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An Untested Experiment: The Great Sejm and Polish Reforms

The Great Sejm of 1788-1791 was a noble attempt at fixing the problems that the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth faced for much of the eighteenth century. The Sejm, inaugurated in Warsaw in 1788, tried to reform a nation that was languishing in anarchy and that was constantly encroached upon by foreign powers. Its goals and aspirations were great. The Sejm represented one of the few times that the Polish nobility were willing to compromise some of their historic freedoms for the good of the Commonwealth. Out of this patriotic sentiment arose the Constitution of the Third of May, a document that remains central to the Polish identity. Yet, by all accounts, the Great Sejm was a failure. Before the proposed reforms had time to strengthen the nation, Russian intervention led to the second partition of the Polish lands. This caused Polish rebellion, which then brought about the third partition and the disappearance of Poland from the map in 1795. There are many causes for the failure of the Great Sejm, and many opinions concerning these causes. To analyze this, it is important to understand the situation Poland was in, the workings of the Sejm, and the events leading up to the Russian intervention through the Confederation of Targowica. Once that is clear, the only logical conclusion one can make is that the Great Sejm failed simply and only because it came at the wrong time.

Throughout the eighteenth century, the Commonwealth dealt with serious problems caused by its ineffective government and the meddling of its powerful neighbors, Russia and Prussia. Internally, Poland was a mess. There was no effective nationwide administration or government. The rights of liberum veto and of confederation stood in the way of any kind of progress through the Sejm. These rights, ensuring that one person can stop legislation and dissolve the Sejm, and allowing legal armed opposition, were meant to protect a system of noble democracy. Instead, they became obstacles to progress as they deemed any legislation passed invalid by one person, who was either bribed or looking out for his self-interest. Noble dominance signified that there would be no middle class and no strong monarchy. It also meant that nobles could not effectively impose anything on themselves. This lack of discipline resulted in a state of anarchy. Huge estates became more common. The magnates living on them turned into sovereign princes. Each had their own army, while the under-funded and badly organized national army dwindled to half of its allowed size of 12,000. The poorer nobles were at the mercy of the magnates. The Golden Freedoms that they historically enjoyed turned into a curse. The political anarchy was accompanied by economic backwardness. While cities flourished all over Europe, Poland experienced an impressive decline in city life. Populations of cities and towns dropped to fractions of their previous sizes. In the country, the peasants struggled with declining agricultural productivity. It became harder to sustain the standard of living enjoyed two hundred years back The dominance of the nobility hindered the development a burgeoning middle class of townspeople, and their incompetence foreclosed any unified national economic system. “The country seemed to run itself solely on the momentum of its own inertia” (Zamoyski 212). 

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, the Poles were not the only ones caught up in their disaster of a government. Russia and Prussia had started taking interest in the affairs of the country. In 1698, the Polish king August II met with Peter the Great to plan a war on Sweden. At this time, they were equal partners. In the course of the war this changed. August was defeated by the Swedish king, and returned to the Polish throne only under Russian protection. The importance of Russian dominance showed itself during the Sejm of 1712. The envoys reached a deadlock on reforms put forth by August, who sent in his own army, which then sparked a confederation. Russia offered to mediate with troops. The ensuing Sejm of 1717, known as the Silent Sejm, was a show of humiliation as Russian troops enforced their solution on envoys that were forbidden to speak. The legislation passed held the Polish army to a fixed size of 12,000, which would be enough considering that Russian troops would remain in Poland to keep order. Soon, Poland became a “wayside inn for foreign armies.” On the death of August II, Russia forced the election of his even more incompetent son August III against the votes of the Sejm. At this point, it was obvious how little control the Polish had over their own government. Russia, who scheming with Prussia, wanted to keep it that way. Tsarina Catherine wrote to Prussian ruler Frederick, “it is necessary … to keep the constitution as it is now. For truth to tell, there is no need or benefit for Russia in Poland becoming more active” (Davies 529). In order to embarrass and conflict Poland, Catherine and Frederick hypocritically decided to stand up for the rights of religious minorities in Polish lands. This caused political turmoil and confederations, and distracted Poland from the beneficial process of Enlightenment that was happening everywhere else. The Sejm of 1767 had to reinforce the protection of the Golden Freedoms at Russia’s demand. The patriotic Confederation of the Bar, opposing Russian intervention, was squashed by Russia. The patriots were taken to Siberia, and the first partition of Poland was signed in 1772. The lands were split up between Russia, Prussia, and a hence-uninvolved Austria.

Russia was not the only nation interested in keeping Poland weak. Prussia, an emerging power in Europe, soon started to rival Russia. In order to become the dominant power in central and eastern Europe, Prussia wanted to keep Russia in check while joining its two territories. This could only be accomplished at the cost of Polish territorial integrity: Frederick said he planned to eat up Polish provinces “like an artichoke, leaf by leaf.” Prussia decided to accomplish the goals of weakening Russia and unifying its kingdom by way of an alliance with Poland. First, Prussia promised Poland protection from Russia. Then, the plan was to offer to mediate in the Russian-Turkish war. The Balkan provinces would be ceded to Austria, who would in turn give Galicia back to Poland. The grateful Poles would then give the Prussians what it wanted: the cities of Gdańsk and Toruń. That was the only goal, and at no point did Prussia actually want the strengthening of the Polish nation through reforms. Confusion was what they hoped to acheive. This was evidenced by the fact that Prussia secretly worked against Poland in international affairs, by forbidding the extending of credit and the sales of arms to Polish forces.
At this point, the Polish king Stanisław August, who was Catherine’s former lover and who was put into power by Catherine, realized that Poland needed a change. He believed that reforms could be best accomplished by cooperating with Russia. His plan was to go into an alliance with Russia for the war in Turkey, so that Poland would have a chance to build up its army. He hoped this would result in more leniency from Russia. Stanisław August met with the tsarina in 1787, but she rejected his suggestion, and Russia went to war with Turkey alone. The king was left without a plan. When the Sejm was inaugurated in 1788, the magnates realized that with Russian troops absent in Turkey, the time was right to realign the country with Prussia, who proclaimed that an alliance with Russia would be seen as an act of hostility. Stanisław August still believed that a Russian alliance was more likely to succeed than a Prussian alliance. His beliefs were clearly expressed by a speech he gave at the beginning of the Sejm in 1788:

Mówię wyraźnie i głośno, że nie masz potencji żadnej, której by interesa mniej spierały się z naszymi jak Rosji. ... Rosja nie tylko nie przeszkadza pomnożeniu naszego wojska, ale najchętniej na nie zezwala. Mowię zatem, że należy nam nie tylko jej nie drażnić, ale owszem, starać się o zachowywanie najlepszej z nią, ile być to może, przyjaźni. Dokładam, że jestem i w tym przeświadczeniu, że gdy damy poznać imperatorowej, iż jesteśmy dla niej przychylni, łatwiej i bezpieczniej dojdziemy do domowych urządzeń i ulepszeń naszych; i że owszem, wtedy największe sami sobie założymy do tego zapory, gdy tę wielkomyslną panią odrażac od siebie będziemy (Rostworowski 151).
However, he had fallen out of favor with the magnates, who thought that the absence of Russian troops provided an long-overdue opportunity for reform. The alliance with Prussia was struck. In these conditions, the Sejm proceeded with an impressive system of reforms. These men, although sometimes blinded by self-interest, were patriotic and educated in the spirit of the Enlightenment. They realized that the fate of their nation was at stake. Quickly, they abolished the ruling Permanent Council and indefinitely prolonged the session of the Sejm. This was the start of the Great Sejm.

The reforms introduced by the Great Sejm were solutions to the problems that the nation had faced for the past hundred years. The Constitution of the Third of May, which came out of the Sejm, summarized the purpose of all of the reforms: “political existence, external independence, [and] internal liberty.” In order to achieve the first and the second, the Sejm decreed an increase of the army from 12,000 to 100,000. This army would be under the control of a Sejm commission. The king attempted to put through measures that would guarantee the financing of the army before the increase took place, but failed in the midst of the unrestrained enthusiasm of the Sejm, A demand was made that all Russian troops be evacuated from Polish territory, and the inalienability of Polish lands was declared (which of course dismayed Prussia). In November of 1789, a local network of commissions of the peace was set up to serve the needs of the new army. These commissions, besides administering the army, took censuses, controlled population movement, supervised parish education, maintained communication, and encouraged trade. It was the first effective system of local government in Poland. Sixty-nine local commissions arose, each with fifteen or sixteen unsalaried, locally elected members. Serving in the commissions became a prerequisite for election to any significant office, such as envoyship to the Sejm. The system provided the local nobility with constructive employment and administrative training, and a new means of fortifying their own authority.

Economic reforms were another focus of the Great Sejm. The importance of towns was acknowledged, with 24 representatives from towns to become members of the Sejm and advise on economic and town issues. Within towns, the legal and economic barriers separating nobles from townsmen were removed. In order to build the country’s infrastructure, a new tax was imposed on the nobility and on the church. This was the first time either had been taxed. In the name of economic and political efficiency, the distinctions between the Crown and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania were erased.

Finally, legislative reform was agreed upon. None of the other reforms would have much meaning without a better organized government. The harmful rights of liberum veto and of confederation were disposed of. Votes would now be taken by majority vote, either a simple majority or a majority of two-thirds or three-fourths, depending on the issue. The Sejm could be reconvened whenever occasion demanded. A strong centralized power was established, with a hereditary monarchy under the Saxon electors. The king would rule with a council, but both were directly answerable to the Sejm.

These legislative reforms were expressed in the Constitution of the Third of May. Throughout the duration of the Sejm, a commission comprised of the king, his secretary, Ignacy Potocki, and Hugo Kołłątaj worked on the document. It was passed by stealth, on a day where many of the envoys were absent. The Constitution is the essence of the reforms of the Great Sejm. It proclaimed the abolition of liberum veto and the right of confederation, explaining how in the past these rights led to the decline of Polish power. It reiterated the importance of the nobility, but it also pointed out the need to integrate the townspeople. It announced the hereditary nobility, and the new system of government with the king and his council, the Sejm, and the judiciary. The nobility accepted the constitution because it pointed the way to a stronger nation, but it also left their dominance unchanged. “For some, it marked the limit of aspiration; for others, it was the foundation of much more to come. For the majority, perhaps, it brought promise without disruption. If the szlachta could be persuaded that all was safe, the reforms would take root” (Lukowski 251).

The passing of the Constitution led to celebration in Poland and praise throughout the world. It was a different world. The Sejm functioned with unknown speed. Commissions of Police, Treasury, and Education were set up and started to function. Less than a year after the Constitution was passed, a unified civil and criminal law code for the entire Commonwealth was within sight of completion. The legislation was strikingly clear, detailed, and precise. Efficiency and order replaced doubt and confusion. The new institutional framework would nurture an enlightened, citizen ethos, just as the old had bred mistrust, selfishness, and anarchy. The Sejmiki everywhere approved the reforms.

The Poles experienced a giddy year of national improvements before Russia intervened. Catherine encouraged a confederation to be formed at Targowica in opposition to the Constitution. Four days after the confederation was declared, almost 100,000 Russian troops marched onto Polish lands, where they were met with about 35,000 untested Polish soldiers. The Prussians quickly betrayed their alliance, saying that the situation had changed. The ensuing war led to the second partition of Poland. An uprising by the newly patriotic Poles followed, and Russia defeated that as well. In 1795, Poland was wiped off the map. No one would know how much the reforms of the Great Sejm would have changed the nation in the long run. The nation was gone.

Historians have many different views on why the Polish experiment did not succeed. Jerzy Lukowski and Emanuel Rostworowski share similar opinions, amounting to the impression that the Sejm was delusional in thinking it could get away with what it was doing. Lukowski noted that the euphoric Sejm “was losing its grip on reality” (240). Rostworowski likewise mockingly commented that Prussia’s “friendly declaration of 13 October caused such great enthusiasm, that the confederated Sejm felt itself to be the master of the situation,” (148) indicating that the power of the Sejm was just an illusion. He is right. Prussia did not have anything to gain from supporting Poland once it realized that Poland would not willingly give up Gdańsk and Toruń. Prussia’s best interest at that point was actually the breakup of the Polish nation, which eventually led it to acquire the two cities. Rostworowski is accurate in agreeing with the king that the Sejm simply became “a horse too strong for its rider”(149).
Norman Davies takes on a different perspective. He views the actions of the Sejm as more of a noble endeavor instead of as insanity, but he also notes it as futile. He reminds the reader to look at the Great Sejm in context of the entire century of Russian political subjugation:

It is clear that the Partitions were not merely unfortunate accidents of foreign policy whose chance occurrence interrupted the progress of internal reform. The Partitions were a necessary part of the process whereby reform had to be obstructed if Russian supremacy was to be maintained. The Republic of Poland-Lithuania was not destroyed because of its internal anarchy. It was destroyed because it repeatedly tried to reform itself (527).

Davies says that “in circumstances where the least movement could provoke incalculable consequences, the Republic’s only chance of survival had been to stand absolutely motionless” (530). His position is that the reforms of the Great Sejm failed because they happened.


Adam Zamoyski makes a long list of unfortunate conditions that destroyed the efforts of the Great Sejm. First of all, he notes the effects that the French Revolution had on the minds of Europe. Although the Sejm condemned the methods of the French Revolution, Europe perceived some similarities. For example, the inhabitants of Warsaw took interest in political proceedings for the first time during the Great Sejm. Townspeople demanded political recognition, and these demands were presented in a peaceful yet striking “Black Procession” of men dressed in clerical black. Images like these reminded a frightened Europe of the dangers of empowering mobs of people. In this atmosphere any kind of change was viewed as unfavorable. Another circumstance was the change of public opinion in Britain, whose prime minister was at first favorable to a new Polish constitution. He was forced to withdraw support. In Austria, the sympathetic Leopold was succeeded by the adverse Francis II. Finally, the war with Turkey ended and Russian troops were freed up to attack a helpless Poland.


In light of Russia’s century of domination over Polish political affairs, its intervention after the Great Sejm was inevitable. For years, the Russians had made sure no reforms went through the Sejm, by use of force or bribes or divisive conflict. The legacy of those hundred years was a barely-there military force, a demoralized nation, and a peasantry that had no national sentiment. At that point, even the most brilliant, inspiring, and enlightened reforms could not have saved the nation. Any legislative reform relied on the shaky foundation of Prussian support. The decrees for the augmentation of the army did not magically create an army of 100,000. The peasants and the Jews could hardly be expected to “feel Polish” after a year, even with the most liberal constitution. Europe was unlikely to intervene on behalf of a nation that had shown itself incapable of decent government for a century. In these circumstances, legislative reform was hopeless, and destructive because it led directly to Russian intervention. Lukowski states that “the Polish experiment which could reconcile Burke and Rousseau was worth making,” (252) but this was not the right time. Years of social reform required the experiment to succeed. However, the sentiment of the Great Sejm and especially of the Constitution were not forgotten. It was the beginning of the evolution of Polish society, and more than a century later, Poland was ready to become its own nation.
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