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March Constitution
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The date 11 November 1918 was recognised as the symbol of Poland’s regaining
her  independence  when  the  Regency  Council  transferred  military  command
authority  to Józef  Piłsudski.  However,  the process of  statehood creation took
much  longer,  the  priority  being  fight  for  the  state  borders,  but  together  with
diplomatic eorts in the West, the war with the Bolsheviks and plebiscites on
contested territories lasted the process of building key bodies of state authorities.
In January 1919, the first elections to the legislative Sejm took place, by necessity
only in the former Kingdom of Poland and West Galicia. The newly elected Sejm
adopted  provisional  rules  for  the  functioning  of  the  state  called  the  Little
Constitution. The Sejm also granted Józef Piłsudski the role of Chief of State
pending the adoption of the constitution. Given the situation in the country, the
constitutional debate reopened in February 1921, once the war with the Bolsheviks
was over. The Constitution was ceremonially adopted on 17 March 1921.
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The Republic of Poland was reborn as a democratic republic, guaranteeing on its
territory the protection of life, freedom and property of all its citizens regardless of
origin, ethnicity, race or religion. The constitution also guaranteed the freedom of
consciousness and confession, minority rights as well as the freedom of speech,
residence  and  association.  The  legislative  bodies  were  the  Sejm and Senate
elected every five years by universal surage, equal, secret, direct and proportional
(the so-called ‘five-adjective elections’).  The executive power was in the hands of
president  and government,  also  enjoying  the  right  to  initiate  legislation.  The
March Constitution recognised the primacy of legislative power over the executive,
hence president was to be chosen every seven years by a vote in the National
Assembly (the combined Sejm and Senate). The third element of the democratic
state was independent courts. The relations between the state and the Catholic
Church  were  to  be  regulated  in  a  separate  act  known  as  the  concordate
(eventually adopted in 1925.
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The constitution also laid down the obligations of the citizens towards the state,
those of key importance being loyalty towards the state, the duty to abide by law
and pay taxes as well as military service. In November 1922, a general election
took place under the principles enshrined in the Constitution. The first task facing
the new legislature was the election of a president. As Józef Piłsudski renounced
the  post,  it  was  dicult  to  find  a  candidate  enjoying  support  of  more  than  50
percent of the MPs. Eventually, after several rounds of voting, the unattached
Gabriel  Narutowicz  emerged  victorious,  supported  primarily  by  the  left.
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Narutowicz declared himself to be non-religious and had spent much of his life
outside of Poland, which is why the right was outraged by his election. Supporters
of National Democracy ND, the main right-wing party) took to the street to
protest. There were attempts to thwart his swearing-in yet Gabriel Narutowicz was
finally sworn in on 11 December 1922. Five days later, a man harbouring extremely
right-wing views, later referred to as a reckless madman, shot the president during
his public address. It was only thanks to prompt action by the Speaker of the
Sejm Maciej Rataj, who appointed a new government at top speed and ordered a
new presidential election, that riots or even a civil war were avoided. The second
president was Stanisław Wojciechowski, the candidate of the left and centre. The
public mood was pacified and the young state stabilised.   

Anna Buchner
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