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EDUCATION OF WORKING-CLASS WOMEN
IN THE POLISH KINGDOM
(the 19th Century — Beginning o f the 20th Century)

The dichotomous division of society into the “enlightened” and “unenlight-
ened” classes was linked to the tradition of estate societies. In Poland,
contrary to what was the case in many West European countries (Germany,
France), these categories showed exceptional durability. Up to at least the
end of the 19th century Polish sources present Polish society as divided into
two separate parts which were defined by the adjectives mentioned above.
In the 19th century these two categories were referred to in both the spoken
and the written language; in the second half of the century these adjectives
were also used in the press. What is more, to a great extent they reflected
the actual state of education of Polish society at the beginning of the 20th
century. They were also meant, at least in the Russian and Austrian parts of
Poland, to perpetuate the simplified and mythicised picture of the social
structure: the division into upper and lower strata. The semantic field of the
category called “the enlightened strata” changed slightly in the second half
of the 19th century thanks to the emergence of the intelligentsia. The term
ceased to be a synonym for the aristocracy and the landowning class, but
the bulk of the peasantry and the constantly growing working class popula-
tion — a half of which was illiterate at the end of the 19th century, while
the other half had only a rudimentary education — could still with reason
be called “unenlightened strata”.

Were educational aspirations manifested only by the strata at the higher
rungs of the social ladder at the turn of the 19th century? Did the workers
have educational aspirations? What did the working class families think of
the usefulness of school education for their sons and daughters? Did self-
improvement aspirations come to light in working class milieus? What role
did books and reading habits play in working class families? It is difficult
to answer these questions for sources do not provide much information on
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these subjects. There is no doubt that there were great differences in this
respect not only between each of the three parts of Poland but also between
the workers of individual regions and even industrial centres. There is no
doubt either that the turn of the century brought major changes in working
class families’ attitude to education.

There were tangible differences in the educational aspirations of men
and women. A closer analysis of these phenomena in the Polish Kingdom
brings to mind many reflections.

General Educational Level ofthe Working Class

What should, above all, be taken into account is the general educational level
of the lowest strata of population, including women, in the Polish Kingdom
at the end of the 19th century. Unfortunately, the statistical sources which
have come down to us make it possible to reconstruct the situation of the
employed members of the working class only; the majority of women from
working class families were outside the reach of statistics. However, it can
be reasonably assumed that illiteracy was not less but rather more wide-
spread among non-working women than among those employed, given the
increasingly strict requirements on the labour market at the end of the 19th
century. At that time it was the railways and handicrafts that were the most
strict in demanding that candidates for physical and auxiliary work as well
as trainees and apprentices, men as well as women, were not only literate
but also had at least a rudimentary education. At the end of the 19th century
these conditions were met by more than 60 percent of the above mentioned
personsl It should however be added that both the railways and handicrafts
(except for the clothing craft) employed almost exclusively men.

Compared with “proletarian craftsmen” (journeymen, helpmates, ap-
prentices) and railwaymen, industrial workers were on a lower educational
level at the end of the 19th century (in 1897 only 40.5 per cent of them were
literate — see Table 1).

It is worth stressing that as regards rudimentary education, the distance
separating factory workers from workers employed in artisan workshops
was at that time smaller in Warsaw than in other towns. In the generation
born in the 1850s and 1860s Warsaw artisans clearly surpassed factory
workers. An interesting phenomenon could be noticed. Not only locksmiths,
turners, jewellers, tailors and shoemakers — that is men employed in artisan
workshops — but also the women employed in tailoring, corset-making and
sewing workshops were on a decent level of education; in the opinion of the

1 A Zarnowska, Klasarobotnicza Krolestwu Polsklego 1870-1914 (The Working Class
ofthe Polish Kingdom 1870-1914), Warszawa 1974, pp. 251-254.
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general public, a typical representative of the “craft proletariat” could read
and write in the late 19th century.

Table I. Workmen’s and Workwomen’sllliteracy in the Main Occupations

in the Polish Kingdom in 1897 (percentage ofall men and women
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As late as the end of the 19th century, factories employed many illiterate
workers; according to the census of 1897,54 per cent of the men and 55 per
cent of the women employed in factories were illiterate. The percentage of
illiterates was larger among auxiliary workers who did not have a steady job
and were employed per day. Illiterates accounted for 75 per cent of the men
and 80 per cent of the women in this group. Rapid progress in the spread of
elementary education was achieved at the end of the 19th century and in the
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first years of the 20th. This “great leap forward” could be noticed above all
inthe middle generation of workers employed in the modem industry of the
Polish Kingdom in the last three decades of the 19th century, that is, the
generation born between the end of the 1850s and the mid-1870s. That
generation reached school age at the end of the 1860s and in the 1870s, that
is, before Apukhtin’s era, which was marked by decline in elementary
education in the Polish Kingdom and its intensive Russification.

The increasingly evident advance of the industrial workers’ social
position in the proletariat’s nascent educational and cultural hierarchy was,
to a large extent, due to the fact that compared with other occupations,
education was relatively widespread among women employed in industry,
and at the end of the 19th century women accounted for more than a third
of all persons employed there2 Industry offered proletarian women the
greatest opportunities to reduce the social distance separating them from
male workers, not only because it gave them a chance to earn their living.
To a certain extent, it opened a path — narrow as it still was — to the
equalization ofthe chances of cultural advancement, for factories demanded
literacy of both their male and female workers. This is why as regards the
extent of elementary education, the distance between male and female
workers was smaller in industry than in other sectors and was being
eliminated the most quickly at the end of the 19th century. At that time only
industry set male and female workers similar requirements. Therefore it was
industry only that could stimulate women'’s educational aspirations.

Apart from industry, women were employed on a larger scale insectors
which required no “enlightenment”, that is, in domestic and various other
services, always as unskilled auxiliary workers. In these sectors illiterate
women were in the majority, accounting for 70-80 per cent in 1897. And
these were the sectors in which the majority of workers” wives looking for
oddjobs found employment. Thus, the handicap which women encountered
on the labour market stifled their aspiration to gain education and achieve
advancement, and perpetuated their lowersocial status, compared with men.
Women’sunderprivileged position with regard to cultural advancement and
their lack of even an elementary education was the most evident in the older
generations born in the 1840s and 1850s, especially among women em-
ployed in trade and catering enterprises. In these branches 85 per cent of
women were illiterate while the percentage of illiterate men working inthesc

- See A. Zarno wska, Kierunkiaktywnosci zawodowej kobiet w Polsce w XIX i XX w. (The
Directions of Women’s Vocational Activity in the 19th and 20th Centuries), in: Kobieta i edukacja
naziemiach polskich wXIX i XX w. Zbiér studiéw pod red. A. Zarnowskiej iA Szwarca,
part Il, Warszawa 1995.
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sectors did not exceed 50. This distance was preserved in these branches
also in the next few proletarian generations born in the 19th century. Even
in the youngest generation born at the end of the 19th century it was almost
equally clear in trade and services while it tended to disappear in most
branches of industry.

At the end of the 19th century in industry only one could see a trend
towards the evening of the position of male and female workers on the level
of elementary education. But as regards education above the elementary
level, vocational education and the gaining of higher qualifications in
general, the distance between male and female workers grew at that time
even in industry.

It was only at the end of the 19th century that male workers began to
link their educational and cultural aspirations with vocational aspirations,
with endeavours to get a belter job and higher earnings. As regards the
working class, changes in the way of thinking about these matters and in the
process of adaptation to the requirements of a modem labour market were
the most delayed among women. Although they wanted to earn money, they
were only beginning to look for the ways, usually outside the official Russified
school, of gaining rudimentary general knowledge, of acquiring the art of
reading and writing. But unlike men, women taking up paid work were not
usually given a chance to gain vocational qualifications for, as a rule, they were
pushed down to do auxiliary work. Consequently, the need to earn money
rarely became a stimulus to gain general or vocational education.

Work in a textile mill was the most popular occupation of working class
women. But in textile mills, too, women did mainly the kind of work that did
not require long vocational training; they worked mostly in spinning rooms,
dye-works, finishing sections, hosiery departments, embroidery sections and
the like, doing work that could be carried out after a relatively short training in
the factory. They did not learn a modem trade in the full sense of the word.
The position of reelers who had only to be shown how to do their work and
could without detriment to the factory be transferred to some other work,
could not be compared with the high position, prestige and earnings of highly
skilled weavers in, for instance, manual weaving mills3,

3 Cf. Strajkzyrardowski (23—%1\_[1883% waookumentach wladzcarskich (The ZyrarddwStrike
529_328.4.1883 in the Docurrents of Tsarist ities), “Z Pola Walki”, val. 1, 1968 N*3, pp.

1078 of the Warsawgovermor. N IVedem, to the Minister of intermal affairs, DTolstoy,
ofJune 9/21,1883).
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The Attitude ofthe Working Class to School Education

The situation on the labour market described above was an important,
though not the only factor, influencing the educational aspirations of girls
and women in working class milieus. But it had an impact on working class
families’ opinions about the usefulness of vocational and general education
for their children. However, the parents ’decision to send or not to send their
children to school is not an adequate criterion for drawing conclusions about
the educational aspirations of working class and peasant families in the
Russian part of Poland. It is a known fact that in the 1870s and 1880s the
Russification of public schools was intensified and their network shrank
rapidly. Although the number of primary schools began to increase slowly
in the 1890s, the growth was much slower than the growth of proletarian
population in towns.

Consequently, at the end of the 19th century only a small percentage of
working class children of school age — in towns and other areas — had
access to a public primary school (to say nothing of the level of teaching and
the Russification of schools). This applied also to peasant children (at first
to an even greater extent)4. It was not without reason that at the end of the
19th century Warsaw, a quickly developing worki ng class centre, was called
“the city of illiterates”. At the turn of the century working class children in
Warsaw had a smaller chance than their counterparts in £6dZ to attend a
primary school (whether a public or a factory one); in the 1880s only 20 per
cent of school-age children in Warsaw (from the age of 7 to 14) attended
school and on the eve of World War | not much more than 25 per cent.

The fact that working class children had a small chance to become
literate through school was naturally regarded as a handicap by working
class milieus. In late 19th century memoirs Warsaw workers (as well as
workers in other towns) repeatedly stressed that literacy would have given
their children a better chance in life5. But as a rule, they confined themselves
to giving their children an elementary education. Even these modest educa-
tional aspirations depended on the sex of their offspring. Working class
families held the view that elementary education was necessary first and
foremost for sons; they were much less rigoristic about the necessity of
educating girls or even thought that girls did not need education.

It can be assumed that the underdevelopment of the educational aspi-
rations of the working class at the end of the 19th century was, to a large

4A Zarnowska , Klasarabotnicza, op. cit., table 16, 'P 316 )
5 Helera Ceysinger confims this in her menoirs Tajna szkola w Warszawie w epoce
caratu (The Secret School in Warsawunder Tsardom), Warszana 1948, p 10
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extent, a result of the partitioner’s official educational policy (aimed at
hampering educational progress inthe Polish Kingdom) and of conservative
views in the Kingdom itself, for according to public opinion, all a worker
needed was an elementary education; this probably indirectly reflected the
low level of technology in the Polish Kingdom even in the 1890s.

There is much to indicate that working class as well as peasant families
did not think that the Russified one-or two-grade school could impart even
basic knowledge to their children. As a rule, other ways of acquiring
education were used; parents who could read and write taught their off-
spring, children tried to acquire basic knowledge by themselves or, espe-
cially in Warsaw, they were sent to a secret Polish school. At least one-third
of the workers who were born or arrived in Warsaw before World War |
tried to become literate outside the legal school6. But in Warsaw, too, the
needs of sons were thought to be different from those of daughters. The
dominant view was that the official primary school was more useful for sons,
who might need the official language in contacts with the authorities, offices,
the army, in short, in public life. Since the pattern upheld by the working
class entrusted women with the role of wives, mothers and housewives, the
possibility oftheir having contacts with the outside world was not taken into
consideration. It was believed that they would stick to their home, family
and neighbours and would not participate in public life.

When speaking about the awakening of educational aspirations in
working class milieus, let us say a few words about their attitude to the
possibility of sending their children to a private school, for this became ever
more realistic at the beginning of the 20th century, in particular during and
after the 1905 revolution?7.

The early private schools set up before 1905 only very slightly facili-
tated the working class children’s access to school education, in particular
outside Warsaw. Even in Warsaw there were only some few one-grade
private schools, which were attended by 600-800 children, that is, less than
one per cent of all children of school age. The fact that they were often
philanthropic foundations, pinpointed the low social position of the working
class child; the result was that working class families were not always
willing to send their children to these schools. The 1905 revolution brought

6J. Grablec —Pabrowski quotes a staterrent of the Warsaw Governor Genel
conmmission 0 1901 according towhich secret Polish schools were attended by about on&lhlrd of
the total population of the Polish Ki see hIS &erwona Warszaneprzed Onmieréwieczem (Red
pogjarter ofa Century Ago
7 Letus recall thet in aocordarmvmmofﬁmal Rman termnology ivate schools comprised
schools founded by individual sponsors (also factory schools)as well as \folI’IOJS ingtitutions (e.g-
railways), philanthropic and social organizations (fike the Pdlsh School Promotion Society).
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radical changes in this respect. There followed a great development of
private schools, including primary ones, whose main aim was to counteract
the influence of the official Russified schools. The new schools, which were
inspired by various political orientations, were warmly supported by work-
ing class milieus.

This may indicate that the workers were already ambitious to give their
childreneducation and that this ambition was linked to their sense of national
identity and their readiness to start a struggle against national oppression.
We will return to this question later. The fact that before the outbreak of
World War | Warsaw had more than 150 private primary schools which
were attended by about 10,000 children, mainly of working class and artisan
background, shows that working class families attached great importance to
ensuring their children instruction in their mother tongue; not many more
children, about 16,000, were then receiving tuition in the official schools.
Despite the flourishing development of private schools before World War
I, even in Warsaw only a minority of working class children were able to
complete elementary education and boys outnumbered girls in this group.
It should however be stressed that persons who had attended a legal school,
whetherpublic orprivate, were not theonly literate workers. Young Warsaw
workers were not the least educated part of the population. At the end of the
19th century the percentage of illiterates was smaller among working class
children and young people (up to the age of 19) than among the other
inhabitants of the same age. This was largely due to the well developed
network of secret Polish schools.

In Warsaw from the 1890s and int.6dz, Lublin and many smaller towns
of the Polish Kingdom and the Wilno region from the early 20th century,
several thousand proletarian children benefited from secret instruction in the
Polishlanguage8. Inthese small group-schools set up by the Secret Teaching
Society on the initiative of a group of women educational activists led by
Cecylia Sniegocka, Helena Ceysingeréwna, Anna Jatbrzykowska and Na-
talia Gasiorowska, boys and girls were offered an equal chance to acquire
basic knowledge in the Polish language, Poland’s history, geography, natu-
ral sciences, arithmetic and religion, as well as the Russian language. The
secret Polish schools organized by representatives of the intelligentsia,
mostly of the members of landowning class, did not ignore the teaching of
Russian, being of the opinion that its knowledge was indispensable to the
young inhabitants of the Polish Kingdom®.

8H Ceysinger, op. cit., p. 27.
9Ibidemy ger, p at.p
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Family Tradition and Educational Aspirations

There is no doubt that as early as the end of the 19th century the workers’
self-education movement had a wider reach in Warsaw than in other
working class centres of the Polish Kingdom and the distance between the
capital and the provincial centres grew during the 1905 revolutionl10 The
example of Warsaw shows irrefutably that the influence of a large town was
instrumental in making working class families realize more quickly that
education, even on the elementary level, was an indispensable condition for
the social and material advance of their children. The stabilization of a
working class family in town was anther factor awakening the parents’
aspiration to ensure their children’s education, of course mainly on the
elementary level. More and more often this applied also to girls. These
endeavours were more evident in the families of workers who had struck
roots in Warsaw, families in which parents had traditionally transferred the
skill of reading and writing to their children, frequently during work. It is
characteristic that mothers played a greater role in keeping up this tradition
than fathersil

The habit of the whole family listening to a book being read aloud in
the evening, a habit frequently referred to by diarists, also indicates that
working class families in towns wanted to advance educationally and
culturally12 It seems that for women education was at that time first and
foremost of autotelic significance (in working class families), while men
began to treat education more instrumentally earlier.

Thus, at the turn of the 19th century the aspiration to educate children
already had a tradition in many working class milieus. But even in Warsaw
this aspiration did not, as a rule, go beyond the primary school level. Only
in exceptional cases could a usually numerous working class family ensure
further education to one child, for this meant the necessity of providing for
several years for a member of the family who was already capable of earning
money. It was obvious that in these sporadic cases such aspirations could
apply only to sons. Education of girls above the primary school level was
as a rule not taken into consideration until at least the outbreak of the 1905
revolution. It was exceptional for girls of working class families, even in
Warsaw, to attend a secondary school and this could happen only in families
whose earnings were much higher than the average ones, e.g. in the families

DA Zarnowska Robotnl na elomeXIXDO(weIu(V\brsmV\Mersat
the Tum ofthe 19th cyv\ars% prz
USeE Pletrasze " Rola wychonancza matkl wrodzmle robotnicze] 18301939 (The
Educative Role ofthe Mother in V\tmrgdassFamlleslw ) in Kobletaledukaqa,gl
P Se L Rudnicki, Stare i noae (The Oldand the New), vol. |, Warszana
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of railwaymen, skilled metal workers, cabinet-makers, workers employed
in gasworks and the like. But working class children rarely completed a
secondary school. Even if at the cost of great sacrifices by the whole family
one of the sons started attending a Realschule or a secondary school, he
usually had to end his education after 2-4 years because of a difficult
financial situation of his family13 Such decision was most frequently taken
when the father, the main bread-winner, died or lost the ability to work.

There is no doubt therefore that the difficult financial situation of
working class families was the main reason why the were reluctant to
approve of their children’s aspiration to acquire an education on a higher
level than the primary one. However, this was not the only reason, as is
proved by the fact that working class families were more often willing to
bear the costs of educating an offspring in a vocational school. Such
“investment” was considered more purposeful, for it offered the prospect of
a quick return of costs, if the acquired qualifications promised higher
earnings. Girls did not have such possibilities. In the conditions which
existed in the Polish Kingdom before the outbreak of World War I, this way
of advancement practically did not exist for girls (and women).

As to the extramaterial factors which shaped educational aspirations in
working class families, a great role was played by the already mentioned
belief that as regards elementary education, a primary school was enough
for a worker and an artisan. Craftsmen’s qualifications were held in high
esteem, but since vocational schools were weakly developed in the Polish
Kingdom at the turn of the century, in particular before 1905, young people
were not specially interested in them, despite the high opinion they had of
craftsmen’s skill and the prestige craftsmen enjoyed.

At the end of the 19th century, the main form of vocational training in
the Polish Kingdom was the guild-organized training which ex definitione
was closed to women. The difficulty of overcoming the traditional, almost
unsurpassable barriers to vocational specialization was reduced by the
system of training workers in the operation of a machine in the factory; this
system was widely applied in industry until 1914, but it did not open a way
to promotion despite the great shortage of workers with medium technical
qualifications. Since there were no secondary technical schools in the
Kingdom, even in Warsaw (apart from Wawelberg’s school opened in
1895), use was made of the experience of older workers; the qualifications
they gained during many years of work were often a sufficient reason for

examples can be found in the lives of Warsawworkers gamered by e from
hard\mtt% published records, see A Zarnowska, Klasa robotnicza, table pp.
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promoting them to the rank of subformen4 or even foreman. Such promo-
tion was, of course, possible only for men. The traditional norms then in
force made it impossible for women to become even junior technical
supervisors.

This decisively hampered the vocational aspirations of women em-
ployed in industry. No significant changes were effected in this respect at
the beginning of the 20th century, although that was a period of major
reshuffles in the internal structure of factory (and railway) staffs, which
became more differentiated vocationally. This was probably an important
factor which changed working class families’ opinion of the value of
vocational education. These changes were the most evident in the families
of Warsaw workers, who more and more often began to regard the general
education secondary school (and a certificate from the third or fourth grade
of a Realschule or a secondary school) or more frequently the vocational
school as the best way of promotion for their children. The few existing
handicraft, trade and technical schools, as well as technical evening courses
organized after the 1905 revolution, were also taken into consideration. The
working class families’ new rapidly growing educational aspirations, which
however concerned boys only, were reflected in the fact that after the 1905
revolution more than 10 per cent of the pupils attending Swiecimski’s
private technical school in Warsaw were workers’ sons and that in some
otherschools (e.g. the Warsaw-Vienna Railway Technical School, the slate
artisan schools in Radom, Olkusz, Siedlce and also the Konarski Handicraft
School in Warsaw) workers’ sons became the dominant groupls But all
these schools admitted boys only. Neither girls nor adult women were
admitted to the Handicraft School in £6dz which trained expert textile
workers, also in spinning and weaving, the occupatioas of many women16
The Vocational Schools Act of 1888 did not even mention vocational
schools for women17.

Of even greater importance for the vocational promotion of young
workers than the few existing vocational schools were various vocational
courses which after 1905 began to be organized in the Polish Kingdom. But
all these forms of education made it possible to acquire qualifications in

MSeeVVm&ctllsjdlzaﬂeslnlczgétaedniczmp'z (The Question ofHandicraft
andTechnical-tndustrial Schools), * Przemystowo-Rzemiesinicza” 184 N° 4. p. 27,

5J. Migso, SAkalnictwo zanodone wKrdlestwie Polskimw latach 18151915 (Vocational
?(E:g)g‘lss 9'5 g%e Polish Kingdomin 1815-1915), Warszana—Krakow-\Wroclaw 1966, pp. 166367,

Blbidem pp. 270-271.
17 The only vocational schools toadmmit girls were trade schools for girls, but tt‘eywere elitist
schoals macoessmle to proletarian girls because they were too expensive (|b|dem pp: 283-285).
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men’s trades only, such as fitters, locksmiths, electrotechnicians. At that
time the first attempts were made to provide training, in the form of courses,
in trades to whichwomen began to be admitted, and women began to aspire
to gain vocational stability, a phenomenon previously confined to male
workers. Female trades began to form a separate group. Some of them
became the aspiration of girls from working class families, but on the whole
female trades were confined to tailoring, shirt-and corset-making, sewing,
manufacture of artificial flowers and baskets, and the like. Like the daught-
ers of poor artisans and peasants, they could learn these trades only in
non-guild tailoring and flower-making shops, where they were exploited
for many years as low paid trainees. The craft schools for girls, mainly
cutting and sewing schools, which existed in the 1880s and 1890s, were
practically inaccessible to proletarian women because of their high char-
gesl8 Let us remember that working class women only sporadically aspired
to take up a white-collar job, though teaching, pharmaceutical and book-
keeping courses were organized during the revolutionary and post-revolu-
tionary yearsl19 for financial barriers and the proletarian girls’ inadequate
general education were an insurmountable obstacle.

The revolution and the following years accelerated the democratization
of society in the Polish Kingdom and stimulated the vocational and cultural
aspirations ofthe working class. Members of working class became increas-
ingly aware that their advance in the social hierarchy depended on their
gaining an education above the elementary level. They were undoubtedly
influenced by the working class of Warsaw, a fact which has already been
mentioned above; all the changes analyzed above occurred in Warsaw
earlier, and they were the most evident and profound there. This was
particularly evident among the new generation of workers who entered
productive age attheendof the 19thcentury and most of whom were at least
second generation workers.

It is worth pointing out that in working class milieus family tradition
played a great role in shaping the vocational and educational aspirations of
both menand women. This tradition depended, to a great extent, on the social
background of a worker and his family20. The example of Warsaw shows
that in aspiring to go beyond the level of primary education and acquire, at
least, an incomplete secondary education, working class families descend-
ing from the nobility or the intelligentsia, unlike hereditary working class

18J. Miagso,op.cit, pp. 179-182.

19 See Z. Chyra-Rolicz, Pionierki w nowych zawodach na poczatku XX w. (Pioneers in
NewOccupationsattheBeginning o fthe 20th Century), in: Kobiela i edukacja na ziemiach polskich,
part Il.

20 This is testified to by the biographic material mentioned in fn. 13.
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families, took a greater interest in the general education school than a
technical one2l. Such aspirations were often manifested by first generation
workers from impoverished families of clerks forced to take up physical
work. They adopted the educational aspirations characteristic of the intelli-
gentsia. In these families of socially degraded workers these aspirations as
a rule survived for a long time and influenced wider working class circles.
It is evident that working class families’ plans for the education of their
children were influenced, especially in Warsaw, by the intelligentsia’s
educational patterns. What is more, the influence of these patterns widened,
favouring the inclusion of daughters in educational plans. According to
Romana Pachucka, who started her teaching career in Warsaw at the
beginning of the 20th century, 2-3 grade schools for girls were also attended
by “girls from craftsmen’s families, daughters of factory foremen and
sometimes girls from better situated and more ambitious working class
families”22

The development of workers’ educational aspirations was closely con-
nected with the development of their national consciousness and the growi ng
necessity of combating national oppression and eliminating the Russifying
function of the official school. This is testified to by, among other things,
the efforts made by working class families, especially mothers, to make it
possible for their children to receive education in their mother tongue, even
in a secret school.

Inthe autumn of 1905 a large section of workers ’ children, boys as well
as girls, gained the possibility of acquiring education in their mother tongue
when under the pressure of the revolution, all public primary schools in
Warsaw and the majority of schools in the provinces arbitrarily decided to
give instruction in Polish. At the same time the number of private schools,
including many primary ones, in which instruction was given in Polish,
increased rapidly. Many secret schools came out into open under the aegis
of the Polish School Promotion Society. Under the auspices of this society
50 classes for elementary teaching were set up in Warsaw; they were
attended by about 1,000 children, many of whom were from working class
families. In addition to these elementary classes, the Society also organized
asix-grade school in Warsaw with a more expanded programme of elemen-
tary teaching. The differences in the social structure of both types of school
reflected differences in the social aspirations of the Warsaw proletariat.
Children of domestic servants, janitors and shop assistants predominated in

2LA Zarnowska, Klasarobotnicza, pp. 171 ff.
195%, R 2Plachucka , Pamigtniki zlat 1886-1914 (Meroirsfromthe Years 1886-1914), Woctaw
p
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one-grade schools, while the families of skilled workers and workers
employed in artisan shops had greater educational aspirations for their
children and usually chose the six-grade school.

The second group was composed of the same working class groups
which in the second half of the 19th century had tried hardest to become
literate and which had always had the smallest percentage of illiterates. One
can therefore speak of traditionally higher educational aspirations among
those working class groups inwhich the parents, having acquired elementary
education, did their best in the 20th century to ensure their children an
education even minimally surpassing the elementary level.

The workers” interest in knowledge and their engagement in the
struggle against the Russified school increased during the 1905 revolution;
to some extent, this was a result of their participation in secret education at
the turn of the century. But no less important was the influence of the
revolutionary events themselves, for they strengthened the workers’ eman-
cipation aspirations also in the field of culture, encouraged them to launch
an offensive and articulate their needs. During the strikes organized in
Warsaw and other industrial centres in 1905-1906, workers not only de-
manded wage increases and better working conditions, but also insisted that
factory owners should set up factory schools for their children.

Self-Education Aspirations

Educational aspirations increased the popularity of the self-education mo-
vement among workers, in particular during the mounting revolutionary
atmosphere. The movement attracted adult workers and — what is signifi-
cant — for the first time also many working women. Even before the 1905
revolution their had existed self-education circles for apprentices and other
workers and sporadically, for seamstresses (also Jewesses); workers’ edu-
cational circles organized by socialist organizations in the Polish Kingdom,
in particular in Zyrardéw and £.6dz, from the end of the 1880s stimulated
workers’ aspirations for self-improvement, but women did not take part in
them23. Printers and railwaymen, that is men’s trades, were the most intel-
lectually awakened workers’ groups in Warsaw. In about 1901 two groups
which their participants called the Workers’ Flying University were or-

~ B F Tych, ZniazekRobotikowPolskich 1889-1892. Anatomia wezesngj organizacji robot-
niczej (Polish"Workers’ Union 1889-1892. The Anatarmy of an Earl¥ Orﬁ]lzatlon of V\O*iem),
Warszava 1974, pp. 122 ff;, F Sam 18 , SDKPIL wiodzi 1893-1918 (Social Democracy ofthe
Polish Kingdom and Lithuania in £ 6d7 1893-1918), L6/ 1984, p 26; J. Kancewicz, Polska
Partia Socjalistyczna wiatach 1892-1896 (The Polish Socialist Barty in 1892-1896). Warszana
1984 J. Grzywna,Z dzie) QNCBWI%OMHICZE] na Kielecczymie (History of Education for
Workers inthe Kielce Reglong, Kielce 1990,
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ganized for workshop and railway workers with the help of the local Polish
Socialist Party Organization in the workshops of the Vistula Region Rail-
ways at Nowe Brédno. The “University” existed for about three years. It
managed to continue its clandestine activity until the middle of 1904 thanks
to the railwaymen’s strong educational aspirations.

The desire to acquire education in the mother tongue was particularly
strong among the workers of the Vistula Region Railways, for they were in
daily contact with the almost completely Russified administration24. Since
only men were employed there, participation in this form of self-education
was restricted to the male sex, but the influence of the “University” must
have been wider; in one way or another it must have also involved the wives
and mothers of railway workers, influencing, even if indirectly, their attitude
to cultural advancement. The “University” could not have existed for several
years without their co-operation and support. Unfortunately, no information
on this subject can be found in records.

The workers’ self-education groups organized by the socialists pro-
vided both political and general knowledge, thus stimulating workers’
aspirations. But this applied only to a narrow elite of the working class. The
educational activity initiated by the socialist movement was clandestine and
was subjected to repression to the same extent as other forms of socialist
activity. What was of great importance was that in spite of this, the majority
of workers active in the socialist movement had taken part in these clandes-
tine educational groups by the turn of the century. The fact that there were
practically no women among them reflected the long-standing conviction,
dominant in Polish society, that public life and politics were the exclusive
domain of men. This strict division of social roles into the sphere of private
life (home) reserved for women and matters connected with public life, the
domain of men, was also in force in working class milieus. Until the turn of
the 19th century the socialist movement had not succeeded in freeing itself
of the pressure of traditional patriarchalism. In the years preceding the
outbreak of the 1905 revolution the influence of the socialist movement on
working class women was insignificant, especially in the Russian part of
Poland. Though some initiatives were addressed to certain groups of em-
ployed women (e.g. seamstresses), the possibility of attracting workers’
wives staying at home was not taken into consideration. This changed during
the revolution.

-4F. Sternet, Historia udzialu warsztatow kolejowych Drog Nadwislarskich na
Brochie wruchu ra/\oluqql nym (AHistory ofthe Pamapauon ofthe l\twe Brodno Mein

ofthe \AslulaReglm V\aysmtf‘eRevolutlonary Moverrent), menuscript, The Central
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It should, however, be emphasized that it was the socialist movement
that tried to eliminate the inequality in the social opportunities of men and
women. At first, this took the form of declarations rather than practical
actions. Before the revolution such a programme could only reach and be
understood by women from the intelligentsia. It is they who predominated
in socialist organizations. It was only during the revolutionary years that the
socialist movement expanded its work aimed at stimulating educational and
cultural aspirations and showed greater determination to attract working
class women.

During the revolution the working class “elite” became much more
interested in cultural advancement and self-education, for thanks to the
revolution it gained greater possibilities of developing a legal educational
movement. Interest in self-education was manifested by wider working
class circles than the most radical and politically-active groups of workers
who had been attracted by the educational initiatives of socialist organiza-
tions before. To some extent, this was also evident among women. It seems,
however, that they were more attracted by the less radical sections of the
educational movement and extended support mainly to the social initiatives
of the Catholic church.

There is no doubt that this attitude was due to their fearofthe anti-cleri-
calism of the socialist movement and, above all, to the Church-inspired
stereotype identifying socialism with atheism. Another important reason for
this sex segregation inthe extraschool educational movement, a mass though
politically differentiated movement during the revolution, was the fact that
the socialist movement was interested in winning adherents among“enlight-
ened” workers at least on the primary school level, workers who did not
submit uncritically to the authority of the clergy. Consequently, the radical
working class movement continued to influence above all the cultural and
educational aspirations of male workers. At that time these aspirations were
confined to making use of all opportunities in order to gain education above
the elementary level. This was clearly evident among juvenile and adult
workers in Warsaw and was reflected in the growing popularity of extra-
school education which, initiated by many organizations of various shades
of political radicalism, gathered momentum in the revolutionary years. For
instance, the lectures (on the Polish language, arithmetic, geography, history
etc.) conducted by the University for All in Warsaw (59 groups in the
1906/1907 school year, 38 in 1907/1908) and by provincial people’s univer-
sities (e.g. the People’s University of £0dz) enjoyed great popularity. The
aim of these lectures was to supplement the listeners’elementary knowledge
and prepare them for self-education. In 1906-1908, 3,300-3,500 persons
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took part in this form of education in Warsaw, Ptock, Radom, Lublin,
Bedzin, Sosnowiec, Dgbrowa, Zawiercie and some other towns2. We have
no detailed data about the participants. It is known, however, that industrial
workers, railway men and shop assistants predominated. Women might have
accounted for no more than a quarter of the persons employed in these
branches. It is however impossible to ascertain the percentage of girls and
women among the participants in this form of education.

No less popular were the public lectures organized by the University
for All from the autumnof 1905 (the University was legalized in the autumn
of 1906) not only in Warsaw but also in many other industrial centres in the
Polish Kingdom (e.g. in the towns of the Dabrowa Basin, in the city and
district of £6dz, Czestochowa, Radom). These lectures popularized the
latest achievements of the social, human and natural sciences. In Warsaw
they were always attended by some 2,000 listeners and they were held
mainly in working class districts.

The fact that a section of the working class developed high educational
aspirations during the revolution is testified to also by the success of
extraschool education (lectures and group teaching) organized by conserva-
tive organizations, mainly by the Polish School Promotion Society (politi-
cally akin to the National Democratic Party) and the Association of Christian
Workers. The People’s University of the Polish School Promotion Society,
legalized in September 1906 (it started its activity in 1900), had a much
smaller range of activity than the University for All, but the number of its
listeners also increased rapidly from about 1,500 at the beginning to 3,500
in the second half of 1907. Among the participants in various forms of
extraschool education organized by the Polish School Promotion Society
were many women working as domestic servants or in other services.
Particularly popular with women were group courses in the Polish language,
arithmetic, history, geography and drawing organized by the Society in
1906-1908. The 75 such group-courses run by the Society in Warsaw were
attended by factory workers (metal workers, tanners), building workers as
well as men and women employed in handicrafts, trade and catering enter-
prises, and also by domestic servants (almost exclusively women), and men
and women door-keepers. This section of the Warsaw proletariat was most
interested incourses in the Polish language and arithmetic; they were chosen
by two-thirds of all the participants in this form of extraschool education.

R v e e
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Fewer persons attended courses in history, geography and other subjects.
According to the organizers of the People’s University, this choice indicated
that “the listeners wanted first and foremost to eliminate the most glaring
shortcomings in their education”2.

As we see, the proletariat’s educational aspirations were differentiated
and those of the majority were not high. Education was treated mainly
instrumentally. The proletariat did not yet realize the necessity of a more
far-reaching cultural advancement; even in Warsaw, wide circles of the prole-
tariat were not fully aware of its usefulness, apart from some industrial workers,
railwaymen and workers employed in handicrafts. It should, however, be
stressed that the group with bigger cultural aspirations had greatly expanded
since the pre-revolutionary days as regards its social composition, political
orientation (it included not only the most radical workers) and gender.

Reading Habits

The rapid increase in the interest in books observed during the revolution
among the most enlightened circles of the proletariat testified to the growth
of educational aspirations, which were regarded first and foremost as a path
to cultural advancement. Reading habits spread among workers, as is proved
by the fact that one of the demands put forward by striking workers was the
demand for reading rooms at factories. It is estimated that the percentage of
workers with reading habits increased from about 1-2 percent at the end of
the 19th century to about 10 per cent during the revolution2r. This was, of
course, closely connected with revolutionary gains, with the regulation and
shortening of working hours, which gave workmen and workwomen more
free time. However, because of household duties women were unable to
make use of this gain and were unable to take part in cultural life.
Historical novels were the workers’ favourable reading already in the
1890s, especially those by Sienkiewicz and Kraszewski. In working class
families the mother had a greater influence in the children’s reading prefe-
rences than the father. Workers’ memoirs, those that have been published
as well as those preserved in manuscript form, frequently speak of situations
when passion for reading was shared by the whole family and was delibe-
rately stimulated by parents. It was a tradition in many families to read a
book aloud after or during work, especially in the families of cottage-wor-
kers, tailors and shoemakers. But young people’s passion for reading was

) on the activity of the “People’s University” circle of the Polish School Promotion
Society for 1906; J. Stemler Polska ierz Szkolria (The Polish School Promotion Society),
in l\laszamall@oszmlepo I, Warszana 193, pp. 177-178.

2Z7J. Krajewska , Cayte nlclwo ‘Wérad robotnikow Krolestwa Polskle% 1870-1914 (The
Reading Habits of Workers inthe Polish Kingdom 1870-1914), Warszawa 19
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frequently regarded as extravagant even in Warsaw proletarian circles and
was disapproved of by the older generation, in particular women28.

In Warsaw there was a group of reading workers, small as it was, even
before the 1905 revolution. It isimpossible to ascertain if it included women.
Most of these workers availed themselves of the libraries of the Warsaw
Charitable Society, which included books on various levels, from classics
totrash29. Inculcation of reading habits was regarded as an essential element
of the working class self-education movement. Actions encouraging wor-
kers to read were organized clandestinely by socialist organizations and
legally mainly by the Warsaw Charitable Society (WTD). The WTD read-
ing-rooms, organized by the liberal and the radical intelligentsia from 1861
on, were free of charge and were for many years the only book-collections
accessible to workers. They were popular in the Warsaw working class
milieu; already in 1895 some 18,000 persons, that is, several per cent of
Warsaw’s literate inhabitants, made use of them. Workers and their families
constituted a large percentage of the readers, young people and children (of
both sexes) being the largest group30.

It was not only the revolutionary atmosphere which, by awakening
hopes and aspirations in many fields of life, helped to enlarge the circle of
workers interested in books. Workers’ access to books was made easier
thanks to the many reading-rooms and lending libraries set up by various
social and educational organizations, political parties and trade unions not
only in Warsaw. This was in line with the workers’ growing interest in
knowledge of the world and society. In 1907 the WTD libraries had over
14,600 registered readers3L, and they were not the only place where workers
could borrow books. In the autumn of 1906 a broad new network of lending
libraries was set up in Warsaw by the Warsaw Reading-Rooms Society on
the initiative of radical intelligentsia. It opened lending libraries mainly in
Warsaw working class districts, such as Wola, Praga, Powisle and Nowe
Brodno. The Polish School Promotion Society as well as the Association of
Christian Workers also set up their small libraries in these districts. Unlike
the Warsaw Reading-Rooms Society, these two organizations had no inten-
tion of shaping more ambitious reading habits and acquainting their readers
with serious literature. But the fact that such libraries were active also in

2B Se L Rudnicki, Stareinone,
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those districts of Warsaw in which domestic servants were the predominant
proletarian group shows that during the revolution also women from the
least enlightened strata of the proletariat began to take an interest in books.

It is characteristic that the workers’ interest in historical books and
novels, e.g. those by J. I. Kraszewski, decreased during the revolutionary
years while the popularity of novels dealing with social problems and
popular sciences books increased3 For instance, 15 percent ofall the books
lent out by the Wola district centre of the Warsaw Reading-Rooms Society
were popular science books. This relatively great and constantly growing
interest in popular science during the revolution was characteristic of the
aspirations of workers with “advanced reading habits”33 It has not been
possible to ascertain the percentage of women in this group.

Factory libraries frequently organized by members of socialist parties,
mainly the Polish Socialist Party, or by members of trade unions linked to
the socialist movement were an interesting phenomenon during the revolu-
tionary years. The book collections at factories were meant for the mass
reader, not only for workers employed in a given factory but, what is worth
emphasizing, also for members of their families, that is, also unemployed
wives and daughters. The extent of their influence was not, on the whole,
wide, but some of those collections were set up with the help of workers,
which testifies to their growing passion for reading. For instance, at the
beginning of 1907 several small libraries were set up in Warsaw (in factories
and other places) on the initiative of workers and thanks to their contribu-
tions. As a radical paper emphasized, “women as well as men are taking part
in (collecting) them”34.

Elitist or Mass Educational Aspirations?

The 1905 revolution favoured the growth not only of that section of the
working class which already had educational aspirations. The urge to
acquire knowledge, to gain at least an elementary ability to read and write
embraced wide circles of the proletariat. This is proved by the success of
the campaign to teach illiterate workers. In the years 1906-1908 several
thousand workmen and workwomen employed in factories, on the railways,
in handicrafts and trade were acquiring education in various forms in
Warsaw. This was one-third of the total number of illiterate workmen and
workwomen in the town, excluding non-working people. The adult wor-

2J. Krajewska, op. cit.,, pp. 82and 18
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kers’ aspiration to become literate manifested itself with great force during
the revolution and was shared by men and women, irrespective of their
nationality and religion. In Warsaw, extraschool education embraced many
more women than in other working class centres, but here, too, women’s
aspirations, unlike those of men, were usually confined to getting elementary
education through participation in various forms of teaching for adult
illiterates. The need of elementary education became fully apparent when
the Society for Courses for Adult Illiterates was set up on the initiative of
radical intelligentsia. A similar activity was started by other organizations,
in particular the Polish School Promotion Society. It was also conducted by
socialist parties in their workers’ circles which during, the revolutionary
years were no longer composed of men only. Schools teaching illiterates
functioned also in prisons, e.g. in the women’s section, the so-called Serbia,
of the Pawiak prison3.

Although the Society for Courses for Adult Illiterates was not legalized
until June 1906, at the end of that year it already ran courses for 3,000
illiterates in Warsaw in 37 groups. The teaching was free of charge. Elemen-
tary teaching was conducted by the Polish School Promotion Society (PMS).
At the end of 1906 and the beginning of 1907 some 1,200 illiterates in
Warsaw attended the PMS courses, which charged a small fee. All these
figures, cited here as an example and referring only to Warsaw, show how
quickly educational aspirations developed among the proletarian masses,
especially workers employed in manufacturing industries. Although educa-
tional ambitions developed first and foremost among workmen, the new
cultural habits, which were quickly growing during the revolution, were also
adopted by workers’ and craftsmen’s wives and daughters who had no
regular job. It was women who predominated in the four courses for
illiterates organized in the centre of Warsaw by the Polish School Promotion
Society. These were mainly 18-40 year old women who worked as domestic
servants36. Other records also testify to the growth of educational aspirations
among working and non-working proletarian women. For instance, a paper
of the Union for Equal Rights for Polish Women in its reports on public
meetings organized by the Union for women of various social groups
emphasized that the participants in the meetings mentioned shortcomings in
education as their greatest handicap. According to “Ster”, the meetings
gathered “multitudes of people hungry for knowledge and demanding asol id
foundation foran independent life”. The paper mentions a workwoman who

3Z Kruszewska, V\lspormlenla iniscences), manuscript, The Central Archives of
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demanded “a school which would give her the most elementary stock of
knowledge after work, or on Sundays”37. After the revolution these aspira-
tions were manifest even in towns far away from Warsaw. Reports from
Biatystok published in “Ster” in 1911 admit that many women were still
illiterate, but they “frequently take an interest in education”33

The men and women who attended elementary courses for adult wor-
kers had, on the whole, a serious and responsible attitude to learning but —
as the organizers of the courses said — they were rather impatient. Wiadys-
tawa Weychertéwna, an organizer of groups set up under the auspices of the
Society for Courses for Adult Illiterates, emphasizes in her memoirs that the
workers expected quick results; they said that a mechanical acquirement of
the ability to read, write and count was not enough for them. They wanted
to be sure that their effort was purposeful; they appreciated fluency inspeech
and writing. Some participants in these courses could read and write, but
they wanted to achieve more. According to Weychertéwna, even the wor-
kers who were only on the threshold of literacy were interested in lessons
inhistory and natural science3. Unfortunately, the sources which have come
down to us make it impossible to determine whether this applied to women
to the same extent as it did to men. However, women did take part in many
forms of education and self-teaching for adult workers and craftsmen, such
as courses for illiterates, popularization of reading habits and even in
systematic education provided by people’s universities. This shows that
women’s educational aspirations were by no means lower than those of men.
But their participation in all forms of education was always less numerous
than the participation of men, and it diminished in older age groups40.

On the other hand, adult workers’ enthusiasm for education was not
general and was frequently short-lived. Such was the opinion of educational
workers who stressed that attendance at courses kept changing. But the
lessons usually took place late in the evening after a whole day of work.
What is certain is that, on the whole, adults were more persistent and
systematic than young people. In analyzing changes in the composition of
audiences at the lectures organized by the University for All, Ludwik
Krzywicki noticed that as the revolutionary wave abated, fewer and fewer
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young people attended them. In 1910 workmen and workwomen between
the age of 30 and 40 and older ones predominated among the listeners;
“today we look in vain for young people in the audience. We can see
gray-haired old men and elderly women, but we do not see people who are
entering life”4L

The decline in workers’ educational aspirations in the post-revolution-
ary period was caused by the fact that they lost much of what they had gained
in 1905-1906 as regards working conditions (working hours were prolonged
again) and by political repression, which affected mainly workers. All social
initiatives to teach adult illiterates were banned. It was only in the last few
years before the outbreak of the Great War that the situation changed a little,
reviving the working class’s aspirations for cultural advance.

The results of this specific “cultural revolution” experienced by wor-
kers in 1905-1908 can hardly be overestimated. The deepest and most
durable were changes in the attitudes of working class communities, men as
well as women, the development of their requirements in the field of culture,
in particular in education. Another manifestation of changes in working
class attitudes was the parents’endeavours to give their children education.

(Translated byJanina Dorosz)

I\P%L& R Zywicki (L Krzywicki), Niecoprandy (A Little Truth), “Nowe Zycie” 1910,
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