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Wielopolski’s Limited Role in the January Insurrection


Aleksander Wielopolski is a divisive figure in the history of partitioned Poland. He was employed by tsar Alexander II to implement limited reforms in the Polish lands while keeping the Poles under control. Wielopolski is often seen as a traitor to the Polish cause because of his unquestioning collaboration with Russia. His leadership occurred during a time of nationalistic upheaval in the period preceding the January Insurrection of 1863. A lot of the controversy surrounding Wielopolski concerns the extent to which his politics were responsible for the outbreak of the January Insurrection. This debate can be rephrased as: Was there anything Wielopolski could do to prevent an insurrection at the time he was in power? To analyze the issue, one must understand the circumstances under which nationalistic sentiment arose in Poland, the nature of Wielopolski’s policies, and all other factors that contributed to the outbreak of the insurrection. The conclusions drawn show that while one of Wielopolski’s policies was the last spark that set off the insurrection, Wielopolski was powerless to stop the tide of nationalism and its consequences, and therefore could not be held responsible for the events of 1863.


Wielopolski’s policies and insurrectionary movements need to be inspected in the context of the times. In the period preceding the patriotism of the 1850’s and 1860’s, Poland experienced a freeze on political and cultural life. The failed November Insurrection of 1830 brought harsh consequences to Russian Poland. 100,000 men who had fought in the uprising were forced into Russian regiments in the Caucuses. Another 80,000 Poles who were active rebels were condemned to penal servitude in distant parts of Russia. 10,000 Poles left the country willingly, in a movement that became known as the Great Emigration. Nobles implicated in the Insurrection had their property taken away. This constituted about 1 in 10 manors in the Kingdom. The remaining population was faced with punitive taxation. A huge occupying army was kept in Poland at the country’s expense. The Kingdom was ruled by military decree, and all civil rights were done away with. The Army, the Sejm, and all institutes of higher learning were all quickly abolished. Nicholas was determined to suppress Polish nationalism at all levels, and to slowly incorporate the Kingdom into another Russian territory. The Polish województwa disappeared in favor of Russian gubernias. The Polish bank lost its rights to issue currency, and the ruble replaced the złoty. The Russian system of weights and measures was introduced. The Napoleonic Code went out and the Russian Criminal Code came in. The Education commission was abolished, and schools were placed under control of the ministry of Enlightenment in St. Petersburg.


In 1855 Nicholas finally died, and Alexander II came into power. Alexander, although not a liberal and strongly opposed to national separatist movements, realized the need for reform. Russia had just been humiliatingly defeated in the Crimean War. This had pointed out to Alexander and to the rest of the world the weakness and backwardness of the Empire. Alexander was convinced that limited concessions were necessary in order to avoid a catastrophe. These concessions included reforms for the Polish lands under Russian control. Alexander declared an amnesty for Poles in Siberia from 1831. He appointed an archbishop to Warsaw, a position that had long been vacant. He reopened the Polish Medical Academy, and allowed for the foundation of the Main School. In 1857, Poles began to be employed in administrative positions throughout the Kingdom. Polish university graduates could now enter the Russian civil service. A year later, Polish was restored in high schools in Lithuania. This came with an instantly ignored warning that Polish nobles must not think of Ukraine and Lithuania as Polish lands. The political reforms were accompanied by more favorable economic policies towards Poland. Several tariffs were abolished, and the trend was towards capitalism. Trade increased, capital accumulated, and industry thrived. The impression in Poland was strong: Change was possible. Not surprisingly, “the promise of liberalization acted like a tonic on the intelligentsia” (Zamoyski 279).


A major focus of Alexander’s reforms dealt with the issue of peasant emancipation. The weakness of the Empire showed everyone that serfdom must be abolished. The questions lay in how this was to be done. Alexander wanted to make reforms with cooperation of the landowning gentry, who were not entirely unwilling to consider change. Some argued that forced labor should simply be turned into money rents. Others believed in granting the peasants the land they worked on, and providing the landowners compensation from state funds. In Russia, an order decreed that peasants were free and the forced labor abolished, but only after a period of two years. In western regions this was more ambiguous. In Poland, Alexander invited local landowners to join in the debates about land reform. The agrarian question soon became central in Poland’s budding nationalism. At Alexander’s orders, a committee headed by Andrzej Zamoyski was formed in 1858. It was called the Agricultural Society, and its primary purpose was finding a fair and efficient way of turning peasants into full citizens. The Agricultural Society had four thousand members with 27 branches throughout Poland and Lithuania. It quickly diverged from its original intent of being solely an agricultural council, and became a meeting place for political and national debate. It began to resemble the old Sejm. At the same time, it represented the new importance of peasants in Polish political life. It was clear that they were going to get something, but it was less clear who would be the one to give it to them. According to Wandycz, “the debate transcended purely economic issues. The reform discussions going on in Russia created a situation in which the government and the Polish landowners were competing for the allegiance of the peasantry. Would reforms in the former Polish lands and the kingdom be credited to the tsar and Russia or to the Polish nobles? This was a question loaded with political and national significance” (158).


With the right to assembly instituted by Alexander’s reforms, the Agricultural Society was not the only disguised political group that was established. Many other new organizations and institutions were formed. In 1861, in Warsaw, a City Delegation was founded by Leopold Kronenburg. It was an advisory body that would present citizen opinions directly to the viceroy. The City Delegation created a City Guard which served a police unit. These organizations were only a small part of the revival of political activity in the kingdom. The potentially revolutionary situation in Russia, combined with the peasant question in the Polish lands, along with international events, created new expectations and national aspirations. National liberation was a major topic in Romania and in Italy, and Napoleon III was thought to be a champion of subject nationalities. The romantic ideal of sacrifice for a just cause resurfaced. A wide spectrum of political trends came into being. The radical Związek Trójnicki was formed by students in Kiev to rouse the peasant masses. The Millennaries, a political discussion group founded by Edward Jurgens, were essentially reformists who speculated on the political strategy of national movements. Dissenters gathered in the army. In time, the many political movements gathered into two main camps. The Reds were radicals and supported immediate granting of freeholds to peasants, with landowner compensation drawn from state funds. They came out in strong support of a nationalistic rising against Russia. The Whites were moderates headed by Andrzej Zamoyski. All of this political activity was named a “moral revolution,” and indicated a clear change in the peoples’ perception. They believed that Poland’s ills could come to an end, and that change was not only possible but inevitable.


The effects of the moral revolution soon became apparent. It was characterized by reconciliation among different ethnic and religious groups. A Jewish assimilation movement under the rabbi Dov Beer Meisels came into fashion. Crowds often started singing patriotic hymns in the streets. “God Protect Poland” was sung with the added line, “freedom and Fatherland restore to us, O Lord.” Rallies were organized for the visits of Francis Joseph and Napoleon II. The death of the widow of a prominent general from the November Insurrection was marked by a giant religious procession. Another procession celebrated the thirtieth anniversary of the insurrection. In February of 1861, huge crowds in Warsaw welcomed the Annual General Meeting of the Agricultural Society. They awaited its final decision on land reform. The decision came out as an unsatisfactory compromise between the radicals and moderates, and it failed to provide the guidance that was expected by the people. Crowds outside turned into riots. Police opened fire on the people, leaving five dead. Confrontation was in the air. “After less than five years, the thaw was turning into an uncontrollable flood” (Davies 349).


Alexander became concerned over the revolutionary activity in Poland, and he sent in Aleksander Wielopolski to bring the situation under control. Wielopolski, who was educated outside of Poland, was described as a “lonely” and “impressive” figure. During the November Insurrection of 1830, he grew disillusioned with the struggles for national independence and with émigré diplomacy. This cynicism was deepened by the unsuccessful attempts at revolution in Galicia in 1846. He accepted Russian rule and had a low opinion of what he viewed as the useless patriotic gestures of his countrymen. He was a strong realist, and believed the best thing for Poland would be to cooperate with Russia in order to make foreign rule more tolerable. He quickly earned the tsar’s full trust and support, and was put in a position of power. Wielopolski’s plans for the nation came in three parts. First, he wanted to set up Polish governmental institutions similar to those of the former Organic Statute of 1832, which provided for limited self-rule. He viewed this as the limit of Russian concessions. Next, he wanted to ensure the full equality of Jews, whom he spoke of as “Poland’s Third Estate.” He realized that they were vital in the establishment of a strong middle class, which was essential for a healthy economy. Finally, he believed in adopting a land reform program that commuted labor rents to money rents, without the eventual granting of freeholds to peasants. These views were not that different from the moderate opinions of Andrzej Zamoyski and his Agricultural Society. However, Zamoyski cared deeply about public opinion, resisted anything that would be viewed as collaboration with Russia, and found himself drawn away from policy matters and towards politics. On the other hand, Wielopolski was contemptuous of public opinion, did not mind expressing unpopular views, and acted in a haughty manner that quickly brought him enemies. He knew exactly what he wanted, and he believed Poland could use a lesson in discipline. “The tragedy of Wielopolski, an able lawyer and administrator, lay in the fact that he attached far too much weight to legal and administrative solutions and badly underestimated the national imponderables. He kept on antagonizing his countrymen and was seemingly blind to the fact that his reforms would have to be backed by the Russian police and army, both of which were an anathema to the Poles” (Wandycz 164).


Negotiations with Wielopolski provided further concessions from the Russians. Wielopolski was enabled to create and chair a Commission of Education and Religious Cult and to undertake a basic reform of education which included the organization of a university in Warsaw. He was entrusted with the preparation of reform projects for the peasants and the Jews. He organized a state council, which would be finally revived but appointed by the government. Even though Wielopolski’s reforms were beneficial to Poland, he encountered strong opposition. Zamoyski was one of his most influential critics. He objected to Wielopolski’s condemnation of the moral revolution as anarchy. Although Zamoyski was “against nationalist agitation, … he was also unwilling to besmirch his reputation as a Polish patriot by helping Wielopolski” (Leslie, quoted in Polonsky). Zamoyski’s opposition to beneficial reforms led to the radicalization of Polish political movements, and contributed heavily to the outbreak of armed conflict. As a result of their opposition, Wielopolski admonished the clergy, and dissolved both the City Delegation and the Agricultural Society. His goal was to keep peace and order, but the dissolution of the Agricultural Society caused major riots. Over 100 were killed as police broke fire on the crowds, only to be stopped by Wielopolski at the risk of his own life. This did not help public opinion much. Most considered him a traitor to the Polish cause, and he did nothing to counter the accusation.


Wielopolski pressed ahead with his reform program. He assumed responsibility for law and order and took over the Commission of Justice. He established a system of self-government at rural, city, and provincial levels. A central Council of State was to be the highest authority under the viceroy, with members of the Administration Council together with persons nominated by the viceroy, by bishops, by provincial councils, and by the Land Credit Society. In May of 1861, Wielopolski issued a decree that provided for the conversion to money rates at a rate favorable to the peasants. The implementation of this reform was left to the rural district councils, which were to elected by an electorate of about 25,000. The elections were held in September, and even with Radical cries for boycott of the vote, four-fifths of those qualified to vote did so. Of the 615 rural district seats, only 7 went to peasants. With these limited reforms, Wielopolski believed that he could create a stronger, more self-sufficient society, even without political independence.


Nearly no one agreed with Wielopolski’s views and methods as the situation escalated. The people of Warsaw, driven off the streets by the massacres, gathered in churches to sing national hymns. On October 15th, the Russian police imprisoned thousands of people from two churches in Warsaw. Churches all over the archdiocese, as well as many synagogues, were closed indefinitely and their leaders exiled or reproached. Wielopolski was summoned to Russia for consultation. Meanwhile, the moderates Whites decided that they could no longer stick with legal tactics, and they went underground with their own organization headed by a Directory. It relied heavily on Millennaries and members of the defunct Agricultural Society. The Reds became more radical, but under the surface, collaboration with the Whites was achieved. The City Delegation turned into the National Central Committee and presented itself as the new government of Poland. “The Poles had learnt a great deal from their experiences and displayed remarkable professionalism in the art of subversive organization” (Zamoyski 280). Although the leaders of the National Central Committee were kept secret from most revolutionaries at the time, it was a highly effective organization. It had five ministries: a diplomatic service which traveled all over a sympathetic Europe with forged documents, a treasury that collected donations and taxes, a quartermastership which purchased and smuggled arms and supplies, a department of the interior that made policy decisions on peasant and Jewish issues, and a department of justice complete with its own police. Polish intelligence had access to every branch of the Russian army and civil service. The armed forces trained and operated secretly, without drawing any attention from Russia. An invisible revolutionary infrastructure was built by the time Wielopolski returned from his stay in Russia.


Wielopolski returned to Poland with even greater power. He believed his own reforms met most of the legitimate Polish demands, and he was determined to bring the revolutionaries under control. Since most of the revolutionaries were young men from Warsaw, Wielopolski thought that getting rid of them would restore order. He decided to use a conscription as his weapon. Instead of using a random lottery to conscript young Poles into the Russian army, he used a system of lists where landowners and farm laborers were excluded. This left Varsovians as the main target of the conscription. News of the plan leaked, and everywhere men proclaimed their willingness to fight the draft. On the day that the conscription was to be held, thousands of young men evacuated into the surrounding woods. A manifesto issued by the National Central Committee declared everyone to be equal and free. Conflict broke out. “Wielopolski’s compromise was unable to prevent an explosion, and his last attempt at defusing it was responsible for detonating it” (Zamoyski 281).


It cannot be argued that Wielopolski’s conscription policy led directly to the outbreak of the January Insurrection. However, Wielopolski was overall not responsible for the conflict. When Alexander “gave an inch, … his Polish subjects immediately thought of taking a mile” (Davies 348). The Poles had long been denied any political or national rights, and when they were able to, they quickly jumped into a frenzy of nationalistic expression. The few limited concessions on the part of Alexander provided Poland with the opportunity to organize a resistance movement. The Poles took advantage of this opportunity, and they quickly put together a revolutionary infrastructure that was strongly effective by the time Wielopolski came into power. The situation was too far advanced when he tried to impose his own reforms. In the position Wielopolski was in, he could not have done anything to avert disaster. If he had tried more liberal reforms, he would still be viewed as a traitor for his collaboration with Russia. Moreover, further reforms would not have satisfied the Poles. Greater freedoms would have led to more expression of patriotism, and a greater false sense of empowerment. Conversely, had Wielopolski tried to suppress nationalism in a harsher manner, conflict would have only broken out faster because the revolutionary structures already existed. It was inevitable that when Poland had a chance to rise against Russia, it would. This is exactly what happened. People were organized, aware, and ready to fight for change. They already had a system of unofficial local government, and their own ideas for policy. The critical point had been reached, and it was too late.


Wielopolski’s policies were responsible for the January Insurrection to a very small extent. Although his conscription policy indisputably led to the outbreak of the insurrection, he did not cause the revolutionary mood of the country or for the tensions that caught fire when his policy lit the fuse. The insurrection can be blamed on the lack of cooperation with reasonable demands, the stubbornness of Zamoyski, the unrealistic outlook of the too-optimistic Poles, and the inability of seeing past Wielopolski’s tactless demeanor. This is highly unfortunate, because Wielopolski’s reforms “undoubtedly had their merits. They would have raised the cultural and educational levels of the country and given the Poles a chance to gain experience in the political and administrative field” (Wandycz 178). Instead, brutal and unsuccessful insurrection ensued, and Poland was to remain under Russian power for another sixty years.
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