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Introduction

This book covers the last phase of the Polish “policy of balance” and the final months
of the Second Polish Republic’s existence, during which a great international crisis
happened. The crisis began in March 1939 and ended on 1 September 1939, when
German armed forces invaded Poland. The dilemmas of the Polish foreign policy of
the reborn Poland included issues that Polish historians have discussed for many
years: in fact, they have discussed them from the 1939 defeat until today. The dis-
cussion ranges from radical criticism to affirmation. The more time passes from
the realities of the interwar period, the clearer the understanding of the period’s
circumstances becomes. Perhaps the discussion will never definitely conclude
because the past always has a way of making us see it in a different light. This book
is another attempt to analyse the main issues of the Polish foreign policy, from the
perspective of the 70 years that have passed since the Second World Warbegan.

A historian is not supposed to judge, defend, or accuse. The historian is sup-
posed to gather arguments “for and against”, consider past dilemmas, and recreate
the atmosphere of the period he or she studies. The historian is a translator of
the past, not a judge. We will never see a conclusive synthesis of such a complex
problem as Poland’s international situation in 1938 and 1939. In historical studies,
nothing is definitive or ultimate. As the Polish historian Henryk Wereszycki
writes: “A judgment concerning the past is always a relative value”. We would like
our considerations to become “a matter for reflection”, as the Polish political writer
Juliusz Mieroszewski would say. This book will fulfil its purpose if it motivates the
reader to ask further questions.

The book covers the questions concerning Poland’s situation in international
relations in the last two landmark years that preceded the outbreak of the Second
World War. My purpose is not to create a new monography. Instead, I want to
enrich studies on this topic. Historians devote studies concerning the international
relations’ situation of Poland in 1938 and 1939 to problems, which, in my opinion,
required a new approach. Moreover, these problems require a new approach
despite the presence of the enormous number of multilingual works on the topic
of the Second Polish Republic diplomacy and the 1938-1939 international crisis.

I quote Jan Karski, who writes the following in his famous book The Great
Powers and Poland 1918—1945. From Versailles to Yalta:'

It seems that from Poland’s resurrection at the end of World War I to its demise fol-
lowing World War II, only once were the Poles able to determine their own fate by
themselves. That was during the Polish-Bolshevik war of 1919—1920. Only once—at

1 J. Karski, The Great Powers and Poland 1918-1945. From Versailles to Yalta
(London, 1985).
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the Versailles Peace Conference—did a Great Power, the United States, throw its sup-
port on behalf of Poland for reasons other than its own interest. In all other instances,
Poland was unable to play an independent and effective role in the international
arena, regardless of the merits or demerits of its policies. Essentially, its fate depended
on the Great Powers—their short- or long-range goals and their interrelations. The
Poles were never strong enough to change that reality.

According to Karski’s understanding, Poland determined its fate only once in his-
tory, in 1920, as the country managed to defend its newly acquired independence
thanks to its armed forces. In 1920, the Polish nation emerged victorious in the war
with the Soviets, even though the situation seemed catastrophic. Therefore, never
in the future did the reborn Poland decided for itself, although the country was
eager to play a significant role in international relations. All contemporary Polish
foreign ministers, especially Jozef Beck, often repeated the slogan “nothing about
us without us”, which became the main motto of Polish foreign policy.

Nevertheless, was Jan Karski right? Our considerations are an attempt to answer
that momentous question. The 70 years that have passed since the outbreak of the
Second World War make us ask that question again and again. The time that has
passed since the dramatic events of the 1930s and the end of the Second World War
let us look at Polish foreign policy from a more distant perspective, in a more bal-
anced and in-depth way than before.

When we speak of the Polish foreign policy of the interwar period, which
happened between 1918 and 1939, we must remember about the previous histori-
ography. Sadly, we do not often refer to this historiography’s findings, due to the
small volume of studies. The experts in the considered field wrote so much on the
topic that it seems almost impossible to add something new. When I approached
these considerations, I decided not to write yet another monography on Polish
foreign policy. Instead, I decided to discuss the most debatable issues. These issues
include, for example, the “Intermarium” block idea, the Soviet threat in September
1938, German territorial claims, the Polish-British alliance, the Molotov-Ribbentrop
pact, and the abandonment of Poland by the allied powers.

Undoubtedly, we cannot undermine fundamental facts. First, Poland would
inevitably fail in its 1938 attempts to create a Central European bloc. Second, the
Polish government rejected the German territorial claim, as they thought that,
if they accepted it, this would mean the end of the independent Poland. Finally,
the acceptance of British guarantees of support was Poland’s deliberate choice,
which meant that the country rejected the possibility of creating a bloc of coun-
tries that would defend the status quo. Such a bloc would also have included the
Soviet Union. Obviously, we know that Poland could not prevent the signing of
the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact in August 1939, nor could Poland gain real help from
the Western powers in September 1939. In May 1939, the latter decided not to at-
tack Germany from the West if Germany invaded Poland. No one can challenge
thesefacts.
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When we consider the actions of Polish diplomacy in 1938-1939, we must ask
ourselves very different questions. Three seem particularly important. How did
the government of the Second Republic perceive the course of ongoing events?
Were its actions rationally motivated during the autumn of 1938 and in 19397 Or,
perhaps, Poland merely reacted to external circumstances, as a passive subject of
international policy without any plan of its own?

Therefore, we deliberately stress not the actions of Polish diplomacy but the
understanding of the international situation in which Poland found itself: the per-
ception of threats and the assessment of Poland’s capabilities. The historian’s ulti-
mate goal involves the reconstruction of the way of thinking of those who took
part in historical events. Of course, it is usually impossible to achieve the said
reconstruction. Nevertheless, the objective remains worth the attempt to attain.

In 1939, Poland lost its independence for 50 years. Every country that losses
its territory due to warfare ceases to be an entity in international relations and
becomes a subject of these relations. In 1989, Poland regained its independence. As
a result, the question arose once again. Poland had to decide whether its foreign
policy would agree with the foreign policy of the West or whether Poland would
pursue its own foreign policy. Such experiences as Poland’s situation in 1939 are
a rarity in the history of nations. Nevertheless, the dilemmas and decisions of that
time teach us a lesson that is relevant even today.

Today, history’s role in the formation of public awareness seems to diminish.
For example, authorities remove history from school curricula. Hence, matters
that moved historical imagination in the past lose importance. Nevertheless, the
dispute concerning whether Poland was right in its rejection of German territo-
rial claims in 1938 and 1939 remains in the Polish elites’ collective consciousness
as discussions concerning the “policy of balance”. The question whether Poland
should have made an agreement with Hitler in 1938 and 1939 arose because people
look for possible alternatives for contemporary Polish foreign policy. However,
this question will not be key to this book because, in my opinion, we do not and
should not discuss the issue of possible alternatives. Everyone who claims that
Poland could have acted differently achieves very little. The acceptance of Adolf
Hitler’s one-time offer would have made Poland a subordinated ally of Germany.
Moreover, that act would not have given Poland anything: either in the event of
German failure or—unimaginable—victory. Deliberations on the German “overall
solution” (Gesamtlosung) offer represent yet another attempt to find an answer to
the question of possible Polish concessions.

A Polish historian must pay attention to an important issue when he or she
analyses interwar Polish diplomacy. The problem lies in its extremely simplistic
and unilateral image in Western historiography. Moreover, the image is eminently
and unjustifiably negative. Sadly, I do not mean the older Western historiography,
which dates to the Cold War period, but also the historiography oftoday.

The well-known journalist and historian William L. Shirer devotes a few
remarks to Polish foreign policy on the eve of Second World War in his famous
book The Collapse of the Third Republic: An Inquiry into the Fall of France in
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1940: “The Polish Government, dominated by a clique of politically inept generals
and colonels who had served under the dictator Pilsudski, had begun to detach
Poland from its traditional ally and protector, France, and approach Germany in
belief that the Reich would better protect Polish lands against the encroachment
of the hated Russians”? In 1992, one American historian claimed that Jozef Beck,
the foreign minister of contemporary Poland, was responsible for the fact that the
Hitler-Stalin Pact became a reality. The historian states that Beck is responsible for
the tragedy, as he jeopardised the possibility of creating a “great coalition” against
the Third Reich. In the historian’s opinion, the coalition did not come into being
because Jozef Beck refused to cooperate with the Soviets in the summer of 1939.°
Similar annoying statements by Western historians concerning Jéozef Pilsudski’s
Poland and Jozef Beck’s diplomacy are a sad reality from which Western histori-
ography fails to free itself.

We should not be astonished by the fact that the popularisation of knowledge
concerning the criminal character of Stalin’s reign in the West did not change
Western historians’ views on Polish diplomacy, even when a change could have
been expected. Statements by Western authors often include theses that charac-
terise Pilsudski’s and Beck’s Poland as an obstacle to the creation of a collective
security system in Europe. Claims that Poland was a low-key ally of the Third
Reich are also not uncommon. Some authors perceive the Poland of the 1930s as
one of the sources of distress in Europe: they characterise Poland in this way not
only in historical journals but also in monographs, rich in sources. Moreover, we
find the pejorative perception of Jozef Beck’s actions in works of widely recognised
historians, such as Donald Cameron Watt, a British author of the most important
book concerning the genesis of the Second World War.*

An essay by the American historian Henry L. Roberts is the only reliable study
concerning Jozef Beck in English. Roberts wrote and published it 50 years ago
in The Diplomats, a volume that Princeton University Press published in 1953.
Let us note another example of work relevant until this day: the monograph by
German historian Hans Ross entitled Poland and Europe: Studies in Polish Foreign
Affairs 1931-1939 [Polen und Europa. Studien zur polnischen Auflenpolitik 1931—
1939], published in 1957. Sadly, Polish historiography is practically absent at the
international level, if we exclude the books and studies by Polish historians who
lecture and write on the matter in the West. The group includes such authors as
Piotr S. Wandycz, Anna M. Cienciata, Marian K. Dziewanowski, Roman Debicki,

2 William L. Shirer, The Collapse of the Third Republic: An Inquiry into the Fall of France
in 1940 (New York, 1994), pp. 241-242.

3 P.Longworth, The Making of Eastern Europe (London, 1992), p. 88.

4 D.C.Watt, How War Came: The Immediate Origins of the Second World War 1938—1939
(London, 1989).

5 H. L. Roberts, “The Diplomacy of Colonel Beck” in: The Diplomats 1919—1939, ed.
G. A. Craig and F. Gilbert (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), pp. 579-614.
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and Zygmunt J. Gasiorowski. I had to underline the abovementioned situation as
that is the reality in which the image of interwar Poland functions in the realm of
foreign historiography.

This book consists of seven chapters.

The first chapter most concisely considers the reality of the “policy of bal-
ance” in 1934-1938, in which I do not present the matter of particular cases but
specify the contemporary political leitmotif. The second chapter deals with the
most individual idea by Jozef Beck; that is, his concept ofa “Third Europe” or
“Intermarium”: a neutral zone between the two totalitarian powers. In the third
chapter, I consider the possibility of a Polish-Soviet armed conflict breaking out in
September 1938. It is evident that such a situation would have radically changed
the course of subsequent events. Moreover, we cannot comprehend the importance
of the possible consequences of such a scenario, as historians cannot use the “what
if” type of statements in their argumentation. The fourth chapter considers the
German “Gesamtlsung” offer to Poland. We should underline that the rejection of
the offer happened due to the Polish idea of normalising relations with Germany.
Additionally, this concept involved a specific offer to settle disputes. Notably,
Poland did not plan to transfer the Free City of Danzig to the Third Reich nor to
allow the Germans to build an extraterritorial highway through Polish Pomerania.
Obviously, the Germans did not accept the Polish offer. The fifth chapter deals
with the subject of the alliance with Great Britain in the context of Polish political
thought and foreign policy. The sixth chapter reviews Poland’s international situ-
ation in the context of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. In other words, it deals with
the perception of Polish diplomacy in the light of imminent danger. The final, sev-
enth chapter analyses the Polish experience of the outbreak of the Second World
War, when the Allies left Poland behind, which shows Polish strategic assumptions
and motivations of Polish diplomacy, but also the Allies’ actions: both the real and
the virtual.

Krakow, autumn 2012






Chapter 1. The Policy of Balance—Realities
and Dilemmas (1934-1938)

“Poland is on the border between two worlds” When Polish Foreign Minister Jozef
Beck made this statement in 1933, he was of course thinking of the fact that his
country neighboured both the Soviet Union and the Third Reich.® Neither per-
manent rapprochement nor reconciliation was possible with either one of them.
Supporting Germany against Russia was out of the question, as was cooperation
with Moscow against Berlin. The subordination of the Polish state to one of these
great neighbours would lead irrevocably to the loss of independence, and would
involve first of all a violation of Poland’s territorial integrity. It was Marshal Jozef
Pilsudski, the man who established the foundations of interwar Polish foreign
policy, who was most convinced of these facts.

Poland’s foreign policy in 1934-1939 was thus a policy of balance, between
Germany and Soviet Russia. Its essence was the idea of strict neutrality towards
both neighbouring totalitarian powers, which was understood in a way that
excluded all agreements with one of these states against the other. This was the
meaning of the metaphorical formula “the policy of balance”. Polish diplomats
followed these guidelines consistently until 1939, when the entire international
system collapsed and Poland lost its independence.

“The policy of balance” is a term that Beck used—apparently for the first time
in February 1934—after returning from the USSR, where he was the first European
foreign minister to pay an official visit. In a statement in March that year, Pilsudski
put it slightly differently: pro foro interno; Polish policy was to “achieve a clear
line”, and its basis would be that “Poland is not obliged to support either side
against the other”” This formula would remain the essence of the policy of balance
until September 1939.

Issues related to Polish diplomacy in the 1920s have provoked less his-
toriographic debate than have actions that the Polish government took in the
international arena in 1934-1939. Poland’s defeat in September 1939 triggered con-
troversies that led to such questions as: what were Polish diplomats’ alternatives
in the late 1930s, if any? Had the Polish state’s fate already been sealed? Historians
are also faced with another question: what, in the end, are we to make of Polish
foreign policy in 1934-1939?

6  Archiwum Akt Nowych (cited hereafter as AAN), Ministerstwo Spraw Zagranicznych
(cited hereafter as MSZ), p. 108, note on a conversation between Beck, René Massigli
and Jean Paul-Boncour (French delegates to the disarmament conference) in Geneva
3 October 1933.

7 K. Switalski, Diariusz 1919-1935, eds. A. Garlicki, R. Swietek (Warsaw 1992), p. 660.
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My considerations here are devoted to reconstructing the dilemmas faced by
Polish foreign policy in 1934-1937, my goals being to provide a background for an
examination of Poland’s situation in the pivotal years of 1938-1939, and above all
to show what the Polish leadership’s thinking was regarding international matters
in general, potential threats, and the Polish state’s chances of survival.

Non-Aggression Pacts with the Soviet Union and Germany

The two bilateral non-aggression pacts concluded with Poland’s neighbours in
1932-1934 were a momentous achievement for Polish diplomacy. The treaty signed
on 25 July 1932 with the Soviet Union was the result of prolonged and successful
negotiations and seemed to have normalised Polish-Soviet relations, although it
did not represent a real breakthrough. The treaty signed with the German Reich on
26 January 1934, though it is often called a “pact”, was in fact provisional in nature.®
Having said that, both agreements established the foundation of Polish foreign
policy in the 1930s until 1939.

There is no doubt that it was only an extremely fortunate set of external
circumstances under which both agreements could be achieved, agreements that
had seemed unthinkable in the 1920s.

Following Gustav Stresemann’s course as integrated into the Locarno system,
Germany could not be interested in a true normalisation of relations with Poland.
Similarly, Soviet Russia—which benefited from special relations with Germany—
did not seek to improve relations with Poland because they were neither necessary
nor compatible with the Rapallo line. German priorities in the Weimar era can be
summed up in three points: (1) to gain changes along Germany’s eastern border
(Germany considered its western border to be final); (2) to maintain its orienta-
tion towards the West but not to renounce the Rapallo line in order to establish
a stronger position in relation to the Entente powers and to prevent the stabil-
isation of the Polish position; (3) to rearm and achieve military parity with the
West.” The Soviet-German agreement at Rapallo on 16 April 1922, with its limited
obligations, posed no immediate threat to Poland’s security, but it did mean that
neither of the two parties could, in the foreseeable future, be interested in a true
normalisation of relations with Poland. As German historian Hermann Graml once
wrote: “Some elements of National Socialist foreign policy had their counterparts

8 Even such a rigorous scholar of diplomatic history as Klaus Hildebrand uses the
term “pact”. See K. Hildebrand, “La politique francaise de Hitler jusqu’en 19367, in
La France et ’Allemagne 1932—1936 (Paris 1980), p. 356. Indeed, Minister Beck himself
called the agreement with Germany apact.

9 Here I refer above all to studies by Peter Kriiger, Die Auflenpolitik der Republik
von Weimar (Darmstadt 1985) and Versailles. Deutsche AufSenpolitik zwischen
Revisionismus und Friedenssicherung (Munich 1993), pp. 136-137.
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in certain elements of the foreign policy of the [Weimar] presidential system
[Manche Elemente nationalsozialistischer Auflenpolitik hatten ihre Entsprechung
in bestimmten Elementen der Auflenpolitik des Prasidialsystems]”.!* However, with
regard to Poland, the transition from the “presidential governments” of the Weimar
Republic and Hitler was not one marked by continuity, even though Foreign
Minister Konstantin von Neurath stated during a session of the Reich Cabinet on
7 April 1934 that Germany’s goal was to revise borders, and that the foundation of
Polish foreign policy remained the Versailles Treaty."!

Until the fall of the Weimar Republic in January 1933, fundamental improvements
in Polish-German relations seemed entirely impossible. German territorial revi-
sionism was so embedded in the German political consciousness that it was diffi-
cult to imagine that Germany could ever reconcile itself with the existing “Versailles”
borders. As a condition for the normalisation of relations with Poland, German
politicians demanded territorial concessions from their eastern neighbour. Of course,
it was impossible for Poland to fulfil such demands given that a state’s territorial
integrity was one of the few issues around which there was universal consent (of
course, with the exception of communists)."” German sources suggest that the Poles
were prepared to consider the possibility of concessions through the cession of the
“Polish Corridor” in exchange for the normalisation of relations with Poland’s western
neighbour," but this suggestion does not seem to be valid in any way, since Pilsudski
was undoubtedly aware that a state that voluntarily relinquishes part of its territory
also loses its independence.

Signed on 26 January 1934 and based on Pitsudski’s initiative, the Polish-German
Non-Aggression Pact was silent on borders; it said only that all disputes were to be
settled based on the principles of the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 27 August 1928." The
pact itself was largely provisional in nature, but its simple wording heralded a “new
phase in bilateral relations” between the two conflictive states. It was supposed to
be valid for ten years; it contained no references to the Locarno system; and it was
subject to ratification—as if it were a treaty.”” Of course, Poland was interested

10 H. Graml, “Prasidialsystem und Auflenpolitik,” Vierteljahrshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte 21
(1973), No. 2: p. 145. See also D. C. Watt, “The German Diplomats and the Nazi Leaders,
1933-1939”, Journal of Central European Affairs 15 (July 1955), No. 2: pp. 148-160.

11 M. Wojciechowski, “Niemcy i Polska na przetomie lat 1932-1933”, Roczniki
Historyczne 29 (1963): p. 159.

12 Until the Seventh World Congress of the Comintern in August 1935, the Polish
Communist Party recognised neither the Polish-German border defined at Versailles
nor Poland’s eastern borders.

13 H. Briining, Briefe und Gesprdche 1934-1935 (Stuttgart 1974), pp. 117-118.

14 This was a multilateral treaty involving 62 countries that renounced war as an instru-
ment of national policy.

15 German historiography regards this agreement as a de facto treaty and attributes
the initiative to normalise bilateral relations in “treaty form” not to Pilsudski but to
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only in an agreement that was not burdened with obligations that could com-
promise Poland’s independence and territorial integrity, and the 1934 agreement
had just such a character. In March 1934, former Polish Prime Minister Kazimierz
Switalski wrote: “The most difficult matter that the Commandant [Pitsudski] had
to handle involved the requirement that both pacts be concluded without any
additional obligations [...]"** At the same time, it was significant that Germany
recognised Poland’s current commitments as being consistent with the Polish-
German agreement, which had not been the case with Stresemann, who in 1928
and 1929 demanded that the Franco-Polish Alliance be cancelled in exchange for
Germany’s consent to a Polish-German arbitration treaty guaranteed by France."”
French Foreign Minister Louis Barthou argued that the arrangement signed with
Germany was “highly beneficial” for Poland and concluded that “the issue of the
Polish corridor will not exist” if the agreement could indeed last ten years.'

It was not without significance that the process of normalising Polish-German
relations was not called an alliance between “two dictatorships”, although such
accusations would soon be raised. As we know today, the Germans investigated
the possibility of a Pilsudski-Hitler summit meeting, which was probably the pur-
pose of the second trip to Poland made in December 1933 by Hermann Rauschning,
President of the Senate of the Free City of Danzig." It is also known that the director
of the Port Board in Danzig, Professor Ludwig Noé, raised this matter in 1934 in
his correspondence with former Prime Minister Kazimierz Bartel.” Indications are
that Pilsudski was not interested in a summit.

Understandably, the Polish-German Non-Aggression Pact has long been at
the very centre of debates among historians over how to interpret Polish foreign
policy. Was it the greatest achievement in Polish diplomacy since the alliance with
France had been concluded, as Beck thought, or should we view it as a harmful and
fruitless exercise given that the Germans violated it within five years? It is not the

German diplomats (see, e.g. R. Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte. Entwicklung und oper-
ative Nutzung in Europa 1922—1939 [Baden-Baden 1988], p. 294). It is the obligation
of a Polish historian to point out that this was not a treaty agreement, though it had
some features of a treaty (e.g. the ratification procedure).

16 K. Switalski, Diariusz 1919-1935, p- 660.

17 Archives du Ministére des Affaires étrangeéres (cited hereafter as AMAE), Papiers
Tardieu, 166/256, Laroche to the prime minister, 20 November 1929, regarding talks
with the Polish Ambassador Alfred Chiapowski.

18 P. Wandycz, “Louis Barthou o swej wizycie w Polsce w kwietniu 1934 roku”, in
idem, O czasach dawniejszych i blizszych. Studia z dziejow Polski i Europy Srodkowo-
Wschodniej (Poznan 2009), p. 348 (first published in Niepodlegtosci 17 [1984]).

19 See J. Jurkiewicz, “Wizyta prezydenta Rauschninga w Warszawie w grudniu
1933 17, Najnowsze Dzieje Polski. Materiaty i studia z okresu 1914-1939, Vol. 3
(1960): pp. 163-182.

20 See J. Chudek, Stosunki polsko-niemieckie w Swietle wypowiedzi Hitlera (Warsaw
1959), pp. 14-15.
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place here for us to debate this issue again; I, for one, have already done so in other
studies.” But it is worth remembering that Stanistaw Stronski, a leading commen-
tator on international policy associated with the National Democrats, compared
the declaration of 1934 with the Polish-Prussian alliance of 1790, which leaders of
the Great Sejm imposed on King Stanistaw August. Writing that he regarded the
years 1790-1792 as a political memento, Stroniski wrote that the Germans in 1934
were putting Poland to sleep, just as the Prussians had in 1790. “There has been too
much gamesmanship in our foreign policy over the last two years”, he said in the
Sejm in February 1935. “It is wrong when it is too much of a game, and even worse,
when the count in which the game was started is mistaken”? Similar opinions
were expressed by the Polish Socialist Party (PPS) Deputy Kazimierz Czapinski,
who declared that it was a serious error to believe that Germany’s pro-Polish turn
would last.”® Beck’s predecessor as foreign minister, August Zaleski, acknowledged
in 1941 that “the Germans benefited from the [pact] from the very beginning, but
we had no use for it”** Careful analysis by historians does not allow for such an
unambiguous opinion.

Fortunately, no one in Poland talks about a “Pilsudski-Hitler pact”* In addi-
tion, no one repeats the senseless statements contained in communist propaganda
about Pilsudski’s and Beck’s Poland in a “silent alliance with Germany”. In general,
historians share the opinion that the price of the Polish-German agreement was too
high, and that the Germans benefited more than the Poles: the Germans were now
somewhat less politically isolated; they gained some freedom for manoeuvre; plans
for a preventative war were shelved; and they bought time to rearm. Meanwhile,
the agreement did nothing to sufficiently secure Poland’s interests.?

However, looking back on events with our current knowledge, it is clear that
there was, for Poland, no alternative or rational political solution to the agreement

21 Above all, M. Kornat, Polska 1939 roku wobec paktu Ribbentrop—Molotow. Problem
zblizenia niemiecko-sowieckiego w polityce zagranicznej II Rzeczypospolitej (Warsaw
2002), chapter 3; idem, Polityka rownowagi (1934-1939). Polska migdzy Wschodem a
Zachodem (Krakow 2007), chapter 1. See also M. Kornat, T. Schramm, “La politique
étrangere de la Pologne 1918-1939 en débats. Les dilemmes et les réalités”, Revue
d’histoire diplomatique (2010), No. 4: pp. 343-368.

22 S. Stronski, “Kres wedrowki (Mowa w Komisji Spraw Zagranicznych Sejmu 1 lutego
1935 r.)”, in idem, Polska polityka zagraniczna 1934-1935 (Poznan 1935), p. 23.

23 K. Czapinski, Swiat na wulkanie. Krétki zarys sytuacji migdzynarodowej (Warsaw
1938), 6. The author even spoke of “Hitler-philism” in Polish political thinking.

24 “August Zaleski a Jozef Beck. Zeznanie przed tzw. Komisja Winiarskiego [w sprawie
odpowiedzialnoéci za wynik kampanii wrze$niowej 1939], 24 lutego 19417, ed.
M. Kornat, Zeszyty Historyczne [Paris] (2009), vol. 170: p. 194.

25 Such wording is in the title of Karol Lapter’s Pakt Pilsudski—Hitler. Polsko-niemiecka
deklaracja o niestosowaniu przemocy z 26 stycznia 1934 roku (Warsaw 1962).

26 M. Zgorniak, Studia i rozprawy z dziejow XVI-XX wieku. Historia — militaria —
polityka, ed. G. Nie¢ (Krakow 2009), pp. 212-213.
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with Germany. Given the threat of a four-power “directorate”, along with the fact
that France’s international role had been weakened and that the post-Versailles
order had been destabilised, some kind of modus vivendi with Germany was neces-
sary. The claim that Poland had brought Hitler’s Germany out of international iso-
lation because it had agreed to this pact is baseless. Poland had a contested border
with Germany, which was poisoning international relations. When the possibility
of a ten-year agreement emerged, Pilsudski took advantage of that fact. The Poles
paid relatively little attention to the legal wording because, for Pilsudski, every
international agreement was more a manifestation of political will than a “juridical
instrument”. As Beck would recall: “Marshal Pitsudski was undoubtedly correct in
regarding the non-aggression pact as a serious political declaration rather than as
a juridical instrument. He cared only about the preservation of certain basic rules
of conduct, not for a text’s details.”?’

The second agreement—that is, the non-aggression pact with the USSR—was also
more of a political instrument than a juridical one, using Pilsudski’s terms. Everything
at the time seemed to indicate that this pact would not come to fruition. But it was
in fact concluded after drawn-out negotiations, which were opposed by German
diplomats, who wanted to block Poland from taking on any new obligations that
would confirm its territorial integrity.”® In the papers of the People’s Commissar
for Foreign Affairs (foreign minister) of the Soviet Union, Maxim Litvinov, we find
a German memorandum: “Comments on the Soviet-Polish non-aggression pact
[Bemerkungen zu dem Plan eines sowjetisch-polnischen Nichtangriffspakt]” which is
undated but which was put together at the end of 1931 or in early 1932, and in which
we read that the Germans pointed out that, as a result of a pact so conceived, Poland
would receive assurances regarding its eastern border and would then turn westward,
which would in turn result in a radical change in the European balance of power.
Berlin advised that if the Soviets viewed such an arrangement with Poland as nec-
essary, then it definitely should include no guarantees regarding the current Polish-
Soviet border.”” The Soviets disregarded these suggestions.

Polish-Soviet talks were repeatedly halted and then resumed.* In the summer
of 1930, the Red Army’s supreme command even declared a state of “military

27 Polska polityka zagraniczna w latach 1926—1939. Based on texts by, among others,
Jozef Beck, ed. Anna M. Cienciata (Paris 1990),p. 57.

28 Josef Korbel drew attention to this issue, stressing the efforts of the Reich Ambassador
in Moscow, Ulrich von Brockdorff-Rantzau (who served at the mission until 1928).
See J. Korbel, Poland between East and West. Soviet and German Diplomacy toward
Poland 1919-1933 (Princeton 1963), p. 210.

29 Archiw wnieszniej politiki Rossijskoj Fiedieracyi (cited hereafter as AWPRF), Fond
Litwinowa, f. 05, op. 12, d. 86,k. 67.

30 For documentary evidence in this regard, and for a chronological examination of
Stanistaw Patek’s work as Polish Envoy to Moscow, see Malgorzata Gmurczyk-
Wronska, Stanistaw Patek. Raporty i korespondencia z Moskwy (1927-1932)
(Warsaw 2010).
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emergency” in which Poland was allegedly threatening Soviet society with an
armed attack.® At this time, Soviet hopes were great that the “capitalist system”
was about to collapse, especially given the then-current world economic crisis
(1929-1933).% It is possible that Moscow had begun to consider the possibility
of civil war breaking out in Germany. Based on Soviet sources, we could argue
that the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in October 1931 and Japan’s subsequent
conquest of it was what prompted the Soviet government to finalise talks with
Poland.” The classic belief that Russia needed to avoid conflict on two fronts moti-
vated the Soviets to seek security in the west; that is, in Europe, in light of the
possible threat in the FarEast.

However, the main principles of Soviet policy were shaped by a desire to destroy
the Versailles-Riga system, to exploit German revisionism in order to disrupt the
European order, and to regain at least those territories lost as a result of the col-
lapse of the Russian Empire after 1917.** The reorientation of Soviet policy—by
which the USSR did not abandon its strategic goals—opened up the possibility of
rapprochement with Poland, but all indications are that the non-aggression pact
with Poland served the Soviets only as a means of pressuring Germany to rebuild
bilateral relations in the spirit of Rapallo.

The Polish-Soviet treaty signed in Moscow on 25 July 1932 clearly stated that
the basis of bilateral relations would be the provisions contained in the Treaty of
Riga regarding the two countries’ shared border, which meant a new but indirect
confirmation of the territorial status quo between Poland and the USSR. Each party
provided assurances that it would not be bound by any agreements with any third
country against the other party. The agreement was concluded for three years, but
in February 1934 its duration was extended until 1945. Poland’s fundamental mo-
tive in its relations with the USSR was a consistent distinction between the Soviet
government and Soviet state on the one hand, and the party and Comintern on the

31 See O.Ken, ‘Alarm wojenny’ wiosna 1930 roku a stosunki sowiecko-polskie,” Studia z
Dziejéw Rosji i Europy Srodkowo-Wschodniej 35 (2000): pp. 41-73. See also Ken’s study
Mobilizacyjonnoje planirowanije i politiczeskije rieszenija (koniec 1920 g.—sieriedina
1930-ch gg.), second edition (Moscow 2008).

32 Formore, see Alexander Fischer, “Sowjetische Aulenpolitik in der Weltwirtschaftskrise
1929-1933”, in Internationale Beziehungen in der Weltwirtschaftskrise 19291933, eds.
J. Becker, K. Hildebrand (Munich 1980).

33 In this regard, see Politburo documents in Politbiuro CK RKP(b) i Jewropa. Reszenija
,Osoboj papki® 1923-1939, ed. G. Adibekow et al. (Moscow 2001), 213. See also
Stalin and Kaganowicz. Pieriepiska 1939-1936 gg., ed. O. Chlewniuk et al. (Moscow
2001),p. 71.

34 On the foundations of Soviet policy in 1922-1933, see among others Jon Jacobson,
When the Soviet Union Entered World Politics (Berkeley 1994). Still of great use
is the monograph by Louis Fisher, The Soviets in World Affairs: A History of the
Relations between the Soviet Union and the Rest of the World, 1917-1929, Vols. 1-2
(Princeton 1951).
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other. As Roman Debicki, the head of Beck’s cabinet, noted: “[...] the external sign
of this tactic” was the fact that “the [Foreign] Minister did not see Stalin” during
his stay in Moscow at the beginning of February 1934.%

It was not without significance for Poland that, at the same time, the Soviet gov-
ernment concluded similar agreements with the Baltic States (Latvia, Estonia and
Finland), towards which Polish diplomats had been making efforts since the mid-
1920s.* Only Soviet negotiations with Romania ended in failure, despite Poland’s
mediation, the cause of which was the conflict over Bessarabia; the two sides went
only so far as to establish diplomatic relations.” Throughout the entire seven-year
period of negotiations over the Polish-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact, Moscow viewed
the Polish demand that similar agreements be concluded with the Baltic States and
Romania as an insidious Polish plan to create an anti-Soviet bloc under the aegis of
Warsaw. Now, Soviet diplomats took a new view of the matter and the final results of
negotiations looked a great deal like Poland’s initial proposals. In making significant
concessions, the Soviets believed that, through this series of non-aggression pacts,
the cordon sanitaire—which had never in fact been created but, in the Soviet political
imagination, was already a reality—would be weakened.

Soviet diplomats made these concessions effectively under duress. Japan’s aggres-
sive military operations in the Far East deepened Moscow’s fears, even if Japan had no
strategic plans (at this stage) to provoke a war against the USSR. The Soviet Union’s
ties with Germany, based on the Rapallo line, expired, although the Berlin Treaty
remained valid (until 1933). As soon as the Polish-German rapprochement became
fact, Stalin saw no need to maintain the Rapallo line.” From the Soviet point of view,
the idea of a directorate of Great Powers seemed to symbolise the worst international
scenario: a consolidation of “imperialist forces”. All of this meant that a short-lived
Polish-Soviet rapprochement could come to fruition.

The legal-treaty normalisation of Polish-Soviet relations was reflected in two
other agreements: on 23 November 1932 the two parties signed a Conciliation

35 The Jozef Pitsudski Institute (New York), Kolekcja Romana Debickiego, 40/6, “Notatka
z fragmentéw rozmow Pana Ministra w Belgradzie”, May 1936.

36 On 21 January 1932 in Helsinki, a non-aggression pact was signed with Finland; on
5 February 1932 in Riga with Latvia; and on 4 April in Moscow with Estonia.

37 This development took place on 9 November 1934. For more on the Soviet-Romanian
negotiations, see Behind Closed Doors: Secret Papers on the Failure of Romanian-Soviet
Negotiations 1931-1932, ed. Walter B. Bacon (Stanford 1979).

38 Hitler never announced that he wanted to break diplomatic relations with the
USSR, especially economic relations, but the crackdown on the Communist Party
of Germany was a significant move.

39 E. Kordt, “Die sowjetische Auflenpolitik im Wandel der Weltpolitischen
Konstellationen,” Vierteljahrshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte 38 (1990): p. 170.
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Convention,” and on 3 July 1933 a multilateral convention, a modern act of inter-
national law, took effect. The latter bound the USSR to most of its neighbours
and defined the terms aggression and aggressor. It was a “non-aggression system”
which the Polish Foreign Ministry deemed “complete and precise”.!! We learn
from Soviet sources that the foreign policy leadership in Moscow had set its sights
much higher, by planning a far-reaching intensification of efforts to bring Poland
to its side. The Soviet offer anticipated, among other things, military cooperation
between the two countries.*” The Poles also submitted a plan for joint guarantees
for the Baltic States.*” It seemed that Polish-Soviet cooperation would be cemented
as part of the battle against the Four-Power Pact.*

On 4 January 1934, the Soviet envoy to Warsaw, Vladimir Antonov-Ovseyenko,
wrote about the prospects of improving Polish-Soviet relations.*” But when news
of the Polish-German Non-Aggression Pact reached Moscow, there was a sharp
downturn in relations between Warsaw and Moscow.* Thus, Polish-Soviet rap-
prochement turned out to be of only temporary diplomatic use, because the Soviet
state was not interested in consolidating the territorial status quo, which all these
commitments seemed to serve. On 26 March 1934, the Politburo decided to change

40 This agreement established a detailed procedure for regulating bilateral conflicts;
for the text, see Dokumenty i materiaty do historii stosunkéw polsko-radzieckich, Vol.
5, ed. T. Cieslak et al. (Warsaw 1966), pp. 601-604.

41 R. Debicki, “Notatka sporzagdzona po powrocie z Warszawy”, 13-14 lipca 1935, The
Jozef Pitsudski Institute (New York), Kolekcja Debickiego, sygn. 40/5.

42 Rossijskij gosudarstwiennyj archiw socyalno-politiczeskoj istorii (cited hereafter
as RGASPI), f. 558, op. 11, d. 709, Karl Radek’s memorandum for Stalin, “New
Stage in Polish-Soviet relations” from 3 December 1933, k. 106—107. For more, see
S. Zabielto, “Odprezenie w stosunkach polsko-sowieckich na przetomie 1933/1934
r. oraz wizyta Jozefa Becka w Moskwie w §wietle pamietnikow Stanistawa Zabielty,”
ed. T. Serwatka, Czasopismo Zaktadu Narodowego im. Ossoliriskich we Wroctawiu
(2000), No. 11: pp. 183-201.

43 This matter was included in a report put together by the Polish Envoy to Moscow
at the time, Juliusz Lukasiewicz; see Dyplomata w Paryzu 1936—1939. Wspomnienia
i dokumenty Juliusza Eukasiewicza ambasadora Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej, eds.
W. Jedrzejewicz, H. Buthak (London 1989; second edition, 1995), pp. 423-430 (annex).

44 SeeK. Lapter, “Polsko-radziecka wspolpraca w walce z koncepcja tzw. Paktu Czterech
Mocarstw latem 1933 roku,” Studia z Najnowszych Dziejéw Powszechnych (1963), Vol.
3: pp. 74-91.

45 AWPREF, Fond Litwinowa, f. 05, op. 14, d. 99, Report for Boris Stomoniakow, Deputy
People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs of the Soviet Union, k. 61.

46 In areport to Litvinov dated 28 January 1934, Antonov-Ovseyenko opined that the
Polish-German agreement was not anti-Soviet in nature, but Soviet policy leaders
absolutely rejected this point of view (AWPREF, Fond Litwinowa, f. 05, op. 15, d. 109,
k. 68).
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the USSR’s policy towards Poland because the Soviet government’s efforts since the
end of 1930 to improve relations with Poland had not produced sufficient results.”’

Two European Projects: the Four-Power Pact
and the Eastern Pact

Polish foreign policy in the 1930s was directed against four systems of interna-
tional politics: (1) the Rapallo system, meaning German-Soviet cooperation; (2) the
Locarno system; that is, the silent division of Europe into two zones, one protected
and the other devoid of any security guarantees; (3) the idea of a directorate as a
method by which selected Great Powers could govern Europe; and (4) the concept
of collective security based on regional political blocs.*

As the Versailles system decayed in the 1930s, two alternative and mutu-
ally exclusive political concepts emerged, both intended to be an instrument for
European stabilisation: the Four-Power Pact in 1933 (understood as a system run
by a directorate of powers) and an Eastern Pact as a regional bloc for Central-
Eastern Europe. The latter resembled Western Europe’s Locarno system, although
there was no chance that Great Britain would provide for Central-Eastern Europe
the same border guarantees that it had given the French government at Locarno.

Essentially, the Four-Power Pact was to be an instrument for a policy of lim-
ited and controlled concessions to aggressor states in the name of peace. This
pact—proposed by Benito Mussolini and involving Great Britain, France, Italy and
Germany—was signed in Rome on 7 June 1933, but because France and Germany
refused to ratify it, the pact never came into full effect. Nonetheless, it did shake
the “conventional structure of the international order” at the time, as Beck later
put it. In Beck’s view, a new spirit had appeared in world politics: a spirit of sep-
arating the “embryo” in the form of Great Powers “determined to decide on other
nations’ matters that they [the Great Powers] considered vital”.*” The new system
was to operate without Poland, although a little earlier, at the Franco-German con-
ference in Paris at the end of 1932 and beginning of 1933, the idea emerged of
including Poland in the group of European powers as part of the “security pact”.
Of course, that idea had no chance of success because it assumed the incorporation
by Germany of Polish Pomerania and the liquidation of the Free City of Danzig in

47 0.Ken, A. Rupasow, Politbiuro CK WKP(b) i otnoszenija SSSR s zapadnymi sosiednymi
gosudarstwami (koniec 19201930 godow). Problemy. Dokumienty. Opyt komientarija
(Saint-Petersburg 2000), p. 615.

48 The concept of collective security was in wide circulation before 1934, although
it was used in connection with the League and its system of guarantees based on
League statutes. See, e.g. Ch. Thorne, The Limits of Foreign Policy. The West, the League
and the Far Eastern Crisis of 1931-1933 (New York 1973), p. 173.

49 AMAE, série: Europe 1918-1940, sous-série: Pologne, t. 374, encrypted telegram from
Ambassador Jules Laroche to the Foreign Ministry in Paris dated 6 March 1933.
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return for a guarantee by Germany, Great Britain and France of the Polish-Soviet
border delineated at Riga.*

It is worth noting that terrible memories of the Spa conference of July 1920,
which represented the greatest defeat for Polish diplomacy since independence
in 1918, must have resurfaced as the idea of a directorate of the Great Powers
gained new life, an idea that promised the internationalisation of border issues and
opened the door to great power dictates in return for problematic or unrealistic
promises of assistance in the event of a Soviet invasion. Polish diplomats vigor-
ously opposed the idea of a Four-Power Pact.

The Polish government juxtaposed the concept that a quartet of Great Powers
would appropriate for themselves a special responsibility to maintain peace and
the right to review international arrangements with the concept that all nations
were equal in the law, and that international agreements and borders could be
changed only with the consent of the broader international community. Beck
reminded world leaders that “treaties are commitments—they can change, but only
in legal ways, i.e. with the consent of all parties. Other ways are unacceptable”.’!
Polish diplomats often repeated that acquiescing to German demands only caused
Germany to issue further demands. The Polish government opposed by all means
possible any policy to “reform” the League of Nations insofar as those reforms
abandoned the principle of the equality of all states under international law.* In
response to attempts to impose territorial decisions on Poland, Pitsudski and Beck
were firm in their declarations that they would recognise no such decisions. “If
someone attacks us, we will respond with gunfire, and we will allow no one to
impose political decisions on us”*®* Minister Beck announced that “if anyone, on
their own initiative or encouraged by others, violates one square meter of our
territory, Ambassadors will stop talking and artillery will take the stage. So, this
matter does not exist for us as a problem.”* The real threat that the issue of Polish

50 M. Wojciechowski, Niemcy i Polska na przetomie lat 1932—-1933, p. 177. On foreign
policy initiatives during the last days of the Weimar Republic, see Jacques Bariéty
and Charles Bloch, “Une tentative de réconciliation franco-allemande et son échec
1932-1933”, Revue d’histoire moderne et contemporaine 15 (1968): pp. 433-465. Talks
were held in Luxemburg in April 1932 and Paris in January 1933.

51 AAN, MSZ, 108, Note on Beck’s talks with the head of the disarmament conference
Arthur Henderson dated 23 September 1933.

52 Itis true that the League of Nations was a forum for the presentation of opinions held
by representatives of small and medium-size states that had never had such oppor-
tunities before. However, the international democracy that the League of Nations
seemed to offer was an illusion, as evidenced by the ways in which fundamental
decisions were made. See A. F. Ch. de Beaupoil comte de Saint-Aulaire, Genéve contre
la paix (Paris 1936).

53 AAN, MSZ, 108A, Note on Beck’s talks with Giuseppe Bastianini, the Italian ambas-
sador in Warsaw, dated 4 May 1933.

54 Ibid. Note on Beck’s talks with Ambassador Laroche dated 5 May 1933.
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borders would be internationalised required the invocation of an “all or nothing”
principle that was no romantic distortion, but rather an expression of deep polit-
ical realism.

It was the primary goal of Polish foreign policy to exclude any possible “com-
promise” on matters related to boundaries. Any Poland trimmed of its western
territories would immediately cease to be independent. Of course, no statements
by Polish leaders could change anything if the four powers, who were the pact’s
focus, deemed the agreement proposed by Mussolini to be in their national self-in-
terest. Fortunately, however, the Four-Power Pact did not become a permanent
mechanism in international politics. Renewed in September 1938 in the form of
the Munich system, it was quickly violated by Germany and passed into history.

Poland’s position regarding the Eastern Pact carried much more weight.*® This
project, which began in the spring of 1934, anticipated the creation of a regional
bloc in Central and Eastern Europe that would include Poland, the Baltic States,
Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union, which—within the scope of this project—
was a key partner of France. The idea of an Eastern Pact originated in Moscow,
but it was the French government that took responsibility for promoting it. As
part of the planned pact, all partners were to provide mutual security guarantees
and to show respect for borders. The agreement would be based on the principle of
guaranteeing the territorial status quo, and it would include reciprocal assistance
clauses applying to all signatories. In Central-Eastern Europe, a regional security
bloc was possible in several variants, but with this project it appeared with the
participation of the USSR (playing an active and centralrole).

It should be emphasised that for Beck, ad-hoc tactical cooperation with the
Soviet Union was in certain circumstances not out of the question; the same held
true for tactical cooperation with Germany, if specific circumstances made it nec-
essary. Therefore, on 23 November 1933, in connection with the Geneva disarma-
ment conference, the foreign minister told Antonov-Ovseyenko that:

[...] the Great Powers are in no small trouble. They are counting on Soviet Russia, but
they consider it a distant country. As for Poland, we find ourselves, in their opinion,
within that group of countries with no world interests. But cooperation between

55 There is significant literature on the Eastern Pact. Above all, see P. S. Wandycz, The
Twilight of French Eastern Alliances 1926-36. French-Czechoslovak-Polish Relations
from Locarno to the Remilitarization of the Rhineland (Princeton 1988), 336 ff. Two
American works are valuable: L. Radice, Prelude to Appeasement: East Central
European Diplomacy in the Early 1930s (Boulder, CO 1981) and A. Komjathy, The
Crises of France’s East Central European Diplomacy 19331938 (Boulder, CO 1976). The
most detailed and best discussion of the role this matter played in Polish-Soviet rela-
tions is Stanistaw Gregorowicz and Michal Jerzy Zacharias, Polska—Zwigzek Sowiecki.
Stosunki polityczne 1925-1939 (Warsaw 1995). For a typical product of Soviet-era
historiography, see Jarostaw Jurkiewicz, Pakt wschodni. Z historii stosunkow
miedzynarodowych 1934-1935 (Warsaw 1963).
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Poland and Soviet Russia precludes the application of these criteria, because then we
are a bloc that is too close to the centre of Europe to be ignored. Contact in this matter
is most beneficial for both sides.*

In other words, Warsaw viewed Polish-Soviet political dialogue as at least desir-
able to counteract the concept of a Great Power directorate. The idea of an Eastern
pact, however, did not become a platform for rapprochement between Warsaw and
Moscow.

This Franco-Soviet concept was to be a Locarno for Eastern Europe.
Czechoslovakia, which was included in the invitation to the talks, accepted the
plan enthusiastically. The Baltic States (Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and Finland)
hesitated. Over the course of negotiations, the original idea evolved. First, it was
supposed to be a pact providing border guarantees and mutual assistance—an
undoubtedly complicated structure.”” Under British pressure, Barthou decided
to invite the Germans to the bargaining table, but they categorically refused to
participate.®® After Barthou’s tragic death in a terrorist attack in Marseille on
9 October 1934, the new French foreign minister, Pierre Laval, decided to con-
tinue negotiations over the Eastern pact, though he silently withdrew from the
clause regarding “mutual assistance” and spoke more about a “non-aggression pact
and consultation”.” He also resumed discussions of older ideas, first raised a few
years earlier, about a Danube pact, which Beck welcomed, although he insisted
that Hungary not be isolated.®

We can assume that the head of the Soviet diplomacy, Maksim Litvinov, was
convinced that France had the means to force Poland into joining the Eastern
Pact.®! In fact, no foreign government had such influence, which transpired to
represent yet another unpleasant surprise for the Soviets. Poland’s determination
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to persevere within the framework of balance was unshakeable, and 1939 would
provide greater proof of how real that determination was.

On 11 May 1935 in a conversation with Laval, Beck stated that there was no
“dogmatic and negative attitude” against multilateralism in international rela-
tions.”” But the Eastern Pact plan threatened to destroy Poland’s policy of bal-
ance, to render Poland dependent on the USSR, to dilute bilateral Polish-French
obligations, and more generally, to negate the results of Polish diplomacy’s activi-
ties for peace. And in return, Poland would receive nothing. Were Poland to accept
the Eastern Pact offer, it would in the long term inevitably fall into dependence
on the Soviet Union. The Franco-Polish Alliance would be replaced by a multilat-
eral system and Polish-German relations could go into a downward spiral given
that Germany did not intend under any circumstances to join this pact. Guided by
these considerations, Pilsudski and Beck rejected the Eastern Pact concept, which
resulted in cooler Franco-Polish relations and a serious deterioration in Polish-
Soviet relations. Poland came under widespread criticism for having rejected the
Eastern Pact proposal, as did its policy of balance, particularly in the West. Polish
policies became an obstacle to the implementation of the idea of collective security.
At the same time, they had no place in the vision for peace that emerged victorious
in London and Paris in the second half of the 1930s, a vision that involved the ap-
peasement of Germany.

In both Polish and foreign historiography, scholars have repeatedly (and often
in a one-sided fashion) criticised the Polish government for not taking advantage
of the opportunity, so the argument goes, to bolster Poland’s security by accepting
the Eastern Pact.”® It comes as no surprise that Soviet and contemporary Russian
historiography has taken the same position.* In the historiography of the com-
munist People’s Republic of Poland (PRL), the line was that the pact was a special
opportunity for Poland to strengthen its position and to consolidate the status quo
in Central and Eastern Europe, but this opportunity was lost due to Pitsudski’s and
Beck’s dogmatic “anti-Sovietism”. Judgments made in the West by many critics
of Polish foreign policy are perhaps less one-sided, but they are essentially quite
similar. Most prominently, Western historiographers of Polish diplomacy accuse
Polish leaders of torpedoing the Eastern Locarno initiative of 1934-1935 and sub-
sequent attempts to create a multilateral regional security pact for Central-Eastern
Europe. The Polish diplomat Feliks Frankowski (chargé d’affaires in Paris) noted
that the draft Eastern Pact was unacceptable, but “it was necessary to propose
one’s own counter-proposal, so as not to stop at passive negation”.® We cannot
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help but doubt, however, whether such counter-proposal could have been devised
in such a way as to take into account both Polish interests and Soviet goals, which
were quite obviously irreconcilable.

For several important reasons, we cannot accept the reasoning used by those
historians who regard Poland’s rejection of the Eastern Pact as a great political
error: (1) joining the Eastern Pact would have annulled the declaration of the non-
use of force against Germany, because the latter had no intention of joining the
pact. Of course, Poland had absolutely no chance of persuading the government in
Berlin to change its position, so it is impossible to imagine that Poland, in joining
the Eastern Pact, would have been able to continue the policy to normalise re-
lations with Germany on the basis of the agreement signed on 26 January 1934;
(2) had the Eastern Pact gone into effect, France would have transferred its bilateral
obligations towards Poland to the Soviet Union, which would have been highly
undesirable; (3) the pact gave Poland little more than what had been achieved
through the bilateral non-aggression agreements with Germany and the Soviet
Union, as it offered promises of mutual assistance that appeared to be highly
problematic. At the same time, the border guarantees would have represented
only a repetition of the provisions contained in the Treaty of Riga, in the non-
aggression pact of 25 July 1932, and the Conciliation Convention of 3 July 1933
that defined aggressor, given that there was no indication that Germany was going
to join the pact;* (4) the Eastern Pact would have paved the way for the USSR to
gain an advantage in Eastern Europe, and would probably have subordinated the
smaller states in the new system to the USSR; and (5) sooner or later a problem
would probably have emerged, namely that the Red Army would have to march
through Poland in the event of war, which of course finally broke out in 1939. The
USSR did not share a border with Germany, and the Eastern pact—if it were to
become an effective security tool—would have had to be supplemented by military
conventions.®” Laval told Alfred Chlapowski, the Polish ambassador in Paris, that
he wanted to come to some modus vivendi with Germany, and that rapprochement
with Russia was, for him, contre coeur. He asked Foreign Minister Beck to help him
by signing the proposed pact, because it would not be harmful. “There are so many
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clauses in it that it is unthinkable that it could ever work.”*® So, as Piotr Wandycz
rightly pointed out, the entire concept was too unrealistic for Paris to be able to
take seriously.”

Based on the realities of geopolitics, it is clear that the Eastern Pact could not
work as an effective system of obligations unless the matter of the Red Army and
its march through Poland was resolved unambiguously and with the consent of the
Polish government. Such an eventuality (the Red Army’s march through Poland)
would mean the end of Poland’s independence. Could Poland voluntarily agree to
allow the Soviet army to enter its territory? Anyone who reflects on this question
cannot ignore two fundamental facts, namely that Russia was a rapacious factor
in European politics, and that it was a totalitarian state. Totalitarian states cannot
co-create “collective security”. As the American historian Henry L. Roberts wrote
more than 50 years ago: “In retrospect, Litvinov’s ‘collective security’ can be seen
to have been largely a phrase, never a reality”.” Jan Librach assessed this project
more cautiously, arguing that if the Soviet approach towards the West was ever
a reality, it was only in the period from May 1935 to the summer of 1937; that is,
from the conclusion of bilateral agreements with France and Czechoslovakia to the
Spanish Civil War, which illustrated German superiority and the weakness of the
Western powers.”!

We find in Western historiography a dubious interpretation of Soviet policy that
still has its advocates, one which is based on a distinction between the policy’s
“long-term” and “short-term” goals. Such interpretation can be found in the biased
works of authors such as Michael Jabara Carley, Geoffrey Roberts, and Jonathan
Haslam, and above all in a well-documented work by Ingeborg Fleischhauer.”
According to these authors, in the 1930s the Soviet Union sought above all to
guarantee its own security on a short-term basis, the goal being to establish the
foundations for a defence of the territorial status quo. But what the proponents
of this interpretation fail to take into account is the fact that the Soviets were
experts in adapting their policy to changing circumstances. When the “capitalist
system” was stable, Soviet policy leaders showed their readiness to accommodate
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the international system, but in the face of conflict with the “bourgeois states”,
they tried to do everything in their power to deepen this conflict and to exploit the
situation for maximum benefit.

The Neighbouring Totalitarian Powers as seen by Poland

As Poland’s international position took shape in the second half of the 1930s,
everything depended on how the foreign policies of the Soviet Union and Germany
were assessed after the conclusion of their non-aggression pacts with Poland in
1932 and 1934, respectively. Historians are faced with the following question: was
Polish foreign policy in the 1930s based on a realistic assessment of Poland’s inter-
national position, or, given the available comments made by Polish leaders, was
it based on the eternal Polish maximalism, a programmatic reluctance to com-
promise, and a general habit of thinking in “all or nothing” terms? Accusations
contained in that question have often come from Poland’s foreign observers. It
is particularly important to fully understand the answer to the following ques-
tion: did the two non-aggression pacts dispel concerns about Poland’s security felt
by the Polish political leadership?

More than anyone else, Marshal Pilsudski was aware of the threats that Poland
faced, and there can be no doubt that he took stock of his country’s position in
international politics with a great sense of realism. We can state—with no fear of
contradiction—that he predicted early on, and he expressed the view clearly, that
the interwar European order would inevitably break down. He formulated this
opinion as early as December 1931.7 At the heart of his concerns was the Western
(British and French) policy, starting at Locarno (October 1925), to follow a policy
of appeasement towards Germany. Another aspect of his thinking involved the
bankrupt and discredited League of Nations, which Pitsudski regarded from the
very beginning as a tool of Britain and France. No less realistic was Pilsudski’s
belief that the durability of the re-established Polish state was uncertain, a belief
about which he had spoken as early as in the 1920s. In his eyes, the reborn Poland
was “a newly painted state in the middle of Europe that is still trembling for its
existence”.”* He told General Janusz Gluchowski: “You will not be able to maintain
this Poland”.”® Developments in the 1930s, especially after his death in May 1935,
confirmed the Polish statesman’s radical pessimism. Having said that, Pilsudski
always believed that it was both possible and necessary for Poland to conduct an
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independent and truly courageous foreign policy, one that was neither passive nor
“cliental”.

In the last months of his life, Pilsudski expressed deep scepticism that peaceful
Polish-German relations could be maintained. He did not rule out the possibility
that the Germans and Soviets could achieve some kind of rapprochement aimed
at Poland, despite the ideological gap that divided the Nazis and Communists.
The statement he made at a secret meeting of former Polish prime ministers on
7 March 1934 remains powerful today and historians have quoted it many times.
At that meeting, the Marshal recalled the origins of the partitions of the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth at the end of the eighteenth century. He predicted that
relations with Germany and Russia would remain good only in the short term, and
he estimated that the non-aggression agreements would last no more than four
years.” Unfortunately, Pilsudski’s predictions were correct.

Summing up the results of Polish foreign policy in 1932-1934, Pilsudski and
Beck maintained, despite everything, a sense of moderate optimism. Kazimierz
Switalski noted: “Through the non-aggression pacts there have been enormous
transformations in international relations, and the Commandant has achieved for
Poland a situation that it has never had before”.”” In June 1934, Beck told Foreign
Minister Barthou:

The Treaty of Versailles has secured the interests of the Western states quite precisely.
But it left the eastern part of Europe in a fluid state, forcing Poland to make unprec-
edented efforts to secure its borders and maintain its independence. The Locarno
treaties, concluded six years later, contributed in the long-run to a widened gap
between how western and eastern problems are handled. Relations in the West have
been regulated in the interests of the Western powers, at the expense of countries in
the East, giving the Germans a free hand in this region and the possibility of compen-
sating themselves for concessions made in the West. Poland has worked eight years
to restore the balance. It has achieved great success in this field and must take care
to maintain that success.” [...] In its attempt to pacify the eastern part of Europe, the
Polish government has contributed to the adoption of non-aggression pacts, followed
by the convention on the definition of an aggressor [the Conciliation Convention],
encompassing all the neighbours of the Soviet Union, from the Baltic to the Black Sea.
The Polish government attaches great significance to these successes and believes that
through its conduct, in its limited scope, it has served the peace of the world well.”
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In this light, Poland appears not only to have been an important component of
the new interwar order, but also a significant player in the process by which the
Versailles system—or rather the Versailles/Riga system—was stabilised.

Above all, Pitsudski did not expect that the current order would stabilise, but
rather that it would be seriously shaken and would break up. On 1 June 1934, Tadeusz
Katelbach said: “The moment of a great general reckoning is approaching”®® He
argued that Poland’s position in the framework of the two non-aggression sys-
tems would remain politically stable for no more than three to four years. We
know that Pilsudski continued to regard Soviet Russia—despite the non-aggression
agreement of July 1932—as invariably dangerous and unpredictable in the inter-
national arena. In March 1934, he made clear that he regarded Soviet-German
rapprochement as always possible. “Despite all appearances and even though
Poland’s eastern borders have been set, the Commandant has no confidence in
Soviet Russia and will always consider it our most dangerous neighbour”® This
does not mean, however, that he ignored the German threat. He expected that, as
a result of unforeseeable internal developments, one of these two countries would
emerge as an aggressor. In order to study the interna (internal conditions) of both
of the “new type” of Great Powers, the Marshal ordered the formation of a spe-
cial “Laboratorium” unit to be manned by army inspectors and ambassadors in
Moscow and Berlin. It operated as a “brain trust” until the autumn of 1935.52 At a
conference of army inspectors in November 1934, Pilsudski ordered the examina-
tion of “France’s interna” in order to determine that country’s real military capabil-
ities and to gain insights into how its political system might develop in the future.*®

At the same conference, General Kazimierz Fabrycy and Colonel Kazimierz
Glabisz presented papers in which they stated that Russia “could be” but Germany
“will be” the first main threat to Poland. Most of those gathered in the room came
out in opposition to this thesis; Pilsudski supported the arguments in opposition,
none of which meant, he added, that he trusted the Germans.* For several reasons,
Pilsudski considered the Soviets to be the greater danger. First, he emphasised
the military character of the Soviet system, which indicates that he accurately
recognised the nature of this variety of totalitarianism.

The military, the expansion of the army is, in Russia, the axis of all state work, while
in Germany it is one phenomenon in Nazi ideology but not the primary one. The
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motives that could stimulate Germany may be outside the military, rather of a polit-
ical, internal and international, social and economic nature.®

Secondly, Pilsudski did not believe that Poland could win any allies in a possible
defensive war against Soviet Russia—except for Romania, though even that was
in doubt, if only due to Romania’s internal difficulties and its numerous territorial
disputes with its neighbours. Pilsudski was also convinced that Russia was “less
calculable” and less dependent on the West than Germany.*® A telling statement is
one Pitsudski made to the army inspector General Fabrycy, namely that “we are
sitting on two stools” and Polish leaders should know “which one we will fall off
first”*” As Gen. Tadeusz Pelczynski later put it: Pilsudski “repeatedly counted the
balance of forces and time. He studied most exactly the possibilities of how an
opponent’s situation might develop”.®

In this regard, Beck’s thinking was identical. In May 1934, responding to a ques-
tionnaire prepared by Marshal Pitsudski regarding possible threats to Poland’s
security, Beck stated that in the next “three to four years, Russia may be the pri-
mary danger”, but then he immediately added that there was “a high probability
that, later, [this] state of affairs will be reversed”.® Beck and his deputy at the
Foreign Ministry, Jan Szembek, pointed out that “in the event of a change in polit-
ical goals, Soviet Russia, in this period of time, will probably remain a country that
is less-connected internationally but with a more complete instrument, in terms
of armed forces, and incurring less risk. Thus, in this period, Soviet Russia can be
considered the neighbour who may be the first to be dangerous.”” This position did
not differ in any way from Pilsudski’s known views.

In a conversation with French Foreign Minister Laval in Warsaw on 11 May 1935,
Beck stated that tension in German-Soviet relations “is the most characteristic
aspect of the current political situation in Europe”.” But we can better reconstruct
the context of debates carried out among Poland’s top leaders on the German-
Soviet matter by citing diplomats who had different views. In June 1935, Juliusz
Lukasiewicz, the Polish envoy (and later ambassador) to Moscow, stated signifi-
cantly that, in his view, “Moscow is prepared to enter into a combination of pacts
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with any partners; and if Hitler extended his hand today towards the USSR, a
German-Soviet pact would surely be ready in no time at all.”* The Polish envoy to
Oslo, Wiadystaw Neuman, claimed in November 1936 that “a return to a Rapallo
policy and the rebirth of German-Russian understanding” seemed “more than cer-
tain” because “Stalin is gradually finishing off pure communism and turning to a
policy of Russian imperialism, continuing in this way the policy of tsarist Russia.””*

A memorandum issued by the Second Department of the General Staff (respon-
sible for military intelligence, etc.), drafted on 9 October 1932 and entitled “A
Military-Political Assessment of Poland in 19327, remains of value to historians.
The author of this document, Captain Jan Malecinski, provided evidence for the
thesis that the peaceful nature of Polish-Soviet relations, regulated by the non-
aggression pact of July 1932, was temporary. Malecifiski argued: “Our observations
indicate a very serious build-up of Soviet military forces in a quantitative and
qualitative sense over the course of the current year. Major advances in the orga-
nisation and motorisation of the army, accompanied by the development of air
and armoured weaponry, together lend the Red Army today a clearly offensive
quality” His conclusions were approved by Lt. Col. Jézef Englicht, head of the
Studies Division of the Second Department of the General Staff.”*

The construction of a giant Soviet military-industrial complex—built on the
USSR’s own strength; that is, without foreign loans—and one that enabled com-
munist Russia to produce its own weaponry, added a completely new dimension
to Soviet power which no one in the 1920s (before the Soviets entered the era of
“five-year plans”) took fully into consideration.” The effects of this fundamental
change could not be immediately gauged from abroad, including from Poland.”
Stalin, as the architect of this policy, thus gained a new weapon in the struggle to
achieve his intended goals in the international arena.
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Unfortunately, as we can conclude from various statements and facts, Beck
underestimated Stalin. He did not see Stalin during his visit to Moscow in February
1934, which was motivated by a desire to demonstrate that Polish diplomacy was
pursuing a policy of normalisation through bilateral relations with the Soviet gov-
ernment as a partner, and not with the Communist Party or the Comintern.” In
June 1935, in a loose form, he noticed that “he did not really understand who Stalin
was, as a figure, and he did not quite know whether or not he was an outstanding
political individual”.”®

Summa summarum, the 1932 pact did not put an end to Polish fears of an eastern
threat, proof of which is the fact that priority was given to staff work on plan “W”;
that is, guidelines for a defensive war in the east, which were completed in 1938.
As British Ambassador Howard Kennard wrote to Foreign Secretary Samuel Hoare
on 27 June 1935, Beck was aware that Russia wanted to take over France’s position
in Eastern Europe and to establish hegemony there.” Even more alarming were
the ongoing discussions in the offices of European diplomacy on how the Soviet
army would have to march through Poland if war broke out between the USSR, in
coalition with the Western powers, against Germany.'”

We should be clear that, within elite political circles in Poland in the 1930s,
there were no major differences of opinion over the fact that the danger from the
East was real. There were only different judgments about what the near future
held in store: a large group of generals saw the greater threat coming from Hitler’s
rearmed Germany than from Stalinist Russia, which, once the five-year plan
system was implemented, was also intensively developing and modernising its
armed forces.'” However, if we look more broadly at Polish political thought in the
1930s, we find opinions advocating the possibility of rapprochement with Soviet
Russia as part of the Eastern Pact concept.'” They appeared in 1932-1934 and they
would not appear later.’®
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The fact that Warsaw did not view communist Russia as a factor in European
stabilisation was not some error of judgment stemming from Polish-Russian his-
tory. The Soviet Union was following a two-track policy. For Moscow, “collective
security”—even if it were possible—offered no path forward for the Soviet lead-
ership in its attempt to secure the status quo in Eastern Europe, though it served
as a convenient propaganda slogan and political tool in the USSR’s effort to bring
at least some of the region’s countries into its sphere of influence; this was the
Soviet Union’s “minimum plan”.!* The “ultimate goal was still to communise the
world and thus gain a dominant position in it”. The plan to “set this goal aside at
the expense of prior consolidation of the strength and power of the socialist Soviet
state, which was the starting point of the great world revolution, would only estab-
lish a stronger and more solid foundation for this [ultimate] goal”.!*®

The historian can do nothing but acknowledge the fact that it was impossible
for Poland to cooperate with Soviet Russia on virtually any important matter in
international politics. Soviet policy was marked by a hostile attitude towards the
“bourgeois world” and by a habit of thinking in terms of spheres of influence, facts
which were not fully appreciated in Western capitals. Not without reason, Beck
thus expressed the view that “Western Europe does not know Russia, does not
understand it, and has never understood it”.!* Reflecting the Polish notion that
the two countries belonged to two different civilizations, that they represent sep-
arate worlds that cannot be reconciled, the Polish foreign minister declared: “The
Polish-Soviet border is one of the most important European borders, because it is
the border between two mentalities”."’

The Polish approach to the Third Reich was much more ambivalent, which
might surprise people today. It is also difficult not to notice that Polish interpret-
ations of the “new” Germany’s policies focused on the person of Hitler and on
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attempts to divine his real intentions towards Poland.'” Among Polish political
elites, there were significant differences of opinion on Hitler’s Germany. And in
the few statements they made that are available to us today, Pilsudski and Beck (in
the period after May 1935) emphasised different aspects of the matter.

On 2 November 1933, the American ambassador in Warsaw, John Cudahy, had
a conversation with Beck in which the foreign minister was asked about his view
of the Germans and their current policy. Beck said:

A large country in a state of revolution poses a number of dangers to others. We are
not threatened more than others. When it comes to real danger, strong action must be
prepared; this requires time. We are calm and collected. In addition, time is at work
here. The Marshal has talked to me about the situation in Germany several times
recently. He views the situation calmly. He is a statesman and commander; he does

not like (jokingly) to make prophecies, like journalists.'”

Beck no doubt viewed the Nazi political revolution in Germany as a radical break
in the course of German history. In December 1933, he told the French ambas-
sador, Jules Laroche, that there were “new people, revolutionary politics” in Berlin.
“The government [there] was treating its nation’s past as a tabula rasa”"® On
4 December 1933, he made similar statements to the British ambassador in Warsaw,
William Erskine. He assessed improvements in Polish-German relations as:

[...] a more serious development resulting from the fact that if the pure Prussian ele-
ment that had until recently ruled Germany was replaced by another element, then
warmer relations are indeed possible given that Prussian tendencies are not all-
German tendencies. Therefore, one should not think that it has been a purely tactical

game.'!!

Asked by the ambassador if “territorial issues [would not] get in the way of good
relations between Poland and Germany”, Beck replied that: “these matters are not
more important in reality than other kinds of revindication, especially with Hitler,
who rejects the Germanisation policy and condemns Bismarck. The difficulty is
more a matter of custom and the psychological than it is the practical”.""?

108 For an analysis of the Polish marshal’s views on German political elites, see Tomasz
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in Idea Europy i Polska w XIX-XX wieku. Ksigga ofiarowana dr. Adolfowi Juzwence,
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1999), pp. 77-84.
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Initially, Beck believed that the most important thing was to give matters some
time; the situation could be better assessed later. The January 1934 agreement was
to serve precisely this purpose. Although it was not possible to gauge precisely
the “value of Hitler’s move, it should be stated that it represented a break from
the fracas”'” A little later, in June 1935, Beck delivered a highly positive assess-
ment of Hitler’s intentions: he expressed hopes for a real breakthrough in future
relations with Germany and stressed that Germany had put a great deal of effort
into implementing the “1934 line” in relations with Poland. Beck added that “the
leadership of the Nazi Party” was working to “overcome the anti-Polish aspect of
the German psyche”.* In Beck’s view, the effect of the “Nazi revolution” was, to
a decisive degree, a historical levelling in relations between the two neighbours,
none of which means, however, that Beck did not talk about the “German threat”
pro foro interno.'®

There is little to be said about Pilsudski’s views on Germany from 1933-1935,
because except for his well-known utterance at the conference of former prime
ministers in March 1934 and his statement of April 12 of that year to army inspec-
tors (in the presence of Beck and Szembek), we have almost no sources on which
to reconstruct his thinking. In any case, that statement, which amounts to his final
political testament, leaves no doubt: he did not trust the “new Germans”, a fact
which has been repeatedly pointed out in historical literature. Convinced though
he was that any agreement with Germany was temporary in nature, Pilsudski
considered such agreement absolutely necessary. Evidently, the marshal avoided
expressing his opinion on the “future course” of the Third Reich and German
policy. On the other hand, after Pilsudski’s death Beck recognised that improved
relations with Germany could, over time, become durable, and that Poland should
take measures to consolidate Polish-German relations.

The new course of German policy towards Poland undoubtedly contributed
to the deepening impression that it was not just a temporary manoeuvre, but
represented permanent change. Hitler took steps to make his Polish counterparts
believe that the “pro-Polish” course of German policy was irreversible. To these
ends he played the anti-Soviet card, aware as he was that Poland felt threatened
by its eastern neighbour. In the spring of 1935, Ambassador Jozef Lipski reported
what Hitler had told him:

[...] if anyone in Germany thinks that the Russian danger is not significant, because
Poland separates Germany from Russia, then it is necessary to give this issue some
historical perspective. In his [Hitler’s] opinion, Russia poses a danger to the entire

113 AAN, MSZ, 108, Note on Beck’s conversation with Ambassador Laroche dated
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West. If the West does not wake up, it may pay a great price in the loss of culture and
civilization. It is quite simple, he said: Poland could maintain its position in the East
for a period of 10-15 years, but for effective opposition, solidarity among everyone
would be necessary. From this point of view, all disagreements among European

countries lose their significance."'¢

Of crucial importance here for the crystallisation of Beck’s views and those of
Poland’s other foreign policymakers regarding the “new Germany” was Beck’s
visit to Berlin in July 1935. It was at this time that he became convinced that Hitler
truly valued the normalisation of relations with Poland and that this would lead
to a kind of political partnership.’” The Reich Chancellor himself said that in the
German view, the significance of Polish-German relations was on a par with British-
German relations. Speaking with Lipski in December 1935, Hitler asked: “How
can you tie yourself to Soviet Russia, which has proclaimed world revolution”?'*
Around the same time, foreign minister von Neurath said that the Western powers
wanted a directorate of powers against Poland, but Germany was not interested in
such a solution.'” In this context, Deputy Foreign Minister Szembek’s statement
in September 1938 is also significant, namely that “Mein Kampfwas written under
different conditions” and that “one must accept what Hitler now says and declares
as his definitive standpoint”.'*

In Beck’s opinion, improved relations with Germany was the “greatest and
most precious achievement” of Polish politics.”” Much more than Pilsudski, he
emphasised the durability of normal relations with Poland’s great neighbours.'” In
his view, Polish foreign policy—having reached bilateral agreements with Germany
and the USSR—had contributed to the stabilisation of Central and Eastern Europe.
On 4 February 1935, in a meeting with the new British Ambassador Howard
Kennard, Beck stated that the agreement with Germany was “not a ten-year truce”,
but a permanent change for the better.'” The Polish envoy in Stockholm, Antoni
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Roman, wrote: “After the present agreement expires in ten years, it will be harder
for Germany to restart a campaign of hatred”.’* Beck was even more convinced
in a speech delivered at the Interior Ministry on 5 June 1935, in which he men-
tioned “psychological changes” in German society which could weaken Polish-
German antagonism and consolidate the achieved modus vivendi between both
nations. Beck ruled out the possibility of a relaxation in Berlin-Moscow relations.
“Soviet-German animosity is derived from ideological premises; these are two
worldviews, two political religions that cannot be reconciled with each other™*
Such arguments would be contradicted by the events 0f 1939.

In any case, Beck was fully aware that the German military was growing
in strength compared to Poland’s, and that this fact would make it possible for
Germany to dictate conditions in the immediate future. On 7 September 1936, he
said: “As Germany’s power has grown, there has been an increased desire to play
brutally and to minimise our value, but we have noticed that the Germans balk at
the idea of allowing the policy of understanding to collapse”.'*

Not everyone in Poland’s leadership in the second half of the 1930s shared
Beck’s optimism. General Edward Smigty-Rydz paid close attention to the ongoing
threat from Germany, about which his statement of 30 June 1936 leaves no doubt. In
line with Beck’s argument that Poland should stay the course in its relations with
Germany, he told Szembek that one should be “on guard” because German weapons
were “directed against us”. He estimated that the German military required two to
three years to achieve “full combat readiness”. Any war would start over Danzig.
He stated that Germany was building up its forces in East Prussia, but not in Upper
Silesia, which suggested that the former would be used as a “gateway” for a future
attack on Poland.'”

In Beck’s eyes, the Third Reich was an innovative organisation built on an
ideological foundation. Seen from this perspective, Hitler was above all the heir
to German Romanticism. In this regard, Beck was not alone. General Wladystaw
Sikorski, for example, believed that “Hitler’s policy is only a continuation of the
long-held views of the German nation”.'* Today, we know that attempts to explain
the Nazi phenomenon through historical analogies represent a great simplifica-
tion, but observers in the 1930s were not yet able to fully grasp and understand
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the novelty of totalitarianism; they had at their disposal no proper language to
describe it, and they thus felt an irresistible need to invoke history.’®

The generation of politicians who gained influence in Poland in the 1930s faced
an unprecedented challenge with the rise of totalitarianism and the expansion of
the totalitarian powers, phenomena which—for the European political elite at the
time—were hardly intelligible. In this regard, Beck was by no means an excep-
tion, which is a fact that historians must keep in mind. Through their dynamic
nature, the depth of their ideological impact on everyday life, and their maximalist
goals, totalitarian movements and totalitarian systems confounded politicians
throughout Europe. Beck talked a great deal about the dynamism of totalitarian
states, and he highlighted the powerful role that ideology played in the way they
functioned. But he did not go beyond what was, at the time, orthodox thinking.

We can confidently say that Pilsudski and Beck, slight differences of opinion
notwithstanding, both viewed Hitler above all as an ideologue-revolutionary who
wanted to tailor the lives of people and nations to his own political doctrine, but
also as a reformer of Germany’s domestic order whose goal was the “internal
transformation of the human being”. Accordingly, they emphasised Hitler’s dyna-
mism and maximalism, which meant in turn that it would take the fithrer a great
deal of time to implement his ambitious plans within Germany. For this reason,
Poland could conclude tactical agreements with Germany that would survive a
given period of time. Such a motivation seems to explain the essence of Beck’s
beliefs.

It is undisputed that after Pilsudski’s death, diplomats in the Polish Foreign
Ministry grew increasingly convinced that Poland could play a significant
stabilising role in Europe. In a letter to the Polish Envoy in Belgrade, Roman
Debicki, in the spring of 1937, Deputy Foreign Minister Szembek made a remark-
able comment on Poland’s external position:

For now, thanks to the general international situation, this stage of events is somehow
holding up, though mainly because we are an element of essential importance to the
conflicted parties, one of whom everyone is afraid, one who no one wants to see cross
over to the opposite camp. I'm starting to think of the paradox that our famously bad
geographical situation is not the worst thing, because it makes us a buffer between

two behemoths.*

The head of a short-lived Polish government, Marian Zyndram-Kos$ciatkowski, in
a conversation on 18 March 1935 with the Soviet ambassador in Warsaw, Yakov
Davydov, invoked the metaphor of a mattress to describe Poland’s role between
Germany and the Soviet Union, which meant that, without Poland’s consent, war

129 For more on this subject, see M. Kornat, Polska 1939 roku wobec paktu Ribbentrop-
Molotow, pp. 440—-441.
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between these two countries could not take place.”™ On 4 January 1937, the Polish
delegate to the League of Nations, Tytus Komarnicki, wrote to the head of Beck’s
cabinet, Michal Lubienski: “Poland, if it is strong, will retain its role as the thumb
on the scale between the Germans and the Soviets”."** It is easy to regard these
beliefs as illusory, since only permanent and irreversible German-Soviet antago-
nism ensured the success of Polish policy, but the fact is that, in the mid-1930s, the
conditions had been created for a real increase in Poland’s significance in Europe’s
geopolitical realities.

It is true, on the one hand, that Polish politicians and diplomats in the late 1930s
generally overestimated Poland’s importance in the international arena, but on the
other it must be admitted that no one, not even the most eager supporters of an ac-
tive Polish foreign policy, doubted that the relative strength of Poland’s two great
neighbours was, to a threatening degree, growing, and that this fact placed Poland
at a disadvantage. In his book Idea Polski published in 1935, Wladystaw Grabski
wrote: “Keeping what we have today will not be an easy thing”."** In this regard, no
one in the General Staff had any doubts.”* In the autumn of 1938, in his controver-
sial booklet Polska jest mocarstwem, Juliusz Lukasiewicz wrote that “currently we are
remarkably weaker than Germany and Russia [...]”."*

The Alliance with France—Crisis and Attempts to
Re-evaluate

Unfortunately, Polish-German rapprochement came at the price of a weakened
Franco-Polish alliance, although that alliance had been losing its value since
1925, when reconciliation with Germany became a centrepiece of French policy
symbolised by the ideas of Aristide Briand. French diplomats even tried to avoid
using the word “alliance”. Of course, the Franco-Polish alliance only just one part
of the decaying system of eastern alliances that France had been able to build in
the 1920s."%
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In March 1934, Marshal Pilsudski said that “the alliance with France has not pro-
vided sufficient strength”.'*” Ever since the Locarno Conference of October 1925, he
had been convinced that Poland required a modus vivendi with Germany. It is diffi-
cult to find any sober Polish politician who did not understand this need. The two
canons of Polish foreign policy; that is, normalisation of relations with Poland’s
great neighbours and the maintenance of alliances formulated in the second half
of 1926, grew out of this conviction and was not at all innovative. But it is signifi-
cant that Marshal Pilsudski viewed the task of normalising relations with Germany
and the Soviet Union as being more important than maintaining the alliances with
France and Romania.

On 26 January 1934—that is, the day the Berlin declaration was issued—the
French ambassador to Warsaw, Jules Laroche, asked Pitsudski: “Does the Alliance
still exist?” To which Pilsudski answered without hesitation: yes."*® In the Polish
view, rapprochement with Germany was not related to any shift in focus from
France to Germany, as propagandists hostile to Poland claimed. The normalisa-
tion of relations with Germany was supposed to open up new possibilities for
Polish diplomacy. Significant here are statements made by Polish diplomats which,
though ex post, seem to accurately reflect the thinking that went into Polish for-
eign policy at the time. “The clientele period has ended once and for all”, said dip-
lomat Anatol Miithlstein.”®® Edward Raczynski said: “To the extent that our policy
crystallised as a balance between East and West with simultaneous concern for
Anglo-Polish rapprochement, the attitude towards us within English political
circles has improved”."* We must therefore agree with Tytus Komarnicki, who
argued that the agreement of 26 January 1934 “helped, in the further course of
events, to bring about the Anglo-Polish agreement”.'* Foreign Minister Barthou’s
statement before the National Assembly’s Foreign Affairs Committee after visiting
Poland in April 1934 is characteristic: “[...] maybe we have not always appreciated
Poland’s real value and true strength. [...] You have to treat Poland in the same way
you treat a power that has proven its existence.”'*

Rapprochement with Germany was to serve a policy of independence, to make
Poland an important actor on the foreign policy stage. It was to be a means to
re-evaluate the alliance with France, which was always understood as a strictly
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bilateral system of defence tied to potentially precise bilateral military obligations.
“The Commandant once anticipated problems that would arise from unhealthy
romances with the Germans”, Beck wrote in May 1939 in a famous letter to
Ambassador Bolestaw Wieniawa-Dlugoszowski, “but he believed that we would
not come to a reasonable deal with the countries of Western Europe if for some
period we did not create our own Polish-German policy”.!*® This reasoning had
deep logic. Pilsudski acted as if he had in mind a notion formulated many years
later by Henry Kissinger, namely that “a Power absolutely committed has no nego-
tiating position”.'** August Zaleski had essentially the same thing in mind when, as
part of the statement quoted above, he judged ex post that it was necessary to rec-
ognise “this pact only as a springboard to strengthen our position against France
and England”.**> In March 1934, Pitsudski stated that alliances “must be maintained
as a counterweight”, but also that “Poland does not need to pay for these alliances
with victims”."*® Undoubtedly, and as Beck said in January 1936, the agreement
with Germany “raised Poland’s value in the eyes of the French”.!"

As we know, Beck was not concerned that France would renounce the al-
liance with Poland because such a move “would amount to suicide”!”® On
7 September 1936, when the Franco-Polish payment agreement was signed at
Rambouillet, he stated: “Our position towards Germany based on the principle
of being a good neighbour is by no means timid. Undoubtedly, the French would
behave differently towards us had we not achieved some sort of parity with the
Germans.”** The policy of balance was to allow Poland to strengthen its nego-
tiating position in the international arena. “The world was slowly getting used
to the new face of the reborn Poland.”*** Juliusz Lukasiewicz (the Polish ambas-
sador in Paris from June 1936) told Deputy Foreign Minister Szembek that the
role and “value of Poland on the international scale consists in the fact that both
France and Germany try to draw Poland towards themselves out of concern that it
[Poland] should not go over to the other camp”.**' Having said that, foreign policy
leaders in Warsaw continued to make every effort to exploit all possible options
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to strengthen and clarify Polish-French military obligations. Unfortunately, those
efforts proved to be futile all the way up to September 1939.

In his realistic assessments, Pitsudski did not ignore the foreign criticism that
Poland received in the wake of the Polish-German agreement of January 1934. He
explained such criticism by highlighting the obvious interest that foreign players
had in making sure that the “new Poland” had no real opportunity to stand up for
itself and to establish for itself a significant position in Europe, but he was satisfied
with the fact that Poland was now a player on the international stage. “Knowing
that Poland could be exploited as a result of its vulnerabilities, all countries tried to
prevent the conclusion of non-aggression pacts because such pacts reduced their
ability to exploit Poland.”*** Juliusz Lukasiewicz wrote that, among all the new
states that the powers dubbed satellites, Poland “has emerged as an undesirable
exception, one which wants to hand neither its fate nor its interests over to the
disposition of the world’s powers, and does not want to accept any commitments
other than those based on reciprocity”.'**

Pilsudski’s and Beck’s understanding of the Franco-Polish Alliance was based
on the argument that both countries were to respect certain mutual obligations
and, at the same time, maintain the ability to respond to any developments on the
international scene without having to tolerate a situation in which the stronger
partner would attempt to force the weaker party to accept its point of view. The
Locarno ideology, along with the deceptive slogans of multilateralism at all costs,
were in Pilsudski’s view the harmful product of French politics as shaped by
Briand.”* “Every country”, Beck once told Wladystaw Pobog-Malinowski:

[...] has its own set of vital interests and its own angle on the matters it must con-
front. Countries bound by an alliance, much like people in everyday life, if they want
sincere and fruitful cooperation, must be willing to make concessions; they must seek
not to compensate for or eliminate the differences that separate them, because such
differences will always exist, but to reduce the sharpness of the angles that are cre-
ated from differences in points of view. One party cannot demand that an ally make
one-sided concessions or submit to its interests. Under these conditions, that ally
would become an ordinary vassal.”**®

Pilsudski’s plan regarding relations with France, which Beck was to imple-
ment after May 1935, was never fully realised. As has been repeatedly written,

152 K. Switalski, Diariusz 1919-1935, p- 660.

153 J. Lukasiewicz, Polska w Europie w polityce Jozefa Pitsudskiego (London [1944]), p. 10.

154 Recalling his historic trip to Paris in February 1921, Pilsudski reportedly said:
“It was easiest for me to come to an understanding with Millerand—he represented
healthy French nationalism.” See W. Baranowski, Rozmowy z Pitsudskim (Warsaw
1931), p. 157.

155 W. Pobdg-Malinowski, Na rumuriskim rozdrozu (fragmenty wspomnieri) (Warsaw
1990), pp. 82-83 (previously published in Kultura [Paris], Nos. 7, 8 and 9-10 in 1948).
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the French complained that the government in Warsaw had not informed Quai
d’Orsay about the course of Polish-German negotiations at the end of 1933 and in
early 1934, which were carried out far from the public eye. French suspicions were
reduced, in part, during Minister Barthou’s important visit to Warsaw in April
1934," but the growing wave of accusations that an alleged secret protocol had
been appended to the 26 January 1934 declaration served to create a black legend
around Pitsudski’s and Beck’s Poland."’ Increasingly, Poland’s image was that of an
aggressive country interested in changing Europe’s territorial order.””® The Polish
foreign minister was burdened with a negative stereotype as a Germanophile and
Francophobe, a man who, in the French view, had a “temperament ambitieux et
autoritaire”.’® This stereotype circulated throughout the international stage; it was
cultivated by anti-Polish actors and was fuelled by Poland’s internal opposition.
Related to all of this is the fact that Poland, especially before Pilsudski’s coup of
May 1926 (Poland’s parliamentary democracy between 1921-1926 proved to be
largely dysfunctional) was susceptible to foreign interference, the goal of which
was to bring Polish international policy in line with the expectations of one or
the other foreign power. The stabilisation of Warsaw’s authoritarian regime after
1926 seriously reduced the chances that attempts to interfere in Poland’s internal
affairs—undertaken most prominently by Paris, but also by London—could be suc-
cessful.' Nonetheless, old habits did indeed die hard.

We cannot forget that, for France and from the point of view of its priorities,
Poland was from the beginning une alliée de remplacement and, by the second
half of the 1920s, it had become an obstacle in reaching a settlement with the
German Reich. After Locarno, the authors of French foreign policy set out to reach
an agreement with Germany, seeing this as a matter of overriding importance.
Although their efforts fell short in the end, those efforts indicated the main direc-
tion that French diplomacy would take.'*! The only response that Polish diplomats

156 At a session of the National Assembly’s Foreign Affairs Committee, Barthou stated
that there was no secret Polish-German agreement and that Pilsudski “never saw”
Hitler. See P. Wandycz, “Louis Barthou o swej wizycie w Polsce”, p. 343.

157 M. Kornat, Polityka rownowagi, pp. 229-306 (Chapter 5: “Pakt, ktorego nie byto..”).

158 On 14 February 1934, Litvinov told US Ambassador Bullitt that he did not believe
that the newly concluded Polish-German agreement contained secret clauses.
Polish-German talks were surely taking place about a future attack by both coun-
tries on the USSR if the latter were involved in a war with Japan. See National
Archives [Washington], Department of State, Decimal Files, mf, T.1247.

159 AMAE, Europe 1918-1940, Pologne, p. 298, Note on Beck dated 8 May 1935.

160 Officials in the British Foreign Office expressed hope that Marshal Smigly-Rydz,
in opposition to Beck, would represent a different and alternative line towards
Germany. See Lord Robert Vansittart in a memorandum dated 31 August 1938 in
T. Piszczkowski, Anglia a Polska 1914-1939, p. 449.

161 See Maria Pasztor, “Polityka francuska wobec Polski w latach 1936-1939”, in Droga
ku wojnie. Polityka europejska i amerykariska w przededniu drugiej wojny Swiatowej,
red. T. Kisielewski (Bydgoszcz 1999), pp. 59-84.
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could make was to achieve some sort of balance in relations with Germany. Of
course, talks could be carried out only with the German government as it exercised
real power in Berlin, and from 30 January 1933, that government was Hitler’s.
Pilsudski and Beck recognised that Poland had no choice but to attempt some kind
of rapprochement with Germany.

We cannot fail to note the significant fact that France’s position was weakening
as its foreign policy transformed into a defensive military strategy. The tangible
expression of this transformation was the Maginot Line, the construction of which
began in 1929."* Having said that, the French General Staff did not immediately
scrap all plans for offensive actions; indeed, the French military included such
actions in their operational plan of 1932 (which came into force in 1933), which
anticipated the need to pre-empt a German attack by moving through Luxembourg
and taking military control of German territory west of the Rhine.'®®* But the French
lacked what we might call the political will to take preventive military action, even
though such an action was possible until the Rhineland was remilitarised in 1936.
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