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King, State and Society in Poland
during the Later Middle Ages
——— A Study of the Origins of Polish Republicanism ——

Toshio INOUCHI

We aim to explore what elements assumed sovereignty in the time from Kazimierz Wielki
to Jagielto. For this purpose we use the oaths of homage taken by Polish vassal countries as
our main materials. The objects of homage can be considered assumers of sovereignty, as
Jean Bodin mentioned the right to demand homage and fidelity as one of eight true marks of
sovereignty.

“State” and “Society” used in this paper are translations of the words for “corona regni
Poloniae” and “regnicolae regni” or “communitas regni”’ found in historical materials.

1. In Kazimierz Wielki’s time, for the first time appeared the idea of “the Kingdom” itself
having its own rights, and the term of “corona regni Poloniae (the Crown of the Polish King-
dom)” was introduced as a new expression of the Polish State. These appearances show
consolidation of the notion of the state’s rights, but it cannot be said definitely that the “State”
was elevated to the position of sovereignty equivalent to the King. Evidences that Kazi-

”

mierz’s rights remained superior to the “State’s” are found in the words of the Archbishop of
Gniezno, Jarostaw in 1339, and also in the King’s testament to divide the Kingdom and to be-
queath to his grandson Kazko three districts as Kazko’s hereditary estate. We can also see
evidence of this in the fact that the Mazovian princes paid homage to just the King.

The “Society” did not have any right, official or actual, to take part in state politics.

Although for the first time the Polish “Society” appeared in the name of “regnicolae regni” in
Buda Pact in 1355, there is no evidence which shows that its representative of four persons
were nominated in a social assembly. They seem to have been sent directly by the King
himself.
2. In the time of Ludwik of Anjou, the notion of the “Crown” was comparable to that in
European thought and the “State” was elevated to the position of sovereignty. Evidence for
this is seen, first, in the oaths taken by Ludwik in his Coronation in 1370 and in 1374 in Ko-
szyce which show the establishment of the inalienable rights of the “Crown”.Secondly, Janko,
writing the results of Kazimierz’s testament, states that Kazko received the Dobrzyn district
as a fief from the King and “the Crown of the Polish Kingdom”. However, the sovereign sta-
tus of the “State” was not firmly determined, which is indicated by the fact that Ludwik in-
corporated Polish Red Ruthenia into Hungary.

The “Society” became more independent. But its autonomous movements are consi-
dered unofficial ones. It can be said at best that the “Society” acquired the rights and possi-
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bilities to participate in official politics in future, which is shown in the tax-privilege in the Sta-
tute of Koszyce gained in return for the “Society’s” acknowledgement of one of Ludwik’s
daughters as a Polish sovereign.

The rise and limit of position of the “State” and the “Society” seem to be due to the fact
that Ludwik was not a natural king but a foreign one, but at the same time he was a heredi-
tary monarch, sharing the blood of the Piast dynasty.

3. After the death of Ludwik two years of interregnum continued. In these times “com-
munitas regni” organized itself into “the Confederations” and reigned over Poland. The
“Radomsko Confederation” of 1384 took an oath to “communitas” and “the Crown of the
Kingdom”, which shows that the “Society” as well as the “State” rose to attain a sovereign
position.

4. In October, 1384, the youngest daughter, Jadwiga was crowned as hereditary monarch.
But the high official position of the “Society” was preserved until Jadwiga came to maturity
and the Grand Prince of Lithuania, JagieHo was crowned as the husband of Jadwiga. It was
the “Society” which arranged Jadwiga's marriage and led to “the Union of Krewo”. But it
was in Jadwiga where sovereignty really lay, which is testified in oaths taken by the Mazovian
and Lithuanian princes. Lithuanians took oaths either just to Jadwiga, or just to Polish barons,
or to both. Therefore it can be said the “Society” ruled over Poland as an official deputy of
Jadwiga while still under age.

5. After the joint rule of Jagietto and Jadwiga started, the position of the “Society” was
apparently down, as evidenced by the fact that the Lithuanian princes paid homage to both the
King and Queen, their future children and “the Polish Crown”. The “Society” did not be-
come the object of homage. The activity of the Polish prelates and barons was not men-
tioned too, even at the time of the so called “Ostréw Act” in 1392, though its Act had mean-
ings of the revision of “the Union of Krewo”. It shows that sovereignty returned to both the
King and Queen and the “State” and that the “Society”, or the King's Council dropped down
to become a consultative organ. This suggests that Poland possibly liquidated the political
structure created in the times of the Interregnum and developed the same estate monarchy as
existed in Europe.

6. However, with Jadwiga’s death in 1399 leaving no children, the political structure of Po-
land started to change radically and the “Society” was raised to a higher status. In 1401,
when Jagietto’s cousin, Witold, was to rule Lithuania as the actual Grand Prince in the so cal-
led “Wilno-Radom Act”, he and his Lithuanian subjects took oaths to not only the King and the
“State”, but also to the Polish “Society”. Lithuanian subjects paid homage to the Polish
“Society” in the “Horodlo Act” in 1413, too. On the other hand, other princes such as
Moldavian and West Pomeranian, and other Lithuanian princes directly dependent to Witold
paid fidelity not to the Polish “Society” but only to the King and the Polish “State”. This in-
dicates that the Polish “Society” gained the co-determination right to settle the problems of
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Polish-Lithuanian relations after Jadwiga’s death.

The evidence above shows that the Polish “Society” shared the sovereign authority at

least in relation to Lithuania. This situation came about because the status of Jagiello was
greatly weakened with the death of the hereditary monarch, Jadwiga, and that also because
the “Society” started to think of itself as the true master of the country, although the notion
of hereditary monarchy was still preserved owing to Jagiello’s marriage with Anna, grand-
daughter of Kazimierz Wielki. Also it should be stressed that the Lithuanian Union itself,
too, was the propulsive force for the rise of the Polish “Society’s” status, which is under-
standable if we consider the different status of the Polish “Society” in relation to Lithuania and
other dependent countries.
7. After Anna died in 1416 leaving a daughter, Jadwiga, relations between the three ele-
ments changed more dramatically. It can be said that the “Society” incorporated the “State”
into itself and the “State” was identified with the “Society”. There are two pieces of evi-
dence for this. The first is a document written in the Polish language in 1420, in which the
Archbishop of Gniezno rebuked the Bishop of Krakéw in the name of “the King and the whole
Crown of the People (wschitka korona pospolstwa)”. The second is a letter of Jagietto writ-
ten in 1426, which reads that the Mazovian princes refused to pay homage to the Polish
“Crown”, saying that if they took oath to the “Crown” any Polish subject might regard them
as his vassals.

From this we can say that in the 1420s true assumers of sovereignty were the King and
the “State”, but that at the same time the “State” was regarded in the same light as the
“Society”. In other words we can look here for the origins of Polish republicanism, although
this was a republic of barons.

This situation seems to have been invited by the death of Anna and the succeeding mar-
riage of Jagietto to Elizbieta, a mere subject of the Kingdom and a daughter of Jagielto’s god-
mother. From this train of events an adherence to the hereditary monarchical system begins
to weaken and a gradual change is made to an election system. This can be safely assumed if
we consider the status of Anna’s daughter, Jadwiga and two sons produced at last from the
aging Jagietto’s fourth marriage. Moreover, this can be testified too, by the speech of the
Bishop of Krakéw, Olesnicki, made at the Coronation of Wiadyslaw, Jagiello’s first son, in
1434.

Beside this, we shouid stress two other incentives for such a dramatic rise of the “Socie-

r_ ”»

ty’s” position, namely the “Union with Lithuania” and an introduction of the concept of the
“Crown”, both institutional causes. The latter carries the fundamental idea that individuals
and offices are different and separable. Therefore, it facilitates the awareness on the part of
the “Society” that the king and the “State” are different and that the “State” can be incorpo-

rated into the “Society” itself.
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