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Abstract

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE: The aim is to analyze and evaluate the attitude 
of the American administration to the issue of compliance with the principles 
of democracy and the rule of law in Poland in the context of the war in Ukraine.

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM AND METHODS: The main question is 
whether the war in Ukraine influenced the approach of President Biden’s ad-
ministration to the issue of the quality of democracy and the rule of law in Po-
land? The analysis is carried out in the perspective of the concept of quality of 
democracy. The author inter¬viewed American researchers and used the method 
of analyzing the content of text sources.

THE PROCESS OF ARGUMENTATION: The first part cov¬ers a theoreti-
cal framework for the quality of democracy and the rule of law. The second part 
presents a synthetic presentation of the main elements of the dispute in Poland 
around these values. The next two parts cover the approach of the American 
administration to legal changes in Poland affecting the quality of democracy 
and the rule of law.

RESEARCH RESULTS: The war in Ukraine silenced American criticism 
of Poland. This is because the US strategic security interests take precedence 
over other values and interests. However, when the war in Ukraine is over, this 
problem may return and weigh heavily on Polish-American relations, especially 
if Demo¬crats remain in power.
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CONCLUSIONS, INNOVATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS:  
The political and legal dispute in Poland concerning the quality of democracy 
and the rule of law contributes to the international discussion on this topic. In 
the mainstream Western literature, there is a serious criticism of the actions of the 
Polish authorities, sometimes conducted without taking into account the weak-
nesses of con¬temporary liberal democracy. The illiberal trend in Poland and other 
countries in the region, especially in Hungary, fuels criticism of these actions.

Keywords: 
democracy and the rule of law, Polish-American relations, 
war in Ukraine, American administration, the Law and Justice 
government

INTRODUCTION

In the United States, there is great concern about the quality of democ-
racy and the rule of law in Poland, despite the fact that the problem of 
the autocratization of Hungary is more emphasized (Goldgeier, 2022). 
However, this does not apply to the entire US society and political 
elites, but mainly to politically and socially engaged liberal, left-wing 
and progressive circles, including those centered around the Demo-
cratic Party. Many other Central and Eastern European countries have 
been also facing challenges to democracy. This mainly concerns the 
concept of liberal democracy, which the West implemented decades 
ago, including values such as tolerance (George, 2022). According to 
Michael Miller (2022), who focuses his research on the issues of democ-
ratization and autocratization, among American scholars specializing 
in democracy and foreign policy there is a general recognition, that 
there’s been a classic democratic erosion in Poland. This recognition 
translates into the perception of changes taking place in Poland by the 
American authorities, especially from the Democratic Party.
 The aim of the article is to analyze and evaluate the attitude of the 
American administration to the issue of compliance with the prin-
ciples of democracy and the rule of law in Poland, with particular 
emphasis on the impact of the outbreak of war in Ukraine. Its purpose 
is not to analyze legal changes in the area of judicial independence and 
media freedom in Poland, but to analyze the reactions of the American 
authorities to these changes, including after the outbreak of the war 
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in Ukraine. The main research problem is the question whether the 
war in Ukraine influenced the approach of President Biden’s admin‑
istration to the issue of the quality of democracy and the rule of law 
in Poland? In order to answer this question, the author interviewed 
researchers of democracy and foreign policy from research centers 
in Washington and New York. The interviews were individual, non‑
standardized, unstructured and in‑depth. The selection of interview 
participants was influenced solely by their scientific interests and their 
willingness to be interviewed. Factors such as political sympathies, 
ideological beliefs and world views had no influence on the selec‑
tion of interviewees. The interviews were conducted face to face in 
a formula resembling a natural conversation. This made it possible 
to develop selected threads of the interviews, in which researchers 
specialize. Moreover, the author used the method of analyzing the 
content of text sources to analyze the statements of representatives of 
American administrations. The war in Ukraine caused the issue of the 
quality of democracy and the rule of law in Poland to be overshad‑
owed by the role Poland plays in helping Ukraine. President Biden’s 
administration suspended the criticism of the Polish authorities, which 
stems from the superiority of the strategic interests of the United 
States in the field of security over other interests and values. After 
the war in Ukraine, this problem may return and become a source of 
controversy in Polish‑American relations, especially if Democrats are 
in power. Moreover, pushing the anti‑liberal agenda may hinder the 
promotion of Polish interests in the West, including in the US.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The considerations are undertaken in the perspective of the concept 
of the quality of democracy, which makes it possible to determine 
at what stage a democracy is. This concept applies in particular to 
the European Union countries where the political regime has not yet 
changed, but there are differences in the degree to which the model 
of liberal democracy is preserved (Szymański, 2020, p. 60). John Hög‑
ström (2011, p. 3) defines a quality of democracy as: “the level of 
legitimacy in a democratic system in factors of democratic norms 
as participation, competition, equality and rule of law.” According 
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to Larry Diamond and Leonardo Morlino (2004, pp. 21–22), the fol‑
lowing eight dimensions are particularly relevant when examining 
the quality of democracy: freedom; the rule of law; vertical account‑
ability; responsiveness; equality; participation; competition; and 
horizontal accountability. They define a good democracy as one that: 
“accords its citizens ample freedom, political equality, and control 
over public policies and policy makers through the legitimate and 
lawful functioning of stable institutions.” Marlene Mauk (2021, p. 2) 
points out that the quality of democracy is a characteristic of the po‑
litical system, i.e. the object of trust. According to her, factors such 
as: political freedoms; procedural fairness; free and fair elections; 
and accountability are the aspects of democratic quality that influ‑
ence citizens’ attitudes toward the political system. Morlino (2011, 
p. 195) argues that the quality of democracy depends on procedures 
(proper procedures of representative democracy which enhance the 
rule of law), content (effective citizenry through civil liberties and 
social equality) and outcomes (legitimization of a democratic regime, 
and vertical <citizen‑politician> and horizontal <inter‑institutional> 
responsibility). Richard Bellamy and Sandra Kröger (2021, pp. 4–5) 
point out that states engaged in democratic backsliding progres‑
sively undermine three components of the minimal definition of 
democracy, such as: free and fair electoral system; civil and political 
rights inherent in the democratic process; and independent legal and 
judicial institutions. These actions serve to suppress the opposition 
and allow governments to govern without control. In the West, liberal 
democracy is considered a model democracy, but it is not without 
flaws. As noted by Arkadiusz Lewandowski (2022, p. 89), contempo‑
rary research on liberal democracy and its regression requires going 
beyond the demoliberal perspective, also adopting one that critically 
focuses on the processes inside liberal democracy. Jan Zielonka (2018, 
pp. 43–45) points to the necessity of Popper’s openness to criticism, 
which may bring benefits in the form of necessary corrections of 
contemporary liberal democracy.
 Inseparable from the concept of the quality of democracy is the 
issue of the rule of law. Jeremy Waldron (2008, pp. 6, 8) believes that 
the rule of law is a multi‑faceted ideal. However, he points to a key 
element of this concept:
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a requirement that people in positions of authority should exercise 
their power within a constraining framework of public norms, rather 
than on the basis of their own preferences, their own ideology, or their 
own individual sense of right and wrong.

According to him, the rule of law is violated when institutions that 
are supposed to uphold the law and procedures are undermined. For 
this reason the rule of law is associated with political ideals such as 
the separation of powers and the independence of the judiciary. Bel‑
lamy and Kröger (2021, p. 4) believe that central to the rule of law are 
legal and judicial institutions possessing enough independence and 
integrity to uphold democratic processes and rights against pressures 
to bias them to favour the incumbents.

THE QUALITY OF DEMOCRACY AND THE RULE 
OF LAW IN POLAND

Since the Law and Justice (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość – PiS) government 
took power in November 2015, Poland has remained in the forefront 
of the fastest autocratizing countries in the world, as shown by reports 
of Western institutions that study issues of democracy and freedom. 
According to the Liberal Democracy Index prepared by the Varieties 
of Democracy (V‑Dem, 2023, p. 44) between 2015 and 2022, Poland 
recorded a decrease in score from 0.80/1 to 0.43/1. Disturbing data on 
changes in Poland is presented by the Washington‑based Freedom 
House. According to Nations in Transit report, in the discussed pe‑
riod, the quality of democracy score in Poland dropped from 5.79/7 
to 4.54/7 (Freedom House, 2023a), and according to Freedom in the 
World report the freedom score in Poland dropped from 93/100 to 
81/100, of which political rights from 38/40 to 34/40, and civil liber‑
ties from 55/60 to 47/60 (Freedom House, 2023b). In turn, the World 
Press Freedom Index prepared by Reporters Without Borders (2023) 
shows that Poland in the field of media freedom fell from 18th to 66th 
place in the world, with a drop in the score from 87.3/100 to 65.6/100. 
The most serious controversies are related to changes in the inde‑
pendence of the judiciary, freedom of the media and civil liberties. 
The illiberal trend in the Polish government also manifests itself in 
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socio‑ideological issues, including campaigns against LGBTQI+ com‑
munities and Islamic refugees, and the removal of women’s right to 
terminate pregnancy (Gwiazda, 2021, pp. 585–587). On these issues, 
however, there are also large divisions in the West, including in the 
US. Nevertheless, Western research institutes, think‑tanks, non‑profit 
organizations, and literature on the subject most often define the 
political regime in Poland as illiberal democracy (as opposed to the 
liberal paradigm), electoral democracy (in which, despite the de‑
cline in the quality of democracy, reasonably free and fair elections 
are maintained) or hybrid democracy (composing both democratic 
and authoritarian solutions). There are, however, more far‑reaching 
terms, such as creeping authoritarianism (Kotwas, & Kubik, 2019, 
p. 461). 
 In the context of President Joe Biden’s administration’s perception 
of the quality of democracy and the rule of law in Poland, the two 
most important issues are the independence of judiciary and freedom 
of media. In the context of the independence of the judiciary, the 
dispute over the Constitutional Tribunal (Trybunał Konstytucyjny – 
TK) first took place. The parliament dominated by the PiS canceled 
the election of five judges to the Tribunal by the previous parliament 
dominated by the Civic Platform (Platforma Obywatelska – PO), elect‑
ing another five judges, which started the so‑called “Constitutional 
crisis” (Bunikowski, 2018, pp. 285–286). Both sides of the political 
and legal dispute accused each other of the illegality of the election 
of judges and the politicization of the TK. 
 The Supreme Court (Sąd Najwyższy – SN) and the National Council 
of the Judiciary (Krajowa Rada Sądownictwa – KRS) became next areas 
of conflict. Bills proposed by PiS to change the functioning of these 
institutions were vetoed on 31 July 2017 by President Andrzej Duda, 
who presented new bills, adopted on 8 December by the Parliament. 
The amendments, among others, shortened the tenure of SN judges 
who had reached retirement age, which was lowered to 65, ended the 
term of office of all KRS members and introduced new rules for their 
election. However, the most serious controversy was caused by the 
establishment of the Disciplinary Chamber (Izba Dyscyplinarna – ID). 
On the date of passing the laws, the Venice Commission (2017) issued 
an opinion that they are contrary to the principle of the separation of 
powers, as they give control over the judiciary to the ruling party and 
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the president. On 24 June 2019 the European Court of Justice (ECJ, 
2019a) ruled that lowering the retirement age of judges was against 
EU law and on 19 November 2019, the ECJ ruled that neither the ID 
nor the new KRS offered sufficient guarantees of independence (ECJ, 
2019b). The European Network of Councils for the Judiciary (ENCJ) 
in September 2018 suspended, and in October 2021 excluded the KRS 
from among its members due to failure to meet the requirement of 
independence from the executive. On the other hand, on 21 April 
2020, the TK (2020) ruled that the ECJ ruling on the KRS was incom‑
patible with the Polish constitution. On 26 May 2022, the Disciplinary 
Chamber was liquidated, but in its place the Chamber of Profes‑
sional Responsibility (Izba Odpowiedzialności Zawodowej – IOZ) was 
established, which, according to international institutions, including 
the European Commission, does not guarantee the independence of 
judges in Poland. 
 In the context of media freedom on 22 June 2016, the Sejm and 
the President appointed members to a new institution – the National 
Media Council (Rada Mediów Narodowych – RMN). The RMN has the 
right to appoint and dismiss the management of individual public 
media. On 11 August 2021 PiS deputies submitted a bill, which was 
supposed to remove loopholes allowing entities from outside the 
European Economic Area to own more than 49% of shares in televi‑
sion and radio stations. According to opponents the change in the 
law was aimed at TVN, a television station owned by the American 
Discovery Group, which criticized the government. The National 
Broadcasting Council (Krajowa Rada Radiofonii i Telewizji – KRRiT) 
delayed the extension of the license of the TVN24 news station for 
18 months, finally granting it on 22 September 2021, four days before 
the previous license expired. After the amendments to the Broadcast‑
ing and the Cinematography Act was passed by the parliament, it 
was vetoed by President Duda on 27 December 2021. 
 As for the dispute over the judiciary, the PiS postulates the need 
to replace the judicial elites dominated by the communists and their 
successors, and to restore its effectiveness. The opposition, in turn, 
believes that the legal changes are an attack on the independence of 
the courts and judges, and are aimed at their control by the execu‑
tive. As for the media, the government believes that the media in 
Poland are dominated by foreign capital and therefore it is necessary 
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to re‑Polonize them and restore balance on the media market. Ac‑
cording to the opposition, the public media have become the govern‑
ment’s propaganda mouthpiece, and the PiS has also tried to silence 
the private media that are critical of it. Beyond these main areas of 
contention, other controversies have emerged in recent years, includ‑
ing draft amendments to the Electoral Code during the COVID‑19 
pandemic (Skrzypek, 2021, p. 39).

REACTIONS OF AMERICAN ADMINISTRATIONS 
TO CHANGES IN THE AREAS OF DEMOCRACY 
AND THE RULE OF LAW IN POLAND

The anti‑liberal trend of the Law and Justice government raises serious 
controversy, especially in the liberal‑leftist political elites of Western 
Europe, but also of the United States. Legal changes regarding the 
Constitutional Tribunal raised concerns of President Barack Obama 
who in a conversation with President Andrzej Duda during the NATO 
summit in Warsaw in July 2016 stated: “the rule of law, independent 
judiciaries, and a free press” are “at the heart of our alliance” and 
called for action to sustain democratic institutions in Poland (Prezy‑
dent.pl, 2016). During the presidency of Donald Trump, controversial 
changes were introduced in Poland to the functioning of the Supreme 
Court and the National Council of the Judiciary. President Trump, 
however, did not react to these changes, which, in the opinion of crit‑
ics, undermined the independence of the judiciary in Poland. These 
critics pointed out that the passivity was due to Trump’s political 
support for illiberal and Eurosceptic groups, including in Poland and 
Hungary (Appel, 2019, pp. 8–9). As Paula Ganga (2022) states, Presi‑
dent Trump did not criticize Poland because he was ideologically close 
to the conservative‑populist Law on Justice party. Nevertheless, the 
Department of State (DoS, 2017a), under the leadership of Secretary 
Rex Tillerson, issued several statements criticizing the legal changes 
in Poland, claiming that they: “undermine judicial independence and 
weaken the rule of law in Poland”. The DoS (2017b) also opposed ac‑
tions that undermined media freedom in Poland, emphasizing that: 
“free and independent media are essential to a strong democracy”, 



57

 President Biden’s administration towards the quality of democracy

and stressing the special importance of democracy for Polish‑Amer‑
ican relations (Department of State, 2017c). As Stephen Biddle (2022) 
states, this was possible because President Trump was not interested 
in these kinds of details of current US policy:

Donald Trump was never and is not today interested in policy. It 
bores him. He doesn’t care about it. He’s interested in theater and 
he’s interested in conflict, not all this kind of nitty gritty, boring trivia 
about Rex Tillerson’s messages to some foreign country.

Tillerson’s successor – Secretary Mike Pompeo did not decide to 
officially criticize the changes introduced by the Polish authorities, 
despite the fact that the DoS (2020) observed international criticism 
regarding the restriction of the independence of the judiciary and 
the politicization of public media. In addition, during this period, 
members of the US Congress, including bipartisan groups, as well as 
the US ambassador to Poland – Georgette Mosbacher, stood up for 
the independence of the judiciary and freedom of the media.
 During the presidential campaign in the USA, the issue of the 
condition of democracy and the rule of law in Poland became even 
more controversial. When Joe Biden, who was running for the office, 
spoke about the development of the totalitarianism in the world, 
he unfortunately juxtaposed Poland, Hungary and Belarus: “you 
see what is happening from Belarus through Poland and Hungary 
and the rise of totalitarian regimes in the world.” At the same time, 
he criticized his opponent Donald Trump for supporting political 
“thugs” (cm / kb, 2020). According to Kimberly Morgan (2020), under 
President Trump there was no effort to support democracy in Poland 
because his administration was contemptuous of democratic institu‑
tions such as the European Union and NATO. The administration of 
President Biden has made strengthening and supporting democracy 
a pillar of US domestic and foreign policy, including support for free 
media and independent judiciary, and is forward leading in support 
of LGBTQI+ rights (The White House, 2021). In the first year of his of‑
fice, these priorities were also applied in relations with Poland (Fried, 
2021). The importance of the values of liberal democracy for Biden’s 
administration was confirmed by the election of Mark Brzezinski as 
the US ambassador to Poland. During the hearing in the US Senate, 
he expressed his great commitment to these values:



58

Łukasz Jureńczyk 

I will continue to promote our shared commitments to uphold fun‑
damental freedoms and the rule of law as essential to democracy and 
central to the U.S.‑Polish relationship. In particular, I will continue 
to underscore to Polish authorities the importance of an impartial 
judiciary, independent media, and respect for the human rights of 
all, including LGBTQI+ persons and members of other minorities. 
(Brzezinski, 2021).

 On 11 August 2021, Secretary of State Antony Blinken stood up for 
media freedom in Poland, responding to the bill that threatened the 
TVN television station belonging to the American group – Discovery. 
The official statement reads: “This draft legislation threatens media 
freedom and could undermine Poland’s strong investment climate.” 
Secretary Blinken stated that the actions of the Polish authorities 
were against the commonly held democratic values and called for 
the defense of these values “not only in words, but also in deeds” 
(Department of State, 2021a). On 17 December 2021, the DoS issued 
the following statement:

The United States is deeply troubled by the passage in Poland today 
of a law that would undermine freedom of expression, weaken media 
freedom, and erode foreign investors’ confidence in their property 
rights and the sanctity of contracts in Poland,

and called on President Duda to: “Defend the constitutional prin‑
ciples of freedom of speech, freedom to engage in economic activity, 
property rights, and equal treatment under the law.” (Department of 
State, 2021b). The DoS reaction was an important factor in mobiliz‑
ing Polish president to veto the bill, which was welcomed by the US 
administration (Department of State, 2021c). 
 In the months that followed, the importance of the values of lib‑
eral democracy and the rule of law in Polish‑American relations 
was influenced by the geopolitical situation in Eastern Europe. At 
the beginning of 2022, the American administration was focused on 
the gathering of armed forces by Russia on the border with Ukraine. 
In early February, the US authorities welcomed President Duda’s 
proposal to dismantle controversial Poland’s Disciplinary Cham‑
ber, which, in their opinion, threatened the independence of judges 
( Department of State, 2022a). The appointment of the Chamber of Pro‑
fessional Responsibility in place of the ID did not receive an official 
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response from the DoS Since the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, the 
US administration has avoided raising the issue of the condition of 
democracy and the rule of law in Poland.

DISCUSSION ON THE SIGNIFICANCE 
OF THE VALUES OF DEMOCRACY AND THE RULE 
OF LAW IN POLISH‑AMERICAN RELATIONS 
DURING THE WAR IN UKRAINE

Sovereign Ukraine is invariably an important element of the Polish 
raison d’état, as it is a barrier to Russia’s aggressive policy (Burlyuk, 
2017, p. 319). For the United States, supporting Ukraine is important 
from the point of view of reaffirming its primacy in the world and 
its leadership role in the Western bloc. The authorities of Poland and 
the US unequivocally condemned “the unprovoked and unjustified” 
Russian aggression and assured the support of the sovereignty and 
territorial integrity of Ukraine (The White House, 2022b). Poland, 
next to the USA, plays a key role in supporting Ukraine. Poland 
opened its borders to Ukrainian refugees, temporarily hosting even 
over 3 million people, providing them with food, healthcare, educa‑
tion and other social services (Grady, 2022). Poland plays a key role 
as a central hub for Western supplies to Ukraine, including US arms 
and military equipment, making it a potential target of retaliation 
by Russia. Moreover, in the first months of the war, Poland was the 
second largest donor of military aid to Ukraine, after the USA and 
before Great Britain (PAP, 2022). For years, Poland has also been 
one of the most fierce critics of Russia’s imperial policy and a strong 
advocate of far‑reaching sanctions against this state (Jančošekovà, 
2017, p. 234).
 Representatives of the American administration have repeatedly 
expressed their admiration and gratitude to Poland for its support 
of Ukraine and its citizens. For example, on the anniversary of the 
Polish Constitution of 3 May 1791, Secretary Antony Blinken said:

Poland has responded with great generosity, leadership, and resolve 
at this moment of crisis. The United States greatly values Poland’s 
steadfast support for Ukraine and its warm welcome to millions of 
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innocent civilians escaping the brutality of Russia’s war of choice. 
(Department of State, 2022b).

 Following the outbreak of the war, the United States doubled the 
number of military personnel stationed in Poland to approximately 
10,000. Poland, in turn, significantly increased purchases in the USA 
for various types of weapons and military equipment, which favors 
the tightening of allied relations (Department of State, 2022d). It 
is also worth mentioning that at the beginning of November 2022, 
Poland decided to choose the American company Westinghous as 
a technological partner in the implementation of the civil nuclear 
program (Department of State, 2022c). The above decisions and ac‑
tions of the Polish authorities are very beneficial for the United States, 
which helps to mute American criticism regarding the quality of 
democracy and the rule of law in Poland.
 Problems with democratic standards in Poland and the closeness 
of the Law and Justice government to the Donald Trump adminis‑
tration caused a cooling in US‑Polish relations after President Joe 
Biden took the office. The new administration looked at the Polish 
authorities with no enthusiasm and was skeptical about them. If 
the war in Ukraine had not broken out, the issue of the condition 
of democracy would weigh heavily on Polish‑American relations 
and difficult discussions on this issue would be held. After the war 
broke out, President Biden, during his visit in Rzeszów, said not 
a word about issues concerning the quality of democracy, justice and 
freedom in Poland. Also members of his administration, including 
Vice President Kamala Harris, Secretary of State Antony Blinken and 
Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin, did not mention that. Congress 
delegations visiting Poland during the war in Ukraine also refrained 
from addressing these issues. According to Michael Doyle (2022), 
now Poland “has a token green pass” because of the role it’s playing 
in hosting Ukrainian refugees. However, he believes that when the 
war is over and the political direction in Poland does not change, this 
matter will return to the agenda. Steven Pifer (2022) also confirms 
that the issue of defending democratic norms is overshadowed by 
Polish‑American cooperation to help Ukraine. However, he believes 
that when the war is over, “there will be more attention to what’s go‑
ing on within Poland”. According to him, however, sanctions may be 
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implemented mainly by the European Union, such as denying some 
of the development funds, rather than by the US. Carnagie Endow‑
ment experts believe that the EU may also reduce the pressure on 
democratic backsliding in Poland for a while due to its vital role in 
managing refugee flows out of Ukraine (Youngs, 2022). According 
to Pierre Morcos (2022), the governments of some Western European 
countries, including for example France, have been less vocal about 
the issues of democracy and the rule of law at least in Poland, due to 
Polish aid to Ukraine. Unity and cohesion within the EU and NATO 
are now more important that these internal disputes. It is worth not‑
ing, however, that President Emmanuel Macron has been taking ac‑
tions on the international arena that are not conducive to this unity, 
as exemplified by his visit to China in April 2023. Besides, there are 
countries, including Germany, that do not change their position on 
Polish issues. On the other hand, Germany’s relatively small support 
for Ukraine irritates both the Polish and US authorities. 
 James Goldgeier (2022) believes that due to Poland’s role in help‑
ing Ukraine during the war, nobody is going to bug Poland about the 
quality of democracy. According to him, this issue began to disap‑
pear in the US narrative even before the war, when Belarus threat‑
ened the security of the Polish border in autumn 2021 by illegally 
sending emigrants from the Middle East to Poland. However, he 
believes that after the war in Ukraine, the problem of the quality 
of democracy in Poland will come back as a set of issues, probably 
more so, as long as there’s a Democrat in the White House. If there 
is a change to a Rebulican, it will not be such an important issue for 
American administration, as the Republicans themselves struggle 
with the problem of their commitment to democracy.
 As M. Miller (2022) notes, the US does care about democratic 
values and principles and attach importance to the promotion of de‑
mocracy in the world. Washington, however, is flexible in this regard, 
as it has to balance other values and interests. Vital security and eco‑
nomic interests mean that sometimes it “might be worth looking the 
other way”. Regardless of whether there is a democratic backsliding 
and an increase in populism in Poland, the United States has shown 
that military interests are superior to political differences (Zabak‑
hidze, 2021, p. 15). P. Ganga (2022) believes that the USA cares about 
promoting democracy but it cares more about its strategic interests, 
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and therefore uses the entire range of foreign affairs toolbox. For 
this reason, with the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, the issue of the 
quality of democracy in Poland was eclipsed. S. Biddle (2022) believes 
that values   are important in Polish‑American relations, including the 
commitment to democracy and the rule of law and the opposition to 
authoritarianism. According to him, because of the war in Ukraine, 
Poland is benefiting enormously by being willing to step up and 
allow trans shipment of arms to Ukraine. That is perceived by most 
Americans as a heroic acceptance of risk on behalf of the defense of 
nonaggression norms and democracy. 
 Before the war, the American media did not pay much attention 
to the issue of a state of democracy in Poland, because it was not 
dramatic enough to attract the attention of American audiences. Cur‑
rently, the American media devotes much more attention to Poland 
in the context of its support for Ukraine. The presented image of 
Poland is unequivocally positive, unlike before, when some media, 
mainly left‑wing ones, strongly criticized Poland for abandoning 
democracy (Miller, 2022). According to Sharon Wolchik (2022), after 
the war, problems in Poland such as the rule of law, democracy, and 
human rights, including LGBTQI+ and women’s rights, will return 
to the debate in the United States, because they are important for 
the United States in relations with Poland. However, it should not 
be expected that their tone will be greater than it was before the war, 
the more so as the positive image of Poland and the Polish authorities 
presented during the war in Ukraine may persist.
 On 24 March 2022, President Biden announced the launch of the 
European Democratic Resilience Initiative (EDRI) to bolster demo‑
cratic resilience, advance anti‑corruption efforts, and defend human 
rights in Ukraine and its neighbors. The US Congress has promised to 
provide up to $ 320 million to address immediate and medium‑term 
needs of the EDRI (Youngs, 2022). During the war in Ukraine, the 
American authorities still emphasize the attachment to defending and 
strengthening democratic governance, democratic institutions, media 
freedom, human rights, and the fight against corruption in Ukraine 
and its neighbors, as well as the importance of protecting especially 
vulnerable populations, including LGBTQI+ (The White House, 2022a). 
However, they avoid making appeals to Poland regarding the above‑
mentioned issues. J. Goldgeier (2022) notes that after the war in Ukraine 
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there will probably be a serious debate within the EU and NATO about 
democracy in that country. According to him, if Ukraine is successful 
in the effort to actually tackle corruption and really succeed as a de‑
mocracy, that will put pressure on Poland in terms of the protection 
of the principles of democracy and the rule of law.
 M. Miller (2022) notes that the issue of security, including coopera‑
tion in NATO, plays an extremely important role in Polish‑American 
relations. He said: “turning Poland into an enemy over something 
like democracy would be an enormous cost to the United States”. 
For this reason, after the war in Ukraine, the US administration will 
criticize the Polish authorities for the anti‑democratic notion, but it is 
practically impossible for it to react with real sanctions against Poland 
or a clear loosening of security and economic relations. The most 
important thing for the USA is that there are still multiparty elections 
in Poland, and details on deeper norms of democratic legitimacy or 
a consolidation of power at the top don’t matter as much.
 It is also worth taking a broader look at the problem of the quality 
of democracy. The war in Ukraine has significantly deepened the rift 
between the nationalist, authoritarian bloc gathered around China 
and Russia and the capitalist, liberal democracies of the West. This 
has intensified the rivalry that constitutes a kind of new Cold War 
(Doyle, 2022). J. Goldgeier (2022) believes that: “Now is a time for all 
the NATO members to recommit to democracy and we need to do 
whatever we can to help each other push back against anti‑demo‑
cratic forces”. In the face of the growing threat from undemocratic 
revisionist powers, the West must strengthen positive democratic 
values and commitment to the law, which underpin its subjectivity 
in the global scene. By using democratic mechanisms, Poland will 
be able to achieve more on the international arena than by cutting 
its foundations and thus stucking in a dispute with at least some of 
its Western allies.

CONCLUSIONS

Legal changes in Poland initiated by the Law and Justice government 
raise concerns, both in the European Union and the United States, 
about the quality of democracy and the rule of law. However, these 
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issues are emphasized mainly by liberal, left‑wing and progressive 
circles. The reactions of President Biden’s administration in its first 
year in office showed that these controversies cooled Polish‑American 
relations. This, in turn, could lead to a partial isolation of Poland in 
the international arena, due to its disputes with the institutions of 
the European Union and Western European powers. However, the 
outbreak of the war in Ukraine caused the American administra‑
tion to silence criticism of the Polish authorities. Poland’s key role 
in helping Ukraine and Ukrainians strengthens Polish‑American 
relations, because the US prioritizes its strategic security interests. 
However, after the end of the war, the question of the quality of 
democracy and the rule of law is likely to become an important is‑
sue in Polish‑American relations again, especially if the Democrats 
remain in power. This will be facilitated by the criticism of the illiberal 
trend in Poland in the mainstream Western scientific literature and 
media. Nevertheless, one should not expect a significant reduction 
in cooperation with Poland, let alone American sanctions. This is due 
to the dominant importance of security interests in Polish‑American 
relations, especially in the context of an unstable situation in the CEE 
region. Besides, according to the American authorities, the issue of 
compliance by European states with democracy and the rule of law 
lies primarily with the institutions of the European Union. Anyway, 
the activities of the Polish authorities aimed at leveling out social 
and economic differences should not take place at the expense of the 
quality of democracy and the rule of law. This leads, among other 
things, to limiting the ability to pursue Polish interests in the West.
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