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Abstract
This article endeavours to examine the transformations within the general state 

administration of Poland following 1935. The initiatives undertaken during this pe-
riod were a response to the reshaping of the administration after the May Coup and 
the tumultuous, ad hoc measures of the Great Depression period. With an improved 
economic landscape, there emerged a more deliberate approach to modernisation, the 
reassessment of personnel and its augmentation. Two figures within the Ministry of 
the Interior, Władysław Raczkiewicz and Sławoj Składkowski, played pivotal roles in 
guiding these reforms. Consequently, the post-1935 period witnessed an acceleration 
in the modernisation of bureaucratic processes, as well as endeavours to modernise ad-
ministrative techniques within local governance. These developments were accompa-
nied by heightened societal pressures exerted by the administrative system. Evidence 
of such pressures included electoral fraud, escalating censorship, and the imposition of 
financial penalties to coerce ‘voluntary’ activities from the public. Additionally, there 
was mounting pressure from military entities, which expected the state administration 
to intensify efforts for national defence. These activities constituted significant facets of 
state administrative functions in the waning years of the Second Polish Republic, albeit 
without forsaking the routine operations of office.
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The formation of a bureaucratic tradition took root in the nineteenth cen-

tury, yet this phenomenon naturally bypassed Poland. Following the state’s re-
establishment in 1918, Polish authorities had to construct their administra-
tive structures drawing from the models of the partitioning states. Decisions 
regarding the chosen model were solidified in 1919, during Stanisław Wojcie-
chowski’s tenure as Interior Minister, and gravitated towards the adaptation of 
Austrian solutions. This inclination was a direct consequence of the extensive 
recruitment of officials originating from the Galician political administration 
into his department, thus it’s unsurprising they leaned on familiar solutions 
from their prior service1. Although these solutions underwent ad hoc modifi-
cations in subsequent years, some significant distinctions still persisted among 
the former partitions. The May Coup led by Marshal Józef Piłsudski in 1926 
provided a catalyst for systemic changes. They were anchored in the Presiden-
tial Decree of 19 January 1928, delineating the organisation and jurisdiction of 
general state administrative authorities, and the Act of 23 March 1933, which 
partially restructured the local government system. While these measures did 
not comprehensively resolve the issue of unification, they constituted crucial 
steps in that direction, concurrently aligning the shape of the general adminis-
tration more closely with Prussian models2.

Restoring order in the aftermath of the May Coup also entailed a departure 
from the promotion system established before 1926, which primarily relied on 
the transparent criterion of seniority. Instead, supporters of Piłsudski removed 
certain employees from the general administration3, instituted a comprehen-
sive transfer mechanism, and integrated into the system independence activ-
ists or officers who, for various reasons, had limited utility to the army. These 
measures rendered the Ministry of the Interior’s apparatus more efficient and 
disciplined, extending its reach into areas where administrative involvement 

1 Janusz Mierzwa, Zanim został prezydentem. Działalność Stanisława Wojciechowskiego 
jako ministra spraw wewnętrznych, [in:] II Rzeczypospolita. Historia i konteksty. Księga pamiąt­
kowa z okazji Jubileuszu urodzin i pracy naukowej Profesora Janusza Farysia, red. Tomasz Sikor-
ski, Henryk Walczak, Adam Wątor, Szczecin 2024, pp. 183 –196.

2 Michał Gałędek, Rozporządzenie Prezydenta RP z 19 stycznia 1928 r. o organizacji i za­
kresie działania władz administracji ogólnej – przełom w budowie ustroju administracyjnego pań­
stwa polskiego doby międzywojennej, Zeszyty Prawnicze UKSW, t. 11: 2011, nr 3, pp. 95 –123; 
Anna Tarnowska, Z dziejów unifikacji administracji II Rzeczypospolitej. Rola przepisów pru­
skich, Toruń 2012, p. 240.

3 The extent of purging within the state administration was actually less widespread than 
commonly believed. However, it is worth noting that, proportionally, significant purges prima-
rily occurred within the Central Management of the Ministry of Interior, see Janusz Mierzwa, 
Starostowie Polski międzywojennej. Portret zbiorowy, Kraków 2012, pp. 572 – 581; Waldemar Ko-
zyra, Polityka administracyjna ministrów spraw wewnętrznych Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej w latach 
1918 –1939, Lublin 2009, p. 191.
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had been lacking before May 1926, such as direct and systematic engagement 
in election campaigns on behalf of the ruling camp. The incorporation of in-
dividuals lacking esprit de corps into the apparatus not only gave rise to self-
made talents, as was occasionally the case, but also individuals motivated pri-
marily by personal gain. In the midst of political turmoil, the importance of 
integrity often waned.

In addition to systemic solutions, the Great Depression was a significant 
factor with a multidimensional impact on the ongoing changes. It prompted 
a dominance of economic considerations in shaping desirable courses of action, 
driven by the urgent need for savings. However, this focus did not necessarily 
result solely in negative consequences. The reform of district structures imple-
mented in 1932 exemplified this shift, as it rationalised operations by eliminat-
ing economically weak and small units. Prior to this, the lack of strong pressure 
to streamline the budget of the Ministry of the Interior had allowed arguments 
about the political unpopularity of such steps to prevail. Conversely, several 
measures were undertaken purely for cost-cutting purposes, which, in turn, 
impacted the quality of administration4. Expectations from higher authorities 
in this regard sometimes sounded dire5. Staffing shortages, evident in areas 
like the police, contributed to reductions in discretionary funds and weak-
ened intelligence efforts, particularly in monitoring communist circles. They 
led to an escalation of social unrest in 1932 and 1933, which might have been 
mitigated had the state possessed a more efficient apparatus6. Improvements 

4 For example, layoffs or the failure to fill vacancies led to a mounting backlog in certain pri-
mary general state administration departments, particularly in criminal-administrative depart-
ments. Additionally, the absence of travel funds hindered regular inspections, thereby impeding 
supervision of office work and the detection of potential abuses.

5 There were recommendations to review files in the starost offices’ archives ‘[t]o separate 
clean paper even in quarters and utilise it for immediate needs. […] As writing materials are 
provided to the starosts in kind, with the exception of ink, therefore no expenses for writing 
materials other than ink will be acknowledged in the accounts of economic expenditures. Any 
relevant expenses will be expected to be covered by the starosts or culpable officials from private 
funds’ (‘wydzielenie papieru czystego nawet w ćwiartkach i zużyć na potrzeby bieżące. […] Po-
nieważ materiały pisarskie są przysyłane Panom Starostom w naturze z wyjątkiem atramentu, 
przeto żadne wydatki na materiały pisarskie poza atramentem nie będą uznawane w rachun-
kach wydatków gospodarczych a dotyczące rachunki zostaną zwrócone do pokrycia przez Pa-
nów Starostów względnie winnych urzędników z prywatnych funduszów’); Pismo Wojewody 
Krakowskiego do Starostów Powiatowych województwa krakowskiego i Starosty Grodzkiego 
w Krakowie w sprawie ograniczenia wydatków ze Skarbu Państwa, Kraków, 10 June 1931, Ar-
chiwum Narodowe w Krakowie (hereinafter cited as ANKr), Urząd Wojewódzki Krakowski 
(hereinafter cited as UWKr), ref. no. 2/I-XIII, pp. 547– 549.

6 Piotr Cichoracki, Joanna Dufrat, Janusz Mierzwa, Oblicza buntu społecznego w II Rze­
czypospolitej doby wielkiego kryzysu (1930 –1935). Uwarunkowania, skala, konsekwencje, Kraków 
2019, pp. 236 – 239.
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began to materialise as early as 1934, but for various reasons, it seems appropri-
ate to regard 1935 as a significant watershed moment in multiple dimensions.

This is primarily due to 1935 being the first year of an economic rebound 
after the Great Depression. While Polish economic indicators had not yet re-
turned to the levels of 1928 by the outbreak of the Second World War, the 
improved economic situation provided an opportunity for modernisation and 
a more deliberate approach to reform, as will be discussed further below. The 
year 1935 marks an important turning point, also due to political shifts. The 
death of Piłsudski spurred a reorientation of the Sanation (Pol. Sanacja) politi-
cal movement, leading to a hardening of its stance in seeking new legitimacy of 
power. This entailed a closer alignment of state policy with military needs and 
a stricter approach towards citizens. Additionally, the enforcement of the April 
Constitution of Poland during this period, while significant, remained second-
ary to the systemic changes of 1928 and 1933. It is noteworthy that from 1936, 
the position of Minister of the Interior was held by then-Prime Minister Sła-
woj Składkowski, which further influenced the style of systemic management 
within the Ministry.

This contextual background is essential in understanding the state of the 
Polish general state administration in 1935. While various researchers have 
addressed its functioning from different perspectives7, there remains a dearth 
of comprehensive reflection on its developmental trajectories, abruptly inter-
rupted by the outbreak of the Second World War. In this regard, the focus will 
initially be on examining the repercussions of changes in the leadership of 
the Ministry of the Interior on the direction of the Ministry’s activities dur-
ing the studied period. Subsequent analysis will delve into the acceleration of 
modernisation processes within the administration, encompassing areas such 
as office techniques, record-keeping practices, adjustments to administrative 
divisions, personnel policies, and promotion strategies, all aimed at enhancing 
efficiency and accessibility. Concurrently, attention will be paid to the escalat-
ing pressure exerted by the administration on society during this period, citing 
examples related to, among other things, elections, press freedom, and social  
 

7 For example, Roman Hausner, Pierwsze dwudziestolecie administracji spraw wewnętrz­
nych, Warszawa 1939; Edward Długajczyk, Sanacja śląska 1926 –1939. Zarys dziejów politycz­
nych, Katowice 1983; Michał Gałędek, Ustrój administracji ogólnej na Wileńszczyźnie w okresie 
międzywojennym, Gdańsk 2012; Waldemar Kozyra, Urząd Wojewódzki w Lublinie w  latach 
1919 –1939, Lublin 1999; idem, Polityka administracyjna ministrów spraw wewnętrznych, passim; 
J. Mierzwa, Starostowie Polski międzywojennej, passim; Przemysław Olstowski, Obóz pomajowy 
w województwie pomorskim w latach 1926 –1939, Warszawa 2008; idem, Procesy „starościńskie” w wo­
jewództwie pomorskim w latach 1936 –1937. Polityka obozu rządzącego i niejawne mechanizmy wła­
dzy na szczeblu powiatu w pierwszej połowie lat trzydziestych w świetle kilku procesów karnych, 
Warszawa 2014; A. Tarnowska, op. cit., passim.



w w w . z a p i s k i h i s t o r y c z n e . p l

127The Role of General State Administration in Strengthening the Authoritarian…[301]
life rationing. It is worth noting that these two processes are intertwined, as 
modern bureaucracy increasingly intervenes in social affairs. Lastly, it is cru-
cial to address the context of the impending war and explore whether it was 
utilised as a pretext to further intensify measures against the public.

An examination of the changes post-1935 must commence with an assess-
ment of the leadership within the Ministry of the Interior. In the cabinet of 
Prime Minister Marian Zyndram-Kościałkowski, formed in October 1935, the 
Ministry was helmed by Władysław Raczkiewicz, a prominent figure within 
the Sanation movement and a long-standing member of the political estab-
lishment in the Second Polish Republic, who had served consistently as either 
a minister or a voivode. Of particular significance to us is Raczkiewicz’s repu-
tation as a liberal, which influenced the trajectory of his political endeavours. 
As noted by Marek Sioma, Raczkiewicz embarked on the implementation of 
a ‘more citizen-friendly state’ concept, building upon measures initiated by 
his predecessor, Marian Zyndram-Kościałkowski8. This approach was evident 
in Raczkiewicz’s reformulation of nationality policies and his revised stance 
towards such groups as the Kashubians – a local Pomeranian ethnic and na-
tional minority – a direction he continued to champion during his tenure as 
Pomeranian Voivode9. However, this perspective had a broader trajectory. 
Within the administrative realm, Raczkiewicz emphasised enhancing public 
perception of the Ministry and fostering a more amicable relationship between 
citizens and officials10. Internal correspondences within the Ministry of the In-
terior advocated for ‘a shift in legislative focus towards facilitating the needs of 
citizens and municipalities, while avoiding a rigid, authoritarian stance often 
associated with policing’11. This ethos guided the Ministry’s approach under 
Raczkiewicz, which was particularly evident in its efforts to draft legislation 
pertaining to local self-government, as elaborated upon below.

 8 Marek Sioma, Władysław Raczkiewicz – minister spraw wewnętrznych w latach 1921, 
1925 –1926, 1935 –1936, [in:] Londyńska reduta, t. 1: Władysław Raczkiewicz (1885 –1947), red. 
Jarosław Kłaczkow, Mirosław Golon, Krzysztof Kania, Zbigniew Girzyński (O Niepodległą 
i Jej Trwanie), Toruń 2017, pp. 61– 62.

 9 Przemysław Olstowski, Władysław Raczkiewicz jako wojewoda pomorski (1936 –1939), 
[in:] Londyńska reduta, t. 1: Władysław Raczkiewicz (1885 –1947), red. Jarosław Kłaczkow, Mi-
rosław Golon, Krzysztof Kania, Zbigniew Girzyński (O Niepodległą i Jej Trwanie), Toruń 
2017, pp. 217– 219; idem, Obóz pomajowy w województwie pomorskim, p. 280.

10 M. Sioma, Władysław Raczkiewicz – minister spraw wewnętrznych, p. 73.
11 ‘zmienić nastawienie całej działalności legislacyjnej Ministerstwa w kierunku ułatwień 

dla obywateli oraz gmin; unikać tzw. nastawienia policyjnego’; Pismo dyrektora gabinetu Mini-
stra Romana Hausnera do Dyrektora Departamentu II MSW, Warsaw, 31 March 1936, Archi-
wum Akt Nowych w Warszawie (hereinafter cited as AAN), Ministerstwo Spraw Wewnętrznych 
(hereinafter cited as MSW), dopływ – III, ref. no. 152, p. 5.
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An important systemic shift occurred with Sławoj Składkowski assuming 

the role of Minister of the Interior in May 1936. While he had previously held 
this position twice, this time was distinctive in two key aspects: firstly, he con-
currently served as Prime Minister, and secondly, his appointment followed 
the enactment of the April Constitution, which bolstered the government’s 
position within the political framework12. On the other hand, the field of in-
ternal affairs afforded Składkowski greater autonomy, since the other ministers 
were primarily accountable to their patrons (i.e. the President or the Inspector 
General of the Armed Forces) and not to the Prime Minister13. However, dis-
tinguishing between Składkowski’s actions as Prime Minister and those as In-
terior Minister is challenging. Nonetheless, one could characterise the latter as 
primarily focused on maintaining public order, exemplified by his response to 
the 1937 peasant strike, and bolstering the capabilities of the security appara-
tus, including the expansion of State Police reserve units initiated under Racz-
kiewicz14. Although the anticipated shift in policy towards national minorities 
did not materialise, Składkowski’s surprise direct inspections persisted, caus-
ing upheaval within his administration due to their often tumultuous nature15. 
Intended to instil discipline within the apparatus, these inspections frequently 
became fodder for ridicule directed at the Prime Minister.

Meanwhile, it is worth noting that, despite the constitutional change, there 
were no significant systemic alterations at the legislative level regarding the 
powers of the Interior Minister. The principle of negative clause still applied, 
whereby anything not expressly assigned to other ministries fell under the pur-
view of the Ministry of the Interior.

Regarding the issue of modernisation, it is essential to acknowledge that 
this process was evidently under way before 1935. However, it was approached 
in a more systematic and deliberate manner following the Great Depression. 
Firstly, certain changes necessitated expenditure, which, albeit not necessar-
ily substantial, proved unfeasible during the economic downturn. Secondly, 
with nearly a decade of Sanation rule, the administrative apparatus was already 
thoroughly subordinate and, while subject to potential restructuring, it could 
also be effectively utilised in modernising initiatives, particularly within local 

12 Wojciech Witkowski, Historia administracji w Polsce 1764 –1989, Warszawa 2007, pp. 
324 – 325; Julian Suski, Organizacja administracji publicznej, t. 1, Londyn 1942, p. 77.

13 Marek Sioma, Sławoj Felicjan Składkowski (1885 –1962). Żołnierz i polityk, Lublin 2005, 
p. 348.

14 Marcin Woźniak, Modernizacja policji w Polsce 1935 –1939, Dzieje Najnowsze, R. 29: 1997, 
z. 3, pp. 65 – 68; Robert Litwiński, Korpus policji w II Rzeczypospolitej. Służba i życie prywatne, Lu-
blin 2007, pp. 342 – 345.

15 M. Sioma, Sławoj Felicjan Składkowski, pp. 355 – 367; J. Mierzwa, Starostowie Polski mię­
dzywojennej, pp. 220 – 224.
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government framework. Thirdly, intellectually, the authorities were adequately 
prepared for these transformations, owing to the efforts of the Commission for 
the Improvement of Public Administration, operational since 1928. Several of 
its recommendations were revisited after 193516.

Several measures were implemented, including technical enhancements 
such as the introduction of standardised forms, along with the establish-
ment of a centralised system for their procurement by 193517. These initiatives 
streamlined procedures, facilitating efficiency gains and financial savings. Ad-
ditionally, efforts were made to enhance the civil registration system. In 1937, 
the establishment of the Central Population Register marked a significant im-
provement, while work on the Central Register of Foreigners continued until 
the outbreak of the Second World War18.

The discussion also encompassed changes in the administrative structure 
of the state, including the proposed elimination of certain poviats (mid-level 
administrative districts), which, due to socio-political reasons, did not materi-
alise. Additionally, alterations in the borders of voivodeships were considered. 
While the creation of the Podlaskie Voivodeship, with its capital in Brest-on-
the-Bug, did not come to fruition19, successful efforts were made to blur ad-
ministrative boundaries between the former Prussian and Russian partitions. 
This was achieved through the reassignment of poviats across various voivode-
ships, including Poznań, Pomeranian, Warsaw, and Łódź Voivodeships20.

During the studied period, we can observe the extension of modernisa-
tion efforts from the realm of general state administration to local govern-
ment. This is exemplified by the measures taken in the latter half of the 1930s 
to draft pension, salary, and labour regulations for local government officials. 
The issue of their perceived inferior status compared to state employees, com-
pounded by geographical disparities, had long incited discontent throughout 
the interwar period. However, for political reasons, these regulations were not 
implemented until the outbreak of the Second World War 21. Furthermore, we 
can discern the effects of these processes in renewed discussions during the 

16 Jacek Przygodzki, Komisje dla usprawnienia administracji publicznej w II Rzeczypospo­
litej. Studium historycznoprawne, Wrocław 2019, pp. 159 – 255.

17 Janusz Mierzwa, Unifikacja, modernizacja, opresja. Przemiany aparatu administracyjne­
go II Rzeczypospolitej, Zeszyty Naukowe Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego. Prace Historyczne, nr 147: 
2020, z. 4, p. 722.

18 W. Kozyra, Polityka administracyjna ministrów spraw wewnętrznych, p. 575.
19 Pismo ministra sprawiedliwości do ministra spraw wewnętrznych w przedmiocie: zmia-

ny w podziale administracyjnym na województwa, Warsaw, 13 January 1939, AAN, MSW, do-
pływ – IV, ref. no. 30, pp. 40 – 41.

20 J. Mierzwa, Starostowie Polski międzywojennej, pp. 188 –189.
21 W. Kozyra, Polityka administracyjna ministrów spraw wewnętrznych, pp. 588 – 589.
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second half of the 1930s regarding the potential introduction of uniforms in 
the general administration22.

An integral aspect of the modernisation processes after 1935 involved re-
forms in personnel policy. These endeavours were set in motion in the first half 
of 1935 with the establishment of the Bureau of Inspection, followed by the 
delineation of its operational principles23. Investigations conducted by Interior 
Ministry officials unearthed evidence that led to the preparation of prosecuto-
rial indictments. Subsequently, absolute imprisonment sentences were handed 
down in seven trials post-1935, including three in the Pomeranian Voivode-
ship24. Former starosts were among the accused, facing charges ranging from 
financial mismanagement (including allocation of funds for political activities, 
support for pro-government organisations, or payment of agitators) to embez-
zlement of public funds. Numerous disciplinary proceedings were conducted 
against them, although the outcomes were not made public25. Consequently, 
those found guilty of negligence or lesser offences were transferred out of the 
general state administration, sometimes into retirement with reduced pen-
sions. These measures aimed to foster a renewed relationship between citizens 
and state administration, with the new strategy explicitly termed ‘facing the 
common man’. Simultaneously, it sought to distance itself from the social devi-
ances associated with the political environment of the Nonpartisan Bloc for 
Cooperation with the Government (Pol. Bezpartyjny Blok Współpracy z Rzą­
dem). In the Pomeranian Voivodeship, these issues resonated even more in-
tensely due to the prevalent right-wing leanings of the local population and the 
contentious Kashubian ethnic issue26.

The scrutiny of personnel and the subsequent removal of undesirable ele-
ments presented opportunities for opening up primarily to the younger gen-
eration. This direction was announced by Prime Minister Marian Zyndram-
Kościałkowski in his address and endorsed by Interior Minister Władysław 
Raczkiewicz 27. This initiative aimed to address one of the challenges of the 
time, namely, the issue of unemployment among young individuals entering 

22 Janusz Mierzwa, O umundurowaniu urzędników administracji ogólnej w Polsce między­
wojennej, Krakowskie Studia z Historii Państwa i Prawa, t. 9: 2016, z. 4, pp. 525 – 545.

23 Idem, Starostowie Polski międzywojennej, pp. 365 – 366.
24 P. Olstowski, Procesy „starościńskie” w województwie pomorskim, p. 133.
25 There were several reasons for this, including concerns about potential weakening of the 

state’s authority due to the presence of borderland starosts, and the steadfast defence of their 
positions by their superiors, cf. Janusz Mierzwa, Wołyński układ korupcyjny na tle przestępczo­
ści urzędniczej w Drugiej Rzeczypospolitej, [in:] Margines społeczny Drugiej Rzeczypospolitej, red. 
Mateusz Rodak (Metamorfozy Społeczne, t. 6), Warszawa 2013, pp. 85 –102.

26 Regarding the administrative turnaround in Pomerania, cf. P. Olstowski, Procesy „staro­
ścińskie” w województwie pomorskim, passim.

27 Monitor Polski, 18 February 1935, nr 40, p. 3; ibid., 19 October 1935, nr 241, p. 1.
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the labour market, often possessing excellent qualifications. Indeed, this con-
cern was highlighted in late December 1938 by the Deputy Voivode of Lviv, 
who emphasised the inability of the general state administration to provide 
individuals with positions that reflect their qualifications, resulting in the em-
ployment of university graduates28 for positions requiring lower education 
levels29. Furthermore, the initiative also facilitated access to leadership roles for 
officials who lacked a ‘legendary’ service record in the Polish Legions during 
the First World War but were born in the twentieth century and came of age 
during the period of independent Poland. This process gained momentum in 
the latter half of the 1930s, but its growth was abruptly halted by the outbreak 
of the Second World War. However, it is important to note that this did not 
entail a complete abandonment of involving individuals with a history of fight-
ing for Poland’s independence (in 1937, a circular letter issued by the Prime 
Minister addressed this matter), albeit on a much smaller scale compared to 
previous practices.

As part of the economic recovery efforts following the Great Depression, 
there was an initiative to overhaul the promotion policy. This was made feasi-
ble by the fact that after a decade of Sanation rule, individuals perceived as ei-
ther genuinely or purportedly hostile to the Piłsudski faction had been purged 
from leadership positions. The proposed mechanisms aimed to streamline 
personnel movements within the Ministry of the Interior 30. At the same time, 
new criteria for qualifying officials were introduced in 1937. These criteria 
were simple and standardised, enabling a multidimensional evaluation of of-
ficers without unduly prolonging the process31.

As part of the Interior Ministry’s post-Great Depression clean-up efforts, 
one element involved verifying staffing levels within the general administra-
tion. This ultimately led to filling vacancies that had accumulated prior to 1935. 
For instance, in the Pomeranian Voivodeship in 1939, there was a proposed 
increase in employment, with the voivodeship office expected to increase from 
74 to 81 employees, and poviat starost offices from 210 to 256. These figures in-
dicate significant changes in personnel levels32. Moreover, quantitative changes 

28 In the mid-1930s, the total number of university students was about 50,000, see Mały 
Rocznik Statystyczny, R. 7: 1936, p. 232.

29 J. Mierzwa, Starostowie Polski międzywojennej, pp. 373 – 374.
30 W. Kozyra, Polityka administracyjna ministrów spraw wewnętrznych, p. 606.
31 J. Mierzwa, Unifikacja, modernizacja, opresja, p. 723.
32 Sprawozdanie Stefana Stosyka inspektora MSW z badań personalno-etatowych przepro-

wadzonych w urzędach administracji ogólnej województwa pomorskiego na polecenie z dnia 
4 II 1939 r. nr 538 w czasie 7– 8 i 11– 25 II 1939, Warsaw, 31 May 1939, AAN, MSW, dopływ – III, ref. 
no. 900, pp. 1– 5. Similar conclusions, cf. Sprawozdanie z badań personalno-etatowych, przepro-
wadzonych w urzędach administracji ogólnej województwa nowogródzkiego w czasie od 13 do 
21 stycznia 1939 r., Warsaw, 27 January 1939, ibid., ref. no. 884, pp. 16 – 28.
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were accompanied by qualitative improvements. In the case of the Kielce Voi
vodeship, for example, there was a notable increase in staff qualifications. 
While in 1935 there were 30 officials with higher education, two years later, 
the number surged to 58. Among them were 8 starosts and 10 deputy starosts 
with higher education. As noted by the voivodeship inspector, ‘despite the total 
increase in officials by only 6 individuals during this period, the addition of 
14 officials with higher education signified a rejuvenation of the workforce, 
replacing less qualified staff with those possessing higher education creden-
tials’33. Despite these encouraging developments, concerns persisted, particu-
larly regarding the criminal-administrative offices, where backlogs continued 
to mount.

Regarding the escalation of administrative pressure on society, this ‘tight-
ening of the screw’ stemmed from various processes. On one hand, it can be 
viewed as a natural outcome of the evolution of the political system. The cul-
mination of this process, marked by the adoption of the April Constitution and 
electoral laws, solidified the Sanation political camp’s grip on power, effectively 
cementing its dominance. Coupled with the absence of democratic oversight 
mechanisms, this created a situation where the administration became in-
creasingly dependent on the central government rather than the public, pri-
oritising the former’s interests. Simultaneously, the deteriorating international 
landscape and the looming threat to national independence added impetus 
to extract concessions from society and enforce desired behaviours. The cen-
tral authorities expanded their control over citizens. This was so much easier 
because, as one former senior official assessed during the Second World War, 
throughout the interwar period ‘the idea of promoting citizens’ interest and 
the priority of this interest over that of the administration was not propagated 
clearly enough, with regard to the administrative apparatus’. Consequently, 
when the slogan ‘everything for the state’ gained prominence, the welfare of 
the citizens was overlooked34.

The manifestations of the increasing pressure exerted by the general state ad-
ministration on the public were manifold. One significant aspect was the interfer-
ence in the electoral process. It is widely recognised that the 1928 parliamentary 

33 ‘ponieważ w tym okresie ilość urzędników ogółem wzrosła jedynie o 6 osób przeto pozo-
stałych 14 urzędników ze studiami wyższymi – to narybek świeży uzyskany w drodze wymiany 
starego elementu mniej kwalifikowanego na element urzędniczy ze studiami wyższymi’; Spra-
wozdanie Inspektora Starostw z inspekcji ogólno-organizacyjnych i częściowo merytorycznych, 
przeprowadzonych w starostwach powiatowych i grodzkich województwa kieleckiego w czasie 
od 1 kwietnia 1936 r. do 31 marca 1937 r., Archiwum Państwowe w Kielcach (hereinafter cited as 
APK), Urząd Wojewódzki Kielecki (hereinafter cited as UWKi), ref. no. 2312, pp. 61– 62.

34 ‘nie wysunięto dość wyraźnie, z doniosłością na cały aparat administracyjny, hasła intere-
su obywatela i pierwszeństwa tego interesu przed interesem administracji’; J. Suski, op. cit., p. 71.
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campaign established new benchmarks in this regard35. However, the altera-
tion of electoral laws governing the Sejm and Senate (i.e. the two chambers of 
the Polish Parliament) in 1935 exacerbated the situation for opposition parties, 
effectively denying them any meaningful chance of securing significant repre-
sentation in these legislative bodies. Confronted with this reality, opposition 
parties opted to boycott the elections. In this context, voter turnout became 
more important than the actual vote, serving as an indication of support for 
the ruling political camp. Consequently, rather than conventional campaign-
ing, there was a clash between pro-turnout slogans and calls for election boy-
cotts36. Voivodes and starosts, as in previous years, played a role in selecting 
candidates. However, from 1935 onward, they were also involved in determin-
ing the composition of electoral colleges. To ensure adequate voter turnout, 
the authorities resorted to police pressure or deployed the so-called ‘turnout 
guard’, a tactic that had been employed previously. Moreover, prominent agita-
tors faced threats of prosecution charges37.

The general state administration was even more involved in the snap elec-
tions of 1938. The co-creator of this system, Walery Sławek, fell victim to these 
activities, as did his colleagues. In this instance, Składkowski explicitly in-
structed his subordinates to undermine Sławek by manipulating the candidate 
lists and then to bolster the vote share of his competitors38. During this period, 
electoral fraud was widespread. Tactics included inflating vote shares, tamper-
ing with protocols, bribing committee members, allowing unauthorised indi-
viduals to vote, and coercing residents into voting39.

Another issue related to the increasing pressure of the system was the press 
laws. The significant changes introduced in this domain after the May Coup 
aimed to establish some form of administrative control over press freedom, of-
ten through such measures as confiscations or financial penalties. Additionally, 
these measures were often accompanied by various forms of non-legal interven-
tions40. Starting from 1930, the focus shifted towards controlling distribution 

35 J. Mierzwa, Starostowie Polski międzywojennej, pp. 489 – 504.
36 It was crucial because a low turnout could necessitate repeating the election.
37 Dariusz Górecki, Wybory parlamentarne w Polsce w 1935 i 1938 roku, Acta Universitatis 

Lodziensis. Folia Iuridica, vol. 104: 2023, pp. 44 – 45; J. Mierzwa, Starostowie Polski międzywo­
jennej, pp. 493 – 494.

38 M. Sioma, Sławoj Felicjan Składkowski, p. 337.
39 More on this topic, see Igor Kim, Nadużycia prawa podczas kampanii wyborczej i wybo­

rów do Sejmu w 1938 roku. Analiza protestów wyborczych, Czasopismo Prawno-Historyczne, 
t. 57: 2005, z. 1, pp. 257– 281; idem, Wybory sejmowe w 1938 r. na Kresach Wschodnich II Rzeczy­
pospolitej, [in:] Obszary zgody czy konfliktu? Kresy Północno-Wschodnie II Rzeczypospolitej, red. 
Wojciech Śleszyński, Anna Włodarczyk, Białystok – Kraków 2014, pp. 147–166.

40 Wiktor Pepliński, Prasa pomorska w Drugiej Rzeczypospolitej 1920 –1939, Gdańsk 1987, 
pp. 349 – 358.
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or causing as much material damage to publishing houses as possible, which 
effectively amounted to preventive censorship41. The issuance of the Decree 
on Press on 21 November 1938, marked the end of a series of ad hoc and frag-
mentary solutions applied by state authorities (which resulted from the incon-
sistencies in the old laws in force left over from the partition period and the 
new Criminal Procedure Code). However, it also entailed tighter control over 
publishing houses. The response to the actions planned on this occasion was 
the so-called White Sunday on 6 November 1938, during which ‘no magazine 
independent of the government escaped confiscation’42. It is important to note 
that until the outbreak of the war it was political considerations that primarily 
drove censorship interference; violations of military secrecy, for that matter, 
were relatively rare43. Much relied on the discretion of officials, although it is 
evident that almost anything could be subsumed under the guise of protecting 
state interests. This included commenting on changes in the charter of the Bank 
of Poland (to maintain confidence in the currency), as well as disseminating 
information about repressions against the Polish population in Germany and 
the Free City of Danzig (Pol. Gdańsk), or the deportation of editor Stanisław 
Cat-Mackiewicz to the internment camp in Bereza Kartuska. If a piece of po-
tentially negative information for the ruling political camp could not be sup-
pressed under the indicated restrictions, alternative measures were employed. 
For instance, in one case, the following announcement was released: ‘due to 
the illness of the President of the Republic of Poland, the National Assembly 
will soon be convened and Marshal Edward Śmigły-Rydz is mentioned among 
the candidates […] yet this information is irrelevant and [therefore] should 
be prevented from appearing in the press’44. This factor must be considered 
when assessing the reliability of the content of the press in the final years of the 
Second Polish Republic.

When discussing oppression by the administration, it is essential to ac-
knowledge the presence of violence in its most explicit form. The Second Polish 
Republic was not immune to such occurrences, and the years 1935 –1939 we
re no exception, as evidenced by events such as the 1937 peasant strike and 

41 Michał Pietrzak, Reglamentacja wolności prasy w Polsce (1918 –1939), Warszawa 1963, 
pp. 200 – 201.

42 ‘żadne niezależne od rządu czasopismo nie uniknęło konfiskaty’; J. Mierzwa, Unifikacja, 
modernizacja, opresja, p. 727.

43 Grażyna Wrona, Nadzór nad prasą w Krakowie (1918 –1939), Kraków 2017, pp. 134 –135, 
143 –144.

44 ‘z powodu choroby Pana Prezydenta RP odbędzie się najbliższym czasie Zgromadzenie 
Narodowe i jako kandydat na Prezydenta RP wymieniany jest Pan Marszałek Edward Śmigły-
Rydz […] informacja ta jest nieistotna [więc] należy nie dopuścić do ukazania się jej w prasie’; 
Telefonogram naczelnika Wydziału Społeczno-Politycznego Urzędu Wojewódzkiego Krakow-
skiego Zygmunta Muchniewskiego, Kraków, 8 March 1939, ANKr, UWKr, ref. no. 112, p. 47.
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incidents in Cracow and Lviv a year earlier. These incidents resulted in approxi-
mately 70 fatalities, suggesting a continuation of trends observed in the first 
half of the 1930s. The establishment of the internment camp in Bereza Kartu-
ska in June 1934 further underscores this continuity. After 1935 it continued to 
serve as a repression tool. However, there was a notable shift in the composi-
tion of inmates – while it was initially used to incarcerate political prisoners, 
from 1937 onward, a significant percentage consisted of criminals or ‘economic 
saboteurs’45. The announcement of such measures was already evident in public 
speeches by members of the Council of Ministers as early as 193646.

The gradual imposition of social restrictions should also be viewed as 
a form of oppressive governance that reflected a severity imposed on citizens. 
This trend, evident from the inception of the Second Polish Republic, intensi-
fied in the latter half of the 1930s. It signalled a growing inclination to oversee 
and regulate various aspects of citizens’ lives. According to Julian Suski, it led 
to a situation where, ‘in practice, this trend resembled European totalitarian 
regimes, albeit without a meticulously planned strategy encompassing all fac-
ets of life or employing ruthless oppression that overcame any resistance’47. How-
ever, the consequences extended further, giving rise to what came to be known 
as ‘social actions’ – directives issued by higher state authorities to starosts, which 
extended beyond their typical competences. These directives encompassed 
a wide range of activities, including campaigns to encourage participation in 
state loans, fundraising for the needy, or the construction of public infrastruc-
ture48. Additionally, tax pressures were sometimes leveraged to enforce aes-
thetic improvements on buildings, despite the absence of formal regulations 
justifying such repressive measures49. While some of these actions stemmed 
from zealous officials at the provincial level, they often found inspiration from 
higher political echelons. It is noteworthy that even in the face of impend-
ing war, Prime Minister Składkowski remained focused on these endeavours, 

45 Wojciech Śleszyński, Obóz odosobnienia w Berezie Kartuskiej 1934 –1939, Białystok 2003, 
pp. 96 – 97.

46 Deputy Prime Minister Eugeniusz Kwiatkowski announced that a separate pavilion was 
designated at the internment camp in Bereza Kartuska for individuals spreading rumours about 
an impending devaluation of the Polish zloty, see Ireneusz Polit, Miejsce odosobnienia w Bere­
zie Kartuskiej, Toruń 2003, p. 158.

47 ‘w praktyce odbiegano od totalizmów europejskich tylko tym, iż czyniono tak bez dosta-
tecznie przemyślanego planu początkowego, uwzględniającego wszystkie dziedziny życia oraz 
bez stosowania bezwzględnego przełamującego jakikolwiek opór ucisku’; J. Suski, op. cit., p. 72.

48 J. Mierzwa, Starostowie Polski międzywojennej, pp. 345 – 347.
49 J. Suski, op. cit., p. 86. For a broader perspective on the absurd activities of the state ad-

ministration in this area, see Andrzej L. Sowa, „Malujemy sosny dla pana starosty!”, [in:] Pogra­
nicze, czyli polskość. Księga jubileuszowa ofiarowana Profesorowi Andrzejowi Romanowskiemu, 
red. Agnieszka Biedrzycka, Paweł Bukowiec, Iwona Węgrzyn, Kraków 2022, pp. 755 – 771.
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persisting in activities such as constructing latrines or whitewashing fences. 
An analysis of his inspection protocols, not only from 1938 but also from 1939, 
underscores the significance of these initiatives during this period50.

The processes in question were further complicated by actions stemming 
from the escalating international situation. Assuming the role of General In-
spector of the Armed Forces in 1935, Edward Śmigły-Rydz recognised the 
growing threats posed by Poland’s neighbours juxtaposed with the vulner-
abilities of its own military forces. In response, efforts were made to accelerate 
military modernisation and to bolster the readiness of the civil administra-
tion to confront impending challenges. This entailed updating procedures and 
inventories, with a particular focus on verifying the personnel employed in 
military departments within voivodeship and starost offices. This process per-
sisted until the final days of August 193951. However, it is worth noting that the 
precise timing of the administration’s transition to a wartime footing remains 
a subject of debate. An examination of starost office inspections conducted as 
late as the first months of 1939 clearly indicates that military concerns were 
not yet paramount. Critical remarks primarily targeted security and criminal-
administrative departments. Moreover, an analysis of inspection plans for star-
ost offices does not reveal any discernible increase in attention toward military 
affairs.

In the midst of impending war, the administration’s approach to the public 
began to evolve. On one hand, there was a renewed emphasis on ‘facing the 
common man’, driven this time by the looming threat of armed conflict. As 
Śmigły-Rydz assumed direct responsibility for preparing the army for war, he 
recognised the limitations of available resources. He understood that success 
would not solely depend on military prowess but also on the broader system 
that supported the military. This perspective was not entirely new, as the in-
terconnectedness between society and the armed forces had been recognised 
since the early years of the Second Polish Republic52. However, after 1935, 
there appeared to be a heightened focus on comprehensive solutions. Start-
ing in 1936, Coordination Committees were established at individual corps 
district commands to facilitate collaboration between the military and soci-
ety. The administration intensified its engagement with social organisations 
such as the Polish Red Cross and the Air and Chemical Defence League (Pol. 
Liga Obrony Powietrznej i Przeciwgazowej). These organisations played crucial 

50 W. Kozyra, Polityka administracyjna ministrów spraw wewnętrznych, p. 585.
51 Pismo dyrektora Biura Wojskowego MSW A. Wyszyńskiego, Warsaw, 1 April 1937, AAN, 

MSW, dopływ – III, ref. no. 246, p. 47; Pismo wojewody kieleckiego do ministra spraw we-
wnętrznych, Kielce, 23 August 1939, APK, UWKi, ref. no. 24041, p. 7; W. Kozyra, Polityka ad­
ministracyjna ministrów spraw wewnętrznych, pp. 577– 578.

52 Janusz Odziemkowski, Armia i społeczeństwo II Rzeczypospolitej, Warszawa 1996.
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roles in preparing society for war, with the Defence League focusing on passive 
anti-aircraft defence and the Red Cross involved in establishing and training 
paramedic teams53. A notable development was the newfound openness to or-
ganisations that had previously been marginalised from state support, such as 
the Polish Gymnastic Society ‘Falcon’ (Pol. Polskie Towarzystwo Gimnastycz­
ne ‘Sokół’).

The administration also responded to the evolving international situa-
tion in the realm of security and public order. Systemic measures were imple-
mented through the Presidential Decree of 22 November 1938, concerning the 
safeguarding of specific state interests54. While the decree directly addressed 
the threat to national defence, it also served as a means to impose severe pen-
alties, including several years of imprisonment, for organising strikes, notably 
agricultural strikes, which was an allusion to the events of 1937. Additionally, 
in March 1938, a law was enacted regarding the revocation of Polish citizen-
ship. This legislation was prompted by the enlistment of Polish volunteers in 
the International Brigades involved in the Spanish Civil War and the influx of 
refugees of Jewish origin from Germany55. The enforcement of these regula-
tions primarily fell under the purview of the general state administration, with 
the internment camp in Bereza Kartuska being utilised as a tool for this pur-
pose56. In the months leading up to the outbreak of war, an increased number 
of economic speculators and individuals suspected of sympathising with Nazi 
Germany were detained there.

The issues outlined above form a comprehensive overview of the proc-
esses that affected the general state administration during the final years of 
independent interwar Poland. On one hand, there was a systematic effort to-
wards modernisation and automation. Following a period of tumultuous ac-
tions between 1930 and 1935, adjustments and enhancements were made57, 
based on insights from analyses predating the Great Depression. These initia-
tives extended beyond the state apparatus, influencing the structures of local 
self-government, though their implementation by 1939 proved challenging. 

53 Alicja Bernaś-Kostynowicz, Społeczeństwo polskie w wojnie obronnej 1939. Współdzia­
łanie ludności cywilnej z wojskiem w okresie zagrożenia i działań wojennych, Warszawa 1988, 
pp. 32 – 40.

54 Dziennik Ustaw Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej, 1938, no. 91, item 623.
55 Ibid., pp. 573 – 574.
56 I. Polit, op. cit., pp. 166 –167.
57 There was a concerted effort to economise in every possible manner, such as minimising 

business travel, telephone usage, suspending inspection activities, establishing new offices with-
out allocating additional full-time positions, and even recommending the recycling of paper 
scraps found in archives. Interior Minister Bronisław Pieracki attributed these measures to the 
strain on the administrative apparatus, hinting at its impending collapse, see J. Mierzwa, Staro­
stowie Polski międzywojennej, pp. 172, 208, 256 – 259.
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Conversely, these mechanisms aimed at enhancing the state’s functionality 
also heightened its efficacy in controlling society. Surveillance expanded into 
various facets of human activity, resorting to pressure and other ‘soft tools’ 
where legal frameworks were lacking. Remarkably, state authorities persisted 
in their endeavours even in the months preceding the outbreak of the Second 
World War. Moreover, many administrative actions were influenced by the at-
mosphere of impending armed conflict. Intriguingly, at least until the end of 
June 1939, while there was evident focus on military matters (e.g. care over the 
families of reservists), civilian areas of operation were not overlooked.

And lastly, perhaps one more consideration arises: were the described phe-
nomena a consequence of deliberate systemic efforts or simply illicit practices 
of the state apparatus? Assessing this issue is no simple task, but if pressed to 
advocate a perspective, I would lean towards the former cause. The non-dem-
ocratic form of government undoubtedly hastened the process of moderni-
sation and consolidation of the state, fulfilling the aspirations of technocrats 
who ardently supported the government, particularly in the aftermath of the 
May Coup of 1926. However, this progress came at the expense of civil liber-
ties. Illegal practices, therefore, were largely a byproduct of system-building 
efforts. The challenge lies in evaluating these practices. Some actions taken 
were a result of adhering strictly to the letter, rather than the spirit, of the law. 
In other cases, illegal actions stemmed from tacit approval or even directives 
from those in power. The system itself often encouraged cutting corners, with 
instances such as the internment camp in Bereza Kartuska or press censorship 
serving as poignant examples.

Translated by Tomasz Leszczuk
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