacy? Both Pitsudski and Beck believed that talks shdédheld
with whatever government ruled in Germany, as lasgit functioned
politically, regardless of the internal policiegiirsued. For Pitsudski and
Beck, Hitler, being Austrian, did not represent tgi-Polish Prussian
tradition®® For the Polish Marshal, the issue of primary intpoce was
the fact that his regime seemed to be a lastingamige in any case, that
there were no signs of a political alternativehtattregime coming to the
fore in Germany*

The remilitarization of the Rhineland on 7 March3&9wvas met
with French passivity and all the consequencesnttailed, and gave
Germany the advantage. It led to the birth of appe®nt as a means of
saving peace. Jozef Beck attempted to adapt Pdiglomacy to the
conditions that were introduced by the appeaserpelity, with all its
consequences for Central and Eastern Europe, ingluéoland. Jules
Laroche described the approach as the “diplomacyasfeuvering and
interpreted post-1933 Polish foreign policy &d da sépolicy.”®

The appeasement policy pursued by the Western Boplaced
Poland in an extremely difficult position. The ddishment of the Great
Power gquartet as a mechanism competent to instiotger changes, led
to Poland’s marginalization in the internationatrea and made it an
object in relations between the Powers. For thasor, Beck’s attitude
towards the Western Powers in the latter half of th930s was
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characterized by a limited confidence. This wasl| welderstood by

British Ambassador to Warsaw Howard Kennard, whooire of his

reports to Lord Halifax wrote that “Beck foundeds hpolicy on the
conviction that both the British government and Erench government
will not be ready, when the need arises, to offetaRd any effective
assistance against further expansive maneuverseah&hy in Central
Europe.®’

With the Munich Conference in the Fall of 1938, mpieviously
existing reasons for pursuing the policy of equilim vanished. It
brought to an end the previous, extremely fradigbitity in Central and
Eastern Europe on which Beck based his assessnagntsactions.
Germany ceased to tolerate an independent Polisbypand so was
fulfilled the prophecy of Marshal Pitsudski who,1834, declared that the
current state of proper relations with Germany Rudsia would last no
more than four year¥.

The alliance with Great Britain signed in 1939 neafkhe height
of Beck’s bilateralism doctrine. The Polish ministeould strongly defend
the alliance, believing that only such a treaty Idofulfill its aim. He
rejected any possibility of a multilateral agreemewith Soviet
participation, as he did not believe that Polaneéstern neighbor use
military force would come to its rescue. The Polgiitish pact signed on
26 August 1939 justified the assumption that imtistg a war, the Third
Reich would meet opposition from a tripartite cbah and face a war on
two fronts. This would, of course, require the ipg of a western front
during the very first days of the war. It is clagdat the leadership in
Warsaw was completely unaware of the secret Fr&8miizh military
agreements of April 1939 that provided that if Pdlavere to lose its
independence, it would be reconstituted at theoximtis conclusion of the
European war, whereas the very outcome of the iPobsnpaign was to
be of secondary importance. Politicians in Warsagveaconvinced that
the unambiguous British stance, as it was perceiaedthe time,
guaranteed the military involvement of France. Thikateral alliance
treaties with France and Great Britain proved iife in providing any
significant military support for Poland in 1939. tYihe fate of Poland
became strongly bound to the question of peacaiioge, as it never had
been and never would be in the future. Piotr Wandstated most aptly
and succinctly that “no Polish policy could guaemthat the Ribbentrop-
Molotov Pact would not take effect, just as no §hlipolicy could
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guarantee the immediate and effective support fritva West.®®
Nonetheless, binding the fate of Poland to thathef Western Powers
seemed then and still seems today to have beemntiieavailable option.
The Western allies’ refusal to fulfill their mila obligations in
September 1939 does not disprove this. Ignacy Matuski phrased it
perhaps most aptly when he wrote that “the primcigifficulty facing
Polish foreign policy is the fact, that Poland catnrenounce its solidarity
with the countries of the West, while they can lgasinounce Poland"*
This is not a moral charge, but a political realifythe nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.

Two bilateral nonaggression agreements and thrdetefal
alliance treaties were the political outcome ofigtoforeign policy in the
period 1921-1939. The nonaggression agreements wietated by
Poland’s neighbors, and the alliance treatiesdditepass their test. It is
easy to draw the conclusion that interwar Polamdlisre foreign policy
was an utter failure. However there is no doubt tha 1930s witnessed
the dusk of diplomacy. It was a period when foreedme the primary
instrument of the international policy of totaliear powers. All of the
most important international obligations collapsed]uding the Locarno
system, which seemed to have been the only efteativitilateral pact on
the continent even if limited to Western Europe.

In his excellent work on Poland and the changingrze of power
in Europe between 1932-36, Michat Zacharias pdimtve fundamental
traits of the policy of equilibrium: constancy, &mstency, continuity,
independence, and activist. The first of those principles was to be
achieved with through continuity in foreign poliapd its autonomy from
“the fluctuations resulting from domestic politiacgsues and momentary
attitudes,” since foreign policy could not be a dtion of internal
relations. Independence meant opposition to théipoof being a client
dependent on the Great Powers. Activism was anthasis to the
passivity, disruptions and tensions that ruined4a@s Europe. According
to Pitsudski, foreign policy was to be founded ba permanent, vital and
real interests of the state as a whole, which theskhl always opposed to
the interests of particular groups or parfi&sUndeniably, that was
Pitsudski‘'s most important idea, his political avedth the post-1926
reality, and guiding principle of his unwritten padal will.
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The question of whether there was a political algve to the
concepts implemented by Jozef Beck has been ragedvarious
occasions, and Polish foreign policy was hotly detbaboth within the
country and in émigré circles. Was multilateraliam alternative? This
question has not been convincingly answered. Poksimmunist
historiography found an easy prey in its critigdéPdsudski and Beck. It
claimed that the sole option for preserving Polanekistence lay in an
alliance with the Soviet Union, yet today such amngats are no longer
seriously advanced. Whereas there was no alteenttivthe fundamental
premises behind the policy of equilibrium, its gireal implementation
requires critical analysis and deserves a carefudlysthat examines
whether that policy could have been conducted nsaiéfully, or in a
more sophisticated manner. The reasons behingbdiialy could certainly
have been more effectively presented abroad so @@tvince one’s allies
and demolish the arguments of one’s enemies.

Was cabinet diplomacy and bilateralism anachrarfisti do not
believe so, considering that collective securitgswno more than an
illusion in the 1930s. In the conditions of an omgopdestruction of the
peaceful order in Europe, one from which Polandatlyebenefitted,
bilateral treaties seemed the only rational mednenbancing Poland’s
security. Undeniably, there is a certain minimaligrbe found in Polish
bilateralism. The conviction held by Pitsudski aBeck that Poland
should not busy itself with “healing the world” brdather seek its own
survival, was rational and realistic.

The policy of equilibrium was not an act of “maneting”
between Germany and Russia, and in any case them@ doubt that the
term is misleading and does not convey what wasnéis$ in Beck’s
diplomacy. Undeniably it had its immutable bases Back would refer to
them in conversations with his foreign partnersthi@ conversations with
French Foreign Minister Pierre Laval, held in Gemen 16 and 19
January 1935, he would offerésuméof sorts of Polish foreign policy:

... from our geographical position and from the st
experiences, we conclude that for us the decisgees
concern Poland’s neighborly relations with Germamyl
Russia. These issues absorb the greater part gfaditical
effort and our limited means of action. Historydees us
that the greatest catastrophe that befell our nagsulted
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from the actions of both those states and secotily,in
the desperate situation in which we found oursethese
was no state in the world willing to come to ousaee.
Thus our primary interests depend on our abilityetsolve
that fundamental issue. A further conclusion coms

the conviction that the policy pursued by Warsaw caver
be dependent on either Moscow or Berlin. (...) thase
the limits of our political options. As far as facor
concepts reaching beyond those principles are coede
we will always be obliged to sayon possumudn reborn
Poland, as at the end of the eighteenth centutyeaame
clear we had to obtain real results, this timduioately
positive with regard to those two partners, o

Pursuing a policy of equilibrium, Poland aspiredttie role of a barrier
between the Soviet Union and the German Reich, lwhis weak
economic and military potential hardly permittedooking from a
historical perspective, Stanistaw Sierpowski sucityn stated that the
function of interwar Poland in European politicsamted to serving as a
“bulwark for containing Bolshevik expansion on three hand, as well as
absorbing and withholding, for as long as possitile, constantly feared
German revenge® In light of those guidelines, the policy of eqghifum
served European peace well, contrary to the chandesh the Polish
government had to face after the conclusion of aggeement with
Germany in January 1934. That policy served thartza of power in
Europe as a whole, since should Polish territorwehdecome a
battleground for Germany and Russia, such a cordbald hardly have
remained a local matter. It is clear that for asgloas the Polish
government strongly rejected participation in alaate or a coalition
directed against one of the neighboring powersariqular stabilization
was maintained in Central and Eastern Europe. Wiitb aim of
strengthening the policy of equilibrium, in the y@a937-1938, Jozef
Beck entertained the option of establishingraermariumsystem, a bloc
of states encompassing the region between thecEalt the Adriatic Sea.
Such a bloc, referred to as the “Third Europe,’bdtoo chance of being
realized although the concept itself was undeniabigresting'®>> That
bloc, in Beck’s view, would not be a multilateradcard but rather an
informal agreement between states in the regioclwvished to maintain
neutral between Germany and the Soviet Union. &, fia would have
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been a group whose primary function would be testegowing pressure
from Germany® The states constituting this “Third Europe” wotdd
bound not through a formalized treaty, but ratheough a common
attitude toward the fundamental issues of peacesacdrity in Europe.
For that reason, the Third Europe project didrequire an abandonment
of bilateralism in Polish foreign policy.

The eternal dilemma of a medium-size state is hovibé more
effective in defending its interests in an unfawbea international
constellation and in the face of an inefficientemmational legal order.
Should it pursue a policy of accommodation to GReawer politics, or act
against them? In answering that fundamental questiderwar Polish
diplomacy advanced two ideas for action, one adeachy Skirmunt and
Skrzyaski, and one proposed by Pitsudski and Beck.

Konstanty Skirmunt believed that Polish foreignipgs guiding
principle should be the goal of convincing Europdhe peaceful nature
of Polish foreign policy’’ He further held that the new Poland should
strive to convince Europe that the integral presgon of the status quo
was a defining safeguard of Poland’s independeteiew enterprise
must pay particular attention to gaining confidertbeough its loyal
behavior. Because the very fact that it is newesasome doubts,” wrote
Stanistaw Grabski®® In other words, a new enterprise has less leeitay.
is impossible “to believe in the realist gospebaifite force and violence at
a time when it proved bankrupt in the hands ofritsst skilled and ardent
followers,” said Aleksander Skragki in 1924'%° As minister he was well
aware that “the world is divided in its mind betweeclear consciousness
of the interdependence of nations and a fear efmationalism, between
the logic of economic principles and political prices.*'° But he
assumed that a stabilization of political relatiom&urope would progress
and that a preservation of the European statusaquibd necessarily lead
to a lessening of antagonisms and a weakeningvidioaist tendencies.
Pitsudski and Beck reasoned otherwise, but thegesh&olish policies at
a time when resolving international disputesanu militari actually
became a norm. They thus draw the conclusion tbé&nB could and
should regulate relations with its neighbors withabandoning the threat
of the use of force, if necessary. The Polifimata of 17 March 1938 to
the Lithuanian Government and of 30 September 183Be Government
of Czechoslovakia, had their justification in tipailosophy.
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Which concept of foreign policy is better? Whiclnas better the
interests of a nation in Poland’s position? Onencawmlefinitively resolve
this dilemma, and any state that is not powerfal ignfaced with external
threats experiences this dilemma forcibly. The ipaldr times and
specific circumstances call for tactics that aresmeffective, and thus
more justified. In peacetime idealistic “internataism” prevails, when
peace is threatened, it is rather defending staezests at any price that
comes to the fore. Theoretical speculations becosstess in the latter
case. The priority is given to independence astipeeme value.

The guiding concepts held by Marshal Pitsudski lsimister Beck
were:primo, respect for existing treatiesgcundo preference for bilateral
accords instead of vague treatitestio, the principle ohihil de nobis sine
nobis and the conviction that “peace at any price” @ the supreme
virtue. Those principles could be referred to as “tonstants in foreign
policy” of Poland, a term accurately coined by Ryifdlinister Janusz

Jedrzejewicz!

Very often in historiography, the policy of equiiilbm comes to be
perceived as a derivative of Polish idealism, adggof Polish political
romanticism. Treating “realism vs. idealism” as ogipes in politics is
artificial and at times simplistic. Adam Bromke eattpted to approach
Polish history using such categoré$,and his conceptual framework
rightly met with objections. Yet without doubt tleeare two concepts
present in thinking about foreign policy, whetheattof Poland or Europe.
Ever since the phenomenon of international polibesame an experience
shared by human societies, it was understood indigtinct ways. One is
of universalistic nature, founded on the desirergate a system that in its
framework would encompass the entire internatiavder. The other is
founded onMachtpolitik On the one hand, international politics is
understood as realizing universal values, whilégh@nother, as a dialectic
of struggle, a term coined by Raymond Aron in R&x et guerre entre
les Nations*® Politics as a phenomenon subordinated to the lofjic
power, is the realist stance as presented by Haridodgenthau, the
American analyst of international relations anddieg representative of
the “realist school,” in his studyolitics among Nation§.* Although, the
“idealist” and “realist” elements are to be fourd history, they rarely
come in pure form. The foreign policy of modernioas is a combination
of idealism and realism, and both are values thahge over time. What
used to be an idealist dream a hundred years agg,today become a
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reality. Piotr Wandycz rightly observed that thegeption of Pitsudski
“as a romantic, who lacked the understanding of timees, is a great
oversimplification.**® In their political philosophy both Pitsudski and
Beck came to combine the hard logic Réalpolitik and the romantic
tradition of honor, rooted in the history of thesppartition Poland.

Jozef Beck often spoke of political realism, obs®gvthat the
proper understanding of “realité des choses” wasraaequisite for a
skillful and effective foreign policy, with the hasinstrument of every
politician being “the calendar and the clo¢k®’On numerous occasions
he insisted that military force was thdtima ratio of every effective
policy. This perspective may seem incomprehensilae, Poland’s
potential relative to the military power of the fdhiReich and the USSR,
was after all negligible. Nevertheless, there waswddent logic in Beck’s
statements, as he claimed that “foreign policy ocanbe effectively
pursued if it lacks the backing of that final argamty which is military
power, while the use of military power will nevee lpurposeful enough
unless it is supported by appropriate and delieepaticy.”’ As pointed
out by Piotr Wandycz, “the cynicism that would badent at times in
Beck’s observations, although perhaps understaadabllight of the
disappointment felt in Poland, indicated lack diraader perspective and
ideals.™*® Such was the widespread view of Beck in interwampe, and
the charges of “political Machiavellianism” made aagst the Polish
minister were among the mildest ones. He was pexdeas an adherent of
the “nationalistic law of the jungle,” who consideit natural that “the
strong oppress the weak, and the weak must soot&teo fall pray to the
mighty if they cannot defend themselves by force cmntrivance,
strengthen themselves at the expense of the s#élker, and ascend to
position of a power that would be able to threaithers.**® The official
historiography of People’s Poland presents Becl asodel example of
the lack of realism in politics. The Polish Marxfgstorian Witodzimierz
T. Kowalski wrote that for Beckaison d’état“became an abstract value
for whose defense and safeguard he was unabledarfeans in the real
world.”*?® Such extreme judgements perform a disservice etwige
historical knowledge.

For Polish society on the eve of World War 1, dod J6zef Beck
himself, it seemed “absolutely inconceivable timathie twientieth century,
after the Great War which saw the triumph of theéamal principle, any
state, even one stronger than Germany, could iocai® territory
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inhabited by another, foreign nation against itd"waind peacefully — as
Polish Ambassador to Paris Juliusz tukasiewicz reethin May 19382

In 1939, when the threat to Poland’s existence rneca reality, it seemed
inconceivable for the Polish leadership not to dédfemilitarily the
independence of the state. The Polish decisioretend its independence
regardless of its alliances sprang from a politpdalosophy deeply rooted
in Polish history. Both Pitsudski and Beck wouldteof refer to
imponderabilia, or imponderables. Both unquestionably accepted th
assumption that international politics comprisedirgrrplay of interests
that could be explained rationally. Yet it is wae imponderabiliathat
counted most and the ultimate instance in poliias honor, that supreme
value “in the life of people, nations and statess”phrased by the Polish
foreign minister in his speech to Parliament on 8yM939'?* Those
words conveyed not merely Beck’s own political a@etle spoke for the
entire nation. The very same message was laterateppeby August
Zaleski, the foreign minister in the émigré goveemin of General
Sikorski. Strongly critical in his assessment ofcBs diplomacy, he
would write to the Polish ambassadors on 4 Aprdl@ Qs follows:

It can be claimed that Poland could have pursued a
different path. It could have conceded to the detsan
regarding Danzig and the highway crossing the @orri
thus averting the war for some time, or perhap®tca
shameful peace offer after a few days of hostditigut all
those who were in Poland in the days when the ecis
was made, know well that this sort of proposal wicuhve
been met with unanimous rejection by the Nation,tas
would disgrace its very Honor. And such is the retof
that Nation that it always placed Honor above aditenial
consideration$®®
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