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Letter from the Crisis Director	  

Delegates, 

 

Welcome to the twenty third Regional Training Conference hosted by the Florida 

State University’s World Affairs Program. I am excited to present to you Poland: 1939. I 

believe that this conference and specifically this committee will be a great experience for 

all involved. This committee started from a fascination with the Polish Resistance and the 

epic mythology that surrounds this era of history in Europe. From this grew the idea to 

focus in on a committee that would recreate the actual circumstances leading up to the 

invasion of Poland and see if a group of delegates could manage to change history or if 

they would be stuck careening down the same tragic path that Poland found itself on in 

September of 1939. We are very excited to see what you come up with! 

I am an International Affairs and Political Science Major with a minor in Law and 

Society. In addition to being the director of the World Affairs Program here at FSU, I am 

also involved in Habitat for Humanity and Honors Legal Scholars. 

I look forward to meeting you all and working with you and cannot wait to see 

this committee come to fruition. It has been a long path, taking this from a fledgling idea 

and transforming it into a robust committee. RTC has always proven to be an exceptional 

learning experience for everyone involved and I have no doubt that this committee will 

be challenging and exciting!  We look forward to all that the creativity and thought that 

you will bring into this committee. Please feel free to email any questions you may have 

to rnw12b@my.fsu.edu. 

 

Sincerely, 

Rachel Way 
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Letter from the Chair	  
Esteemed delegates, 

 
It is my pleasure to welcome you to the premier committee of FSUWAP’s 

Regional Training Conference XXIII: The Summit of the Polish Cabinet, 1939. This will 

undoubtedly be an incredibly exciting simulation, exploring a veritable linchpin of 

Modern history from a perspective oft overlooked. I, myself, a student of Slavic history 

and civilization, am thrilled to have the opportunity to preside over this meeting of the 

Cabinet as your chair and “president” on RTC weekend. Accordingly, I sought to reflect 

my deep fascination with the history of Poland in this background guide. While the 

historical narrative is by no means exhaustive, it should give each delegate a solid 

foundation for further research as well as outline not only how the political contours of 

East Central Europe have shaped Poland’s fate over time but also how those many 

lingering legacies - malignant or otherwise -  begotten by its rich history might come into 

play once the Cabinet of the Second Republic convenes in the late summer of 1939.  

About myself, I am a third-year student at FSU, majoring in History and 

International Affairs with minors in Russian Language and Business. This year will be 

my seventh participating in some form of Model United Nations. I chaired the British 

Colonies: 1766 crisis at last year’s RTC, served as a head delegate of several travel 

teams, was the secretary-general of the first FDISC, and I am currently the Assistant 

Director of the FSU World Affairs Program.  

I eagerly look forward to meeting and working with all of you to steer the Polish 

ship of state into a more positive direction than history would spell for it, and I am 

confident that your collective, cooperative efforts will yield such a result. I wish you 

good luck, and invite you to direct any questions to asstdir@fsuwap.org 

 

Best, 

David Gracin  
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Historical Context:	  

The Three Partitions of Poland: 1772-1795	  
Poland in the eighteenth century had been a vast country that comprised not only the 

eastern and central portions of the present-day state, but also much of Lithuania, Latvia, 

Belarus, and the Ukraine. That all would soon change; on the 5th of August 1772, 

Poland’s three neighbors 

entered into an agreement and 

proceeded immediately to 

occupy the provinces that they 

had previously appropriated to 

themselves. Russia’s share was 

the most expansive, comprising 

all that still remained to the 

Republic beyond the Dvina and 

Dnieper Rivers. Austria seized 

a territory hardly less large but 

with a greater population, 

swallowing the whole of 

Galicia as far as the Vistula; but it was Frederick the Great who secured the most 

valuable acquisition, obtaining Polish West Prussia which had separated East Prussia 

from the rest of his holdings. By this partition, the Polish Republic lost about 30% of its 

territory and half of its population (four million people), of which a large portion had not 

been ethnically Polish. In seizing northwestern Poland’s coveted port cities of Danzig and 

Torun, Prussia instantly gained control over 80% of the Commonwealth's total foreign 

trade. Through levying enormous customs duties, Prussia accelerated the collapse of the 

Commonwealth. The following two partitions, in 1793 and 1795, erased Poland from the 

map of Europe altogether. Poland would be briefly resurrected—if in a smaller frame—in 

1807, when Napoleon erected a French satellite state, the Duchy of Warsaw. After his 

defeat and the implementation of the Congress of Vienna treaty in 1815, the Russian-

dominated Congress Kingdom of Poland was created in its place.	  
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The “Congress Kingdom” and Insurrection in Tsarist 
Poland: 1815-1875	  
	  

 In 1815, the determination of Tsar Alexander I of Russia to restore a Polish 

kingdom under his rule alienated both domestic public opinion as well as western 

European governments and almost broke up the Congress of Vienna, which convened in 

the Austrian capital to negotiate a post-Napoleonic European settlement. Sympathetic to 

Polish national aspirations, Tsar Alexander kindly treated the Poles who had fought for 

the French and, with the help of the Czartoryski, drew up plans for a constitutional 

Poland, including the territory of the short-lived Duchy of Warsaw, Prussian Poland, and 

Austrian Galicia. Prussia and Austria were to be compensated, the former with Saxony, 

but Austrian Foreign Minister Klemens von Metternich strongly opposed to strengthening 

Russia and Prussia so much. The 

Polish issue provoked a secret 

Austro-British-French alliance in 

January 1815 against the claims 

of Russia and Prussia, and war 

was threatened until a 

compromise was negotiated. In 

all, Prussia kept some of its 

Polish lands, Austria retained 

Galicia, Krakow became a free 

city, and Russia obtained the rest 

of Poland as a constitutional 

kingdom. 	  

In 1830, a year of upheaval across Europe, the Poles rebelled against the 

Russians, seeking full independence and nationhood, and in 1835, in response, Tsar 

Nicholas I abrogated the Polish constitution of 1815 and made Poland an indivisible part 

of the Russian Empire. He closed Polish institutions of higher learning and secularized 

lands of the Catholic Church. Furthermore, the Russian language was forced upon the 

Poles in secondary schools, and the works of leading Polish authors were banned. During 
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the liberal years after 1855 some Polish emigres returned home, and a reform-minded 

“Tsar Liberator” Alexander II came to power with a generally moderate attitude toward 

the Poles. Though Alexander warned them not to expect political changes, Polish radicals 

agitated for broader autonomy. The tsar appointed Alexander Wielopolski to introduce 

needed reforms and make Russian rule more tolerable. Poland was granted the privilege 

of municipal elections and Poles replaced Russian officials in subordinate governmental 

offices. The thirtieth anniversary of the Warsaw uprising of 1830 was celebrated with 

anti-Russian demonstrations, and late in 1861, a student- and worker-led revolt broke out 

in Warsaw in which Russians fired into the crowd, killing several protesters. As a result, 

Wielopolski’s policies were repudiated, and radical defiance of his decree on conscription 

in 1863 touched off armed rebellion.	  

The Polish insurrection lasted more than a year and doomed the hopes of the 

moderates; Polish lords supported the Warsaw radicals while the enserfed peasantry 

remained largely passive. Alexander’s government crushed the rebellion and 

subsequently Polish autonomy. 128 rebels were publicly executed and 12,000 others to 

deported to Siberia. The property of the Polish Catholic Church was largely confiscated, 

the clergy put on state payroll, and the church subordinated to the tsarist Ministry of the 

Interior. In 1875, Russian Poland was divided into 10 provinces directly under tsarist 

administration. These “Trans-Vistular” provinces became subject to harsh Russification 

and repression, which heralded official tsarist policies after 1881. 	  

The Japanese pouncing of Russia in the Far East in 1904 proved for the first time 

the artificial nature of the power of the very tsarist empire that held the majority of 

Poland under its domination. The revolution that then broke out in Russia aroused 

separatist aspirations among all the subjected nationalities in the empire, but seemed to 

offer a unique opportunity for the liberation of Poland. However, a fresh disappointment 

awaited them, as Russian repression restarted and more severe than ever. 	  

	  

The Great War and the Resurrection of the Republic: 
1914-1923	  

	  
From the point of view of Polish history, the immediate roots of the European war 

of 1914 matter little, because among its highly complex set of causes the Polish question 
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held no place. But what concerned all Poles was that it was precisely those three powers 

that had partitioned their country who were most directly involved in the conflict that was 

preparing. It was easy to foresee that the war would have to develop on Polish territory, 

and that each of the belligerent parties would exploit the question of Polish independence 

to the detriment of the other. 	  

For the Russian Empire, the first year of the Great War was an unmitigated 

disaster for its massive yet incredibly hapless military. By the end of 1914, Russian 

forces had lost control of the major Polish industrial city of Lodz, leaving the German 

army merely fifty miles from Warsaw (now home to 100,000 Polish refugees). Warsaw 

fell to the Germans the following July. In a major departure from convention, in March 

1915 the tsar gave permission for the formation of a new “Polish legion,” no doubt 

swayed by the prospect of an extra half million conscripts and a propaganda coup against 

German-occupied Poland and in Galicia, where Polish patriots urged their compatriots to 

refuse to take up arms against tsarist Russia. By the end of 1916, Russian General Alexei 

Brusilov trumpeted the success of this policy, albeit in a patronizing manner that dwelled 

upon the “strong hand of friendship” that was extended to Russia’s “younger sister.”	  

Poland re-emerged in 1918, somewhat unexpectedly, from the military collapse of 

her partitioning powers. The recreation of the Polish state and the absorption of its 

disparate parts, especially in the difficult years immediately following the war, was an 

enormous task; for more than 130 years, the different areas that comprised the newly 

independent country had been ruled by different administrations and had formed integral 

parts of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia. Divergences of law, custom, and even of 

language hindered the smooth functioning of the state. 	  

The former Russian territories made up the largest part of the state, amassing two-

thirds of the total area, and fell into two distinct parts: the area of the old Congress 

Kingdom and the Kresy (or eastern borderlands). The Congress Kingdom’s population of 

10.5 million was largely Polish although there was a substantial Jewish minority in the 

towns. Still largely agricultural, it had experienced rapid industrial development since the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century, supplying principally Russian markets. The main 

industrial centers were Lodz (textile production), the Dabrowa basin (metallurgy and 

coal-mining), and Warsaw, with its metalworking factories and food-processing plants. 
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The Kresy, which had formed an integral part of Russia, had in 1921 a population of 4.8 

million. In this region of mixed nationalities, the northern peasantry was mainly White 

Russian, and the urban population Jewish and Ukrainian. 	  

The territories formerly German, too, fell into two distinct parts, Ponzania and 

Pomerania, and Polish Upper Silesia. These regions were principal suppliers of food for 

the rapidly increasing urban population of Germany. Though the industrialists, 

landowners, and officials here had been almost entirely German before 1914, the 

overwhelming majority were Polish-speaking and Catholic. The Polish Corridor, which 

separated East Prussia from the rest of Germany, was awarded to Poland. The key port of 

Danzig was not given to Poland outright, but became a free city under League of Nations 

auspices, allowing Poles unhindered access to the port facilities. As for Austrian territory 

absorbed by Poland, Galicia and Austrian Silesia accounted for 20.3% of the new 

Republic’s total territory, and contained little industry beyond the developing oil 

refineries in Boryslaw, Galicia. 	  

 Further south, the lengthy Czechoslovak-Polish border was finalized only after a 

dispute between the two states over the economic and strategic area of Teschen, a key 

transportation and communications hub coveted by both Warsaw and Prague. After a 

brief armed conflict between 

the two states, an international 

commission imposed the 

resulting division of Teschen. 

Meanwhile, two years of full-

scale warfare between the Red 

Army and Polish forces under 

Pilsudski’s command resulted 

in the Polish seizure of the 

Lithuanian city of Vilna and 

the acquisition of Belorussian 

territory that was settled upon 

after the 1921 Treaty of Riga, 

which finalized the Polish-
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Soviet border. 	  

The last piece of the puzzle was the cession of Western Ukrainian territory to 

Poland in 1923, grudgingly approved by an international commission. Yet, the manner by 

which Poland’s borders had been drawn virtually assured that it would become the target 

of hostile neighbors from every direction. 	  

	  

	  
	  
Domestic Turmoil and the Rise of Pilsudski: 1923-
1935	  
	  
 Independence did not erase the brooding tensions between Poland’s warring 

ideological factions that had developed before the Great War, namely those of Roman 

Dmowski and Marshal Josef Pilsudski (pictured). 

The former gained an upper hand when the 

Constituent Assembly in 1921 produced a 

constitution clearly designed to marginalize 

Pilsudski and his followers. Pilsudski was offered 

the presidency – designed as a figurehead position 

with no effective power – and vehemently rejected it. 

The winner of the 1922 presidential contest, Gabriel 

Narutowicz, was elected on the fifth ballot by a slim 

margin and subsequently shot dead by a right-wing 

activist. 	  

Besides the obvious difficulty of integrating 

Poles conditioned in three separate political cultures, the ubiquity of political parties 

ensured no one faction ever held a majority in parliament, thereby producing a 

chronically unstable situation of rotating coalition governments that were all equally 

dysfunctional. 	  

Before long, it was clear that the parliamentary government was incapable of 

solving Poland’s pressing social and economic problems. Beyond that, the parliament 

was riddled with corruption and proved unable to produce consistent policy, troubling 
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foreign investors. As discontent mounted, Pilsudski appeared more and more appealing 

as the savior of the nascent republic. In May 1926, backed by head elements of the army 

and his Socialist comrades, Pilsudski overthrew the existing government, meeting only 

sporadic resistance and little bloodshed. Pilsudski would retain control of the armed 

forces, and although he relinquished his position as head of the cabinet, he dictated 

various government policies until his death. 	  

Developments over the next several years appeared to legitimize Pilsudski’s coup 

d’état. The government reconciled with alienated national minorities – namely the Jews 

and Ukrainians – and worked arduously to convince foreign investors of Poland’s 

newfound domestic stability. As a result of the latter effort, the influx of foreign capital 

stabilized the currency and kick-started a major economic upturn. 	  

The unraveling began as soon as the Great Depression cloaked Poland. The 

Second Republic suffered from serious domestic tensions and interethnic hostilities on 

the eve of the Depression, which in turn exacerbated them. Pilsudski’s authoritarian 

government handled the situation by arresting and interning key opposition party leaders 

on the eve of crucial parliamentary elections in 1930. At the same time, Ukrainian 

uprisings in Eastern Poland were met with violent repression and the imposition of 

martial law. Internationally, several years of negotiation with the Kremlin resulted in a 

Polish-Soviet non-aggression pact in 1932. Unable to successfully press France to take 

preventative military action against Hitler’s Nazi regime before it could establish itself, 

Warsaw signed a similar pact with Berlin in 1934. 	  

In May 1935, a month after the parliament completed a new constitution, 

Pilsudski died, leaving his followers to deal with a defect common to all dictatorships – a 

succession crisis. Out of the subsequent two-year power struggle arose a tenuous 

compromise that divided power between Ignacy Moscicki – Pilsudski’s intended 

successor – and Marshal Edward Rydz-Smigly, who occupied a leading political and 

military role as Pilsudski’s Inspector General of the Armed Forces.	  
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Current Situation:	  
	  

Poland now confronts a period where survival is not guaranteed, and each 
decision made by her leaders could easily lead to ruin. Peril both at home and 

abroad place the Republic in an ever more precarious position. Without superior 
political, diplomatic, and economic maneuverings by the cabinet to solve 

Poland’s myriad problems, the Second Republic could cease to exist.	  
	  
Domestic Political Division	  

Since the mid-1930s, several fascist movements have begun to arise in Poland, 

most notably the Falanga and its rival National Radical Camp, which treated the state and 

fellow opposition groups with comparable hostility. The post-Pilsudski political 

arrangement has proven unsatisfactory to some segments of his followers, who felt loyal 

to their deceased leader but bear no such commitment to the following ones. The 

opposition movement, at large, has begun to recover its vitality since the 1930 purge. To 

co-opt some elements of the fascist opposition, Rydz-Smigly formed the Camp for 

National Unity, whose program offers a radical right-wing agenda. The result has been a 

state that displays increasingly totalitarian tendencies and is dominated by far-right 

interests. The most energetic opposition has come from the left, however. The Polish 

Socialist Party is at the forefront, forming a rallying point for workers not only concerned 

with the right-wing tendencies of the government but also the management practices of 

Poland’s industrial magnates. It has ballooned in influence since the local winter 

elections of 1938 and those of the spring of 1939, when the party registered significant 

gains in the major urban areas. The Polish Communist Party, actually an illegal 

organization, has also expanded underground operations. Though insignificant in 

electoral politics by virtue of its illegal nature, it has proven to be a driving force in urban 

public opinion.	  

	  

Growing Ethnic Tensions	  
As the previously partitioned Poles well know, frontiers have a habit of becoming 

fixed, merely because they are established. But at the same time, the failure of the 

government so far to reconcile its Ukrainian, White Russian, and German minorities to 

existence within the framework of the Polish state has done much to undermine the long-
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term viability of the 1921 borders. Moreover, the concessions made to anti-Semitic 

agitation have weakened the state economically and troubled the West, which has grown 

increasingly disillusioned with independent Eastern Europe. Complicating this was the 

state’s open endorsement of an economic struggle against the Jews and the emergence of 

several proposals for anti-Jewish legislation brought forth by Polish lawmakers after 

1936. One such scheme was designed to deprive the Jews of all political rights and 

privileges in addition to thrusting them under a state economic control so rigid that they 

would have been entirely pauperized. Civil unrest continues to grow, exacerbated by the 

growing militancy of Poland’s neighbors and the widely perpetrated anti-Semitic 

attitudes in the region.	  

	  
Economic Disarray	  

The state of the economy is, at best, discouraging. Due to the heavy losses 

incurred by every sector after the war, the still-consolidating Second Republic was only 

just entering its seemingly permanent period of prosperity when a series of European 

financial crises, culminating in the Depression, hit. Furthermore, critically 

underdeveloped Poland is falling behind the rest of the world; over 60% of the population 

is involved in agricultural production, and the nation’s total industrial and agricultural 

output per capita is far below the world average. Sharp and prolonged unemployment has 

been plaguing the countryside and urban centers alike with unusual severity; for the last 

ten years it has hovered between 25 and 30 percent for industrial workers, and the 

numbers for unemployed and underemployed agricultural workers have been even more 

startling. Moreover, massive estates combined with small holdings to create an unequal 

basis for Poland’s agrarian system. The large landowners, constituting less than one 

percent of the total number of farms, controlled 43 percent of arable cropland, genuine 

agrarian reform has yet to manifest. To make matters worse, over 60% of Poland’s total 

capital is foreign, leaving the government little budgetary flexibility. This lack of reform 

has crippled Poland’s economy and has been hugely detrimental to Poland’s attempts to 

modernize and expand. Without income and efficient resource allocation, Poland is 

decreasingly able to catch up to the growing powers around them. Facing famine in the 
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coming months, a remedy must be found to the mounting problems surrounding Polish 

agrarian reform and modernization.	  

	  

Foreign Policy	  
Although Warsaw did not object to Hitler’s Anschluss of Austria in 1938, the 

rising tensions throughout Europe have all nations in a state of concern. In addition, 

Poland openly welcomed Czechoslovakia’s capitulation to the Reich, a development 

which it saw as a critical blow to Soviet influence in central Europe and a land grab for 

itself. Polish relations with Germany have hit a high note of late, culminating in 

speculation that Poland will join the Anti-Comintern Pact - at Hitler’s behest. Foreign 

Minister Josef Beck has also sent overtures to Berlin suggesting Polish acquiescence to a 

possible German recovery of Gdansk and the so-called Polish Corridor, rumors of which 

have caused an uproar at home. Beck has attempted to maintain relations with the Soviet 

Union, all the while recognizing Moscow as the primary and looming threat to Poland’s 

independence. Beck has taken strides to attempt to ally Poland with France and Britain, 

although he remains incredibly cynical about the strengths of these alliances, should war 

arise.  In addition to this, reports of secret, back-channel meetings between Germany and 

the Soviet Union have begun to trickle in. The threat of a dual-pronged invasion has 

become more tangible than ever before. Polish Foreign Policy is in a state of panic.	  

State of the Armed Forces	  
Poland is faced with the daunting fact that her military is both small and ill-

prepared for a war and fundamentally lacks the weapons, resources, and technology that 

its enemies have. On paper, the Polish Armed Forces appear formidable, boasting a 

peacetime strength of some thirty-nine infantry divisions, eleven cavalry brigades, ten 

armored battalions, ten air force regiments, and nearly 325,000 men under arms. 

However, very little initiative has been taken to revamp the army, largely useless against 

a potential invasion from the modernized, mechanized military machines of Berlin and 

Moscow. 	  

As in most European armies, the infantry formed the basis of the Polish forces. 

However, the Polish infantry is woefully backward in equipment, which barely surpasses 

the level of 1914. Compared with a Soviet or German counterpart, a Polish division is 
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weak in artillery, in the means for undertaking reconnaissance and communications, in 

machine guns, and in its sapper and chemical sub-departments. Polish divisions are 

entirely without organic heavy artillery, anti-tank artillery, and tanks, and are very slow 

in movement -- owing to their dependence on horse-drawn carts. 	  

The same backwardness characterizes the cavalry, miraculously still regarded as a 

fighting arm of vital significance, and which constitutes 10.5 percent of the Army, a 

higher proportion than in any European military. Compared to other nations, despite the 

significance assigned to it, the Polish cavalry possesses the lowest numbers of officers 

and men, has the smallest amount of motorized equipment, and is much worse provided 

armored weaponry.	  

The Polish Air Force is also in a particularly poor condition. The strategic 

doctrine of the armed forces has maintained that air units can only play a subordinate role 

and should be mainly focused on distant reconnaissance. As such, no attempts have been 

made to develop an independent fighting or bombing force. Poland’s Air Force is 

incredibly dependent on French equipment, and efforts to muster a native Polish aircraft 

industry have so far met disastrous results. In a time of enormous expansion of Soviet and 

German air power, the Polish Air Force has but 417 working aircraft.	  
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Afterword: 	  
“Polska nie rzadem stoi”	  

	  

 A common maxim among Polish nobility until the partitions of the late eighteenth 

century was “Polska nie rządem stoi,” literally, “in anarchy lies Poland’s strength.” This 

complicity in the face of impending aggression from expansionist Catherines and 

Fredericks looking to subject the Poles to their own empires offers a historical lesson that 

should not be ignored by the men at the helm of the Polish ship of state. The cohesive, 

rigidly organized states that flank the Republic to its east and west only further illuminate 

the helplessness of the divided, dislocated, and bewildered country that faces the prospect 

of concerted attack from either or both Moscow and Berlin. Maintenance of a state in 

such choppy waters is imposing enough for a functional government at full economic and 

military strength. For Poland, some say it may be nearly impossible. The members of this 

cabinet, countenancing these crucial problems, must forge a united front within its own 

ranks as well as throughout the country for the dream of Polish independence to survive. 

Our ability and determination to fuse the diverse and often contradictory forces of the 

Polish nation in support of the state will spell our fate in the coming months. 	  

	  

Good luck,  

Rachel Way	  

Crisis Director	  

	  

David Gracin	  

Chair	  
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