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​Chapter 1: The Partitioned Kingdom — Poland Erased from the Map
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On the twenty-fifth of November, 1795, in a chamber of the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg, Stanisław August Poniatowski took up a quill and signed his name to a document that ended his reign, his kingdom, and in the formal understanding of European public law, his nation. He was sixty-three years old, stout and melancholy, a man who had once been the lover of Catherine the Great and had owed his throne entirely to that connection — a fact that the world had always known and that he had never quite been able to forget. The abdication he signed that November was not unexpected. He had been living in Russian-controlled Grodno for two years, kept under a comfortable form of house arrest while the final arrangements were made to dissolve the state over which he nominally presided. He had tried, at critical moments in the preceding years, to be a reformer. He had succeeded, briefly and brilliantly, in 1791, when the Sejm of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had ratified what many historians would later call the first modern written constitution in the world — a remarkable document that attempted in a single parliamentary session to undo two centuries of structural dysfunction. By the time he signed the abdication, that constitution was four years dead, annulled by the armies of Russia and Prussia before the ink had properly dried.

What Poniatowski signed away in November 1795 was not simply a crown or a dynasty. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth — Rzeczpospolita Obojga Narodów, the Republic of Both Nations — had been, for most of the preceding three centuries, one of the largest states in Europe. At its greatest extent in the early seventeenth century, it stretched from the Baltic coast in the north to the Black Sea steppe in the south, from Silesia in the west to the territories beyond Kiev in the east. It had been a state of extraordinary cultural and religious complexity, home to Poles, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, Belarusians, Jews, Germans, Armenians, Tatars, and dozens of smaller communities, bound together under a constitutional order that was, by the standards of its age, genuinely remarkable in its tolerance and its insistence on the consent of the governed. By the standards of the late eighteenth century, however, those same features had become catastrophic liabilities. The tolerance that had made the Commonwealth a refuge for religious minorities across Europe had also made it constitutionally incapable of the disciplined state action that the military revolutions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries demanded. The liberties that the szlachta — the Polish nobility — had defended with fierce pride for generations had calcified into an institutional framework that protected privilege at the expense of power.

The document Poniatowski signed in St. Petersburg formally extinguished a state. What it could not extinguish — what no document has ever successfully extinguished — was the fact of a people: a language, a literature, a church, a memory, and a wound that would take more than a century to close.

The Commonwealth's weaknesses were ancient and structural, bred into the political order across generations of noble self-interest and ideological miscalculation. The most famous of these — infamous in every account, cited by every observer from Voltaire to Bismarck — was the liberum veto: the constitutional provision that allowed any single member of the Sejm, Poland's parliament, to dissolve the legislative session and annul all legislation passed within it by simply pronouncing the words "nie pozwalam" — I do not allow. The veto had begun as a theoretical safeguard against tyranny, an expression of the szlachta's conviction that the consent of all freemen was required for legitimate legislation. In practice, it had become a tool of paralysis, exploited by ambitious noblemen, purchased by foreign powers, and deployed with devastating regularity throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Between 1652, when it was first successfully used, and 1764, when a partial reform reduced its immediate destructive power, the liberum veto wrecked fifty-three out of fifty-five parliamentary sessions. A state that could not pass legislation could not fund an army, could not collect taxes on a national scale, could not reform its administrative apparatus, and could not project power beyond its borders. Its neighbours could — and they noticed.

The szlachta itself numbered, at the Commonwealth's height, somewhere between eight and twelve percent of the total population — a proportion of noble blood utterly without parallel elsewhere in Europe, where the nobility typically comprised between one and three percent of the population at most. The consequence of this numerical breadth was political fragmentation: Polish noble culture was defined by an ideology of equality among noblemen, the idea that a penniless country squire was the legal and constitutional peer of the greatest magnate in the land. In practice, the magnates dominated by purchasing the loyalty of the lesser szlachta through economic patronage and political clientage, but the ideology of equality made it constitutionally impossible to construct the kind of centralised administrative monarchy that France, Prussia, and Russia were building across the same period. The Commonwealth had no standing army worth the name. It had no permanent bureaucracy of significance. It had a tradition of municipal and local self-governance among the nobility that was genuine and in many respects admirable, but which produced, at the national level, a state incapable of coordinating its own defence.

None of this was secret. Polish reformers had been diagnosing these pathologies since at least the mid-seventeenth century, and the diagnoses had grown more urgent with every decade. The catastrophe of the 1650s — when Swedish, Russian, Transylvanian, Brandenburg, and Cossack armies simultaneously invaded from multiple directions, devastating the country in what Polish memory would call the Deluge, the Potop — demonstrated with horrifying clarity what happened to a state that could not field an effective army. The country survived the Deluge by the narrowest of margins, its population reduced by perhaps a third from war, plague, and famine, its economy shattered, its political class traumatised. The political lessons of the Deluge were obvious. They were not acted upon. The magnate families who dominated the Sejm had an immediate and personal interest in maintaining the institutional arrangements that kept royal power weak and noble privilege inviolate, and the collective action problem of persuading them to sacrifice those arrangements for the abstract good of the state proved, repeatedly and catastrophically, insoluble.

The partitioning powers — Russia, Prussia, and Austria — had different interests and different capacities, but they shared the recognition that the Commonwealth was both vulnerable and valuable, and that the moment for action was determined by the relationship between those two variables. Catherine the Great of Russia had the most consistent long-term vision: Poland was to remain weak and nominally independent, a buffer state controlled through Russian diplomatic and military influence, a territory whose formal sovereignty could be exploited to block the interests of competing powers while Russia used it as a highway for projecting influence westward. Catherine had placed Poniatowski on the Polish throne herself, using the connection of their earlier intimacy as the basis for what she expected to be indefinite Russian dominance over Polish political life. What disrupted this comfortable arrangement was the Reform movement of the 1760s, which threatened to produce a Poland capable of genuine self-governance — and which Catherine therefore crushed, using Russian troops to force the Sejm to reaffirm the liberum veto and restore the constitutional paralysis that served Russian interests.

The First Partition of 1772 was the direct consequence of this intervention and its aftermath. The Confederation of Bar — a league of Polish noblemen who had taken up arms to resist Russian domination — had provoked a civil conflict that gave the partitioning powers the pretext they needed, while simultaneously demonstrating that Poland could not defeat Russian military power. Frederick the Great of Prussia, who had coveted the territory of Royal Prussia — the corridor separating Brandenburg from East Prussia — for decades, proposed a formal partition agreement. Austria, under Maria Theresa, joined the arrangement with considerable moral discomfort but sufficient greed to overcome her scruples. The three powers signed the First Partition Treaty in August 1772, and Polish territories were absorbed by all three: Russia took the largest share in the northeast, Austria took the south in what it called Galicia, and Prussia took Royal Prussia and the territory around Pomerania. Poland lost approximately thirty percent of its territory and a third of its population at a stroke.

The shock of the First Partition did, eventually, produce the political reform that it had always been necessary to produce. The Four-Year Sejm that met between 1788 and 1792 was the most productive legislative assembly in Polish history: it abolished the liberum veto, restructured the military, created a permanent taxation system, and on the third of May, 1791, ratified the Constitution that briefly made Poland the most constitutionally advanced state in Europe. The Constitution of the Third of May established a hereditary constitutional monarchy, abolished the liberum veto entirely, granted rights to the bourgeoisie, and took the first hesitant steps toward recognising the existence of the peasant majority. It was a genuine achievement, produced by genuine political will and considerable political courage. It lasted fourteen months.

Catherine waited until her hands were free from the Ottoman war, then unleashed Russian armies on Poland in the spring of 1792 under the pretext of defending the rights of Polish conservatives who had organised the Confederation of Targowica and invited Russian intervention. The reforming faction fled or capitulated. Poniatowski, under Russian pressure, joined the Confederation of Targowica himself — the most humiliating act of his humiliating reign. The Constitution was annulled. The Second Partition followed in 1793: Russia and Prussia divided further enormous slices of Polish territory between them, leaving a rump state — barely forty percent of the original Commonwealth — under Russian military occupation and Russian political control.

What remained was enough to fight for, and in 1794, Tadeusz Kościuszko tried. The Kościuszko Uprising of 1794 was the last armed defence of the Commonwealth: a national insurrection that combined regular military forces with urban volunteers and, for the first time, with a mass peasant levy armed with scythes and pikes. At the Battle of Racławice in April 1794, Kościuszko's scythe-armed peasants — the kosynierzy — captured Prussian artillery and routed a Russian force, producing a moment of genuine national exhilaration. That exhilaration lasted a summer. By autumn, Russian and Prussian armies had crushed the uprising across every front: Suvorov's forces stormed Warsaw's suburb of Praga in November, massacring thousands, and the remnants of the insurrection collapsed. Kościuszko himself was captured, wounded, at the Battle of Maciejowice. Poniatowski surrendered.

The Third Partition of 1795 was then merely administrative, the division of the corpse. Russia, Prussia, and Austria signed a formal agreement in October 1795 that left no Polish territory unabsorbed. The Russian Empire took the eastern lands, the Habsburgs took what remained of Galicia, and Prussia took the central territories including Warsaw, which became a Prussian city for the first time. The Commonwealth had existed in various forms since the formal union of Poland and Lithuania in 1569; it was now gone. The partitioning powers also signed a secret clause in the partition treaty pledging never to use the name of Poland in any official context — as if the geographical and political fiction could be maintained that the country had not merely been conquered but had, in some administrative sense, ceased ever to have been a meaningful entity.

Prussia's share of the partition spoils deserves particular attention, because it is the territory whose fate under Hohenzollern rule forms the deep foundation of the events of 1848. From the First Partition, Prussia had already acquired Royal Prussia — the Vistula delta, the Baltic coast, the city of Gdańsk (Danzig), and the territories that connected the scattered Hohenzollern domains into the coherent state that Frederick the Great had always wanted. From the Second and Third Partitions, Prussia gained additional central Polish territories including Warsaw itself. These western and central Polish lands under Prussian rule were ethnically Polish, linguistically Polish, predominantly Catholic in religion, and entirely distinct in culture and social organisation from the Protestant, German-speaking core of the Hohenzollern kingdom. The challenge of administering these territories — of integrating a large, educated, self-conscious, deeply patriotic Polish population into a German bureaucratic state — would define Prussian eastern policy for the next half-century and longer.

The mechanics of partition were, in human terms, an experience of extraordinary dislocation. For the szlachta, partition meant the sudden subjugation of a class accustomed to governing to a foreign administrative apparatus that required German or Russian proficiency for any role in public life. The proud tradition of noble self-governance — the local sejmiki, the judicial autonomy, the sense of belonging to a republic of free and equal citizens — was replaced by bureaucratic hierarchy under the command of men who spoke a different language, practised a different religion in many cases, and regarded Polish noble culture with a mixture of condescension and wariness. For the Catholic clergy, partition meant the subordination of ecclesiastical institutions to Protestant oversight in the Prussian zone and to Orthodox pressure in the Russian zone, and the beginning of a long, grinding administrative campaign to reduce the Church's role in Polish education and public life. For the peasantry — the great mass of the Polish population, the serfs and cottagers and village labourers who had little share in the Commonwealth's political life but who spoke Polish, prayed in Polish, and understood themselves in the categories of a Polish Catholic world — partition meant a change of landlord at the highest level and a new set of legal arrangements that would, over the coming decades, slowly and incompletely reshape the agrarian structure of the countryside.

What partition did not mean, and could not mean, was the erasure of Polish identity from the consciousness of those who held it. Language was not a state institution; it could not be abolished by treaty. Memory was not a bureaucratic function; it could not be reorganised by administrative decree. The Catholic Church, whatever pressures the partitioning powers placed upon it, remained a Polish institution in the deepest sense: its prayers were in Latin, its homilies in Polish, its confessionals in Polish, its catechism in Polish, and its feast days were the calendar around which Polish community life organised itself. The szlachta, stripped of political power, retained their estates, their libraries, their traditions of learning, and their fierce consciousness of what they had lost and who was responsible for the loss. The Romantic literary culture that would flourish from the 1820s onward — Mickiewicz and Słowacki writing their great poems in Paris exile, Krasiński wrestling in Vienna with the theological meaning of national suffering — drew on a pool of national feeling that partition had intensified rather than diminished.

The idea of partition's permanence was always contested by those who suffered it. The example of the Partitions joined very quickly to the example of Kościuszko's uprising — the insurrection's defeat did not diminish its moral authority — to produce a specific Polish understanding of historical time that was quite distinct from the triumphalist narratives of the partitioning powers. Where Prussian and Russian historiography would eventually argue that the Commonwealth had been irredeemably dysfunctional, that its dissolution had been a rational reorganisation of political geography, Polish national consciousness retained the conviction that 1795 was a crime and a wound, not an administrative settlement. This conviction was not sentimental self-indulgence; it was a political programme. Poland would be restored. The only questions were when and by what means.

The Napoleonic interlude briefly answered both questions, or appeared to. When Napoleon defeated Prussia at Jena-Auerstedt in 1806 and then crushed Russia at Friedland in 1807, the Peace of Tilsit created the Duchy of Warsaw — a Polish state, small and dependent on French power, but a Polish state nonetheless, with a Polish administration, a Polish army, and the Napoleonic Code as its legal foundation. Polish soldiers served with extraordinary distinction in the Grande Armée — at Somosierra, at Wagram, in the Russian campaign of 1812 — in the expectation that their military service for France would purchase French support for the full restoration of Poland. That expectation was never fully honoured. Napoleon found the Polish question useful as diplomatic leverage but was never prepared to make it the foundational commitment of his European settlement. When the Grand Army crossed into Russia in 1812, Polish soldiers went with it in numbers disproportionate to their own survival interests. When it retreated, they retreated with it. When Napoleon fell, the Duchy of Warsaw fell with him.

The Congress of Vienna created a new Polish entity — the Kingdom of Poland, nominally independent, in personal union with the Russian Tsar — but left the Prussian share of the partition as Prussian territory, reconfigured under the new designation of the Grand Duchy of Posen. The western Polish lands, the heartland of Wielkopolska, the region whose name means simply Great Poland — the region that had been the original core of the medieval Polish kingdom, where the first cathedral had been built at Gniezno and the first Polish kings had been crowned — became Hohenzollern territory with a new administrative name. The Duchy came with constitutional promises: Polish to be recognised in administration and the courts, Polish cultural institutions to be preserved, a Polish governor to represent the interests of the indigenous population. How those promises were kept is a story that requires the next stage of the account. But the stage was set. The western Polish lands were under Prussian control. The promise of restoration animated the population that lived under that control. And somewhere in the structure of European politics, in the tension between the multinational empires and the emerging force of national identity, the conflict of 1848 was already latent, awaiting only the particular historical temperature that would bring it to explosion.

The paradox of partition — the paradox that Polish national consciousness would spend the next century living inside — was that it demonstrated something that its perpetrators had not intended to demonstrate. A state could be erased from the political map. It had been done. The signatories to the three partition treaties had succeeded in their immediate objective: there was no Polish state, no Polish army, no Polish foreign policy, no Polish king. The institutions of Polish sovereignty were gone. What the partitions could not touch was the substrate beneath the institutions: the community that had generated those institutions and that would, given time and opportunity, generate them again. Poland was gone. The Poles were not. And that gap — between the political void and the national fact — was the space in which everything that followed would have to take place: the conspiracies, the uprisings, the literary martyrdom, the priestly resistance, the patient institutional building, and eventually, more than a century after Poniatowski signed his abdication in the Winter Palace, the restoration.

In November 1795, Stanisław August Poniatowski set down his quill. He was taken to St. Petersburg under Russian escort and kept there, in tolerable comfort and comprehensive powerlessness, until his death in 1798. He is buried in Volhynia, in what is now Ukraine, in a church that was built in the Byzantine style and that has been destroyed, restored, and disputed over the two centuries since his death — a small emblem of the larger instability that the partition of Poland introduced into European political geography. The lands he abdicated were still there. The people on those lands were still there. The question of what would happen when those people were given, or made, an opportunity to act was still open. It would remain open, with growing intensity, until the spring of 1848 forced it into the open by an entirely different route — not through the abdication chambers of St. Petersburg, but through the barricades of Paris and the street-fighting of Berlin, through the sudden discovery that the revolutionary spring of one year could remake the political landscape of an entire continent, or might, if enough people were willing to pay the price.

The fields of Greater Poland lay quiet under Prussian administration. But in the libraries of the Polish szlachta, in the Catholic parish churches of the Poznań countryside, in the reading rooms of the Polish educated class and the clandestine cells of the conspiratorial underground, the memory of what had been taken was not quiet at all. It had been accumulating, with interest, for half a century. The man who would be released from a Prussian prison cell in March 1848 to lead an insurrection against the state that had imprisoned him — Ludwik Mierosławski, soldier, orator, exile, and irresistible believer in the possibility of the impossible — was the heir to that accumulated memory as surely as he was the heir to the specific military and political tradition of the Kościuszko uprising. When the Parisian revolution of February 1848 sent its shockwave eastward and the Prussian monarchy buckled under the pressure of its own subjects, the particular shape that resistance in Greater Poland took — armed, organised, romantic, and structurally doomed — was the shape that half a century of suppressed national feeling had prepared it to take. The partitions had not solved the Polish question. They had merely stored it, under pressure, waiting for the moment when the container cracked.
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​Chapter 2: The Duchy Invented — Posen Under the Congress Settlement
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The Congress of Vienna did not open with a fanfare. It opened, in the autumn of 1814, with a ball. The Habsburg capital had been filling since September with the crowned heads, foreign ministers, military aides, mistresses, secret agents, and assorted hangers-on of every European power that had survived the Napoleonic catastrophe, and before the formal diplomatic sessions began in earnest, the Austrian court's instinct was to entertain. Prince Metternich, the Austrian foreign minister who would become the dominant architect of the Congress settlement, understood that the ballroom and the negotiating table were not separate spaces but continuous ones: that the alliances forged over supper and the intelligence gathered on the dance floor were as diplomatically significant as anything committed to paper in the formal sessions. The wit attributed to the Prince de Ligne — that the Congress danced but did not move forward — was less an accusation than a description of method. The great powers of Europe were reorganising a continent, and they were doing it, as great powers have always done it, in the way most comfortable to themselves.

What the Congress was reorganising, in the most fundamental sense, was the damage done by twenty years of revolutionary and Napoleonic warfare to the political geography that the eighteenth century had constructed. Napoleon had abolished kingdoms and created new ones, had redrawn boundaries across the entire continent from Spain to Poland, had replaced legitimate dynasties with members of his own family, and had demonstrated with brutal clarity that the European state system was neither as stable nor as permanent as its beneficiaries had assumed. The task of the Congress was to undo as much of this as was practically possible, to restore the legitimate order where it could be restored, and to create new arrangements where restoration was impossible — while ensuring, above all, that no single power could again achieve the kind of continental dominance that France had enjoyed between 1805 and 1812. The result was a settlement of considerable sophistication and, in several respects, genuine durability: the European order the Congress created would survive, with significant modifications, for a century, until the summer of 1914 destroyed it.

Within that broad settlement, the fate of the Polish lands was the most contentious single question the Congress had to resolve, and the one on which the great powers came closest to a breakdown of negotiations. The Polish question was, at its core, a question about Russia: about how much territory the Tsar would be permitted to keep from his defeat of Napoleon, about where the eastern boundary of the new European order would be drawn, and about whether a restored Polish state of any kind would be permitted to exist as a buffer between Russian power and the German states to the west. The answer the Congress eventually produced was an answer that satisfied no one entirely and that created, in the western Polish lands, the specific political problem that would reach its crisis in 1848.

The territory that became the Grand Duchy of Posen had been, in the final configuration of Napoleonic Europe, part of the Duchy of Warsaw — the Polish quasi-state that Napoleon had created from Prussian partition territories following the Treaty of Tilsit in 1807. The Duchy of Warsaw was a genuine, functioning Polish political entity: it had a Polish constitution, a Polish army that had served with distinction across Europe, a Polish administrative apparatus, and a Polish educated class that had invested enormous hope in it as the foundation of a future restoration. When the Napoleonic order collapsed and the Congress of Vienna convened to reconstruct Europe, the question of what to do with the former Duchy of Warsaw was therefore not merely a diplomatic abstraction but a question about the fate of a living national community that had already experienced, however briefly, the reality of its own self-governance.

The Tsar Alexander I arrived in Vienna with a proposal that reflected his particular combination of liberal instinct and imperial ambition: he would absorb the bulk of the former Duchy of Warsaw into the Russian Empire, but he would constitute it as a separate Kingdom of Poland, under his personal sovereignty, with a Polish constitution and a Polish administration. This arrangement — the Congress Kingdom, as it became known — would allow Alexander to present himself as the protector of Polish nationality while consolidating Russian control over the central Polish heartland, including Warsaw. It was a solution that managed to be simultaneously more generous than anything the other powers were prepared to offer the Poles and more cynically self-serving than it appeared on its face. Prussia and Austria objected strenuously, not from any concern for Polish welfare but from the straightforward calculation that an enlarged Russian sphere of influence extending into the heart of Central Europe was strategically intolerable. The resulting negotiation — conducted with unusual intensity even by the standards of the Congress, and accompanied at one point by a genuine threat of renewed military conflict between the powers — produced a compromise that gave Alexander most of what he wanted while returning to Prussia a significant portion of the former Duchy of Warsaw's western territories.

Those western territories — roughly the lands of historical Wielkopolska, the original core of the medieval Polish kingdom, the agricultural heartland between the Warta and Notec rivers — became the Grand Duchy of Posen. The name itself was significant: Posen was the German name for Poznań, the city at the Duchy's centre, and the choice of German nomenclature for the new entity announced something about whose administrative assumptions would govern it. But the Duchy was not simply incorporated into Prussia as an ordinary province. The Final Act of the Congress of Vienna, signed on the ninth of June 1815, included Article 1 of the Polish provisions, which pledged that the Polish subjects of Russia, Austria, and Prussia would each receive "a representation and national institutions, regulated according to the degree of political consideration that each of the Governments to which they belong shall judge expedient and proper to grant them." The language was studiously vague — "the degree of political consideration that each Government shall judge expedient" was an invitation to do as little as possible — but it was language that acknowledged the existence of a Polish national community with a claim on its rulers' attention. It would be cited, invoked, and argued over for decades.

Frederick William III of Prussia followed up the Congress provisions with a royal proclamation addressed to the inhabitants of the Duchy of Posen on the fifteenth of May 1815, which promised rather more than the Congress text had required. The proclamation was addressed specifically to "the Poles" of the new Duchy — not to "the inhabitants of Posen," a terminological choice that acknowledged Polish national identity rather than erasing it. It promised that Polish would be used alongside German in official communications and court proceedings. It guaranteed the preservation of existing property arrangements, including the estates of the Polish nobility. It promised that a Polish Statthalter — a governor representing the Duchy's indigenous character — would be appointed to head the provincial administration. And it spoke, in the language of paternal monarchism that Frederick William preferred, of the King's intention to bind his new Polish subjects to the Hohenzollern throne through good governance and the respect of their legitimate interests.

The appointment that followed the proclamation was, in its way, a masterstroke of symbolic politics. Prince Antoni Radziwiłł, chosen as the first Statthalter of the Grand Duchy of Posen, was one of the most distinguished figures in the Polish aristocratic world: a member of the great Lithuanian-Polish magnate family, a musician of genuine accomplishment who had composed a celebrated setting of Goethe's Faust, a man whose social connections spanned the highest levels of European aristocracy, and a figure whose impeccable Polish credentials were matched by his deep personal connections to the Hohenzollern house through his marriage to Princess Louise of Prussia. Radziwiłł was, in short, the perfect instrument for the political function the position required: Polish enough to satisfy the Duchy's indigenous population that their nationality was being respected, connected enough to the Prussian royal family to be trusted with administrative authority, and — crucially — not the kind of man who would use his position to build a genuinely autonomous Polish administration. He was a symbol, deployed strategically, in a role that was designed to look like representation without becoming it.

The social landscape over which Radziwiłł nominally presided was one of considerable complexity, and understanding its geography is essential to understanding why 1848 unfolded as it did. The Grand Duchy of Posen at the time of its creation had a population of approximately 800,000 people, of whom roughly two-thirds were ethnic Poles. The Polish population was overwhelmingly concentrated in the rural countryside: the agricultural villages of the Duchy's eastern and southern districts, where Polish-speaking Catholic communities had lived for centuries under the jurisdiction of Polish landlords and Polish clergy, maintaining a way of life that was entirely distinct from the Prussian administrative world now claiming sovereignty over them. The remaining third of the population was divided between ethnic Germans — concentrated in the towns, in the administrative and commercial centres, and in the colonist farming settlements that Prussian policy had been planting in the region for decades — and a Jewish community that occupied a distinct economic and social niche in the urban centres and market towns.

Poznań itself — the city that gave the Duchy its German name — was a place of divided character that embodied the settlement's contradictions in compressed form. The Old Town, with its Renaissance market square and its Catholic cathedral on the island of Ostrów Tumski, was a Polish city: Polish in its churches, its language, its commercial culture, and its social rhythms. The administrative quarter, with its Prussian government offices and its military garrison, was Prussian: orderly, bureaucratic, and German-speaking. The relationship between these two cities within a city — coexisting, overlapping, and increasingly competitive — was a miniature version of the larger relationship between the Duchy's nominal status as a Polish cultural entity and its actual status as a Prussian administrative unit.

The constitutional promises of 1815 were, from the beginning, more carefully calibrated than they appeared. The language guarantee — Polish in official communications and courts — was real in the sense that it existed on paper and was partially observed in the early years of the Duchy's existence. But it operated within a framework in which the higher levels of the administrative hierarchy, the positions that actually determined policy and allocated resources, were occupied by German-speaking Prussian officials for whom Polish was at best a practical necessity and at worst an inconvenience. The property guarantees were genuine in the limited sense that the Prussian state did not confiscate the estates of the Polish nobility wholesale; but they operated within an economic and legal framework — Prussian commercial law, Prussian credit institutions, Prussian tax administration — that was systematically disadvantageous to Polish landowners who had not grown up within it and did not have the connections to navigate it effectively. The Statthalter arrangement was symbolically significant but practically hollow: Radziwiłł's authority was real only insofar as the Prussian administrative machine chose to defer to it, and the machine's deference diminished in direct proportion to how seriously any Polish interest conflicted with Prussian administrative priorities.

The deeper constitutional question — the question of what "national institutions" actually meant for the Duchy, as promised by the Congress Final Act — was never resolved, because no one with the power to resolve it had any interest in doing so in a way that would satisfy the Polish understanding of the phrase. The Polish educated class and the politically conscious szlachta read "national institutions" as meaning something like the arrangement in the Congress Kingdom: a separate Polish diet, a Polish civil and military administration, a genuine degree of internal self-governance under the nominal sovereignty of the Prussian king. The Prussian government read it as meaning what it was willing to give: the Statthalter, the language provision, and the property guarantees — gestures toward cultural recognition that fell carefully short of any meaningful political autonomy. This gap between Polish expectation and Prussian intention was not a misunderstanding. It was the settlement's central design feature, built into the arrangement from the beginning, because the Hohenzollern state's interest in acquiring the western Polish territories had never included any interest in governing them as a genuinely Polish entity.

The agrarian structure of the Duchy, and the Prussian policies that began to reshape it in the years after 1815, deserve particular examination because they shaped the social character of the movement that would emerge in 1848 in ways that were both enabling and limiting. At the time of the Congress settlement, the rural population of the Duchy was organised along lines that had changed remarkably little from the feudal arrangements of the medieval Polish kingdom. The Polish szlachta held the land in entail, and the peasant population — the chłopi — held various forms of customary tenure on that land, in exchange for labour obligations, dues in kind, and a range of seigneurial services that ranged from the burdensome to the genuinely oppressive. Serfdom in the strict legal sense had been nominally abolished in the Duchy of Warsaw, but the practical difference between the chłop of 1815 and his serf ancestor of 1780 was smaller than the legal categories suggested: the mobility restrictions were gone, but the economic dependency remained, and the relationship between the peasant cultivator and the noble landlord was still structured by an enormous differential of legal power and social status.

Prussian agrarian policy in the Duchy proceeded from quite different principles than either the Polish seigneurial tradition or the revolutionary language of the Napoleonic Code. The emancipation decree of 1823 extended to the Duchy the Prussian model of regulated agrarian reform that had been gradually applied across the Hohenzollern domains since the Stein-Hardenberg reforms of the early nineteenth century. The decree granted peasants full personal freedom and the right to convert their labour obligations and dues into fixed money payments, with the eventual possibility of acquiring outright ownership of their holdings. The practical effect of this legislation was complex and, from the Prussian state's perspective, cleverly calibrated. The peasantry gained a degree of genuine legal improvement — the formal termination of serfdom's residual features, the establishment of individual property rights, the legal basis for economic independence from noble control. But the terms on which this liberation occurred — the requirement to compensate landlords for the commutation of labour dues, the mechanisms for converting customary tenures into freehold — were structured in ways that systematically disadvantaged the poorer categories of peasant cultivator and that concentrated the economic benefits of agrarian change among the larger leaseholders capable of making the required payments.

More important, from the Prussian state's political perspective, was the effect of agrarian reform on the social relationships that sustained Polish national solidarity. The Polish national movement, insofar as it had a social base, rested on the connection between the szlachta and the rural population: the parish priest as the intermediary between noble culture and peasant culture, the landlord as the employer and patron of the peasant family, the shared Catholic identity as the bond that crossed class lines within the Polish community. Prussian agrarian policy was designed, consciously or not, to weaken each of these connections. By establishing a direct legal relationship between the individual peasant household and the Prussian state — through property rights, tax obligations, and the new legal framework for agrarian disputes — the reforms created a channel of loyalty that bypassed the Polish landlord entirely. The peasant who owed his land tenure to Prussian law, who paid his taxes to a Prussian receiver, and who resolved his agrarian disputes in a Prussian court was a peasant whose primary institutional relationship was with the Hohenzollern state rather than with the Polish community into which he had been born.

This was not an accident. The Prussian officials who administered the Duchy understood very well that Polish national feeling was sustained by social structures — the great estate, the parish church, the manor-house school — and that undermining those structures was the most reliable long-term strategy for assimilating the Duchy's Polish population into the broader Hohenzollern cultural sphere. The process was gradual and incomplete, and its effects were uneven: in some districts, agrarian reform intensified rather than diminished the attachment of the peasant population to Polish national culture, as priests and local schoolteachers became the primary vehicles of a Polish identity that had been detached from its traditional landlord patrons. But the social fracture it introduced between the Polish gentry and the Polish rural poor was real, and it would matter enormously in 1848, when the uprising discovered that it could not reliably mobilise the peasant majority on whose numbers its military capacity depended.

The educational dimension of Prussian policy in the Duchy was equally deliberate and equally consequential. The Congress settlement's language guarantee had promised Polish in the courts and in official communications, but it had said nothing specific about education, and Prussian educational policy in the Duchy proceeded on quite different assumptions. Public funding for secondary education in the Duchy was directed primarily toward German-medium gymnasiums — the grammar schools that prepared students for university entrance and for careers in the Prussian state apparatus. These institutions were not simply neutral academic establishments; they were instruments of cultural formation, designed to produce young men whose primary intellectual formation was in German language and literature, whose historical education centred on the Hohenzollern dynasty and the development of the Prussian state, and whose career prospects within the Prussian administrative system depended on their ability to function fluently within a German cultural framework. The Polish nobleman who sent his son to a Prussian gymnasium was not simply giving him an education; he was inserting him into an assimilatory process that the state had designed to produce German-oriented graduates rather than Polish-conscious citizens.

The Catholic Church remained the primary institutional bulwark against this assimilatory pressure, and the Prussian administration's relationship with the Catholic ecclesiastical hierarchy in the Duchy was accordingly complex and often adversarial. The Archbishop of Gniezno — whose see encompassed the historical heartland of Polish Christianity, the city where the first Polish church had been founded and the first Polish kings had been crowned — was a figure of enormous cultural authority in the Duchy, whose pastoral influence extended into every village and whose institutional network encompassed schools, charitable organisations, and the informal communication channels through which Polish cultural life sustained itself. Prussian policy toward the Church vacillated between accommodation and pressure: the state needed the cooperation of the Catholic hierarchy to maintain social order in a predominantly Catholic province, but it was unwilling to allow the Church to function as an autonomous Polish national institution capable of coordinating resistance to Germanisation.

The social landscape of the Duchy in the decades between 1815 and 1848 was therefore one of mounting structural tension, played out across a geography that was itself contested. The eastern and southern districts of the Duchy — the rural heartland, the agricultural villages, the great Polish estates — remained overwhelmingly Polish in language and Catholic in religion, and the Prussian administrative apparatus touched daily life there relatively lightly, through the tax collector, the conscription officer, and the German-medium school that the landlord's sons might or might not attend. The western and northern districts, closer to the older German Hohenzollern territories, were more mixed: German colonist settlements had been established there under both the Frederician and post-Congress land policies, and the towns and administrative centres along the main routes from Berlin to Poznań had a predominantly German-speaking character. Poznań itself was a city in which German and Polish populations lived in proximity without integration, each maintaining distinct institutions, distinct social networks, and distinct understandings of what the Duchy was and to whom it belonged.

The Bazar Hotel, which opened in Poznań in 1838, is as good a symbol as any of how the Polish educated class chose to respond to the structural pressures of Prussian rule. The building was deliberately constructed by Polish civic investors as a statement: a large, handsome commercial hotel and meeting space whose explicit purpose was to provide the Polish community with an institution — elegant, respectable, commercially successful — that was entirely its own. The Bazar was not a political organisation; it was a hotel, a concert venue, a reading room, a social club. But its existence was a political act, a demonstration that Polish commercial and civic culture in Poznań could sustain institutions of European quality without German partnership or Prussian state support. The men and women who met in its rooms — the lawyers, landowners, merchants, doctors, and clergy of Poznań's Polish educated class — were building, in the most practical possible terms, the institutional infrastructure of a community that intended to outlast the administrative settlement that claimed sovereignty over it. When the Central National Committee met at the Bazar on the twentieth of March 1848 to organise the uprising, it was meeting in the most politically charged building in the city — a building whose entire existence was a refusal of assimilation.

By the 1840s, the Duchy of Posen had developed into a territory in which the gap between the Congress settlement's constitutional language and its administrative reality had become the defining feature of political life. Every provision of the 1815 guarantees had been honoured in form and subverted in substance: Polish was in the courts, but German was in the offices that determined what came to court; the Statthalter existed, but his authority was real only insofar as the Prussian bureaucracy chose to defer to it; property rights were guaranteed, but the economic framework within which property was managed advantaged German institutions over Polish ones; national institutions were promised, but the institutions that existed served Prussian administrative integration rather than Polish political expression. The Polish educated class had learned, across three decades, that the language of the Congress settlement was available for use as a political weapon — as a standard against which Prussian practice could be measured and found wanting — but that the Prussian administration was entirely capable of ignoring that standard whenever it was inconvenient to observe it.

What the Congress settlement had created, in the Grand Duchy of Posen, was not a solved problem but a stored one. The territory was Prussian, but its population was Polish. The administration was German, but the culture it administered was Catholic and Slavic. The constitutional language acknowledged a Polish national community, but the administrative practice systematically worked to dissolve that community's coherence. The result was a province in permanent low-grade political crisis, in which the surface appearance of administrative normality concealed an underlying condition of national frustration that required only an appropriate external shock to express itself in organised form. That shock, when it came, would arrive from the west — from the February revolution in Paris, from the barricades of Berlin, from the extraordinary European spring that briefly convinced the most cautious temperaments that the political geography of the continent was not fixed but fluid. In Poznań, in the spring of 1848, the Bazar Hotel would become the place where that external shock was converted into a local programme of action. The men who gathered there had been preparing for such a moment, in ways they may not fully have understood themselves, since the day the Congress settlement had promised them institutions it never intended to deliver. The gap between the promise and the delivery was the space in which the uprising was born.

Prince Antoni Radziwiłł died in 1833, after fifteen years as Statthalter, having spent much of that period in Berlin rather than Poznań and having exercised, in the end, rather less influence on the Duchy's administration than his title suggested. His successors as Statthalter were Prussian military officers with no particular connection to Polish culture and no pretence of representing Polish interests. The symbolism of 1815 — the Polish governor, the acknowledged nationality, the constitutional promise — had exhausted itself in the person of the man chosen to embody it, and what remained was the administrative reality that had always underlain the symbol: a Prussian province, governed by Prussian officials, integrated into the Prussian state machinery, and inhabited by a population that had been promised something different. In the eastern villages, the priests were still saying Mass in Latin and preaching in Polish. In the manors, the szlachta were still reading Mickiewicz in manuscript and arguing about the lessons of Kościuszko. In the market towns, the Polish merchants were still building their own institutions, maintaining their own language, and watching the German colonist settlements expand along the western roads. The Duchy that the Congress had invented was holding together, but only just. The generation that would fight in 1848 was growing up inside it, learning the shape of the problem that would be theirs to inherit.
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​Chapter 3: The Architecture of Suppression — Prussian Administrative Policy in Posen, 1815–1840
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There is a particular kind of political disappointment that arrives not as a single blow but as a slow accumulation of small retreats, each individually defensible, collectively devastating. The Polish educated class in the Grand Duchy of Posen experienced this kind of disappointment across the two and a half decades that followed the Congress of Vienna, watching the constitutional promises of 1815 erode through a process so gradual and so carefully managed that it was possible, at any given moment, to argue that nothing fundamental had changed — and possible, across the whole span of the period, to see that everything had. The machinery of Prussian administrative assimilation was not a conspiracy hatched in a single ministerial memorandum; it was the cumulative product of dozens of administrative decisions, regulatory amendments, budgetary allocations, and personnel appointments, each made on its own practical merits, each fitting neatly into the next, until the structure they formed together was unmistakable in its design even where individual components could be explained away as administrative necessity or fiscal prudence.

Prince Antoni Radziwiłł arrived in Poznań as Statthalter in 1815 with every social and cultural qualification the position demanded and very little of the political authority it implied. He was, as noted, the ideal symbol: a Radziwiłł by birth, which placed him at the summit of the Polish aristocratic hierarchy; a Hohenzollern by marriage, which placed him inside the royal family of the state he nominally governed; a musician of European reputation, which gave him the cultural standing to be taken seriously in the drawing rooms of every capital from Paris to Warsaw. He spoke Polish and German with equal fluency, moved between the two worlds with aristocratic ease, and was personally liked, or at least respected, by nearly everyone who encountered him. None of these qualities translated into administrative power. The Statthalter's office had been designed as a representative institution rather than an executive one: Radziwiłł could make representations to Berlin on behalf of the Duchy's Polish population, could lend the prestige of his name and connections to the proposition that the Congress guarantees were being honoured, and could — within narrow limits — use his personal access to the King to advocate for particular Polish interests. What he could not do was govern. The actual business of administering the Duchy was conducted by the Oberpräsident — the Prussian chief administrative officer — and by the network of German-speaking officials who staffed the provincial bureaucracy at every level from the regional government down to the district offices. Radziwiłł presided over these arrangements. He did not direct them.

The Oberpräsidenten who ran the Duchy's administration during the years of Radziwiłł's nominal supervision were men formed entirely within the Prussian bureaucratic tradition — the tradition of Beamtentum, of professional state service, that was one of the genuine achievements of the Hohenzollern state and that combined a high degree of administrative competence with a set of cultural and ideological assumptions thoroughly hostile to the kind of Polish national institutional life the Congress settlement had promised. These were not men who hated Poles in any crude or personal sense; they were men who held, as a professional axiom, that a well-ordered state was a state in which administrative functions were conducted in one language, according to one set of procedures, under one set of laws, and that any deviation from this model — any accommodation of linguistic, cultural, or institutional diversity — was a concession to disorder that the proper administrator's duty required him to resist. Applied to the Grand Duchy of Posen, this axiom translated into a systematic pressure toward German administrative norms that did not need to be ideologically motivated to be effectively assimilatory, because the effect of imposing Prussian bureaucratic standards on a Polish-speaking population was assimilation whether or not assimilation was the explicit intention.

The language question provides the clearest illustration of how this process worked. The 1815 royal proclamation had guaranteed the use of Polish alongside German in official communications and court proceedings, and in the first years of the Duchy's existence, this guarantee was observed with reasonable consistency at the lower levels of the administration. Local officials in predominantly Polish districts conducted their business in Polish because they had no practical alternative; the population they administered could not communicate in German, and the administrative work had to be done. But the guarantee had never specified the language in which the higher administrative correspondence was to be conducted, the language in which policy memoranda were to be drafted, or the language in which the internal communications of the provincial bureaucracy were to proceed. These were German from the beginning, as a matter of course, because the men who ran the bureaucracy were German speakers who thought in German and wrote in German and regarded the necessity of operating in Polish as a temporary concession to local conditions rather than a permanent feature of the administrative landscape.

The progressive displacement of Polish by German in official life was therefore not, for the most part, the result of explicit directives from Berlin ordering the suppression of the language. It was the result of the natural tendency of a German-speaking bureaucracy to conduct its business in German, combined with a series of specific administrative decisions that systematically expanded the domains in which German was required and contracted those in which Polish was permitted. The requirement that applications for state employment include a certification of German-language proficiency came not as a single sweeping policy but through a series of incremental adjustments to civil service regulations, each justified on the practical grounds that officials who could not read and write German could not perform the administrative functions their positions required. The expansion of German as the language of judicial proceedings above the lowest district courts came through a series of procedural reforms justified in terms of legal standardisation and the requirements of the unified Prussian legal system. The reduction of Polish in official correspondence between government offices came through administrative circulars that defined the categories of communication for which German was the required medium.

Each of these changes, taken individually, could be defended on administrative grounds that had nothing overtly to do with national suppression. Taken together, they constituted a coherent programme whose effect was to make Polish cultural identity progressively incompatible with participation in the administrative and professional life of the Duchy. The young Polish nobleman who wanted a career in the Duchy's courts or administrative offices needed not just a certificate of German proficiency but a German-medium education sufficient to make him functionally indistinguishable, in his professional formation, from a German Prussian official. The Polish lawyer who wanted to practise before the higher courts needed to be capable of arguing in German before German-educated judges applying German legal standards. The Polish landowner who wanted to navigate the Prussian bureaucratic apparatus — to obtain permits, contest tax assessments, register property transactions — needed either German competence or a German-speaking intermediary. The cumulative effect of all these requirements was to make German cultural formation the gateway to participation in public life, which is to say: to make Germanisation the price of admission to the Duchy's administrative and professional world.

The educational system was the mechanism through which this price was most deliberately and systematically extracted. Prussian educational policy in the Duchy operated on a two-tier model whose design was transparent once the underlying logic was grasped. At the primary level — the parish and village schools that educated the great majority of the Duchy's children — Polish-language instruction was permitted and, in predominantly Polish districts, was practically necessary, since both teachers and pupils were Polish speakers for whom German-medium instruction would have been pedagogically futile. Primary education in the Duchy therefore remained largely Polish in medium, which allowed the Prussian administration to point to the primary school network as evidence that the language guarantee was being honoured. At the secondary level — the gymnasiums that provided the academic preparation for university entrance and for the professional careers in law, medicine, theology, and state administration — the picture was entirely different.

The gymnasiums of the Grand Duchy of Posen were state institutions, funded from provincial revenues, and the state's authority over their curriculum, their teaching medium, and their administrative culture was plenary. German was the language of instruction in the gymnasiums not because anyone had issued a specific directive banning Polish but because the gymnasiums were Prussian institutions, staffed by Prussian-trained teachers, following a Prussian curriculum that assumed German as the natural medium of educated discourse. The gymnasium in Poznań had more German than Polish pupils in its upper forms by the 1820s, not primarily because Polish families chose to send their sons elsewhere but because the institution's entire culture was oriented toward German intellectual formation in ways that made it unwelcoming to those whose primary cultural formation was Polish. Public funds were directed toward gymnasium expansion in the Duchy's German-speaking urban centres; Polish secondary educational initiatives received no equivalent public support. The result was a secondary education landscape in which the path toward professional qualification and state employment ran through institutions that were, in their essential cultural character, German.

The Polish response to this situation was threefold and instructive. The wealthiest szlachta families sent their sons to Warsaw, to Cracow under Austrian rule, or abroad — to Paris, to Berlin, to Leipzig — for secondary and university education that provided alternative routes to professional formation outside the Prussian institutional framework. The less wealthy educated class attempted to sustain Polish-medium private educational institutions in the Duchy, operating on subscriptions and donations from Polish civic society in the absence of state support. And the Catholic Church maintained its own educational network — the parish schools, the seminary, the informal instruction that occurred in rectories and manor houses — which preserved Polish as the language of religious and cultural formation even as German advanced in the domains of official and professional life. None of these responses fully compensated for the systematic advantage that Prussian educational policy conferred on German cultural formation, but together they sustained a Polish educated class whose cultural identity survived the gymnasium system's assimilatory pressure — at the cost of considerable economic sacrifice and organisational effort.

The judicial reorganisation of the Duchy provides another window into the mechanics of administrative assimilation. The legal traditions of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth were, like its political arrangements, products of a specific historical development that differed substantially from the Prussian legal tradition into which the Duchy was now being integrated. Polish law — drawing on Roman law foundations but filtered through several centuries of szlachta constitutionalism — had its own distinctive procedures, its own categories of legal obligation and right, and its own jurisprudential culture. The Napoleonic Code, introduced in the Duchy of Warsaw, had partially superseded these traditions with a more systematised legal framework, but had done so in a way that preserved considerable continuity with Polish legal practice and that operated, crucially, in Polish. The Prussian legal system that replaced the Napoleonic Code in the Duchy after 1815 was a different entity entirely: a highly systematised, bureaucratically administered framework whose operating assumptions were Prussian, whose language was German, and whose integration with the broader Prussian legal apparatus required a degree of standardisation that was structurally incompatible with the preservation of Polish legal particularism.

The reorganisation of the Duchy's court system along Prussian lines proceeded through the 1820s and 1830s by a series of regulatory reforms that gradually displaced the Napoleonic Code and its Polish-medium procedures in favour of Prussian legal norms conducted in German. Lower courts in predominantly Polish districts retained a degree of Polish-language practice into the 1830s, but the higher courts — the Appellate Court in Poznań, the institutions through which significant property disputes, criminal cases, and administrative challenges were processed — became German-medium institutions in which Polish speakers were at a systematic disadvantage unless they had the resources to employ German-speaking legal counsel. The legal profession in the Duchy consequently bifurcated: German-trained lawyers with German cultural formation occupied the higher reaches of the court system, while Polish-educated advocates found their professional world contracting
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