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​The Kościuszko Uprising: Poland's Revolutionary Struggle for Freedom,1794

In 1794, Poland made a desperate stand against the empires that would erase it from the map. Led by Tadeusz Kościuszko, a hero of the American Revolution, this uprising represented one of history's most ambitious attempts to link national independence with radical social transformation. For seven extraordinary months, nobles fought alongside peasants armed with war scythes, urban militias liberated Warsaw through street combat, and a revolutionary government attempted to abolish serfdom while fighting for survival against the combined might of Russia, Prussia, and Austria.

This comprehensive history examines the uprising's military campaigns, from the iconic peasant charge at Racławice to the catastrophic massacre at Praga, while exploring its profound social revolution. Drawing on Polish, Russian, and Western sources, the narrative reveals how Kościuszko's vision anticipated modern civic nationalism by extending citizenship beyond the aristocracy. Though the uprising ended in devastating defeat and Poland's complete partition, it planted seeds of resistance that sustained Polish identity through 123 years of foreign rule. The revolution of 1794 failed militarily but succeeded in creating the cultural foundations that would eventually enable Poland's restoration in 1918, demonstrating how revolutionary ideals can transcend immediate defeat to shape the long arc of historical change.
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​Chapter One: The Paralysis of Freedom: Poland's Eighteenth-Century Decline
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The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth that entered the eighteenth century bore little resemblance to the formidable power that had once stretched from the Baltic to the Black Sea, commanding the respect and fear of its neighbors. What had been Europe's largest territorial state by the sixteenth century, a vibrant multicultural republic that had defeated Teutonic Knights, repelled Ottoman invasions, and briefly occupied Moscow, had by 1700 become something altogether more fragile and peculiar. The Commonwealth remained nominally sovereign, its borders still encompassing vast territories and diverse populations, but the substance of state power had been hollowed out from within by its own constitutional arrangements and from without by the calculated interference of neighboring empires. Understanding how this decline occurred requires examining the unique political culture of the Polish nobility, a culture that prized individual liberty above collective security and that elevated procedural rights to such heights that they became instruments of paralysis rather than protection.

At the heart of the Commonwealth's dysfunction lay an institution that contemporary observers found both fascinating and horrifying in equal measure: the liberum veto, or "free veto," a parliamentary procedure that granted any single member of the Sejm, the Commonwealth's legislature, the power to dissolve the entire legislative session and void all previously passed legislation simply by shouting "Nie pozwalam!" which translates as "I do not allow it!" This was not merely a filibuster mechanism or a supermajority requirement of the kind found in other legislative bodies. The liberum veto was absolute and immediate in its effect. One deputy, representing perhaps only himself or a small faction, could with two words bring months of careful negotiation and deliberation to nothing. All bills proposed, all debates conducted, all compromises reached during a session of the Sejm would be retroactively nullified, as if the parliament had never met at all.

The origins of this extraordinary procedure reveal much about the political philosophy that undergirded Polish noble culture. The liberum veto emerged gradually during the seventeenth century from older traditions of unanimous consent in local assemblies called sejmiki. The Polish nobility, the szlachta, conceived of themselves as a community of equals, a noble democracy in which every member possessed identical rights regardless of wealth or landholdings. Unlike the rigid hierarchies of Western European aristocracies, where dukes outranked counts who outranked barons in a clear chain of precedence, Polish nobles theoretically stood on equal footing. A magnate controlling vast latifundia and maintaining a private army of thousands was, in law and in noble ideology, the peer of a petty nobleman farming a single village with his own hands. This egalitarian ethos, expressed in the Latin maxim "nobilitas omnis aequalis," or "all nobility is equal," represented a genuinely radical conception of political equality for its era, even if that equality extended only to perhaps ten percent of the population and rigorously excluded the peasant majority, the urban burghers, and religious minorities who did not belong to the Catholic or Orthodox churches.

From this philosophical foundation flowed the conviction that no noble could be bound by a law to which he had not personally consented. The entire concept of majority rule struck Polish nobles as a form of tyranny, an unacceptable subordination of the individual will to the collective. If fifty nobles voted in favor of a measure and one voted against, forcing that dissenting individual to comply seemed to them indistinguishable from despotism. The lone dissenter had not consented to be governed by that law, and in the absence of consent, the law had no legitimate authority over him. This was the theory. The liberum veto represented the logical, if extreme, application of this principle to parliamentary procedure. Every deputy represented not just his constituency but the entire principle of noble liberty. His veto therefore represented not obstructionism but the defense of freedom itself against majoritarian tyranny.

Noble theorists defended the liberum veto with passionate conviction, arguing that it protected the Commonwealth from the slide toward absolutism that had consumed most of Europe during the seventeenth century. They pointed to France, where Louis XIV ruled as an absolute monarch, to Russia, where the Romanov tsars wielded unlimited power over an enslaved peasantry, and to Prussia, where the Hohenzollern monarchs were building a militarized state apparatus of unprecedented efficiency. Against this backdrop of European absolutism, the Polish nobles saw themselves as the last defenders of true republican liberty, and the liberum veto as the ultimate safeguard of that liberty. It ensured that no king could gather sufficient parliamentary support to transform himself into a despot, that no faction could seize control of the state apparatus, and that the fundamental rights of the nobility remained inviolable.

The tragic irony of this arrangement became apparent only gradually. What the Polish nobles failed to understand, or refused to acknowledge, was that a state requires the capacity to act collectively in order to survive in a predatory international environment. The liberum veto did indeed prevent the emergence of an absolutist monarchy in Poland, but it also prevented the Commonwealth from doing almost anything else. During the eighteenth century, the Sejm met regularly, typically for six-week sessions, but the successful passage of any legislation became increasingly rare. A parliamentary session that concluded with actual laws being enacted was called "fruitful," while one that ended in dissolution through the liberum veto was termed "broken." As the century progressed, broken sessions became the norm rather than the exception. Between 1652, when the first liberum veto was exercised, and 1764, approximately one-third of all Sejm sessions were broken by the veto. After 1764, the situation deteriorated further, with the majority of sessions ending in dissolution.

The practical consequences of this parliamentary paralysis were catastrophic for the Commonwealth's defensive capabilities. The Sejm possessed exclusive authority over military appropriations, taxation, and foreign policy. When parliamentary sessions were repeatedly broken, these critical functions of state simply ceased to operate. The Commonwealth's army could not be expanded or modernized because the necessary appropriations could not be passed. The tax system could not be reformed to generate adequate revenue because any proposal for fiscal change would be vetoed. Treaties could not be ratified, alliances could not be formalized, and long-term strategic planning became impossible. The state apparatus gradually atrophied, starved of resources and direction.

Consider the stark arithmetic of military power in eighteenth-century Europe. By the 1760s and 1770s, the period immediately preceding the First Partition, the Commonwealth maintained a standing army of approximately sixteen thousand soldiers. This figure is not merely small; it represents a derisory military establishment for a state of Poland's size and population. The Commonwealth encompassed roughly 733,000 square kilometers and contained a population of approximately fourteen million people. By contrast, the Russian Empire maintained approximately three hundred thousand soldiers, Prussia maintained two hundred thousand, and Austria similarly fielded two hundred thousand. Even smaller states like Sweden and Saxony maintained larger military establishments than the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The disparity was not merely quantitative but qualitative. Russian, Prussian, and Austrian armies were organized according to modern principles, equipped with standardized weapons, trained in current tactics, and led by professional officer corps. The Commonwealth's forces, chronically underfunded and poorly organized, struggled to maintain even basic military competence.

This military weakness was not accidental or inevitable. It was the direct consequence of the liberum veto's effect on military appropriations. Whenever reformist deputies proposed increasing the size of the army or modernizing its equipment, they could be certain that somewhere in the chamber sat a deputy prepared to exercise the veto. Sometimes this veto reflected genuine conviction, a fear that a larger army might threaten noble liberties. More often, it reflected something more sinister: bribery by foreign powers who had a vested interest in keeping the Commonwealth weak.

The mechanism of foreign interference through the liberum veto was ingenious in its simplicity and devastating in its effectiveness. Russian, Prussian, and Austrian agents did not need to corrupt entire parliamentary factions or engineer elaborate conspiracies. They needed only to identify and bribe a single deputy willing to stand up at the appropriate moment and pronounce the fatal "Nie pozwalam!" The costs were minimal compared to the benefits. For a few thousand gold ducats, perhaps the promise of a profitable office or a land grant, a foreign power could paralyze the Commonwealth's government for an entire session. The Russian Empire became particularly adept at this practice, maintaining networks of paid agents among the Polish nobility and disbursing what were essentially parliamentary subsidies with systematic regularity.

The Russian ambassador in Warsaw became, in effect, one of the most powerful political figures in the Commonwealth, capable of orchestrating the destruction of any legislative initiative deemed contrary to Russian interests. When the Sejm attempted to increase military appropriations, Russian agents would activate their network of bribed deputies. When reformers proposed changes to the election laws that might produce a more effective monarchy, Russian gold flowed to deputies prepared to veto such changes. When patriots sought to establish commercial treaties that might strengthen the Commonwealth's economy, foreign interference ensured these treaties were never ratified. The liberum veto, designed as the ultimate protection of Polish liberty, became the primary instrument of foreign domination.

The social structure of the Commonwealth made this system of corruption remarkably easy to operate. The szlachta, despite their theoretical equality, were in practice divided into distinct economic strata with very different interests and vulnerabilities to outside influence. At the pinnacle stood the magnates, a relatively small group of perhaps fifteen to twenty families who controlled vast estates, maintained private armies, and wielded political influence comparable to independent princes. Names like Czartoryski, Potocki, Radziwiłł, Sapieha, and Lubomirski dominated Commonwealth politics, their wealth and power dwarfing that of ordinary nobles. These magnates operated as autonomous political actors, forming factions, conducting their own foreign policies, and treating the Commonwealth's central institutions as arenas for their private competitions rather than as instruments of collective governance.

Below the magnates stood the middling nobility, men who owned several villages, maintained comfortable residences, and could afford to participate actively in political life. These constituted perhaps ten to fifteen percent of the szlachta and provided the backbone of the Commonwealth's political culture, serving as deputies to the Sejm, holding local offices, and forming the educated, politically engaged stratum of society. Below them came the petty nobility, men farming their own small plots or serving as retainers and clients of wealthier nobles. Some of these possessed little more than their noble status itself, living in material conditions barely distinguishable from prosperous peasants but clinging fiercely to the legal privileges and social prestige that separated them from the non-noble masses. At the bottom of the noble hierarchy were the "golota," sometimes called "barefoot nobility," men who possessed noble legal status but no land at all, living as hired swords, estate managers, or in some cases little better than vagabonds.

This extreme stratification created multiple pressure points for foreign manipulation. Magnates could be influenced through appeals to their ambition or their factional rivalries. Russian diplomats became expert at playing magnate families against one another, supporting one faction with subsidies and diplomatic backing while undermining their rivals, ensuring that magnate competition paralyzed national politics. The middling and petty nobility proved vulnerable to direct bribery, particularly those struggling with debt or hoping to improve their positions. A deputy facing financial difficulties might find a generous Russian patron willing to discharge his debts in exchange for a single veto at an opportune moment. The promise of a lucrative office, a favorable legal judgment, or simply hard currency could transform a patriotic deputy into an instrument of foreign policy.

The mechanics of this corruption deserve detailed examination because they reveal how completely foreign powers had penetrated the Commonwealth's political system by mid-century. Russian agents maintained detailed records of Polish nobles, noting their financial situations, their factional allegiances, their personal ambitions, and their susceptibility to various forms of inducement. When a Sejm session approached, Russian diplomats would analyze the likely agenda and identify which items required obstruction. They would then activate appropriate deputies from their network, providing them with talking points to justify their vetoes in patriotic language while the true motivation remained hidden. A deputy paid by Russia would stand in the Sejm and declare that he was exercising the liberum veto to protect Polish liberty from creeping absolutism, when in fact he was protecting Russian interests from Polish revival.

The most infamous practitioner of this system was Prince Nikolai Repnin, Russian ambassador to Warsaw from 1764 to 1768, whose term of service marked a nadir in Commonwealth sovereignty. Repnin operated with such brazen confidence that he effectively governed Poland as a Russian proconsul, dictating policy to the Sejm and arresting deputies who opposed Russian interests. In 1767, when several Polish senators objected to Russian interference in Commonwealth affairs, Repnin had them kidnapped and deported to Russia without any legal process whatsoever. This act of naked imperial aggression, carried out in the Commonwealth's own capital against its own legislators, demonstrated how thoroughly Polish sovereignty had been compromised. When the remaining deputies protested these arrests, Repnin surrounded the Sejm chamber with Russian troops and forced the legislature to pass laws strengthening the liberum veto and other constitutional mechanisms that ensured continued paralysis.

The concept of the "Golden Freedoms," or Złota Wolność, represented the ideological justification for this entire dysfunctional system. This phrase encompassed a cluster of legal rights and privileges that the szlachta believed distinguished the Commonwealth from the absolute monarchies of Europe and made Polish nobles the freest people on earth. These freedoms included the right to participate in the election of the king, making the Commonwealth an elective rather than hereditary monarchy. They included the right to resist royal authority if the king violated noble rights, a principle called "rokosz" that legitimized rebellion against tyrannical monarchs. They included extensive legal immunities, most notably the principle of "neminem captivabimus nisi iure victum," meaning "we shall not imprison anyone except by judgment of the courts," which in practice made it nearly impossible to prosecute noble criminals. They included the right of nobles to settle their disputes through private warfare if legal remedies failed, a practice called "zajazd" that allowed armed bands to raid enemy estates.

The Golden Freedoms also included the liberum veto itself, conceptualized as the ultimate expression of noble equality and individual liberty. Together, these rights formed what Polish nobles conceived as a republican utopia, a state where power was dispersed rather than concentrated, where liberty was protected by law rather than dependent on royal mercy, and where the community of nobles governed themselves through consensus rather than being governed by a monarch or oligarchy. Foreign observers sometimes acknowledged the theoretical nobility of these ideals. The Commonwealth produced genuine constitutional innovations, including early forms of representative government, religious tolerance unusual for the era, and legal protections for individual rights that would not appear in most of Europe until much later.

But by the eighteenth century, the gap between the theory of the Golden Freedoms and their practical consequences had become unbridgeable. What had once been genuine protections of liberty had calcified into instruments of anarchy. The right to resist royal authority, originally intended as a safeguard against despotism, now prevented kings from exercising even the minimal executive functions necessary for state survival. The legal immunities that protected nobles from arbitrary royal justice now protected them from any justice at all, creating a class above the law. The right of private warfare, perhaps understandable in a medieval context, was absurdly anachronistic in an age of professional state armies. And the liberum veto, the crowning jewel of noble liberty, had become the mechanism by which foreign powers controlled Polish politics more thoroughly than any domestic despot ever could.

A comparison with the constitutional development of other European states illuminates the peculiar trajectory of Polish decline. During the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, most European monarchies were consolidating power, building centralized bureaucracies, establishing professional standing armies, and developing the fiscal infrastructure necessary to support these increasingly expensive state apparatuses. England had fought a civil war and experienced a Glorious Revolution that established parliamentary supremacy over royal prerogative, but this parliamentary power translated into effective governance rather than paralysis. The English Parliament could and did raise taxes, fund armies, and conduct foreign policy with efficiency. France under Louis XIV exemplified absolute monarchy, but this absolutism produced administrative rationalization, economic development, and formidable military power. Even Russia, long dismissed by Western Europeans as barbaric and backward, was undergoing dramatic modernization under Peter the Great and his successors, transforming itself from a medieval kingdom into a recognizably modern empire.

The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth moved in precisely the opposite direction. Rather than consolidating power, it dispersed power to the point of dissolution. Rather than building state capacity, it systematically dismantled the modest state apparatus inherited from previous centuries. Rather than adapting to the demands of early modern statecraft, it clung ever more desperately to medieval concepts of governance that had become not merely obsolete but actively suicidal. Polish nobles watched the rise of absolutism around them and concluded that they must protect their liberties by making their state even weaker, even less capable of collective action. They failed to understand, or refused to accept, that in the anarchic international system of eighteenth-century Europe, a state that could not defend itself would not long remain a state at all.

The everyday functioning of the Sejm during this period reveals the practical reality of legislative paralysis. The Sejm met in Warsaw, typically in the Royal Castle, in a chamber arranged to emphasize the equality of deputies. There was no elevated speaker's podium commanding the room; instead, the chamber featured a relatively level floor with benches arranged in a rough semicircle. The king, if he attended at all, sat in a designated location but possessed no power to influence the proceedings. The Marshall of the Sejm, elected by the deputies, maintained order and recognized speakers but could not prevent anyone from exercising the liberum veto. Proceedings were conducted in Polish and Latin, with elaborate attention to protocol and precedence.

Imagine a typical session during the 1760s or 1770s. Deputies arrived in Warsaw after weeks or months of preparation in their local sejmiki, where they received instructions from their constituents about how to vote on various matters. These instructions were binding; a deputy could not simply vote his conscience but was required to represent the wishes of those who had elected him. Already this created rigidity in the legislative process, as deputies could not engage in the kind of bargaining and compromise that makes deliberative assemblies functional. A deputy whose instructions forbade him from supporting a particular measure could not be persuaded to change his position through debate or concession; he was bound by his mandate.

The session would begin with prayers and ceremonial speeches emphasizing the Commonwealth's unique freedoms and the sacred duty of deputies to preserve them. Then the actual legislative business would commence, with deputies proposing bills, debating their merits, and attempting to build consensus. For routine matters that threatened no one's interests and accorded with everyone's instructions, business might proceed smoothly. But any significant proposal, any measure that would actually strengthen the Commonwealth or adapt it to contemporary challenges, would immediately encounter opposition. Reformist deputies would deliver carefully reasoned arguments about the necessity of military modernization or fiscal reform. Conservative deputies would respond with equally impassioned defenses of tradition and liberty. Debate might continue for days or weeks, consuming the limited time of the session.

And then, at any moment, a single deputy could rise, walk to the center of the chamber, and pronounce the veto. Perhaps he would explain his reasoning, delivering a speech about how the proposal under consideration threatened noble liberty or violated the Commonwealth's fundamental laws. Perhaps he would simply announce his opposition without elaboration. It made no difference. The moment the words "Nie pozwalam!" were spoken, the session was over. The Marshall would declare the Sejm broken. Deputies would pack their belongings and begin the journey home. All the bills that had been debated, all the compromises that had been negotiated, all the work of the preceding weeks would be nullified as if it had never occurred.

The psychological effect of this repeated failure was devastating to reform-minded patriots. Men who entered politics hoping to revitalize the Commonwealth found themselves trapped in a system that seemed designed to prevent any positive change. Some reformers persevered, returning session after session in the hope that eventually they might break through the paralysis. Others descended into cynicism or despair, concluding that the Commonwealth was beyond salvation. Still others were simply bought off, accepting foreign gold and rationalizing their betrayal with the thought that Poland was doomed regardless of their actions.

The sejmiki, the regional assemblies where deputies received their instructions and where much of the Commonwealth's actual political life occurred, merit particular attention because foreign interference operated at this level as well. Each administrative unit of the Commonwealth held regular sejmiki at which the local nobility gathered to elect deputies, issue instructions, and conduct regional business. These assemblies were theoretically democratic gatherings of equals, but in practice they were often dominated by local magnates or their clients. A powerful magnate could pack a sejmik with his retainers, ensuring the election of deputies loyal to his interests. Russian agents worked through these magnates, building hierarchical networks of influence that extended from the ambassador's residence in Warsaw down through regional magnate families to the petty nobles who actually voted in the sejmiki.

The procedure of a typical sejmik illustrates how this system functioned. Nobles from the district would gather in the designated location, often a church or market square, on the appointed day. The proceedings would begin with the celebration of Mass, followed by the formal opening of the assembly. The local starost or other official would read relevant communications from the king or the Senate. Then the assembly would move to the election of delegates to the national Sejm. In theory, any noble present could stand for election. In practice, the outcomes were often predetermined through negotiation or coercion before the assembly even convened. A magnate's representative would propose the "correct" candidates, and the assembly would acclaim them through voice vote. Nobles who attempted to oppose these selections might find themselves shouted down, threatened, or simply outvoted by the magnate's numerous clients who attended specifically to ensure the proper outcome.

Once deputies were elected, the sejmik would draft their instructions. Here again, magnate influence was decisive. The instructions supposedly represented the collective will of the district's nobility, but they were often authored by magnate advisors to serve factional or foreign interests. A sejmik controlled by a Russian client might instruct its deputies to oppose any measure strengthening the central government, to support candidates for high office who were Russian favorites, or even to exercise the liberum veto at the ambassador's signal. The deputies, bound by their instructions, would then travel to Warsaw and dutifully carry out these directives, perhaps genuinely believing they were defending Polish liberty when in fact they were executing Russian policy.

The religious dimension of the Commonwealth's political paralysis deserves exploration because it provided one of the primary mechanisms through which Russia justified and perpetuated its interference. The Commonwealth was unusual among European states for its formal religious tolerance, established by the Warsaw Confederation of 1573, which guaranteed freedom of worship to various Christian denominations. By the eighteenth century, the population included Catholics, who formed the dominant majority, Orthodox Christians concentrated in the eastern territories, Protestants of various denominations, Jews, and some Muslims. This diversity, once a source of strength, became a vulnerability in the age of religious politics.

Russia claimed to serve as the protector of the Commonwealth's Orthodox population, asserting a right to interfere in Polish affairs whenever Orthodox rights were threatened. This claim had some basis in historical treaties but was exercised with such aggressive expansiveness that it amounted to a license for unlimited interference. Russian ambassadors would identify or manufacture grievances among the Orthodox population, then demand that the Commonwealth address these grievances through constitutional changes or special legislation. When the Sejm resisted these demands, Russian agents would activate their networks to break the sessions. The Commonwealth thus faced an impossible choice: comply with Russian demands and surrender sovereignty in the name of religious protection, or resist and face parliamentary paralysis followed by armed intervention.

Catherine the Great weaponized this dynamic with particular sophistication. After securing her position as Empress of Russia in 1762, she made the protection of Orthodox and Protestant minorities in Poland a centerpiece of her Polish policy. This was not because Catherine held any special commitment to religious tolerance—she ruled Russia as an absolute monarch with no tolerance for religious dissent within her own borders—but because minority protection provided a perfect justification for Russian interference. Catherine could present herself to Western European powers as a defender of religious liberty against Catholic bigotry, earning diplomatic approval while actually working to keep Poland weak and divided. When the Commonwealth attempted to restrict the political rights of non-Catholics in the 1760s, Catherine had her pretext for massive intervention, leading directly to the First Partition.

The economic underpinnings of the Commonwealth's weakness compounded these political dysfunctions. The Polish economy remained overwhelmingly agricultural, based on large estates worked by enserfed peasants who had gradually lost their freedom during the previous two centuries. The magnates and larger nobles owned vast latifundia, some estates encompassing dozens of villages and thousands of peasants. These estates produced grain for export to Western Europe through the Baltic ports, particularly Gdańsk, generating substantial wealth for the landowners but remarkably little for the state. The Commonwealth's tax system was antiquated and riddled with exemptions. Nobles paid essentially no direct taxes, considering such payments beneath their dignity. The burden of taxation fell primarily on the towns and the Jewish population, neither of which possessed significant political power to resist ever-increasing demands.

This meant that even when the Sejm managed to pass military appropriations, the actual revenue collected fell far short of what was needed. The Commonwealth could not afford a modern army because it lacked a modern fiscal system, and it could not create a modern fiscal system because the nobility who dominated politics refused to tax themselves. The result was a vicious cycle: military weakness invited foreign aggression, foreign aggression was partly conducted through the paralysis of reform efforts, and the paralysis ensured continued military weakness. By the 1760s, the Commonwealth was caught in a trap from which escape seemed impossible.

The personal rule of King Stanisław August Poniatowski, who ascended the throne in 1764, illustrates the agonizing frustration of attempted reform within this paralyzed system. Poniatowski was an enlightened monarch in the eighteenth-century mold, a patron of arts and sciences, a man of culture and intelligence who genuinely wished to modernize his kingdom. He was also, fatally, a former lover of Catherine the Great, placed on the Polish throne through Russian military intervention after the death of the previous king. This origin tainted his entire reign. Patriots viewed him as a Russian puppet, conservatives feared him as a potential despot, and Catherine herself expected him to serve Russian interests even as he attempted to serve Poland.

Poniatowski tried repeatedly to implement reforms. He patronized educational initiatives, supported the creation of new schools and scholarly institutions, and encouraged economic development. He assembled around himself a circle of reform-minded intellectuals who developed plans for constitutional revision, administrative rationalization, and military modernization. But every significant initiative ran into the wall of the liberum veto. When Poniatowski attempted to strengthen the executive power of the crown, deputies vetoed the proposals as threats to liberty. When he sought to increase military appropriations, foreign agents ensured the sessions were broken. When he tried to reform the electoral system, conservative nobles denounced him as an aspiring tyrant. For twenty-five years before the eventual passage of the Constitution of 1791, Poniatowski struggled against the paralysis of the Commonwealth's institutions, achieving occasional minor successes but unable to implement the fundamental changes necessary for national survival.

The tragic irony of Poniatowski's position was that he was caught between incompatible demands. Russia expected him to maintain the Commonwealth's weakness and serve as an instrument of Russian influence. Polish patriots expected him to somehow overcome that influence and lead a national revival. His own instincts for reform and his genuine affection for Poland pushed him toward the patriotic camp, but his dependence on Russian support and his fear of Catherine's retaliation pulled him toward compliance. He satisfied neither side, ultimately earning the contempt of patriots for his weakness and the suspicion of Russia for his insufficient servility.

By the late 1780s, after the First Partition of 1772 had stripped away nearly a third of the Commonwealth's territory, the cumulative effect of decades of paralysis had become undeniable even to the most complacent nobles. The partition itself had been a profound shock, a violation of norms that shattered any remaining illusions about the security provided by the Golden Freedoms. Russia, Prussia, and Austria had simply drawn lines on a map and annexed Polish territory, and the Commonwealth had been powerless to prevent it. Some nobles responded to this catastrophe with renewed determination to implement reforms. Others sank into defeatism or sought accommodation with the partitioning powers. Still others convinced themselves that the loss of peripheral territories might actually benefit the Commonwealth by creating a more compact, defensible state.

The window of opportunity that would allow reformers to finally overcome the paralysis came in the late 1780s, when Russia became distracted by wars with Turkey and Sweden. This distraction, combined with the shock of the First Partition and the growing influence of Enlightenment ideas, would permit the convening of the Great Sejm and the passage of the Constitution of 3rd May 1791. But that story belongs to the next chapter. What matters for understanding the Kościuszko Uprising is recognizing the depth of institutional rot that reformers confronted, the decades of accumulated paralysis that had reduced a once-great power to a protectorate of its neighbors.

The Commonwealth that Kościuszko would attempt to save in 1794 had been dying for generations, killed not by foreign armies but by its own constitutional arrangements and the foreign manipulation of those arrangements. The liberum veto, the magnate dominance, the Golden Freedoms that prevented effective governance, all of these had transformed what was once protection of liberty into instruments of national suicide. When the uprising finally came, it would represent not merely a military campaign but a desperate attempt to break free from this accumulated weight of dysfunction, to remake the Polish political system in the image of revolutionary republicanism rather than feudal anarchism. Whether such a transformation could succeed in the midst of a desperate war against overwhelming odds remained to be seen, but the very attempt represented a recognition that the old system was beyond repair and that Poland's survival required nothing less than revolutionary change.
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​Chapter Two: The First Partition: 1772 and the Awakening

[image: ]




The morning of August 5, 1772, dawned like any other in Warsaw, but by evening the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had ceased to exist in the form it had maintained for centuries. On that day, Russia, Prussia, and Austria simultaneously announced that they had agreed among themselves to annex approximately thirty percent of the Commonwealth's territory, stripping away lands that had belonged to Poland for generations and redistributing them among the three empires as if the Commonwealth were not a sovereign state but rather an estate to be divided among creditors. No war had been declared. No battle had been lost. No treaty had been negotiated. The partitioning powers simply took what they wanted and dared Poland to object. The Commonwealth, paralyzed by the very constitutional mechanisms that were supposed to protect its liberty, could mount no effective resistance. The shock of this violation would reverberate through Polish society for decades, eventually crystallizing into the reform movement that would produce both the Constitution of 1791 and the desperate uprising of 1794.

To understand the profound psychological impact of the First Partition, we must recognize that it represented not merely a loss of territory but a fundamental challenge to the entire conceptual framework through which Polish nobles understood their place in Europe. The Commonwealth had long conceived of itself as a unique civilization, a republic of nobles that had found a middle path between the despotism of Eastern empires and the growing absolutism of Western monarchies. Polish political theory held that the Commonwealth's constitutional arrangements, particularly the liberum veto and the elective monarchy, made it the freest state in Europe and therefore the most virtuous. This self-conception was not merely propaganda but a deeply held belief that shaped noble identity. To be Polish was to be free in a way that Russians, Prussians, and Austrians were not. The Golden Freedoms were not just legal rights but markers of civilizational superiority.

The partition shattered this comforting narrative. If the Commonwealth was so superior, why had it been unable to prevent three autocratic powers from carving it up like a carcass? If Polish liberty was such a treasure, why had it produced a state too weak to defend itself? If the constitutional arrangements were so enlightened, why had they failed to generate the military power necessary for survival? These questions could not be easily answered within the traditional framework of noble political thought, and the cognitive dissonance they produced paralyzed many Poles initially. Some nobles responded by doubling down on traditional beliefs, insisting that the partition had occurred precisely because Poland had strayed too far from the pure principles of the Golden Freedoms, that what was needed was not reform but a return to even more rigorous application of noble liberty. Others fell into despair, concluding that Poland was finished and that accommodation with the partitioning powers offered the only path to preserving some remnant of Polish culture and identity.

But a third response gradually emerged, one that would prove decisive for the future of Polish political development. A growing cohort of intellectuals, educated in Enlightenment thought and appalled by the Commonwealth's decay, concluded that the partition demonstrated not the need for more freedom but for more effective government. These men, who would eventually coalesce into what became known as the Patriotic Party, began to articulate a new vision of Polish identity that located virtue not in the preservation of feudal privileges but in the creation of a modern, centralized state capable of defending the nation and promoting the welfare of all its inhabitants, not merely the nobility. This represented a revolutionary reconceptualization of what it meant to be Polish, and it would provide the ideological foundation for all subsequent reform efforts.

The mechanics of how the partition was executed reveal the utter contempt with which the three empires regarded Polish sovereignty. The conspiracy among Russia, Prussia, and Austria had been developing for several years, but the final agreement was reached in a series of secret negotiations during 1772. Catherine the Great of Russia, Frederick the Great of Prussia, and Maria Theresa of Austria each had different motivations for participating in the partition, but all three recognized that Poland's weakness and internal divisions created an opportunity that might not recur. The Russian Empire had long treated Poland as a protectorate and saw the partition as a logical extension of that relationship, a way to formally acquire territories that Russia already effectively controlled. Prussia sought to connect its scattered territories by acquiring Polish lands that separated East Prussia from the main body of the Prussian state. Austria, which had initially been reluctant to participate in what Maria Theresa herself privately described as a morally indefensible act of aggression, ultimately joined the partition out of fear that Russia and Prussia would grow too powerful if Austria abstained.

The territories seized in the First Partition represented an enormous loss. Russia took the eastern regions of the Commonwealth, including most of what is now Belarus and portions of modern Latvia, acquiring approximately thirty-six thousand square miles containing approximately 1.8 million inhabitants. Prussia seized West Prussia, the lands along the Baltic coast that separated Brandenburg from East Prussia, gaining approximately thirteen thousand square miles and about 580,000 people. Austria took the southern territories that would become known as Galicia, including the cities of Lwów and Kraków, acquiring approximately thirty-two thousand square miles containing approximately 2.65 million inhabitants. In total, the Commonwealth lost approximately eighty-one thousand square miles, nearly thirty percent of its territory, and roughly five million inhabitants, about one-third of its population.

These raw numbers, dramatic as they are, fail to capture the strategic significance of what was lost. The annexed territories were not peripheral wastelands but economically vital and strategically important regions. The lands taken by Prussia included the mouth of the Vistula River and the port of Gdańsk, which the Prussians promptly renamed Danzig. This port had been the primary outlet for Polish grain exports, the source of much of the Commonwealth's hard currency earnings. By seizing control of the Vistula mouth, Prussia could now regulate Polish trade, extracting tolls and tariffs that further impoverished the already struggling Commonwealth. The Austrian acquisition of Galicia placed Habsburg forces astride the southern frontier, cutting off potential trade routes to the Ottoman Empire and the Black Sea. The Russian annexation of the eastern territories removed some of the Commonwealth's most productive agricultural lands and most of its Orthodox Christian population, which Russia had claimed to be protecting.

The actual process by which the partition was announced and implemented demonstrated the partitioning powers' calculation that Poland was too paralyzed to resist effectively. Rather than presenting the partition as an act of conquest that might have triggered defensive alliances or international condemnation, the three empires framed their land grab in the language of legal rectification and historical claims. Each power produced elaborate pseudo-historical justifications for why the territories they were annexing had supposedly never rightfully belonged to Poland in the first place. Russia claimed that the lands it took had been part of the medieval principality of Kievan Rus, therefore making them historically Russian despite centuries of Polish rule. Prussia dusted off ancient Teutonic Knights claims to the Baltic territories. Austria invented a connection to the medieval Kingdom of Halych-Volhynia that supposedly gave them rights to Galicia.

These historical pretenses were transparent fabrications that convinced no one, but they served an important diplomatic function. By cloaking naked aggression in the language of legal claims, the partitioning powers could present the partition to other European states as a technical boundary adjustment rather than as a revolutionary violation of international norms. This framing was crucial because the partition did represent something genuinely unprecedented in European diplomacy. While wars of conquest had certainly occurred throughout history, and while stronger states had certainly pressured weaker neighbors into disadvantageous treaties, the partition of Poland was different in kind. It was a deliberate, coordinated erasure of a sovereign state's territory by its neighbors without even the pretext of a defensive war or a legitimate dynastic claim. If this precedent were accepted, no small state could feel secure against the coordinated predation of larger neighbors.

Yet the other European powers, absorbed in their own concerns and rivalries, largely acquiesced to the partition. France, traditionally a counterweight to Habsburg and Russian power in Eastern Europe, was paralyzed by internal political conflicts and the decline of royal authority that would eventually produce the French Revolution. Britain, the other major power that might have objected on principle to such a blatant violation of sovereignty, was distracted by the growing crisis in its American colonies and saw no vital British interests at stake in Eastern Europe. The Ottoman Empire, which had its own historical grievances against the Habsburg and Russian empires, was in no position to intervene effectively. The partition thus proceeded without serious international opposition, establishing a precedent that would doom Poland to subsequent partitions in 1793 and 1795.

Within the Commonwealth itself, the response to the partition unfolded in stages that reflected the various currents of Polish political culture. The initial reaction was stunned disbelief mixed with impotent rage. When the partition treaties were announced in August 1772, many nobles simply could not process the reality of what had occurred. Surely, they thought, this must be some negotiating ploy, an opening gambit that would be walked back through diplomacy. Surely the partitioning powers would not actually proceed with such a flagrant violation of international law. Surely other European powers would intervene to prevent this outrage. These hopes proved illusory. By late 1772 and early 1773, as Russian, Prussian, and Austrian troops marched into the annexed territories and began establishing new administrative structures, the finality of the partition became undeniable.

King Stanisław August Poniatowski found himself in an impossible position. As the monarch, he was expected to lead the national response to this catastrophe, but as a ruler who owed his throne to Russian support and who remained emotionally and politically entangled with Catherine the Great, he had neither the independence nor the credibility to organize effective resistance. His response to the partition exemplified the tragic contradictions of his entire reign. He recognized that the partition was a disaster and that Poland's survival required fundamental reforms, yet he also recognized that any attempt at military resistance would be suicidal and that his own position depended on maintaining at least minimal Russian approval. He therefore pursued a middle course that satisfied no one, issuing statements deploring the partition while simultaneously urging acceptance of the fait accompli and focusing his energies on preserving what remained of the Commonwealth.

The pro-Russian faction among the Polish nobility, many of whom had actively collaborated with Catherine's agents over the preceding years, argued that acceptance was not merely prudent but necessary for survival. These nobles, often derisively called the "King's Men" by patriots, pointed out that military resistance would be futile. The Commonwealth's army numbered perhaps sixteen thousand poorly equipped soldiers facing a combined force of hundreds of thousands of Russian, Prussian, and Austrian troops. Any attempt at armed resistance would simply provide the partitioning powers with a pretext to seize even more territory or perhaps to erase Poland entirely. Better, they argued, to accept the loss, preserve what remained, and work within the new reality to gradually rebuild Polish strength. This counsel of caution had the benefit of realism but the stain of collaboration. Many of these nobles had personal financial interests in maintaining good relations with Russia, holding offices or estates that depended on imperial favor. Their advocacy for acceptance therefore carried the taint of self-interest.

A more nationalist faction, centered around the Czartoryski family and other magnates who had not been entirely captured by Russian influence, argued for a different response. These nobles recognized the futility of immediate military resistance but rejected total passivity. Instead, they advocated for a strategy of internal reform that would strengthen the Commonwealth sufficiently to resist future partitions. If Poland could modernize its government, expand and professionalize its military, reform its tax system to generate adequate revenue, and cultivate alliances with other European powers, perhaps the losses of 1772 could be contained and even eventually reversed. This position represented a middle ground between collaboration and romantic martyrdom, accepting short-term weakness while working toward long-term revival.

The challenge facing this reform faction was that implementing their program required overcoming precisely the constitutional paralysis that had made Poland vulnerable to partition in the first place. How could they strengthen the central government when the liberum veto allowed any single deputy to block reform? How could they expand the military when the Sejm remained under Russian influence and foreign agents could break any session that appropriated funds for defense? How could they build a modern state apparatus when the nobility remained ideologically committed to weak central authority as the essence of liberty? These questions had no easy answers, but the reform faction began to articulate a vision of gradual, careful change that might accumulate over time into genuine transformation.

The intellectual foundations for this reform program came from a remarkable cohort of Enlightenment thinkers who had been developing their ideas for years before the partition but who found new urgency and new audiences after 1772. Chief among these was Stanisław Konarski, a Piarist priest and educational reformer who had established the Collegium Nobilium in Warsaw during the 1740s to provide modern education to noble youth. Konarski had long been critical of the liberum veto, publishing a four-volume work titled "On the Effective Conduct of Debates" between 1760 and 1763 that systematically demolished the traditional justifications for the veto and proposed majority rule as an alternative. His arguments were radical for the time, directly challenging the foundational myths of the Golden Freedoms, but the partition gave them new weight. If even Konarski's relatively modest proposals for limiting the veto had been adopted, Poland might have been able to mount a more effective response to the partition threat.

Another crucial intellectual figure was Hugo Kołłątaj, a younger priest and philosopher who would become one of the central theorists of the Polish Enlightenment. Kołłątaj came from the middling nobility and brought to Polish political thought a concern for social classes beyond the szlachta. He argued that Poland's weakness stemmed not merely from constitutional defects but from the rigid social hierarchy that excluded the urban bourgeoisie and the peasantry from meaningful political participation. A strong nation, Kołłątaj insisted, required the mobilization of all social classes, not merely the nobility. This was genuinely radical thinking in a society where political rights were synonymous with noble status, and it anticipated the social dimensions of the Kościuszko Uprising that would emerge two decades later.

Ignacy Potocki, a magnate from one of the Commonwealth's most powerful families, represented a different strain of reformist thought. Potocki had traveled extensively in Western Europe and had been deeply impressed by the administrative efficiency and military power of states like Prussia and Austria. He recognized that the Commonwealth's survival required adoption of Western models of governance, including centralized administration, professional bureaucracy, and rationalized taxation. Unlike some reformers who romanticized the Golden Freedoms while seeking to modify them slightly, Potocki was willing to acknowledge that the entire system needed fundamental reconstruction. His status as a magnate gave him political credibility and access that more radical intellectuals lacked, making him an essential bridge between Enlightenment theory and practical politics.

The Zamoyski Code, an attempt at comprehensive legal reform initiated in 1776, illustrated both the growing momentum for change and the formidable obstacles that reformers faced. Chancellor Andrzej Zamoyski, recognizing that the Commonwealth's legal system was a chaotic accumulation of centuries of contradictory statutes and customs, assembled a commission to draft a rationalized legal code that would modernize Polish law along Enlightenment principles. The resulting document, completed after several years of work, represented a remarkable achievement of legal scholarship. It proposed to standardize criminal and civil law, reduce the legal privileges of the nobility while extending protections to townspeople and peasants, rationalize property rights, and create a more accessible and efficient court system.

The Zamoyski Code should have been a triumph of moderate reform, a demonstration that change could occur within existing structures if approached carefully and systematically. Instead, it became a demonstration of the power of reactionary forces to block even modest improvements. When the code was presented to the Sejm for approval in 1780, it immediately encountered fierce opposition from conservative nobles who saw any limitation on noble privileges as an attack on liberty itself. The Russian ambassador, recognizing that successful legal reform might strengthen Poland's capacity for resistance, mobilized his network of client deputies to oppose the code. The result was predictable: the Sejm session was broken, the Zamoyski Code was rejected, and years of careful legal scholarship were reduced to nothing. This failure devastated reformers and confirmed the suspicions of more radical thinkers that the existing system was beyond salvation.

Yet the partition also created an unexpected laboratory for comparing governance systems that would ultimately strengthen the reform movement. In the annexed territories, Polish inhabitants found themselves suddenly living under Russian, Prussian, or Austrian rule and could directly observe the differences between Commonwealth governance and that of the partitioning powers. These observations produced complex and sometimes surprising assessments that challenged simple narratives about freedom and tyranny.

In the territories annexed by Prussia, Polish landowners and peasants alike encountered a state apparatus of remarkable efficiency by eighteenth-century standards. The Prussian administrative system, reformed by Frederick the Great according to principles of enlightened absolutism, featured professional bureaucrats who actually performed their assigned functions, courts that administered justice with reasonable consistency, and infrastructure projects that improved roads and commerce. Taxes were higher than in the Commonwealth, but they were collected systematically and used for visible state purposes rather than disappearing into private pockets. The Prussian army, which many Polish nobles had previously dismissed as a soulless mechanism of despotism, clearly functioned more effectively than the Commonwealth's forces and provided genuine security to the territories it garrisoned.

This efficiency came at a cost that Polish nobles found abhorrent. Prussian subjects did not enjoy the political liberties that Polish nobles took for granted. They could not participate in electing their rulers, could not veto government decisions they disliked, and could be taxed without their explicit consent. The Prussian state practiced religious discrimination that violated the Commonwealth's traditions of tolerance, favoring Protestants over Catholics and Jews. Prussian officials showed little respect for local customs and began systematic programs of Germanization designed to erode Polish language and culture. Yet for ordinary townspeople and peasants in the annexed territories, many of whom had never enjoyed meaningful political rights under Commonwealth rule, Prussian governance sometimes brought tangible improvements in security, legal protection, and economic opportunity. This created a deeply uncomfortable reality for Polish patriots: the despotic Prussian state was in some practical respects governing more effectively than the free Commonwealth had done.

The territories annexed by Austria presented a different picture but raised similar questions. The Habsburg Empire was experimenting with its own version of enlightened absolutism under Empress Maria Theresa and her son Joseph II. Habsburg governance was less efficient than Prussian but more concerned with social welfare, particularly education and legal reforms. The Austrian authorities established new schools in Galicia, reformed the legal code to reduce noble privileges and extend protections to peasants, and attempted to improve agricultural productivity through introduction of new techniques. Like Prussia, Austria demanded higher taxes and enforced them more systematically than the Commonwealth had done, but the revenue was used for genuine state purposes including infrastructure and administration.

Habsburg religious policy proved particularly controversial. Maria Theresa and Joseph II, despite being devout Catholics, implemented policies of religious toleration that extended rights to Protestants, Orthodox Christians, and Jews. For the Commonwealth's Jewish population, who had faced increasing persecution and legal disabilities in the decades before the partition, Habsburg rule sometimes brought improved legal status and economic opportunities. This created another uncomfortable reality: the Catholic Habsburg Empire was in some respects treating religious minorities better than the supposedly tolerant Commonwealth had done in recent decades. The gap between Polish ideals and Polish practice became impossible to ignore when direct comparisons with the partitioning powers were readily available.

The Russian annexation of the Commonwealth's eastern territories presented the most complex case because these lands had never been strongly integrated into Polish political culture. The population was predominantly Orthodox Christian and spoke languages more closely related to Russian than to Polish. Many inhabitants had maintained ambiguous loyalties to the Commonwealth, and Russian rule sometimes appeared less as foreign conquest than as a return to a Russian cultural sphere from which they had never fully departed. Yet Russian governance in the annexed territories was notably less systematic and efficient than Prussian or Austrian rule. Russian administration remained deeply corrupt, courts functioned poorly, and the promised protection of Orthodox rights often failed to materialize in practice. For Polish nobles in these territories, Russian rule combined the worst of both worlds: they lost their political freedoms without gaining the administrative efficiency that might have made the loss tolerable.

These varying experiences with life under partition led to the emergence of different political responses among Polish intellectuals and activists. Some concluded that what Poland needed was to adopt the administrative efficiency of Prussia while preserving Polish cultural identity and political traditions. Others argued that Austria's version of enlightened absolutism, with its greater emphasis on social welfare and education, offered a better model. Still others insisted that both Prussian and Austrian governance, whatever their practical advantages, represented fundamentally illegitimate forms of rule because they denied citizens the basic right to participate in their own governance. The task for Polish reformers, according to this view, was not to imitate foreign despotism but to create a distinctively Polish form of effective government that combined administrative capacity with genuine liberty.

The gradual crystallization of the Patriotic Party during the decade following the First Partition represented an attempt to synthesize these insights into a coherent reform program. The party was never a formal organization with membership lists and official platforms in the modern sense. Rather, it was a loose coalition of reform-minded nobles, intellectuals, and eventually some progressive magnates who shared a commitment to strengthening the Commonwealth through constitutional reform, military modernization, and social change. The party found its institutional home in various educational and cultural organizations that proliferated in the 1770s and 1780s, particularly the Commission of National Education established in 1773, which became the world's first ministry of education and a vehicle for spreading Enlightenment values among Polish youth.

The Patriotic Party's reform program, as it developed through the 1770s and 1780s, rested on several interconnected propositions that directly challenged traditional Commonwealth political culture. First, they argued that the liberum veto must be abolished or severely restricted. The partition had demonstrated conclusively that a state unable to make collective decisions could not survive. Majority rule or some form of supermajority requirement must replace unanimous consent. Second, they insisted that the elective monarchy should be replaced by hereditary succession. The royal elections had become occasions for foreign interference and had produced kings like Poniatowski whose authority was compromised from the outset. A hereditary monarchy with clearly defined but limited powers would provide more stable executive authority. Third, they advocated for expansion of political rights beyond the nobility to include educated townspeople, creating a broader base of patriotic citizens committed to the Commonwealth's survival. Fourth, they demanded military reform including a dramatic expansion of the army, modern training and equipment, and adequate taxation to support a professional military establishment.

These proposals were revolutionary in the Polish context but represented relatively moderate reform by Western European standards. The Patriotic Party was not advocating democracy in the modern sense but rather a constitutional monarchy on the English model, with power balanced between an executive monarch, a legislative assembly dominated by nobles but including some burgher representation, and an independent judiciary. They sought to preserve much of Poland's unique political culture, including religious toleration and restrictions on monarchical absolutism, while eliminating the dysfunctional elements that had produced paralysis and partition. This moderation was both strategic and sincere. Many members of the Patriotic Party were themselves nobles who valued their traditional privileges and had no desire to overturn the social order completely. They sought to save the Commonwealth and the noble republic, not to replace it with something fundamentally different.

The propaganda war that developed between the Patriotic Party and conservative defenders of the old order played out in a proliferating network of newspapers, pamphlets, and salon discussions that marked a significant development in Polish political culture. Before the partition, political debate had been largely confined to formal settings like the Sejm and the sejmiki. After 1772, political argument increasingly occurred in print media and informal gatherings that created something approaching a public sphere. Reformist publications like the "Monitor," founded in 1765 and modeled on English periodicals like The Spectator, promoted Enlightenment values and gently mocked the pretensions of conservative nobles. More radical publications appeared in the 1780s, directly attacking the liberum veto and the nobility's monopoly on political rights.

Conservative defenders of the status quo responded with their own publications arguing that any deviation from the Golden Freedoms would lead to despotism. They insisted that the partition had occurred not because Poland was too free but because it had already strayed too far from pure republican principles. If only the Commonwealth would return to the authentic traditions of the ancestors, reject foreign influences, and purge the corruption introduced by Enlightenment ideas, national greatness would be restored. This conservative position was intellectually bankrupt, offering nostalgia rather than solutions, but it retained emotional power among many nobles who found change threatening and who preferred familiar failures to uncertain reforms.

The Commission of National Education deserves particular attention as perhaps the most consequential achievement of the early reform movement. Established in 1773 from the assets of the recently suppressed Jesuit order, the commission represented the Commonwealth's first systematic attempt to create a national education system. Rather than leaving education to religious orders and private tutors, the state would now take responsibility for educating its citizens according to modern, secular principles. The commission established a network of schools, developed standardized curricula emphasizing mathematics and sciences alongside traditional classics, trained teachers, and published textbooks. Over the following two decades, this educational infrastructure produced a generation of young nobles who had been systematically exposed to Enlightenment thought and who would become the foot soldiers of the reform movement.

The commission's work had profound long-term implications that extended far beyond the narrow pedagogical sphere. By creating a state institution responsible for education, the reformers were establishing the principle that the Commonwealth as a collective entity had responsibilities and capacities that transcended the individual interests of nobles. The commission spent tax revenue on a public good, trained professionals to serve state purposes, and socialized young people into a new vision of Polish identity that emphasized national unity and civic duty alongside traditional noble privileges. In this sense, the Commission of National Education was engaged in a project of state-building that directly challenged the anarchic political culture that had produced the partition.

The international context of the late 1770s and 1780s provided both inspiration and caution for Polish reformers. The American Revolution, which began in 1775 and concluded with British recognition of American independence in 1783, demonstrated that successful resistance to imperial power was possible under certain circumstances. Polish intellectuals followed the American struggle with intense interest, seeing in it a vindication of republican principles and a demonstration that liberty could generate military effectiveness when citizens fought for their own freedom rather than at the command of despots. The participation of several Polish officers in the American war, most notably Tadeusz Kościuszko and Kazimierz Pułaski, created direct personal connections between the two revolutionary movements and would eventually provide the Commonwealth with military leaders trained in the unconventional warfare tactics that had defeated the British Empire.

Yet the American example also contained warnings for Polish reformers. The successful American Revolution had required not only ideological commitment and military courage but also favorable geopolitical circumstances, particularly French support and British distraction with European rivals. Poland could not count on similar advantages. The Commonwealth was surrounded by hostile powers who viewed Polish revival as a direct threat to their interests. No distant ocean separated Poland from its enemies, and no powerful ally seemed likely to intervene on Poland's behalf. The American colonists had also enjoyed significant military advantages including vast distances that exhausted British logistics, terrain suitable for guerrilla warfare, and a mobilized population already experienced with firearms and military organization from frontier conflicts. The Commonwealth would have none of these advantages in any future conflict with Russia, Prussia, or Austria.

The outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 would provide an even more dramatic and controversial example of revolutionary change, but that belonged to the next phase of Polish reform efforts and will be addressed in subsequent chapters. What matters for understanding the period between 1772 and the late 1780s is recognizing how the shock of the First Partition gradually transformed Polish political culture despite the many obstacles to change. The partition had shattered the complacent belief that the Golden Freedoms guaranteed security. It had exposed the dysfunction of Commonwealth governance in comparison with the partitioning powers. It had created a generation of intellectuals and activists committed to fundamental reform. And it had established the basic terms of debate that would shape Polish politics for the next two decades.

By the mid-1780s, the question facing Polish patriots was no longer whether reform was necessary but rather how comprehensive that reform should be and when circumstances might permit its implementation. Conservative nobles still resisted change, and Russian influence remained powerful, but the intellectual foundations for revolutionary transformation had been laid. The death of Frederick the Great in 1786 and the increasing distraction of Russia by wars with the Ottoman Empire and Sweden would soon create the window of opportunity that reformers had been awaiting. The Great Sejm of 1788 to 1792 would attempt to seize that opportunity and implement the reform program developed in response to the First Partition. Whether that attempt would succeed or instead provoke an even more catastrophic response from the partitioning powers remained to be seen, but the awakening that began in 1772 had created the possibility of national resurrection through constitutional revolution.
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​Chapter Three: The Great Sejm and the Birth of Constitutional Hope
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The delegates who assembled in Warsaw in October 1788 for what would become known as the Great Sejm, or the Four-Year Sejm, arrived in a city transformed by fifteen years of careful preparation and sudden opportunity. The session began as an ordinary meeting of the Commonwealth's legislature, convened to address routine matters of taxation and military appropriations, but it would evolve into something unprecedented in Polish history: a constituent assembly that would attempt to remake the Commonwealth's entire constitutional structure while the state still functioned under its old laws. The transformation occurred because a unique constellation of circumstances had aligned to create a moment of genuine possibility. Russia, the empire that had controlled Polish politics through intimidation and bribery for decades, found itself suddenly distracted by simultaneous wars on two fronts. Prussia, seeing an opportunity to displace Russian influence, was actively encouraging Polish reform and offering diplomatic support. And within the Commonwealth itself, a generation of intellectuals and activists who had spent the years since the First Partition developing a comprehensive reform program now possessed both the ideological framework and the political organization necessary to seize this fleeting window of opportunity.

The international context that made the Great Sejm possible requires careful examination because it reveals both the promise and the fundamental fragility of the reform movement. In August 1787, the Ottoman Empire declared war on Russia, beginning what would become known as the Russo-Turkish War of 1787 to 1792. The conflict emerged from the complex rivalries of Eastern European geopolitics, particularly Russian ambitions to expand toward the Black Sea and Constantinople, ambitions that directly threatened Ottoman territorial integrity. Catherine the Great saw the war as an opportunity to deliver a decisive blow to Ottoman power and potentially to establish Russian hegemony over the Black Sea region. She committed enormous military and financial resources to the conflict, deploying armies under her most capable commanders including Alexander Suvorov and Grigory Potemkin into the Ottoman territories of the Balkans and the Crimea.

Then, just as Russian forces were fully engaged against the Ottomans, a second conflict erupted in the north. In June 1788, King Gustav III of Sweden launched an unexpected attack on Russian Finland, beginning the Russo-Swedish War of 1788 to 1790. Gustav's motivations were complex, combining personal ambition, a desire to reclaim territories lost to Russia in previous conflicts, and calculations about catching Catherine at a moment of maximum distraction. The Swedish offensive did not achieve its strategic objectives, ultimately producing a stalemate that would be resolved through negotiation rather than decisive military victory, but it accomplished something enormously consequential for Poland by forcing Catherine to divide her military resources between three fronts: the Ottoman war in the south, the Swedish war in the north, and the ongoing requirement to maintain garrisons and political influence in Poland.

This dispersion of Russian military power and diplomatic attention created the opening that Polish reformers had been awaiting since 1772. For the first time in decades, Russia lacked the capacity to micromanage Polish politics with the thoroughness that had characterized the previous two decades. The Russian ambassador in Warsaw still maintained networks of paid agents among the Polish nobility and still possessed the theoretical capacity to break Sejm sessions through the activation of client deputies wielding the liberum veto, but the credibility of Russian threats had diminished considerably. If Russian agents broke a Sejm session now, would Catherine actually commit military forces to Poland when those forces were desperately needed against the Ottomans and Swedes? The calculation had changed, and Polish patriots recognized that this shift created space for actions that would have been impossible in earlier years.

Prussia's role in encouraging Polish reform added another crucial dimension to the geopolitical situation. Frederick William II, who had succeeded his uncle Frederick the Great as King of Prussia in 1786, pursued a foreign policy significantly different from his predecessor's cautious pragmatism. Where Frederick the Great had maintained close coordination with Russia and had been one of the chief architects of the First Partition, Frederick William II saw an opportunity to displace Russian influence in Poland and to create a Polish client state oriented toward Prussian rather than Russian interests. The Prussian calculus was straightforward. A reformed, strengthened Poland that remained grateful to Prussia for diplomatic support during its constitutional transformation would serve as a useful buffer between Prussia and Russia, would potentially provide military assistance in future conflicts, and would offer economic opportunities through expanded trade relations.

Beginning in 1788, Prussian diplomats actively encouraged Polish reform efforts, offering assurances of Prussian support for Commonwealth independence and even hinting at the possibility of a formal Prussian-Polish alliance that would guarantee Polish territory against Russian aggression. These promises seemed credible at the time because they aligned with Prussia's apparent strategic interests and because Prussian diplomacy invested considerable resources in cultivating relationships with reform-minded Polish leaders. The Patriotic Party, desperate for any foreign support that might counterbalance Russian power, accepted these Prussian assurances at face value, failing to recognize that Frederick William's commitment to Polish independence was purely instrumental and would evaporate the moment that Prussian interests shifted. This Prussian betrayal, which would come during the Second Partition in 1793, still lay in the future, but the Commonwealth's tragic dependence on unreliable allies shaped the entire context of constitutional reform.

The Great Sejm itself began inauspiciously in October 1788 with an initial agenda focused on military reform and the expansion of the Commonwealth's army to one hundred thousand men, a figure that reformers hoped would provide genuine defensive capability while remaining financially sustainable. The Russian ambassador immediately moved to block this proposal, activating his network of client deputies to paralyze the session. But something unexpected occurred. The patriotic deputies, emboldened by Russian distraction and Prussian encouragement, refused to accept the traditional pattern of paralysis and dissolution. When conservative deputies attempted to exercise the liberum veto, reform-minded members of the chamber challenged the legitimacy of the veto itself, arguing that procedural rules designed to protect liberty had become instruments of foreign tyranny and national suicide. The debate grew heated, with conservatives defending the veto as the foundation of Polish freedom and reformers denouncing it as the mechanism of Poland's destruction.

The resolution of this confrontation established the radical trajectory that the Great Sejm would follow for the next four years. The reform majority, recognizing that they could not formally abolish the liberum veto without triggering immediate Russian intervention, instead developed an ingenious workaround. They declared the Sejm to be in permanent "confederation," a special emergency status in which normal parliamentary rules were suspended and decisions could be made by majority vote. The confederation status had historical precedent in situations of national emergency such as royal elections or military crises, so invoking it did not require changing the fundamental laws of the Commonwealth. Yet by maintaining this confederation status for the entire duration of the Sejm from 1788 to 1792, the reformers effectively suspended the liberum veto for four years and created a parliamentary environment in which actual legislation could pass.

This procedural innovation represented a constitutional revolution disguised as adherence to tradition, and it demonstrated the sophistication that Polish reformers had developed during the years since the First Partition. Rather than frontally attacking the ideology of the Golden Freedoms, which would have alienated moderate nobles and provided Russian agents with powerful propaganda about Polish radicals destroying national traditions, the reformers worked within existing constitutional categories while stretching them beyond recognition. The confederation framework allowed them to claim continuity with Polish political culture even as they fundamentally transformed how that culture operated in practice. Conservative nobles objected strenuously, correctly perceiving that the confederation was a mechanism to circumvent their veto power, but they lacked the numbers to prevent it and could not count on Russian military intervention to restore their privileges while Catherine remained preoccupied with her Turkish and Swedish wars.

The composition of the Great Sejm reflected the changing balance of political forces within the Commonwealth and the success of the reform movement in building a broad coalition. The traditional magnate families were still represented, including members of the Czartoryski clan who had long advocated for constitutional change, but they now sat alongside deputies from the middling nobility who had been radicalized by the partition and educated in Enlightenment principles by the Commission of National Education. Urban representatives, though still a small minority, participated in greater numbers than in previous Sejms, bringing perspectives shaped by commercial interests and exposure to Western European political developments. The intellectual leadership of the Sejm came from figures who had been developing reform programs for years and now suddenly possessed the opportunity to implement their ideas.

Ignacy Potocki emerged as one of the central architects of constitutional reform, bringing his extensive knowledge of Western European governance systems and his willingness to fundamentally restructure Polish institutions. Potocki had traveled through France, England, and the German states, carefully studying their administrative systems, military organizations, and constitutional arrangements. He recognized that Polish survival required not merely tinkering with existing institutions but wholesale adoption of modern governance principles including separation of powers, professional bureaucracy, and effective executive authority. His speeches in the Sejm combined learned references to political theory with pragmatic arguments about military necessity, appealing both to the intellectual pride of educated nobles and to their basic survival instincts.

Hugo Kołłątaj, the radical priest and philosopher who had emerged as one of the Commonwealth's most penetrating social critics, played a different but equally crucial role. Kołłątaj coordinated what became known as the "Forge," an informal salon and discussion group that met regularly at his residence to debate political theory, draft legislative proposals, and coordinate reform strategy. The Forge functioned as a kind of think tank avant la lettre, producing position papers on everything from tax reform to peasant emancipation, from military reorganization to educational policy. Kołłątaj himself advocated for more radical social change than many of his colleagues, particularly the extension of political rights to the bourgeoisie and the amelioration of peasant serfdom, positions that would later influence the Kościuszko Uprising but which remained too controversial for full implementation during the Great Sejm.

King Stanisław August Poniatowski occupied an ambiguous position in the reform process, simultaneously supporting constitutional change and remaining constrained by his historical dependence on Russian favor. Poniatowski genuinely desired to strengthen the Commonwealth and recognized that the current constitution was dysfunctional, but he also feared that too radical a transformation would provoke Russian intervention and perhaps cost him his throne. His strategy was to position himself as a moderate voice supporting gradual reform while attempting to maintain channels of communication with Catherine in the hope that he might persuade her to accept at least some degree of Polish constitutional modernization. This balancing act would ultimately fail, as Catherine viewed any significant Polish reform as intolerable regardless of how it was packaged, but during the early years of the Great Sejm, Poniatowski's royal prestige provided useful legitimacy to the reform movement.

The actual work of constitutional reform unfolded gradually over nearly four years as the Sejm addressed different aspects of Commonwealth governance. The initial focus on military expansion proved easier to achieve than more fundamental constitutional questions because even conservative nobles recognized that military weakness had directly enabled the First Partition. The Sejm authorized the expansion of the army to one hundred thousand men, a more than sixfold increase from the pre-reform levels of approximately sixteen thousand. This expansion required corresponding increases in taxation, which the Sejm addressed through a comprehensive fiscal reform that rationalized tax collection, reduced exemptions, and shifted more of the burden onto the nobility who had traditionally avoided direct taxation. These fiscal reforms encountered significant resistance from nobles who viewed taxation as incompatible with their status, but the reform majority pushed them through by emphasizing that financial contributions to national defense were less onerous than the total loss of independence that would follow another partition.
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