
Polish Revolt in 1830 

Content  Knowledge 

Show evidence: Polish revolt was doomed 
to failure  

Military Garrison Town 
 

Nature 
Aim 
Members 

Nationalism  
National Independence 
Landed aristocracy, students 

Structure Analysis Approach 
Reasons for the failure of Polish Revolt in 
1830 

Political: Dynasticism in Eastern Europe  
Economic: Agricultural 
Social: Rigid social structure 
Religion: Divide right of King 
Geography Situation: Strong influence of 

conservative powers (Austria, Russia 
and Prussia) 

Question Why did revolt happen in Nicholas I not 
Alexander I?  

 
Short description of the Polish Revolt: 
In Poland revolution began at the end of November 1830, led by a secret society and 
by university students. It was no very formidable force, but Constantine, leader of the 
army in Poland, panicked and left the country. The rebels set up a provisional 
government chiefly of members of the landed aristocracy of Poland, which tried to 
bargain with the Tsar for reforms. But the rebels spirit, the Tsar refused to grant 
reform, and in February 1831 he sent a Russian army into Poland. Again, the only 
hope was western intervention, but that was no more forthcoming for Poland than for 
Italy. By the autumn of 1831 the revolution was crushed and the Russians took 
ferocious revenge. Warsaw, where the more extreme democrats had triumphed and 
which had been the center of Polish cultural life, was turned into a military garrison 
town and its university closed. Poland was subjected to severe suppression and 
military government for another generation. Many hundreds of her intellectual leaders 
were driven into exile, and they took refuge mainly in the western countries and 
America.  
 
Alexander I and Poland 
Alexander I was willing to give a veneer of liberalism to his rule of the new Congress 
Kingdom of Poland and Poles were later to look back on his rule from 1815 to 1825 
as comparatively benevolent. The Poles kept their national flag, a national army 
(under Russian control), and the Polish language in much of the administration. They 



were promised civil liberties including some freedom for the press. Catholicism was 
made the official religion and other faiths were tolerated. There was even a 
constitutional assembly in two houses, where Polish opinion could be heard. 
Alexander invested state money in economic enterprises and gave protection to the 
developing Polish industries. His rule was nevertheless foreign, and his apparent 
leaning towards liberalism was no more than flirtation. It was soon obvious to the 
Poles that the assembly was toothless, and that civil liberties did not extend to the 
freedom to undermine the system. 
 
Repressive Measures of Nicholas I in Poland 
Nicholas had promised the Poles in 1825 that he would maintain the liberal 
constitution set up by Alexander I. But, despite his promise, many of his actions 
during the next five years were quite contrary to the constitution. For example, 
censorship of books and other publications was greatly increased, Russian officials 
began to replace Polish officials in the government service, while in 1828 Nicholas 
ceased calling Polish parliament together. He also abandoned the idea of adding 
Lithuania to the Polish territories.  
 
In 1830, Nicholas determined to send an army to suppress the revolt of the Belgians. 
In November 1830, the Polish troops in Warsaw, who were about to be sent westward 
for this purpose, rose in revolt and seized control of the city. The Russian Governor, 
the Grand Duke Constantine, was forced to flee from Poland. 
 
The Polish revolt of 1830 was essentially a movement of the nobility and had 
insufficient support from the remainder of the population, especially the peasants. The 
nobility was also divided into two parties, the Whites, who wanted to negotiate with 
Nicholas after the first successes, and the Reds, who demanded that the struggle be 
carried through without any compromise with Nicholas. The Reds managed to gain 
control of the movement, declared Nicholas dethroned and Poland an independent 
State. Nicholas then prepared for a fill-scale war against the Poles and sent an army of 
120,000 against them. Outside Warsaw in September, 1831, the Poles were decisively 
defeated and the capital occupied by Russian troops. The divisions among the Poles, 
the lack of peasant support and tactical errors all produced a fatal weakness in the 
Polish movement. Some of the Polish forces were wasted in a fruitless expedition into 
Lithuania, whereas all available men should have been concentrated against the main 
Russian Army. 
 
Nicholas I took a heavy revenge on the Polish patriots. The 1815 constitution was 



abolished and public meeting and political organizations banned throughout Poland. 
The University of Warsaw was closed down, all important posts in the country went to 
Russians, and about 80,000 Poles were exiled to Siberia. Poland sank to nothing more 
than a province of the Russian Empire. 


