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PROFESSOR IMRICH KARVAS — ECONOMIST,
SCIENTIST, POLITICIAN, AND TEACHER

Ing. Egon Hlavaty, DrSc.

During its fight for emancipation, the
recognition of its irrevocable right to
equal status within the community of
nations of Europe and the world, the
Slovak nation was often faced with the
question — through what and by whom
the country’s intellectual potential
could be demonstrated? In the field of
economic theory and policy, which are
so dependent on national and state
sovereignty, historical facts were often
distorted by the ups and downs of poli-
tical and social life as a result of which

The professional career of Professor Karva$ was
marked by rapid advancement. He was born on 25
February 1903 in VarSany (Levice District). He gradua-
ted from Comenius University in Bratislava in 1925.
After studying economic law in Paris and Strasbourg,
he lectured at the Faculty of Law at Comenius Univer-
sity, where he became a senior lecturer in 1934 and
an associate professor in the same year. In 1940, he
was appointed professor of national economic science.
He lectured at the Sorbonne, in Germany and England.
In 1937, he gave a series of lectures in the USA, where
he became a member of the Econometric Society in
Colorado Springs.

As a respected university teacher, Professor Karva$
was one of the leading Slovak scientists of the time. In
his theoretical works, he sought answers to questions
arising from actual political and economic develop-
ments, and then tried to apply them in the manage-
ment of the national economy. Professor Karva$ is
often characterised as a follower of the Czech profes-
sor, K. Engli§. Although he continued the work of K.
Englis, he was in fact a proponent of the Austrian scho-
ol of national economic science, which is clearly ref-
lected in his works. Undoubtedly, he may be characte-
rised as a leading personality, especially in the fields of
financial and monetary theory and policy, whose influ-
ence spread beyond the bounds of his native country.

Professor Karva$ drew a realistic picture of the eco-
nomy of Czechoslovakia in the period before the
Munich Agreement (1938) already in his first books,
which revealed the real problems of Slovakia. The most

certain Slovak personalities were remo-
ved from the national consciousness,
even though they might have acquired
an international name. One of these per-
sonalities was Professor Imrich Karvas.
Although he is remembered as the first
governor of the Slovak National Bank in
1939 — 1944, his profile and ideas are vir-
tually unknown to the general public.
However, it is not often that one finds
a symbiosis combining a scientist, theo-
rist, teacher, and an economic expert as
in the case of Professor Imrich Karvas.

significant were: The Economic Statistics of Slovakia
(1928) and The Creation of Equal Conditions for Pro-
duction in the Czech Lands and Slovakia (1933). In
these works, Karva$ attempted to give an overall view
of the Slovak economy. For that reason, he formulated
the requirement ‘to monitor economic developments in
Slovakia from view-points other than the national eco-
nomy’, the synthesising approach of which obscures
the actual developments and conflicts of interest. The
views of Karva$, the economist, who tried to analyse
the trends of development in the Slovak economy in
theory, were also adopted by Karvas, the politician,
who expressed the following idea in the introduction to
The Creation of Equal Conditions ...(1993): ‘The pro-
blem of Slovakia is predominantly an economic pro-
blem, which, though it has not yet appeared in practi-
cal politics, should be tackled systematically, objective-
ly, and carefully as an economic problem...” The paral-
lel with the economic problems of Slovakia in the
90’s and the ‘federal’ view on their solution, is not acci-
dental at all.

His understanding of the problems of Czechoslova-
kia and Slovakia in the 30’s also determined his idea of
the role of the State in the solution of those problems.
In this respect, he was a supporter of regulatory mea-
sures by the State in both general and regional policy
in Slovakia, in the interest of economic development.

He also dealt with the theory of economic boom,
mainly in his work Influence of Cartels on Economic
Prosperity (1932). In this connection, he pointed out
the cyclical fluctuations in the national economy and
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the varying intensity of economic activity in periods of
economic boom and depression. He was of the opini-
on that fluctuations could be mitigated via strict credit
and investment policy.

As a scientist, Karvas also demonstrated his inventi-
veness when he entered a theoretical field, as yet
unexplored. His scientific explorations were, for the
most part, motivated by practical problems. Such an
attempt — inspired, as he admitted, by Engli§ — was
made in his short, but thought-provoking work from
1937, The Question of Time in Economic Theory.

The above book is based on the perception that
things can only exist in specific space and time. He
used this fact in the creation and definition of terms in
economic science, the subject of which are develop-
ments and changes, where time is not only an aspect
of existence, but also a component of awareness. From
this point of view, he examined the terms ‘consumpti-
on’ and ‘goods’ as a function of time, the relationship
between time and work, and some methodological pro-
blems of economic science, mainly in connection with
current static and dynamic views on economic pheno-
mena.

However, Professor Karva$, as an economist, came
to focus his attention mainly on monetary issues.! This
was already reflected in his first publications, i.e.
French Inflation (Bratislava 1928) and The Internatio-
nal Monetary Problem (Bratislava 1929). According to
Karva$, inflation in the 1920’s was due mainly to the
post-war budget deficits and their coverage by short-
term Treasury bills, used to create purchasing power.
He was of the opinion that the road to currency stabili-
ty lay through the restoration of a balanced budget.
After analysing the causes of inflation, however, Pro-
fessor Karva$ pointed out the effect of fluctuation in
incomes on price levels, and opposed, in this question,
Friedman, who overestimated monetary phenomena in
connection with the issue of currency. He also warned
of the effect of changes in the foreign purchasing
power of the currency unit on price levels and of the
fact that funding state expenditure by loans and growth
in interest payments on outstanding loans and loan
repayments lead to increased inflation.

In his approach to monetary issues, Professor Kar-
vas relied on the prevailing views of the time, repre-
sented by |. Fischer and M. Keynes, and inclined to the
theory of ‘controlled currency’. He reasoned (on the
basis of his experiences in the USA) that the system of
controlled currency should withstand the fluctuation in

1 He was of the opinion that monetary problems are the cent-
re of attention among economists, because ... ‘monetary pheno-
mena are so complex that they affect all areas of the economy’
... ‘depreciation of the currency unit changes the entire economic
organism’... See [4].
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purchasing power caused by fluctuation in the value of
gold. In connection with the mechanism of purchasing
power creation, Karva$ considered it essential to be
aware of all the factors affecting the purchasing power
of the currency unit. Although he was familiar with Key-
nesian theory, according to which the main task of
monetary policy is to maintain price stability, he consi-
dered it important that the average volume of currency
in circulation and the amount of bank credit should be
set in proportion to the volume of economic transacti-
ons. He was of the opinion that, under these conditi-
ons, price stability could be ensured through the dis-
count policy of the issuing bank2. However, he noted
that a country adopting the controlled currency system
would not be able to maintain price stability if other
countries stuck to the gold standard. (For the mainte-
nance of currency stability in such a case, Keynes
recommended that the issuing bank should have
a gold reserve at its disposal. However, the price of
gold should not be fixed; it should be set so that inter-
nal prices would be stable). According to Karvas, rese-
arch into the purchasing power of a currency unit indi-
cates that the quantitative theory, in its traditional form,
does not provide a basis for the understanding of all
monetary phenomena and reacts to changes in mone-
tary factors only conditionally and then to a limited
extent. He was of the opinion that the system of con-
trolled currency requires co-ordination with the mone-
tary policies of other countries.

Despite being silenced in the new republic, Professor
Karva$ did not want to keep his theoretical knowledge
and experience he had accumulated during his lifetime
to himself. In 1947, Matica slovenska in Martin publis-
hed his collected (last) works ‘The Basics of Economic
Science'’. In addition, Prof. Karva$ published numerous
monographs and more than 50 articles in professional
journals and newspapers.3

His words in the introduction to this book are still cur-
rent and valid, more than ever before: ‘Political democ-
racy puts decision-making in all public matters, inclu-
ding economic ones, in the hands of the people. This
means that, unless we want economic issues to be
managed in an ad hoc and amateurish manner, eco-
nomic education must be given to as many people as
possible.” In this work, Karva$ presented his economic
theory at a level corresponding with the rest of the
world. Despite being formulated as pure economic the-
ory, it was, or could have been, of great significance for
economic policy.

2 The national bank was referred to as issuing bank at that
time, the current term is ‘central bank’.

3 This book was reprinted in 1999 by VEDA, the publishing
house of the Slovak Academy of Sciences (SAV).
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In his book, Professor Karvas demonstrates his app-
roach to economic science and the ethical basis of
economic policy. He emphasises the well-known, but
not always respected fact that theory is not for its own
sake; its basic function is to apply the achievements of
science in the implementation of economic policy. In
this respect, Prof. Karva§ argues logically that the
essential task of theory is to give a true and faithful pic-
ture of objective reality. This approach expresses his
political credo and understanding of democracy as the
basic principle on which society is based, or should be
based, in the 20th century.

The Basics of Economic Science contain theoretical
results and practical experience which led the field at
that time. If his work had not been suppressed, his
ideas would have had distinct relevance to the count-
ry’s economic policy even today. However, the signifi-
cance of this work does not only lie in its original con-
cept, i.e. as pure economic theory. Its real significance
(which justifies the reissue of the book) consists in the
ideas, methodological approaches, and conclusions,
which are still valid and applicable today (though they
need to be updated in form).

A positive feature of this work is that it is based on
theory, together with practical experience in teaching,
and activity in economic and political fields, which is
sometimes underestimated today. However, current
developments confirm the requirement that ‘theory
should not exist for its own sake, but for application in
economic policy, i.e. for life in practice’.4 Hence, the
reissue of his work The Basics of Economic Science
may be regarded as an act of public and personal
rehabilitation of Prof. Karvas, as well as a sign of app-
reciation and his rehabilitation as a scientist.

To create an economic system with increased room
for action to individuals, regions, and non-government
organisations, it is necessary to comply with the basic
ethical postulates in the economy, where - as Prof. Kar-
va$ emphasized — ethics are even more important than
in other areas of social life.

Of continued relevance is Prof. Karva§’ approach to
the rights and duties of entities in advanced society,
expressed as follows: ‘An individual, even if free to fol-
low his own interests, must realise that his activity and
economic behaviour must be in line with the interests
of the community to which he belongs ... The realisati-
on of an individual’s full potential within this framework
will then be in the interest of the community’.5 This
leads him to the conclusion that ... an exponent of eco-
nomic policy, who performs supervision of a certain
sector of the economy or controls it directly and active-

4 See [4], p. 16.
5 See [4], p. 16/17.
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ly, should not have any personal relationship with com-
panies or other economic units. Confidence in imparti-
al decision-making in terms of a central goal must be
firm and objective’.6

In this connection, he also requests adequate remu-
neration for public employees, since excessive restric-
tion of state expenditure in this area is irrational, since
‘... If the State allows or tolerates the possibility that its
employees earn secondary incomes, the performance
of these employees at work will suffer. It is no matter
whether such income is earned from a second job,
consulting activity, or membership in statutory organi-
sations or companies, the ethical requirement of integ-
rity and impartiality of economic and political bodies in
state administration does not permit such possibili-
ties’.” In this connection, we could refer to current pro-
blems in privatisation, the various economic scandals,
disputes in connection with economic laws, etc.

We should not forget to mention the ability of Prof.
Karva$ to see things in the light of their possible or
expected dynamics and prospects, logic, and develop-
ment. In some questions, he was ahead of his time,
though, in fact, he only extended the line of actual
development into the more distant future. This can be
clearly seen in his view on expected economic integra-
tion, though the question gave rise to frequent discus-
sions at that time. Professor Karva$ warned (already in
1946 — 1947) that it would be necessary to take into
account the emergence of supra-national organisatio-
nal units: ‘These units will not be based on the national
identity of a social group, but on an effort to create
a larger economic grouping. This stage of development
will be achieved through national units. The national
independence of an ethnic group is a stage on the road
to supra-national groupings’. Imrich Karvas believed
was an enthusiastic supporter of the idea of unification
of Central European nations as a basis for joint inte-
gration into a united Europe. He was an open suppor-
ter of the Pan European Union, envisaged by R. Cou-
denhove-Kalergi. Hence, he attended the 4th Con-
gress of the Pan European Union in Vienna and sup-
ported Hodza’s project for a Union of Central Europe-
an Nations as a basis for a unified Europe, in which he
also saw good prospects for Slovakia. (It is not widely
known that in 1949, at his second political trial, he was
also accused of the preparation of a plan for the eco-
nomic integration of Czechoslovakia into the Central
European Federation, or the Danube Federation).

The views and ideas of Prof. Karva$ have been fully
confirmed by recent developments. His economic
views on Slovakia’s national independence, the questi-

6 Ibid., p. 17.
7 Ibid.,. p. 18.
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ons of co-operation within the Vysegrad Four, the idea
of disintegration as a basis for economic integration at
a higher level, which are analysed in his works, have
not lost their theoretical relevance.

The author’s research into the history of economic
science, which is also part of his work, was successful
in all respects. Although this area had been explored
by historians in greater depth, it also deserves attenti-
on if we want to a get a balanced picture of the work of
Karvas. This is important with regard to the existence
of diametrically different views and judgements in the
last fifty years.

The theoretical work of Prof. Karva$ covers a large
area and provides an overview of the entire field of
national economic science. The goal of this article is to
describe the ideas and approaches that are still valid.
This is because, in theory, we often rely on previous
results, though they might seem out-of-date.

Although Professor Karvas was an excellent theorist,
he believed that the ultimate goal of theoretical work is
the solution of practical problems, even in the field of
economics. This approach to the application of theory
was reflected in his highly successful work in the area
of economic policy (a significant economic factor). In
1926 — 1930, he worked as general secretary of the
Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Bratislava;
1930 — 1933 as secretary of the Union of Slovak
Banks; 1932 — 1938 as general secretary of the Natio-
nal Economic Institute of Slovakia and Carpathian Rut-
henia; and in 1932 — 1938 as vice-president of the
Export Institute in Prague. In 1938, he became a minis-
ter without portfolio in the government of General
Syrovy.

As the most prominent representative of national
economic science in Slovakia before 1938, Prof. Kar-
va$ became the first governor of the Slovak National
Bank (1939 — 1944). From 1942 to 1944, he held the
important office of Chairman of the Supreme Supply
Office. As governor of the National Bank, he managed
to maintain, through rational and effective monetary
policy, the stability of the Slovak korunas8 for a long time
during the war, and to increase the originally low fore-
ign exchange reserves to 7.5 tons of gold as monetary
reserves. He managed to save most of Slovakia’s gold
holdings and monetary reserves for the restored Cze-
choslovak State.

Professor Karva§ was always active in teaching,
whereby he passed on his abundant theoretical know-
ledge and practical experience to new generations. His

8 Protection of the Slovak currency was ensured via various
clearing accounts in Slovak-German commodity exchanges with
different rates of the deutschmark, the preference of export (e.g.
timber) to countries other than Germany, and the prevention of
food surpluses being exported to Germany.
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name is also connected with the establishment of the
University of Commerce in Bratislava in 1940. Howe-
ver, it not generally known that he was to take over the
post of Professor Engli§ at Charles University in Pra-
gue as early as 1939, which was a sign of recognition
of his scientific and teaching qualities. In 1947 — 1949,
he worked exclusively (though not voluntarily) for the
Faculty of Law at Comenius University, first as dean
and later as vice-dean.

At the beginning of the article, we raised the questi-
on whether we have personalities in the area of eco-
nomics, whose results are significant enough in current
terms, to worthily represent the country.

We often meet with doubts as to whether Slovakia
has any traditions in the fields of economic theory and
economic policy. These doubts arise from the fact that
these areas were taboo for many years. | think that Zat-
ko’s industrial policy, Hodza’s agrarian and regional
policy, and in particular Karva$’ financial and monetary
policy, based on his own theory, lay these doubts to
rest. Although there is progress in many fields (the pre-
sent European economic system is also a result of gra-
dual development), the works of these prominent Slo-
vak economists still contain answers to many current
problems of the Slovak economy.
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