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On the Reforms of Local Assemblies in Poland
in the Second Half of the Eighteenth Century:
Concerning the Restriction of the Power of Instructions and
the Reconsideration of the Voting Rights

Taichi SHIRAKI

[t is entirely fair to say that in the history of Poland sejmik (local assemblies) played
a major role both in the central political system and local administrations. This
article deals with, how Poland tried to bring its political thoughts into harmony with
the traditions of local assemblies, mainly during the period of so-called “Four Years’
Sejm (parliament, 1788-1792),” when Poland was forced to form a mordern nation
state.

The history of Polish local assemblies from the middle of the sixteenth century
to the middle of the eighteenth century falls into three categories, i. e. (1) 1573-1650:
local assemblies effectively delegated deputies to the parliament, (2) 1650-1700: local
assemblies functioned mainly as an institution of local autonomy, (3) 1700-1750: local
assemblies were unable to carry out the two functions mentioned above.

Before the session of the “Four Years’ Sejm,” many realistic plans for the
reforms of local assemblies were issued. These plans can be classified into four main
groups.

The first is to establish the system of reaching an agreement effectively. The
second is to legislate the mutual relations between local assemblies and the parliament.
The third is to reconsider who should have the voting rights to the local assemblies.
Finally, the fourth is to make the law of local assemblies follow the whole Constitution.

These problems were hotly discussed in the “Four Years' Sejm,” especially in
the process of the legislation of the law of local assemblies. Almost all of the
deputies, who belonged to reform factions, agreed on the introduction of majority rule.
There is no doubt that the majority rule was surely the most effective way of improv-
ing the procedure. With regards to the mutual relations between local assemblies and
parliament, reform factions wanted to restrict the power of Instructions, which repre-
sentatives of local assemblies carried to the parliament. Although the system of the
Instructions was not abolished at all, the possibility that each local assembly would
bind the parliament remained. And in the matter of the social strata of voters, reform
factions demanded the change from right blood to right blood plus right property. But
we should also keep in mind that gentry (szlachta) on land, though legally hereditary
but dependent on magnats’ oligarchial private authorities were disenfranchised.
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As a whole, these decisions, which were legislated in the law of local assemblies,
clearly show that this law inherited the traditions of typical institutions from “Rzecz-
pospolita,” i.e. nobility’s commonwealth.

Meanwhile, in the contents of the May 3, 1791 Constitution, above-mentioned
autonomical character from local assemblies was weakened. On the contrary,
modern representative system was the backborn of the Constitution. We can say that
this is a remarkable reflection of the intention to form the mordern nation state.

However, when we look into the modern Polish history as a whole, we can
conclude that the contents of the law of local assemblies were more deeply based on
the traditions of “Rzeczpospolita” than those contents of the May 3 Constitution.



