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Abstract: The failure of the November Uprising in 1831 caused an unprecedented 

wave of Polish political migration from the Kingdom of Poland to Western 

Europe: approximately 10,000 Poles fled from Russian repressions. The 

Polish Great Emigration consisted mostly of the upper classes and 

leaders of the nation: politicians, officers and writers. Some of them, like 

the poet Niemcewicz and Prince Czartoryski (“de facto king of Poland”), 

were leading diplomats fighting for “engraving the name of Poland on the 

walls of European Parliaments” (Kukiel, 1955). Others, like Poles who 

went to Portsmouth, were rank-and-file soldiers who created the most 

radical group of the Great Emigration and promoted socialist ideas. 

Joachim Lelewel, “the great historian and a political failure” (Hetnal, 

1983), decided to develop a middle course between these two extremes, 

promoting democracy, equality and fraternity of nations. Though for 30 

years France remained the centre of Polish emigration, the British Isles 

served as a refuge for émigrés who did not find a place for themselves on 

the Continent or were simply expelled from countries like Switzerland, 

France and Belgium. It was in Great Britain where the most interesting 

political ideas of the Great Emigration were developed, where an 

aristocratic vision of future Poland gained official support from the British 

upper classes and where democrats had to migrate after revolutions of 

1848. Both socially and politically Poles in Britain were extremely diverse 

and colourful group, yet the émigrés themselves had never fully 

comprehended their uniqueness.  

 

This paper will present three case studies of political groups that 

developed in exile: conservatives, democrats and socialists. By looking at 

their ideas, contacts and arguments it will show an important, though 

often underestimated, aspect of nineteenth century Polish-British 

relations. 

 


