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FOREWORD

The subject has not to-date been given the attention it deserves 
in historical literature. To a large extent, th a t fact, as also the 
political and ideological context in which the problem  has on 
various occasions been put in historiography and especially in 
political w riting in Poland,, has contributed to superficial views 
being expressed on the supposed role played by the big business 
in the nation’s economic and political life and on its relationship 
w ith the governm ent. Such views consisted either in repeating 
the vague thesis on the fundam ental agreem ent between the poli
cies of the State and big business interests or even in arguing that 
S tate policies were nothing but an offshoot of such interests. Such 
views either neglected or ignored the differences (occasionally 
very  significant) between the ruling circles and the big business, 
or else looked upon them  as m erely a tactical m anoeuvre. In point 
of fact the problem  appears to be more complex than  that.

The term s used in the following article — such as “big business 
circles,” captains of industry, etc.1 — refer to en trepreneurial

1 When using these term s one m ust realize their relative value in 
Polish circum stances. In 1929 approxim ately 200 people w ere counted-am ong  
the financial-industrial oligarchy and only several dozen of those (in his
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groups represented by the Central Union of Polish Industry, Min
ing, Commerce and Finance, founded in 1919 and renam ed in 
1932 as the C entral Union of Polish Industry  (C entralny Związek 
Przem ysłu Polskiego — C.Z.P.P.).

The C entral Union (also known popularly as “Leviathan”) af
filiated the more im portant economic associations. Its policy line, 
while certainly being a compromise betw een different interests of 
the different groups involved, was nonetheless determ ined by the 
Polish bourgeoisie, both in the 1920s as well as in the later period 
when, in the then reconstructed organization, the  Poles very  
definitely kept their dominance over the industrialists of Upper 
Silesia. P rom inent representatives of tha t group included : A n
drzej W ierzbicki, A lfred Falter, Jan  Hołyński, Edw ard Natanson, 
Janusz Prince Radziwiłł, H enryk Strasburger.

Quite an exceptional role in “Leviathan” was played by W ierz
bicki, an em inent m anager w ith a flair for politics, a form er pres
ident of the Association of Industrialists of the Polish Kingdom 
and a founder of “Leviathan”, during W orld W ar I a leader of the 
Union for Economic Independence [Związek Niezależności Gospo
darczej], a m em ber of the Provisional Council of State and the 
M inister of Industry and Commerce in Prim e M inister Swieżyń- 
ski’s ephem eral cabinet appointed by the Regency under the G er
man occupation of the Kingdom of Poland (1918) ; a m em ber of 
the Polish National Committee in Paris (1919). He had for m any 
years been associated with the right-w ing party  of National Dem
ocrats (endecja). W ierzbicki was Director General of the C entral 
Union from its first to the last days, and the Board of D irectors 
under him  was instrum ental in shaping “L ev iathan’s” policy line.

A special niche in the structure  of tha t organization was as
signed to the fortn ightly  “Przegląd Gospodarczy” [Economic Re
view] the U nion’s official press organ and one of the most im por
tan t Polish economic periodicals, incidentally very closely associat-

very interesting study Landau says that only seven !) were to be regarded 
on a par with their western European counterparts. That fact alone evi
dences the relative underdevelopment of private enterprise in Poland. Cf. 
Z. L a n d a u , Oligarchia finansowa Drugiej Rzeczypospolitej [Financial 
Oligarchy of the Second Polish Republic], “Przegląd Historyczny,” 1971, 
No. 1, p. 86; printed also in: Z. L a n d a u , J. T o m a s z e w s k i , Druga 
Rzeczpospolita, Warszawa 1977, p. 209.
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ed w ith W ierzbicki. That journal, which provided the principal 
forum  for presenting big business views on key economic issues, 
tended also to mould the economic and political outlook of big 
business circles. F u rther, it was the most im portant media in stru 
m ent w hereby the Central Union sought to influence select society 
groups, particu larly  the top echelons of State bureaucrats.

W ith regard  to the ideological background of the views and 
attitudes of the representatives of the big business : putting it 
in a nutshell, the ideology professed by the W ierzbicki group was 
rooted firm ly in the liberal doctrine. Nonetheless, their in terp re
tation of laisser faire  — lai sser passer  definitely departed from 
the curren t understanding of th a t term . Spokesmen for “Levia
th an ” declared them selves unam biguously for developing mono
poly forms of production and trade and for intense industrial pro
tectionism. Also, they tended to obliterate the difference betw een 
free-m arket competition and monopoly competition, thereby  dis
torting the classical sense of the above-cited principle. And yet, 
there was room in their concept for such elem ents of the liberal 
doctrine as free trade, free flow of capital and manpower, and 
a definite reluctance to accept State controls and, albeit to a much 
sm aller ex ten t (particularly  since “Leviathan” approved of the 
governm ent’s reflationary  policy), opposition to other form s of 
interventionism . Therefore economic quasi-liberalism  appears the 
most appropriate term  to describe the peculiar in terpreta tion  of 
the liberal doctrine by “L eviathan .”

DEVELOPMENTS IN THE 1920S

In attem pting to present an ideological-political picture of the 
representatives of Poland’s big business provision m ust be made 
tha t this is by no means a picture of the whole social class. The 
Polish bourgeoisie as a whole was still far from  full realization 
of the fact that, as a distinct social class, it occupied the top rung 
in the capitalist society’s hierarchy. By and large, it neither took 
pride in its class identity  nor cherished a conviction about its 
long-term  historic destiny (as was the case w ith the bourgeois 
class of the highly-developed countries). The persisting, outdated 
structure of class and group status, which the Polish society of the
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1920s continued to respect, was reflected forcefully in the sense 
of identity  of the Polish bourgeoisie. That status s truc tu re  caused 
the bourgeoisie to seek “m elting into the intelligentsia or, better 
still, the landed gentry  and the aristocracy”.2 However, this as
sessment of the class identity  position, while being true  on a na
tional scale, could hard ly  be applied to the sense of identity  rep 
resented by the social group which is the subject of this article : 
“Leviathan” spokesmen steadfastly  advocated superiority  of the 
capitalist economy and the bourgeois social order over all o ther 
systems. N aturally  enough, they  were by no m eans shy to identi
fy  them selves w ith the bourgeois.

Taking a generalized approach one can say th a t the  represen
tatives of the Polish big business circles had political convictions 
which were definitely conservative.3 The reasons for this are m any 
and complex but the most im portan t m ust surely  have been 
the underdevelopm ent of capitalism  in Poland. A consequence and 
an expression of tha t underdevelopm ent was the participation of 
some of the nation’s top aristocrats on “L eviathan’s” Board of 
Directors. There was a tim e when three princes sat on the Board : 
S tanisław  (as President) and Andrzej Lubom irski as well as J a 
nusz Radziwiłł. Their presence on the Board reflected, on the 
one hand, the gradual m erger of the interests of the  big landow n
ers and industrialists and, on the other, the realism  of the big 
business, perfectly  aware of the role still played by the aristoc
racy and landed gentry  in the life of the nation. The union of 
interests, while largely looked upon in a pragm atic fashion, none
theless forced representatives of “Leviathan” into political con
cessions to suit the interests of the conservative ally. A nother 
source of conservatism  in the ideology of big business circles was 
the absence in Poland of a w estern European type of political 
trad ition  and the dom inant position w ithin “L eviathan” of the 
bourgeois from the form er Polish Kingdom, whose sense of socio

2 J. Ż a rn o w s k i ,  Społeczeństwo Drugiej Rzeczypospolitej [The Society 
of the Second Polish Republic], Warszawa 1973, p. 273.

3 If a contemporary observer of the scene, never suspected of any kind 
of social radicalism, is to be believed, the political views of some “Levia
than” executives (e.g. W. Kiślański, E. Natanson) were so ultraconservative 
as to border on obscurantism. Cf. I g n o tu s  [A. P e r e t z ?] Finansjera 
warszawska, 1870 - 1925 [Warsaw Financiers], Warszawa 1926, pp. 76, 80.
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political identity  had largely been shaped under the im pact of 
the peculiar Russian, overw helm ingly conservative, varie ty  of 
“ State liberalism .”

The conservative political attitudes of “Leviathan’s” captains 
of industry, who sought to preserve the social status quo at all 
cost (even at the ccst cf infringing on democratic freedoms), was 
perhaps most fu lly  reflected in their conception of the political 
system  for Poland. Their conception was in a high degree condi
tioned by “L eviathan’s” am bition to have a say in deciding about 
P oland’s political and economic guidelines. Their organization nev
er denied that am bition and categorically, on m any occasions, 
refused to rest content in perform ing its purely professional role 
and no more.4 “L eviathan” en terta ined  the am bition of becoming 
a sensu stricto political en tity  by w inning seats for its m em bers 
in parliam ent on behalf of a few different parties.5 Eventually, it 
was hard  put to give up those plans since a “Leviathan” faction 
in parliam ent stood no chance of winning a large bloc of votes 
even if team ed up w ith landow ners’ votes.6 Realizing th a t posi
tion, “Leviathan” spokesmen demanded all along — and from  1927 
practically  clam oured for — the introduction of conservative poli
tical solutions arguing tha t the state of the national economy made 
them  absolutely indispensable.

In the 1920s “Leviathan” pinned much hope on plans for set
ting up a Suprem e Economic Cham ber w ith legislative powers, 
a body in which it could justifiably  play a dom inant role. In 
th a t way the captains of industry  sought to set up a th ird  funda
m ental political en tity  in the nation, side by side w ith parliam ent 
and the governm ent. When, however, tha t idea came up against

4 E.g. B. S ty p iń s k i ,  Ewolucja roli, zadań i form organizacyjnych 
zrzeszef. przemysłowych [Evolution of the Role, Objectives and Organiza
tional Forms of Industrial Associations], “Przegląd Gospodarczy,” 1937, 
No. 12.

5 J. Ł e m p i c k i, Stosunek władz państwowych do przedstawicielstwa 
interesów gospodarczych [Attitudes of the State Authorities towards Repre
sentatives of Economic Interests], ibidem, 1922, No. 9; A. W ie r z b ic k i ,  
Synteza roku ubiegłego [A Summing-up of the Past Year], ibidem, 1927, 
No. 12.

6 A. W ie r z b ic k i ,  Życie gospodarcze w obliczu zagadnień politycznych 
[Economic Life vis à vis Political Developments], ibidem, 1927, No. 23.
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insurm ountable b a rr ie r s 7 “Leviathan” attached even greater 
w eight to designs aimed at revising the dem ocratic Constitution of 
M arch 1921 w hereby the executive powers would be given a per
m anent edge over the legislative powers in the nation. Thus, for 
example, Edw ard Rose, a m em ber of the “L ev iathan” Board and 
for m any years editor-in-chief of “Przegląd Gospodarczy,” stated 
th a t the Constitution “does not [. . .] m eet the most essential needs 
of the operation of the S ta te”3

big business dissatisfaction w ith the system  of parliam entary  
governm ent reached its climax tow ards the end of 1925 w ith the 
collapse of Prim e M inister W ładysław G rabski’s cabinet w ith 
whose initiatives considerable hope had been associated for over
hauling the country’s economy. That sentim ent was expressed in 
the dem onstrative petition addressed by the economic organiza
tions to Polish P resident Stanisław  W ojciechowski.9 D isenchant
m ent w ith partisan politics eventually  provided a convenient p la t
form  enabling “Leviathan” to take the side of Piłsudski whom it 
succoured in the showdown w ith parliam ent. By December 1927 
Polish big business circles stated in a proclam ation w ritten  by 
W ierzbicki th a t “the just-concluded six-m onth-long term inal pa r
oxysms of Parliam ent did not d isturb the profound depth of the 
soul of the Polish nation”.10 A year la ter “Przegląd Gospodarczy” 
declared : “Stability of economic policy is an elem entary condi
tion for any type of rational economic developm ent of the country. 
Such stability  can only be safeguarded when the executive powers

7 Business circles made futile attempts to overcome this barrier by 
upgrading the Industrial Evaluations Commission to a Provisional State 
Economic Council. See Korespondencja w sprawie utworzenia Państwowej 
Rady Gospodarczej [Correspondence Relating to the Setting up of the State 
Economic Council], Archiwum Akt Nowych (New Public Records Archives) 
in Warsaw (AAN), Komitet Ekonomiczny Ministrów, Biuro Ekonomiczne, 
vol. 491.

8 E. R. [Edward Rose], Podstawowy warunek [The Precondition}, 
“Przegląd Gospodarczy,” 1927, No. 22.

9 Sprawozdanie Centralnego Związku Polskiego Przemyślu, Górnictwa, 
Handlu i Finansów z działalności za rok 1925 [The 1925 Report by the Cen
tral Union of Polish Industry, Mining, Commerce and Finance], Warszawa 
1926, p. 4.

10 Odezwa przedstawicieli sfer gospodarczych wszystkich ziem Rzeczy
pospolitej [A Proclamation by Representatives of Business Circles in All the 
Lands of the Polish Republic], “Przegląd Gospodarczy,” 1928, No. 1.
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of governm ent are strengthened”.11 Such a point of view quite 
logically led to. “Leviathan’s” positive assessment of the 1930 
election resu lts  which democratic opposition parties and groups 
overw helm ingly denounced as having been rigged by the govern
m ent camp (sanacja). “Leviathan,” on the other hand, regarded 
those resu lts  as a failproof guarantee of stability .12 That same 
point of view  la te r caused tha t the Central Union of Polish In
dustry  regarded w ith approval the antidem ocratic Constitution of 
A pril 1935 and the prim acy it gave to the executive over the 
legislative powers. Yet, contrary  to the long-cherished hope of 
the Polish captains of industry  and finance, those political changes 
in the  country  did not bring their political ambitions to fru i
tion. On the contrary, in ultim ate effect lim itations imposed on 
parliam en tary  democracy in the 1930s actually  turned  against 
their in terests as well.

The class status and ideology quite na tu ra lly  made the polit
ical sentim ents of “L eviathan” spokesmen gravitate towards righ t- 
wing parties. W hen contem plating which of the different political 
m ovem ents to throw  their weight behind, they  were guided above 
all by the consideration to w hat ex ten t the given m ovem ent was 
able to guarantee stability  of the social and political system. Po
litical likes and dislikes were of secondary importance. Wierzbicki 
once expressed th a t.id ea  succinctly and candidly when he said : 
“continuity  of conditions is more im portant for economic life than 
their political hu e”.13

Before the  Piłsudski coup of May 1926 “Leviathan’s” political 
sym pathies leaned towards nationalist groups, more especially the 
National D em ocrats to whom it had developed strong ideological

11 E. R., Sytuacja [Situation], ibidem, 1928, No. 23 ; also in a similar 
vein spoke H. G l i w i c ;  see Senat Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej, II kadencja 
[Senate of the Polish Republic, 2nd Term], shorthand minutes from the 26th 
Session, March 7, 1930, column 60.

12 E. R., Przegląd sytuacji [Tour d’horizon], “Przegląd Gospodarczy,” 
1930, No. 23.

13 A. W ie r z b ic k i ,  Synteza . . . .  The well-known economist, Henryk 
Tennenbaum, on his part, tried to breathe noble ideological motivations 
into such pragmatism. He wrote : “Modern industry always works hand in 
glove with Government, not because it is servile but because production 
is managed by industry from the private-economic point of view and by 
Government from the public-legal point of view” (H. T. Przegląd sytuacji 
[Tour d’horizon], “Przegląd Gospodarczy,” 1923, No. 3.
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and personal links. For example, Andrzej W ierzbicki and Jerzy  
Zdziechowski, V ice-President of the Central Union, were both 
m em bers of the top executive of Związek Ludowo-Narodowy 
(endecja) [People’s National Union].14 Therefore the Piłsudski coup 
put the big business circles in a tight spot, but only m om entarily. 
Confusion was short-lived and soon afterw ards “Leviathan,” fa ith 
ful to its principle of political pragm atism , started  seeking rap 
prochem ent w ith the victors, preparing for talks “which will have 
to be taken up w ith the new governm ent”.15

On their part, the newly em ergent ruling camp also sought 
support from the industrial and land-owning establishm ent. The 
first such telling move by the Piłsudski group was the appoint
m ent of Hipolit Gliwic, connected w ith the big business, to head 
the M inistry of Industry  and Commerce in K. B arte l’s first cab
inet.16 W ierzbicki’S' panegyrical tribu te  to the new President, 
I. Mościcki, who had been proposed to the top office by Piłsudski 
himself, a tribu te  contained in an article in “K urier Czerwony” 
on June 4, 1926, was understood as a positive response to tha t 
decision. Even more im portant was the article p rin ted  by “Prze
gląd Gospodarczy” at the beginning of June, promising the Cen
tra l U nion’s support for the new au th o rities ,17 on condition th a t 
“no change in the present economic and social regim e in Poland 
is being contem plated” and th a t they would stand resolutely a- 
gainst “all attem pts at social experim ents”.18

14 These links found their material expression in, among other things, 
the financial support given to endecja in the 1922 elections. Cf. J. H o lz e r , 
Powstanie Lewiatana [The Emergence of “Leviathan”], “Zeszyty Historycz
ne Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego,” vol. II, 1961, pp. 91-93.

15 CZPPGHiF, Sprawozdanie z działalności od 25.IV. do 10.VI.1926 [The 
Central Union of Polish Industry, Mining, Commerce and Finance. Report- 
back on Activities between April 25 and June 10, 1926], “Przegląd Gos
podarczy,” 1926, No. 12.

16 Gliwic soon established a direct rapport with Wierzbicki. Cf. 
A. W ie r z b ic k i ,  Uwagi o przewrocie majowym [Remarks on the May
1926 Coup], “Najnowsze Dzieje Polski,” vol. IX, i965.

17 In it, E. Rose gave an a priori exoneration of the expected antipar- 
liamentary moves by Piłsudski, regarding them as indispensable for the 
purpose of setting up strong executive powers. E. R., Perspektywy [Pros
pects], “Przegląd Gospodarczy,” 1926, No. 11.

18 Ibidem.
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Soon thereafter Bartel and W ierzbicki had their m uch-publi
cized m eeting on June 8, 1926,19 which inaugurated closer con
tacts betw een “L eviathan” and the sanacja regime. Accepting 
W ierzbicki’s suggestion, B artel appointed Czesław K larner, a for
m er m em ber of the Grabski cabinet, as M inister of the Treasury. 
The decision was read as agreem ent by the new regime to carry  
on w ith  G rabski’s economic policy line of 1925, a line which had 
been accepted in principle by the big business. During the same 
m eeting Bartel also declared th a t “neither in social nor in econom
ic policies will the M arshal [i.e. Piłsudski] em bark on any ex
perim ents”.20 And shortly  thereafter m em bers of the governm ent 
officially advised the C entral Union th a t the new regime would 
be guided by the w ell-tested m ethods of capitalist economy.21

In due course contacts between “Leviathan” and the govern
m ent grew  into intensive and perm anently-based cooperation.22 
The ultim ate and official, as it were, adherence of big business 
circles to the sanacja camp was signalled by the December 1927 
proclam ation which has already been m entioned in this article. 
Em phasis was put in tha t document on the fact tha t the govern
m ent was keeping its promise th a t “no experim ents are in the 
offing in economic life”, the demise was trum peted  of old-type 
parliam entary  democracy and praise was expressed for strong- 
arm  exectutive powers. A practical, tangible sequel to the procla
m ation was the en try  of a num ber of captains of industry  and 
finance to the sanacja - sponsored B ezpartyjny Blok W spółpracy 
z Rządem — B.B.W.R. (Nonparty Bloc of Cooperation w ith the 
Governm ent), a strictly  au thoritarian  organization, and the finan
cial assistance given to the Bloc by the big business in the sub
sequent election campaign. While no hard  facts have come to light 
on the ex ten t of tha t assistance and w hether the vote canvassing 
bill was indeed underw ritten  by the “Leviathan” Board, nonethe

19 A. W ie r z b ic k i ,  Wspomnienia i dokumenty [Reminiscences and 
Documents], vol. II, p. 872, manuscript at the Polish Academy of Sciences 
Institute of History in Warsaw.

20 Ibidem, pp. 795 - 798, 765.
21 Speech by E. Kwiatkowski, released for the Press. Z. L a n d a u , 

Plan stabilizacyjny 1927 - 1930 [Stabilization Plan, 1927 - 2930], Warszawa 
1963, p. 23; K. B a r te l ,  Mowy parlamentarne [Speeches in Parliament], 
Warszawa 1928, p. 19.

22 A. W ie r z b ic k i ,  Synteza ..
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less the known fact tha t money was paid into the Bloc’s election 
fund by the yeast cartel, through the good offices of J. Radziwiłł, 
m em ber of the Central Union’s Board and deputy Chairm an of 
the Bloc’s Club in Parliam ent, was a tell-tale  sign.23

In re tu rn  for the assistance some “L eviathan” prom inents 
were given seats in parliam ent on behalf of the N on-party Bloc 
(Jan Hołyński, a top executive of the organization, who had h ith 
erto been affiliated w ith endecja, was one of them). In teresting
ly, W ierzbicki never joined the Bloc, keeping his form al allegiance 
to the National Democrats. Even when he com m itted himself 
politically in 1935 (after the Bloc became defunct) and won a seat 
in parliam ent in an election boycotted by the opposition, he used 
the opportunity only to fu rth e r the in terests of the C entral Union 
of Polish Industry.

BIG BUSINESS IN THE PERIOD OF ASCENDANCY OF THE ROLE OF 
THE STATE AND OF TOTALITARIAN TRENDS

The good relationship betw een “L ev iathan” and the sanacja 
regim e of the years 1926 - 1930 cooled off to a certain degree 
during the G reat Depression. The reason is to be seen in dis
agreem ent on certain key aspects of economic policy.24 The cooling 
off did not, however, lead to a change of political priorities by 
the big business. “Leviathan’s” press organ continued supporting 
in principle the regim e’s domestic policy line, increasingly orient
ed towards au thoritarian  rule. There was a sharp change in that 
relationship a little  later, in 1935 - 1936, when the governm ent 
camp started  disintegrating. “Leviathan” apparently  became con
cerned that one of a few economic-political trends then m anifest-

23 Z. L a n d a u , Działalność kartelu drożdżowego w Polsce, 1925 - 1938 
[Operation of the Yeast Cartel in Poland, 1925 - 1938], “Roczniki Dziejów 
Społecznych i Gospodarczych,” 1972, p. 145. On the financial support given 
to the Non-party Bloc also see W. W ła d y k a , Działalność polityczna pol
skich stronnictw konserwatywnych w latach 1926 - 1935 [Political Activities 
of Polish Conservative Parties between 1926 and 1935], Warszawa 1977.

24 Cf. J. K o f m a n, Koła wielkoprzemysłowe wobec rządowej polityki 
deflacji w latach 1930 - 1935 [Big Industrialists and the Government's De
flationary Policy in 1930 - 1935] “Przegląd Historyczny,” 1974, No. 2; also 
idem , Koła wielkoprzemysłowe a kwestia kapitałów obcych w okresie 
1920 - 1939 [The Great Industrial Circles and the Question of Foreign Cap
ital in 1920 - 1939], “Kwartalnik Historyczny,” 1975, No. 2.
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ing them selves w ithin the sanacja m ovem ent25 m ight effectively 
shun t the governm ent’s course of economic policy tow ards State 
interventionism  and State capitalism . Also, the accelarated evolu
tion of the sanacja regim e in 1936 - 1939 tow ards extrem e nation
alism  and sem itotalitarianism , a trend  advancing a form ula of 
governm ent which was unacceptable to Poland’s big business, 
how ever m uch it m ight have favoured right-w ing trends, was m et 
w ith unconcealed disapproval by the official press organ of the 
C entral Union.

The anti- or a to ta litarian  a ttitude of Polish big business circles 
was determ ined by, apart from  world-outlook reasons, considera
tions of a political and organizational nature. Among the form er 
we m ight cite the political heritage and trad ition  of the older gen
eration  of “Leviathan” exectutives, w ith W ierzbicki a prim e ex
ample. By and large they  came from  among the so-called “old” 
N ational Democrats whose nationalism  was of a distinctly liberal- 
dem ocratic hue and who were generally opposed to the overtly 
to ta litarian  trend  among the “young” National Democrats. Also, 
among the “Leviathan” executives there were some who were to 
a larger or lesser ex ten t politically connected w ith the centre or 
liberal-dem ocratic factions w ithin the sanacja movement. Those 
associated w ith the centre faction included, for example, J. Ra
dziwiłł and, albeit for some tim e only, H. S trasburger, P resident 
of the Central Union, both liberal conservatives and both opposed 
to totalitarianism . Those associated w ith  the liberal-dem ocratic 
faction included, among others, J. Przedpełski, m em ber of the 
C entral Union’s Praesidium . There were even some adherents of 
the opposition among the U nion’s executives, such as M arian 
Szydłowski, a m em ber of the Praesidium , who had for a tim e 
been associated w ith the peasant party  PSL-Piast. The pow erful 
figure of A. Falter, a friend of W. K orfanty  and perhaps the b ig
gest capitalist of them  all, was not w ithout reason described as 
a follower of F ron t Morges w i|h  which he had established ties 
through the in term ediary  of the C hristian Dem ocrats in Silesia. 
Also S trasburger was, after 1937, quite definitely associated w ith 
the opposition. As an aside we m ight recall th a t the Central

25 According to an exaggerated appraisal by Rose in mid-1936, that 
trend was supposed to lead to “integral state capitalism”.

11 Acta Poloniae Historica 43 http://rcin.org.pl
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U nion’s link w ith the opposition was substan tial enough to enable 
some prom inent executives of the organization joining the 
em igre governm ent form ed by General Sikorski during W orld 
W ar II.26

W ith regard  to organizational considerations which made “Le
v ia than” executives look on w ith disapproval on the regim e’s 
evolution tow ards to ta litarian  rule, cohesion of the C entral Union 
m ust have been the prim ary  concern. V ery significantly, a large 
proportion of the nation’s big bourgeoisie was Jew ish (a fact, let 
us add, which had scant reflection in the personal composition 
of “L eviathan’s” top executive organs). Thus, overt approval of 
the regim e’s growing antisem itism  and to ta litarian  orientation 
could underm ine the very  structure  of the C entral Union.

The above-listed m ultiple considerations cause th is au thor to 
believe th a t the C entral Union’s eventual adherence to the to ta l
ist Camp of National Unification (Obóz Zjednoczenia Narodowe
g o — O.Z.N., OZON) was a largely verbal act of little  practical 
consequence.27 This proposition is supported by such concrete evi
dence as W ierzbicki’s speeches in parliam ent in the period preced
ing the form ation of O.Z.N., in which the speaker gave full vent 
to his reluctance to accept to ta litarian  ideology. To, cite an exam 
ple : on December 2, 1936, W ierzbicki told parliam ent th a t Poland 
should better follow her own road of development, excluding 
both m aterialism  and “H ypernationalism  which goes against the 
grain of the Polish nation”.28 F urther evidence of the same was the 
Central U nion’s in terpretation  of O.Z.N.’s founding declaration 
proclaim ed by O.Z.N. head A. Koc. The in terpreta tion  brought in
to sharp relief the solidarity motif while alm ost ignoring the na

26 “Leviathan” presidents Strasburger and Falter were appointed as 
Minister and Vice-minister of the Treasury and of Industry and Commerce. 
W. P o b ó g - M a l in o w s k i ,  Najnowsza historia polityczna Polski 1864 - 
1945 [Recent Political History of Poland, 1864 - 1945], vol. Ill, London 1960, 
pp. 86, 160.

27 A different view is represented by J. Ż a r n o w s k i, Struktura i pod
łoże społeczne obozu rządzącego w Polsce w latach 1926 - 1939 [The Struc
ture and Social Base of the Ruling Group in Poland between 1926 and 1939], 
“Najnowsze Dzieje Polski,” vol. X, 1966, p. 81.

28 A. W ie r z b ic k i ,  Co musimy odrobić i na czym budować ? [What. 
Shortfalls We Have to Make Good and What to Build on], “Przegląd Gos
podarczy 1936,” No. 24.
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tionalistic m essage.29 “Leviathan” executives were also loath  to 
accept the slogan of economic nationalism , its cutting edge di
rected against Jews. “Przegląd Gospodarczy” printed not a single 
article on th a t topic and the Polish captains of industry  and fi
nance v irtua lly  ignored the slogan.

Faced w ith the fu rther inexorable evolution of O.Z.N. ideol
ogy and the considerable popularity  of the idea of S tate capital
ism w ithin th a t organization, the C entral Union’s press organ 
went into open opposition by going to prin t w ith a special series 
of articles. Ostensibly they were a polemic against the concept of 
social federalism  (or ra ther the idea of sui generis corporate de
velopment), as expounded by F. M łynarski in a book published 
in 1937. In point of fact, the issue was but a convenient p retex t 
for “L eviathan’s” spokesmen to clearly present their own ratio 
nale. The au thor of one article stated, exaggerating a little  : “The 
system  of coercion, proposed by Professor M łynarski in P ropor- 
cjonalizm ekonomiczny [Economic Proportionalism ], is to ta lita r
ianism. Not only because it outw ardly resembles so closely the 
Italian and Germ an patterns, but also because it goes back on 
hum an rights to a terrify ing  ex ten t”.30 W hen juxtaposed w ith
O.Z.N.’s ex trem e nationalistic phraseology and its tendency to 
set up a to ta litarian  social order, the reader could have no doubt 
as to who was the target of those rem arks.

Given such attitude by “L eviathan” m em bers it came as no 
surprise th a t they  reacted favourably to D eputy Prim e M inister 
Eugeniusz K w iatkow ski’s speech, made in April 1938 at a m eet
ing of the Katowice province branch of O.Z.N. In it, Kw iatkowski, 
unlike other O.Z.N. prom inents, suggested the possibility of a rriv 
ing at a compromise w ith the opposition.31 The Central Union

29 Oświadczenie C.Z.P.P. w sprawie deklaracji pułk. Adama Koca 
[A Statement by the Central Union of Polish Industry on the Declaration 
by Col. Adam Koc], ibidem, 1937, No. 6 ; also, Wobec deklaracji Pułkownika 
Adama Koca [On the Declaration by Col. Adam Koc], ibidem, No. 5.

30 T. S ła w iń s k i ,  Replika [Retort], ibidem, 1938, No. 3 ; idem , Pseu- 
dokorporacjonism [Pseudocorporationism], ibidem, No. 1 ; idem , Propor- 
cjonalizm ekonomiczny [Economic Proportionalism], ibidem, No. 2 ; also, 
A. W ie r z b ic k i ,  Totalizm czy twórczość [Totalism or Creativity], ibidem, 
No. 24.

31 E. K w ia tk o w s k i ,  Przez odrodzenie polityczne do powodzenia 
gospodarczego Polski [Through Political Revival to Poland’s Economic Suc
cess], Katowice 1932, p. 12 ff ; Enuncjacja C.Z.P.P. [Enunciation by the 
Central Union of Polish Industry], “Przegląd Gospodarczy,” 1938, No. 11.
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also th rew  its weight behind Kw iatkow ski — who favoured m od
eration in economic policies — in the  la tte r’s conflict w ith Col. 
Zygm unt Wenda, the de jacto head of O.Z.N., who was pushing 
the idea of arm am ents at the cost of steep inflation. “L ev iathan” 
also pulled its secret strings to have the O.Z.N.-sponsored project 
of organizational coercion in industries shelved indefinitely.

“Leviathan’s” ill-disposition tow ards O.Z.N. was purposefully 
toned down in its official press organ. On the other hand, it was 
given full vent by other papers connected w ith “L ev iathan” : 
“K urier Polski” [Polish Courier] and “Depesza” [Telegramme] 
(the la tte r being also associated w ith F ron t Morges). In the years 
1937 - 1939 it was especially “Depesza” which carried  a host of 
articles denouncing political and economic to talitarianism . The 
paper plunged headlong into sharp polemics w ith  “Gazeta Polska” 
[Polish Gazette], the O.Z.N. press organ. It was w ith  th a t press 
campaign in mind th a t Col. Wenda accused “L eviathan” of team 
ing up w ith conservatists, and abetting socialists, to obstruct 
the process of political consolidation around O.Z.N.32

All those things considered, one reservation m ust be m ade 
nonetheless. The obvious disapproval of to ta litarian  trends by 
official big business spokesmen should be neither exaggerated 
nor taken out of context. Looking at it realistically, the ir opposi
tion was of only lim ited natu re  and lim ited im portance. It seems 
a plausible proposition tha t in the long run  “L ev iathan”, which 
had after all m any links to the ru ling group ?3 and was in m any 
ways dependent on them , would have to, albeit reluctan tly , s ta rt 
gravitating tow ards the right-w ing and nationalistic platform . On 
the assumption, tha t is, th a t the evolution of the sanacja regim e 
continued unim peded and unaltered in the then  established di
rection. Such a political reorientation w ithin “L ev iathan” would 
then  have to be accompanied by a far-reaching shift in the balance 
of forces w ithin tha t organization and im portant personal changes 
in its top executive office.

32 Sejm, RP, V kadencja, Sprawozdanie stenograficzne z 11 posiedzenia 
[Parliament of the Polish Republic, 5th Term, Shorthand Minutes from the 
11th Session], February 16, 1939, column 11.

33 Representatives of State capital also sat on the Central Union’s Board.

http://rcin.org.pl



BIG BUSINESS IN POLAND 165

THE POLITICAL ROLE AND POSITION OF “LEVIATHAN”

It is hard  to determ ine beyond doubt to w hat ex ten t the opin
ion was true, expressed by contem poraries and since taken up 
by m any historians, about “Leviathan’s” omnipotence in Poland’s 
political life and especially in the politico-economic endeavours.84 
Even if the thesis is correct tha t the Polish State gave top p rior
ity  to defending the interests of the ru ling classes, th a t does not 
by itself indicate such omnipotence. H istorians have not secured 
enough source m aterial on the ex ten t and impact of pressures 
b rought to bear on the nation’s political scene by various in terest 
groups, including “L eviathan.” W ith regard  to the la tte r the prob
lem is not only in the scarcity of available source m aterial but, 
in th is au tho r’s opinion, above all in the complex nature of the 
whole issue. There were phenomena and trends in the economic 
and social developm ent of Poland betw een the two world w ars 
w hich put in doubt the allegedly exceptional political role played 
by the big business establishm ent and its suprem e organization.

The following are just some of these doubts. How, for ex
ample, are we to circumscribe the sphere of influence of “Levia
th an ” when compared w ith the very  substantial socio-political 
role played by the aristocracy and the gentry  ? A fter all, the 
la t te r ’s role in society was surely more im portant than  would fol
low from the simple calculation of their num erical strength  and 
economic w herew ithal. A nother question : whose interests — 
agricu ltu re’s or industry ’s — did the State take more into account

34 The following are two opinions characterizing the whole atmosphere 
around the Central Union and the quite popular manner of understanding 
its role by observers and even by active participants in politics. Thus Gen
eral Berbecki included “Leviathan” as one among “four ruling cliques”. 
See J. G r z ę d z iń s k i ,  Wspomnienia z lat 1935 - 1937 [Reminiscences from 
1935 - 1937], p. 13 (manuscript in the Manuscripts Department of the Nation
al Library in Warsaw). Another observer believed that “Leviathan” 
“systematically worked to acquire all assets of the Republic. It affiliated 
within itself all regional industrial associations, decided the personal rosters 
of boards of directors and seats in successive parliaments, personnel affairs 
in political parties, appointments in economic ministries in State adminis
tration”. See L. B e rg e r , Rządy i żądze, czyli szukanie programu [Govern
ments and Desires or in Quest of a Programme], Tel Aviv 1943, p. 26. Cf. 
also W. P a c z k o w s k i,  Społeczny bilans dwudziestolecia [Social Balance 
Sheet of the Twenty (interwar) Years], “Gospodarka Narodowa,” 1938, 
No. 22.
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in deciding the economic policy course, and w hat from  that point 
of view did “Leviathan’s” position look like ? A th ird  question : 
how are we to evaluate the extent of big business influence in 
the 1930s when exam ined in the context of the S ta te ’s policy to 
restric t the freedom of movem ent of cartels and capital ? How 
are we to evaluate that influence in the context of the ascendant 
trend  tow ards State control and interventionism  in economic life ? 
In this last question, even a correct reply tha t the S tate, seeking 
to preserve the politico-economic system, had to em bark on the 
road of guided economy, is only of indirect and lim ited value.

These and a num ber of other doubts lead to the  reasonable 
question : w hat indeed was the true scope of influence wielded 
by big business in terest groups on State policy ? It is quite cer
tain  tha t there was a gulf between the avowed aspirations of 
“Leviathan” spokesmen to play a significant political and politico- 
economic role in the nation, on the one hand, and the actual 
weight of tha t role, on the other. The relatively  larger role in the 
1920s should be put down on the known fact th a t in ,th e  early  pe
riod of Polish independence the State adm inistration, lacking their 
own economic specialists and skilled bureaucrats, had to rely  in 
a high degree on experts from among big business organizations 
and on m any occasions appointed such experts to h igh-ranking 
official posts. Between 1919 and 1930 a relatively  large num ber of 
seats in both houses of parliam ent were occupied by people either 
them selves counted as captains of industry  and finance or directly 
dependent on big business circles. Their num ber decreased in the 
subsequent period. And yet, in this au tho r’s opinion, not even then 
was there a distinct and powerful “L eviathan” lobby in parlia
ment. W hatever their num ber and influence, they  w ere only 
a small group in proportion to the parliam entary  grem ium  — 
probably betw een 20 and 25 M P’s in the first term  in independent 
Poland, and even less in the second and th ird  term s of parlia
m ent.35 On the other hand, there was definitely a th ing which 
could be called “a gen try -p lus-‘Leviathan’ ” lobby in Polish par
liam ent at tha t time.

35 Estimates drawn up after Rzepecki publications on the Constitutional 
Parliament and on the parliaments of 1922 and 1928, and after “Rocznik 
Polskiej Agencji Telegraficznej” [A Yearbook of the Polish Telegraph 
Agency, PAT], 1932.
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In the  period 1918 - 1926 big business circles (also outside the 
“L eviathan” organization) had definitely a greater say in deciding 
who was to be appointed to im portant positions in the economic 
m inistries. Out of the 29 m inisters of the Treasury  and m inisters 
of industry  and commerce during those years 14 came directly 
from  among big business circles. They were : J. Englich, S. K ar
piński, K. Hącia, A. Olszewski, W. Chrzanowski, J. Steczkowski, 
S. Przanow ski, H. S trasburger, K. Żaczek, M. Szydłowski, C. K lar- 
ner, J. Kiedroń, J. Zdziechowski, H. Gliwic. Interestingly, even be
fore the C entral Union of Polish Industry, Mining, Commerce and 
Finance was set up in 1919, the then existing Association of In
dustrialists had used to give the Cabinet its own opinion concern
ing he suitability  of candidates for economics m inisters.36 It 
used to be said, and the version seems very  plausible, tha t m any 
of the m inisters had been “m ade” by Andrzej W ierzbicki who 
himself, according to one story, in the middle of 1921 was about 
to be designated as prime m inister on behalf of the endecja.37

Cooperation w ith the governm ent was also rooted firm ly in 
participation by “Leviathan” representatives in various govern
m ent advisory bodies. For example, in 1926 “Leviathan” members 
were reliably reported to be sitting on th irty  such bodies. “Levia
th a n ” also sought to have a say in the economic policy making 
process at the stage when economic laws and governm ent ordi
nances were being drafted, seeing that opportunity  as an im por
tan t instrum ent whereby political and economic decisions could 
be influenced. In 1925 it succeeded in having the governm ent ap
point, albeit for a short period only, a Provisional Economic Coun
cil. W hatever advantages and influence “Leviathan” failed to win 
from  cabinets before the May 1926 coup (those cabinets were, 
a fter all, of lim ited freedom of action owing to preponderant con
tro l by parliam ent), it won with surprising ease from the first 
sanacja cabinets. The Industrial Evaluations Commission, set up

36 Postulaty wielkiego kapitału w sprawie obsadzenia stanowiska minis
tra przemysłu i handlu [Big Business Postulates on Nomination to the Post 
oj Minister oj Industry and Commerce], New Public Records Archives, Pa- 
derêwski Archive, vol. 752, section 34. Quite possibly that procedure was 
continued in the following years, too.

37 I g n o tu s ,  op. cit., p. 124 ; A. A j n e n k i e 1, Od rządów ludowych 
do przewrotu majowego [From a People’s Government to the May Coup], 
Warszawa 1968, p. 203.
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by Prim e M inister K. Bartel in 1926, was presided over by W ierz
bicki, w ith Rose as Secretary. It evaluated the m erits and de
m erits of draft bills and ordinances subject to approval by the 
M inister’s Economic Committee. In practice the Commission 
proved to be a very im portant instrum ent by which the Central 
Union of Polish Industry  influenced economic policy making. 
A certain  role in this respect was also played in the years 1920 - 
1929 by the frequent official contacts betw een cabinet m em bers 
and spokesmen for the big business establishm ent. Such contacts 
initially  took the form of cabinet m em bers being invited to ad
dress meetings of the Union’s Board (a frequent occurrence be
tween 1920 and 1926), la ter the form  of direct personal contacts 
(the closest of which were w ith  K. Bartel), and finally the form 
of economic conferences (1926 - 1930).

Concluding, it can be said tha t it was betw een 1926 and 1929 
tha t “Leviathan” enjoyed the largest opportunity  for and the 
widest scope of influence on economic policies. That scope of in
fluence shrank appreciably in the 1930s, a fact which was reflect
ed in the somewhat sombre tenor of the organization’s official 
reports. The downward trend  was fu rth e r m anifested in the di
minishing num bers of M P’s and senators connected w ith the big 
business as the years, and parliam entary  term s, wore on, until 
they were all but elim inated from  parliam ent in the last term  
before the outbreak of W orld W ar II.

A “L eviathan” lobby in parliam ent was absolutely out of the 
question. More than  that, even the existence of a common “gen
try -p lus-cap ita l” bloc of influence was ra the r doubtful, not only 
because certain  controversies soon became apparent in th a t 
alliance but above all on account of the glaring disproportion of 
forces betw een the two. Thus, for example, in the fu rth -te rm  
parliam ent there were 43 m em bers of the landed gentry, com pared 
with 11 deputies and senators representing industries and 15 
representing commerce and economic self-goverm ent. From  
among th a t total of 26 only betw een 6 and 8 were actually  linked 
w ith the C entral Union of Polish Industry  38 w hereas the others

38 “Rocznik Polskiej Agencji Telegraficznej,” 1937, pp. 40- 42, “Depe
sza,” September 30, 1930.
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w ere e ither noncom m ittal or ou tright inim ically disposed tow ards 
“L eviathan”. Official contacts betw een the governm ent and “Le
v ia th an ” became increasingly rare  and the h itherto  popular form  
of economic conferences v irtua lly  disappeared as the w idely-tout
ed Economic M anagers’ Conferences held under the N on-party 
Bloc aegis were m erely a propaganda exercise. It was only in 1936 
th a t a new conference was called for reasons th a t were genuinely 
political but for thé ostensible purpose of discussing narrow ly- 
conceived economic m atters. The im portance of the m any m in
isterial advisory commissions was on the wane and the Central 
U nion’s potential for influencing nom inations to cabinet posts be
came insignificant or altogether nil. It was symptom atic of tha t 
diminishing influence that, from  1930 onwards, a long series of 
“colonels” were appointed to the key post of m inister of industry  
and commerce. The Industrial Evaluations Commission became 
defunct even tow ards the close of the 1920s.

Such a general evolution of the balance of forces was deter
m ined by, above all, the sanacja regim e’s changed attitude to
w ards “Leviathan”. The change reflected quite profound economic, 
social and political processes which were under way. The G reat 
Depression displayed the stark  weakness of the private enterprise 
sector in the Polish economy and gave an impulse to strive to
w ards State control and interventionism . The State repeatedly 
stood up as competition, oftimes victorious competition, against 
p rivate enterprise. That process played into the hands of the 
State bureaucracy whose growing political ambitions dictated the 
need for independent decision making in the area of economic 
policy as well. Also the distinct anticapitalist sentim ents, or the 
vague ill-disposition tow ards capitalism , present both among the 
left and the righ t wing, and, above all, regard  for social demago
gy, made the governm ent take action against cartels. W hen on 
top of all those elem ents we recall the already-discussed ideolog
ical evolution of the sanacja regime, an evolution which was 
regarded w ith reluctance and d istrust by all bu t a very  few Pol
ish big business leaders, we shall have an alm ost complete list of 
the reasons why the relationship betw een the governm ent and 
“Leviathan” cooled down and why, consequently, “Leviathan’s” 
influence in the politico-economic, and even more political,
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sphere was sharply  diminished. .On the other hand, it 
would be inappropriate to fall into the other extrem e and underes
tim ate or ignore the political position still enjoyed by the big 
business in the 1930s. “Leviathan” continued to cling to some po
sitions of influence, and its position proved quite substantial in 
the period of disintegration of the sanacja m ovem ent in 1935 - 
1936. It now appears certain  th a t the support then  given by the 
big business to the more m oderate “Castle” group, led by P resi
dent Mościcki in his clash w ith the groups of form er Prim e Min
ister Sławek and M arshal Rydz-Śm igły strengthened the position 
of Deputy Prim e M inister Kwiatkowski: That position was fu rth e r 
reinforced by the support “L eviathan” gave in 1936 - 1939 to 
K w iatkow ski’s economic policies.39

Concluding, it can be said tha t the opinion concerning the om
nipotence of “L ev iathan” was only partly , even though signifi
cantly, borne out by the economic and political rea lity  of Poland 
in her first decade of independent statehood, and was not borne 
out at all by the rea lity  of the 1930s. Also, when compared w ith 
the more highly-developed capitalist countries, the political im 
portance of the Polish industrial and financial oligarchy was m uch 
less, owing to the sm aller streng th  and lower status of the Polish 
bourgeoisie.40 A. W ierzbicki himself realized just th a t when, in 
his memoirs w ritten  after W orld W ar II, he proposed the basically 
correct opinion th a t underdeveloped private enterprise in Poland 
“had no political counterpart, thus being unable to influence pol
itics as is the case in the capitalist powers in the West, more 
particu larly  in the U nited States of America, w here the financiers 
and the big industry  are a decisive factor in politics”.

(Translated by Jerzy Jastrzębowski)

39 More on this subject : J. K o f m a n, Das polnische Grosskapital und 
die allgemeinen Grundsätze der staatlichen Wirtschaftspolitik in den Jahren 
1929 bis 1939, “Jahrbuch für Wirtschaftsgeschichte,” Berlin (G.D.R.) 1978, 
No. 3.

40 See also the interesting remarks by Z. L a n d a u , Oligarchia..., 
p. 88, and J. Ż a r n o w s k i ,  Społeczeństwo ..., p. 267.
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