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RUSSIA IN EUROPE: POPULATION, 1910
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Y 1795 THE POLISH STATE, once one of the great
powers of Europe with territories stretching
from the Baltic almost to the Black Sea, had disap-
peared from the map of Europe. Although its de-
mise was brought on by its neighbors’ ambitions,
its internal condition rendered it helpless before
foreign intrigue. With an impoverished peasantry
and a government in a virtual state of anarchy,
Poland was unable to compete with the modern,
efficient “enlightened despotisms” of Austria,
Russia, and Prussia. Their action in partitioning
Poland is the classic case of eighteenth-century
balance of power.

The chief architect of the partitions was Cath-
erine the Great, who sought to enlarge Russia at
the expense of both Poland and the Ottoman
Empire. Exploiting the advantages following upon
internal dissension in Poland, she was able by
1763 to gain paramount influence there, and even
to place a former lover on the throne. In 1768
Russia became involved in a war with the Ottoman
Empire which proved to be highly successful.
Russian gains against Turkey threatened to upset
the whole balance of power in eastern Europe.
Frederick the Great suggested the partition of
Poland as the means of avoiding this danger. He

would thereby not only gain the coveted West
Prussia but also check the possibility that Russia
might absorb all of Poland. He also feared Russo-
Austrian aggrandizement at the expense of Turkey
without adequate compensation to Prussia. When
Catherine and Maria Theresa acquiesced, the first
partition of Poland took place in 1772.

The Poles thereupon attempted to reform and
strengthen their country, but were only partly suc-
cessful, and were in any case stopped by their
neighbors. In 1791 they adopted the Constitution
of the Third of May, but Russia and Prussia inter-
fered, and, taking advantage of the international
confusion caused by the French Revolution, effected
the second partition in 1793. In 1794 they put down
the national uprising led by Kosciusko, and in 1795,
joined by Austria, carried through the third parti-
tion.

Partly restored by Napoleon, Poland was again
partitioned in 1815 (see pages 90-91). Poland was
not restored to full independence until 1918, when
the First World War destroyed the three empires
that had partitioned it. It was again partitioned at
the time of the Soviet-Nazi pact of 1939 (see pages
178-79), and again became an independent state,
within the Soviet orbit, after the Second World
War. Poland at this time received formerly German
territories in East Prussia, Silesia, and east of the
Oder River. Amid all these changes the region
having a majority of Polish-speaking inhabitants
was as shown on pages 94-95.
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