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THE HOUSE OF COMMONS AND THE POLISH QUESTIONS IN 1831

The discussion of the attitude of Great Britain towards the
November Uprising falls into two parts: the attitude of the
British govermment and the attitude of the British people and
the Parlisment, This paper attempts to present & smsll fraction
of the Parliamentary discussions devoted to the Polish question
in 1831, The debates of this year constituted the general pat-
tern followed by the House of Commons during the discussions
of the Polish question in 1832, 1833 end 1834. Generally spea-
king, the pattern was the following; at the start the Member of
Parlisment for a given borough moved a motion concerning the
Polish issue or presented a petition in behalf of his constitu-
ency or any specific social organisation. Then, the discussion
took place during which there were presented two opposite points
of view: one for and ome against the motion or petition. Finally,
the representative of the government took the floor and presen~
ted the rational explanation of the govermmental stance in the
matter under consideqation. Usually, the representative of the
government entreated that the motion be withdrawn which in most
cases was asgreed upon. The withdrewal of the motion completed
the discussion.

The problem of the November uprising appeared in the House
of Commons for the first time in August 1831, that is, nine
months after the outbreak of the insurrection. It was ccnnented
with the attitude of the British society towards the Poles and
the Polish issue. The pro-Polish feelings of the British were
manifested not till the first Polish emigrés arrived to Great
Britain., There is no unanimity as far es the number of the
Folish exiles is concerned but the prevailing opinion is that
their number never exceeded 10 000‘1 of whom 3000 reached Great
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Britaina. The presence of the Folish exiles in Great Britain
intensified the pro-Folish feelings there. The Poles gained the
sympathy of the West since they were treated as the leaders of
the war against the oppression of the Russian Empire and as the
heroes defending the Westerm civilisation against the Eastern
barbariansa. There was yet another aspect of the attitude of
the British people towards the Polish emigrés; there wss a Ro-
mantic era end the Polish exiles from the country suppressed by
the barbarien Russis brought with them an air of exoticism. The
British treated them as the Romantic heroes struggliﬁg against
the Eastern despot, like the herces steadfasst in their fight
for the cause of liberty and civilisation until they were conqu-
ered by the superior power of the enemy. The Polish cause, accor-
ding to Henry G. Weisser, "provided the opportunities for indul-
gence in the sentimentael, melodramatic and sensstlonal feelings.
This would seem to be one of the main reasons why the cause of
Polend was such a popular topic in workers newspapers and on
their noetinga"“.

Particularly, the sensational aspect is worth emphasizing,
and the evidence to prove this statement can be easily found
ih the meetings devoted to the Polish question during which the
participants were told the stories depicting the Russlan cruel-
ties committed in Poland. For example, Northern Star, on June
15/1844, published the report on the workers’ meeting during
which William Lovett depicted the lot of Polish women:"™ six
hundred of the Polish females were hurried to the camp of Wozne-
sienski and handed over to the Russien soldiers who gratified
their brutal passions on these innocent, virtuous and helpless
creatures™. The journalist emphasized that Lovett's words
"Had an electric effect upon the audience who were roused to the
highest pitch of frenzy by 1t"?, The stories of this kind re-
ferred to the events in Galicia in 1846 and the speekers espe=-
cially George Julian Harney loved describing the horrible de-
tails and, as H.,G.Welsser notes, the suspicion arises that the
sudience relished them as well®.

These semsational and bloody stories might have served the
same functions as the detecive and criminal stories do today,
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that is, their main function might have been to entertain the
society, and not to increase the sympathy towards the Polish
problem, One can even risk a statement that the only element of
these stories that really did matter was their sensational and
bloody aspect, and that the public did not pay much attention
to the tregic herces themselves . If there had been mentioned
the heroes of any other nationality it would probably have made
no difference to the sudience.

The above mentioned remarks ought to be taken into account
while considering the stance of the British Parlisment to the
Polish question, The Polish debates of the House of Commcns
might be viewed upon as a reflection of the sympathies towsrds
Poland shared by the British society; however, they had their
own character different from that of the workers meetings in
favour of Poland. It was due first of all to the fact that the
British Parliament played an important role not only in the Bri=-
tish society but its opinion and debates were carefully followed
by the British government and the whole democratic Europe. Anoth-
er faotor which influenced the Parliamentary debates and their
outcome was that the Members of Parliament were not prompted by
the occasional feelings of sympethy but they guarded first of
all the interests of the British Empire. It should have been
obvious to anyone trying to obtain at least a promise of the
British help.

Mr Bunt was the first to bring up the Polish issue in Westmin-
ster., On August 8/1831 he presented the petition from the West -
mingter Union in which he and the people of whom he was the rep~-
resentative reffered to their memorial to Lord Palmerston and his
reaction to it,

The Westminster Union having been convinced that Russia bad
been waging the unjust war on Poland, sent & memorial to Lord
Palmerston requesting the interpogition of the government for
the protection of that countr77. The problem was that Palmerston
did not reply to it treating the suthors of the memorisl with
contempt. They felt offended and demanded that the House address-

ed His Majesty to dismiss him.
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Considering such a motion one may come to the conclusions
concerning the model of the British democracy and the way of func-
tioning of the Parlisment and not to the conclusions referring
anyhow to Poland. This petitiom might be considered as the exam~
ple of the relations between the members of the govermment and
the electorate and not ss the contribution to the Polish cause.
However, the discussion that followed Hunt’s petition was devoted
to the Polish issue. The disputants took two opposite points of
view; Mr Hume supported Hunt’s petition in that he like every
individual wanted to know whether the government intended to take
any measure in behalf of Poland snd whether the Ministers had
interfered in any way in behalf of Poles. He also mentioned the
constitution guaranteed to Polend and the existing treaties by
which Great Britein was bound to act in favour in Poland as well
as of Belgium. He concluded his statement saying that the govern-
ment and the ministers intended to do nothing for the Poles.

Hume ‘s stance was supported by O°Connell who stated that the
people of Great Britein were indignant that the government was
not able to interpose in behalf of the Poles. Nevertheless, in
his speech O“Connell expressed his concern mostly about the
security of Britain., He warned the House that if the Polish strug-
gle were unsuccesful Russis would become stronger or France would
render herself more powerful by assisting the Poles. The result
of the French-Polish cooperation might be the extention of the
Frenoh boundaries to the natural limits.

The next disputant, colonel Evans, tried to make the discus-
sion more genersl .attempting to elicit from the MPs who were in-
dependent on the government declarations which would support the
liberal csuse throughout Europos.

The support of the Polish issue was toc week to prevent the
representastives of the govermment from carrying their point.
First, Lord Palmerston explained thaet it was not from feeling of
disrespect that he had declined to inform the petitioners on the
intentions of the government in regerd to the war in Poland and
that any existing treaty and obligation would receive the atten—
tion of the government. Then, Sir Robert Inglis snd George Robin-
son objected to printing the petition; first,.because of its
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langusge, second, because it did not convey sny informatiom

to MPs and its printing would occasion useless expense and

it might encourage the presentstion of other petiticns equally
absurd. Lord Althorp backed up the standpoint of G.Robinson by
adding that such a petition was perfectly useless and appealed
to Mr Hunt to withdraw the motion. Finally, the motion for print-
ing the petition was withdrawn’,

Three more debates c¢f the British Parlisment in 18371 devoted
to the Polish affairs were held on August 16, September 7 and
October 1310. Every time the motions were moved by Colonel Evans
end they fell into the following groups of topics: the neutrsli-
ty of the bordering states, especialy of Prussia; the execution
of the Treaty of Vienna 1815 and the role which should be played
by Great Britain in fulfilling its resolutionsj relationships
between Great Britein and Germany snd Foland. He also expressed
his sdmirstion for the bravery and patriotism of the Poles.

Evans focused on the problem of the neutrality of Prussis in
the contest between Poland and Russia and emphasized the impor-
tance of its neutrality. He stated that he received information
that the Polish right to claim the neutrslity from the neighbo-
uring powers was nct generally observed. He had been convinced
that for the last two months /the debate under comsideration
tock place on August 16/1831/ the resources of the Russisn sr-
my must have been cderived from some neutral power since for some
time their communication with Russia had been out or:t”.

The problem of neutrality was strictly connected with the
abidence by the Treaty of Vienna 1815, to which Great Britain
was a perty. According to that treaty, said Mr Evens, the rights
secured to the Poles in 1815, were an element of the balance of
power in Europe, the cormerstone of the British foreign policy.
Evans quoted the stipulations of the treaty stating that
"Poland should be irrevocably bound to Russis by its constitu-
tion", He went into details of the treaty proving that the
snnexation of Poland to Russis did not mean an incorporation.
Foland was to have maintained her own nstional army, taxes were
to have been levied by the Polish Diet and the liberty of the
press was gueranteed to the Polish people. All those conditions
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had been violated by the Russiansj there nad been no freedom of
press, no budget had been submitted to the Diet, and all person-
al liberties had been violated in Polend. He demonstrated to
the House that the Poles had theunalienablerights which demanded
the protection of the public lsw of Europe snd the protection
of Great Powers. The continuance of the war in Poland was an
insult upon all the great potentates who in Vienna gusranteed
the national independence of Poland.Evans also pointed to the
Russian threat in Europes if Russia were succesful in the strug-
gle Poland would be garrisoned not by the Folish troops but by
the Russisn army. He slso emphasized the fact that Russia
exercised the most arbitrary power that had ever threatened

other stateqa.

The war in Poland directly harmed the British interests in
that part of Europe. Evans presented the petition from the
inhabitants of Westminster compleining of the injury the trade
of Great Britain had susteined in its commerce with Germany in
consequence of the war carried on by Russia against the Poles.
He received information that the merchandise sent out from Brit=-
ain had been stopped by Prussia in tranaituﬂa and thast the
passports granted in Great Britan to proceed to Foland had not
been treated by Prussia with the respect they ought to command.
Unfortunately, Evens did not supported his statement with any
evidence.

The inhabitants of Westminster complained in their petition
presented by Col. Evens that there was no resident from the
British government in Warsaw to protect the interests of the
British subjects ‘.

As we can see Evens devoted his motion mostly tc the British
interests and to the preservation of the British international
position among the Europeasn powers. Nevertheless, it must be
stated clesrly, he presented the tragic situation of the Poles
to the House by describing the dreadful effects of the wsr in
consequence of the disease brought in by the invading Russian
army. Evens appealed to the Commons for help to rescue the Poles
from the evils pressed upon them in consequence of the war. He
said that it was time when the interference of Great Britain was



.-51..

called for to stop the progress of that Iarﬂs.

From smong the Members of Parliament O°Connell, Sir Francis
Burdett and Dominick Browne and Hume seconded Evans ‘motion.

Sir Burdett expressed his opinion that Great Britain im concert
with France should interfere to preserve the integrity of Polend.
It was high time, acocording to Burdett, that something be done
to help Poland and he pointed to the peaceful interference like
a remonstrance in favour of Poland. He acknowledged that it
might be incompatible with the British interests to tske an
active part to reinstate the Polish rights and to re-estsblish
the independence of Poland. However, this cause cslled forth
the sympathy of the nations and the remonstrance of France and
Great Britain sgeinst the agression of Russia and sgainst the
violstion of the Tresty of 18151°,

Similar point view was expressed by Mr Hume, who stressed
like Sir Burdett, that Great Britsin on the ground of the Vienna
Settlement ought to show that they had at lesst disposition to
consider the Polish claims. He also discussed other aspects of
the British international commitments. The British ministers
had tsken a strong interest in the affairs of Holland and Bel-
gium, said Mr Hume, and they ought to taske care that the liber-
ty of the Poles was equally secured. He protested esgainst such
a partiality as the British government seemed disposed to show
in protecting Belgium and resigning Poland to its fate and
thought that Great Britain ought to interfere for the Poles as
well as for the Bolsinn517.

The House did not share the sympathy of Burdett, Evens and
Hume in favour of the Poles. The Members of Parliament listened
to the speakers with apathy and in fact did nor support the pro-
Polish motions. This unfavourable asttitude was expressed by Lord
Pelmerston who vaguely stated that the British govermment had
not forgotten any obligations imposed upon it by the treaties
and it was prepared to fulfill those tresties. He entreated that
the motion should be negated without requiring him to enter at
all into the qpestion18.

The next spesker, Lord Althorp , took a hostile attitude
towards Bvan’s motion which demanded on October 13/1831 that the
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copies of the extracts of such information as might have been
conveyed to the British government by the Russian cabinet and

by the sgents of the late de facto government of Poland concer-
ning the war weged in Poland, be submitted to the House. He felt
it impossible to accede to this motion since it would affect

the state of the nmegotiations between Russia and all cther
countries of Europe. The production of these papers, Lord Althorp

said, would put an end to all the present diplomatic arransement31

Every motion by colonel Evans was turnec down by the House.

The opponents put forward the arguments that this was not the pre-
cise moment when a question of such a kind could be p!OPOrlr in-
troduced, as it was remarked by 0“Connell on August 16/1831 o

All the speakers emphasized their belief that the justice
would be done to the oppressed Foles and expressed their sympe-
thy to the gallsnt nation and hoped that the sentiment in favour
of the suffering Polish people was warm and general. However,
the debates in the British Parliasment devoted to the FPolish
affairs ellow for the conclusions that the Parlisment limited
its sympathy to the verbal expressions of sentiment towsrds the
oppressed Poles.lhe British raison 4°etat did not call for any
intervention against Russia or Prussia in that very moment. Fo-
land did not belong to the sphere of the British interests and
influence. Therefore, the hopes connected with the stance of the
British Parliament towards the Polish cause could not be fulfilled.
In 1831 the House of Commons paid more attention to any aspect
of the British interests involved in the war in Polsnd than to
the war itself. The mere expression of the verbal sympathy
towards the Poles and their cause could not improve the lot of
the oppressed. It was obvious for many members of the Polish
Literary Association who stated in the Address to the people of
3reat Britain issued in 1832 that"™ they are compelled to remind
the people for the practicsl results that their sympathy with
the Poles has hitherto been of no earthly use to themj and that
supposing their sympathy had changed sides and gone over from
the Poles tu Russia, the fate of unhappy Poland could not be

worse than it now 15”2 .

L
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IZBA GMIN A SPRAWA POLSKA W 1831 ROKU

Streszczenie

Celem artykutu jest przedstawienie debat Izby Gmin majgcych
miejsce w 1831 roku, & poéwigconych sprewie powstania listopa-
dowego.

Artykul zwracas uwageg, %e dyskusje o sprawsch polskich w tym
roku stanowila model w zasadzie wiernie powtarzany przez Izbg
w latsch 1832-1834, Byl on nastepujecy: nsjpierw przedstawiono
moc j¢ poselskg lub petycje¢ mieszksficow jednego z okreggéw wybor-
czych skierowsng do Izby. Neste¢rnie, w dyskusJji ujewnialy sieg
przeciwstawne stenowiska wobec omawianego problemu. Wreszcie,
po zajeciu stanowiska przez przedstawiciela rzgdu, positowie
przychylali sig¢ do rzgdowego wniosku o wycofanie mocji lub pe-
tycji, co koiczylo debatg.

Cechg charskterystyczng tych dyskusji bylo to, 2e koncentro-
waly sie¢ one na oméwieniu intereséw 1 bezpieczeifistwa Wielkiej
Brytanii wynikajgcych z sytuscji wytworzonej przez polskie pow-
stanie. Wszyscy dyskutanci, nawet ci przeciwni sprawie polskie]
wyrazali nadzieje¢ na poprawe losu Polakéw i swojg sympatieg
wzgledem "dzielnego narodu”, Jjednakie wszelkie przejawy owej
sympatii ogresniczaly sig do kurtuazyjnych zwrotéw. Przyczyng
tokiegc stanowisks Izby byl fakt, Ze posiowie nie kierowali sie
sympatismi i uczuciami, ale mieli na uwadze przede wszystkim
interesy imperium, te zaé nie pozwalaly na jakgkolwiek zdecydc=-

wang interwencje ne rzecz sprewy polskie].
Podstawg zrbédlowg artykulu sg malo dotgd wykorzystasne raporty

Hansarda.



