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TRANSFORMATIONS IN THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND IN
THE CONSCIOUSNESS AND ASPIRATIONS OF THE POLISH
PEASANTS AT THE TURN OF THE 20TH CENTURY

During the period from enfranchisement to the First World
War, significant and sometimes critical changes took place in prac-
tically all areas of peasant life. In particular, one can regard the
modernization of the peasant family farm as being especially
important, along with the ehanges whieh acecompanied this process
in the area of the spreading of education, civilization, eulture, and
the growth of social, political and national consciousness among
the peasants. This was conditioned in tura by the formatien,
among peasant cireles too, of new political parties at the turn of
the 20th century. On account of the development of their civie
spirit, the peasants were to become more and more a partaer with
an equal say in the affairs of modern Poland. Of interest to us
here will therefere be net so mueh the eeenomic effeets of steering
pest-enfranchisement agrieulture oente the path of eapitalistie
production, as the secial eensequences of sueh events.

For the above reasons, in this attempt to characterize the
peasants I should like to concentrate on the following issues—the
most important for the period of interest to us:

I—stratification processes and the place of the peasants within
the social structure of the modern Polish nation ;

II—the modernization of agriculture and the development of
education in the countryside, territorial self-government and
peasant organizations ;

III—changes In the national consciousness of the peasants;

IV—the social, political and national aspirations of the activists
within the peasant movement.

In view of the limited length of the present article, I shall only
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be able to present in shortened form the most important findings
contained in the existing literature on the subject, to peint up
controversial issues, and alse to indicate areas and questions for
further research.

Scholars have pointed to the slow, but developing processes
of modernization of the structure of Polish society. Despite the
numerical growth of the working class, in 1921 within the strue-
ture of the modern Polish nation peasants together with agri-
cultural workers still aceounted for as mueh as 65.2 % of the
country’s population.! Moreover, one should bear in rmind the faet
that the percentage of the population directly employed in agri-
culture was higher. 1n addition, a considerable proportion of the
working class came from among the peasants. And ties between
this group of werkers and the ceuntryside were still very mueh
alive,

The greatest number of works in the literature concerns the
problem area of internal differentiation among the psessaiss’
Socio-political determinants exerted an important influence on
such research in Poland, and sometimes also on its cognitive ef-
fects. This gave a particularly sharp edge to the polemics—still
in progress today—surrounding such vital issues as the produetion

tM. M. Drozdowsddij, J. Zarnowssdki, Przzmaony stsukkimy
spoltezenpj IT Rmmmx;imjtej [Trans$fomaiations im the Sodidl Strwtdtere off
the Sevwnd Repabikik], in : Dragr przzzz pékwienze. O Polksee lat 1918 --1968,
Warszawa 1969, pp. 260, 279.

Basic, falrly recent compendia on the subject, in which reading fists
on the topics covered in the present article can be found, are : Hdstwria
chiopidw polddichh [A Histtoyy of the Polith Peassandls], vol. II : Okmss zadlwodw
[The Partitiion Pemind], edited by S. Inglot, Warszawa 1972; 1. Illhmato-
wiiazz, A. Maczadk, B. Ziemttaarma, Spubteceasistwo pollsﬂme od X do XX
witkicu [Polissh Sodizyy fraom the 10th to the 20th Cemitwidss], Warszawa 1979 ;
Zamgs histotii gospudaststava wibjjkleizpo w Polxee [Am Outllive Histtoyy uﬂ‘
Ruradl Ecomanyy in Polant]], vol. I1I : Gospmoldaststavo wiiggkicie epaidti khaitia-
lizmu (1870~ 1944) [Rurail Ecomymyy in the Era of Capiitditism (18EY6-1944)],
Warszawa 1970 ; Hisituida kolitwyy matterdlieiej Polddti w zampgiie [The Hdisttory
of Matsrrahil Cullw:ee in Polanid im Outlivg], vol. VI : Od 1870 do 1918 [Fram
1870 to 1918], edited by B. Baramowskki, J. Barttys$, T. Sobczak,
Warszawa 1979.
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effects of small and large-acre farms and their development
prospects, the determinants of internal differentiation among the
peasants, the extent of stratification processes within different
categories of peasant farms, and the interrelations between the
economie position and the social and political pesition of these
groups.

The blossoming of research which took place at the beginning
of the 20th century was connected, among other things, with the
discussions then in progress concerning the agrarian programmes
defined by the main political lines and groupings. The spreading
of designs for the carrying-out of agricultural reform was ac-
companied by a debate on the question of the development pro-
spects of small and large agricultural heldings. The revival of stieh
designs in the 1930s was connected with the diffieult situation in
agrieulture, and with the seareh for paths leading to an effective
solution to a long-term crisis. The advocates of agrarian
change—and among these were sueh eminent experts en rural
affairs as Frameiszek Bujak and Juliusz Poniatowski—made a case
for the superiority of peasant farming over that based en large
heldings. Peniatowski peinted ameng eother things te the faet
that peasant farms are capable of achieving quiek results, and ean
alse aet as an impulse for the develepment of 6ther branehes of the
natienal eeenemy. This was eenfirmed by eeenemie practice. We
sheuld alse nete the faet that ene of the mest fermidable and
eminent of Polish eeenemists and sehelars of the agrarian issue
in Peland, Wiadystaw Grabski, alse leaned in the 1930s in the
direction of argumentation in faveur ef the superierity ef small-
seale as opposed to large-seale farming.

Without going into the ideological arguments, or the problem
of the influence of particular economie schools on the distartion
of research findings which sometimes occurs, one cannot help
being surprised at the durability and vitality of the peasant family
farm in Poland, and at its extraordinary resistance even under
extremely difficult conditions. Without doubt this is semething
which merits a thorough examination.

Another vital issue arousing comtraversy among historians and
economists up to the present day, is the question of assessiment
of the scope of processes of “fragmentation” and “cumulation”
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of peasant holdings. Establishing the scope of these phenomena is
of vital significance in defining the role played by particular
peasant groups—i.e., landless peasants and smallholders, and
those with medium holdings and rich peasants—within various
sectors of the peasant community, and by the peasant class’ as
a whole within the country’s social sfructiire.

Among the most commonly applied determinants of internal
differentiation among peasants‘“—and these determinants have
been subjeet to continual improvement over the course of many
years of research and polemics—one can mention acreage of land-
holdings (practically everyone regards this as the chief criterion),
scale of crop and livestock production, Aufaber of farm buildings,
implements and machines, use of hired labour, the degree of
processing and technological development, non-farm ineeme, form
of land owtership.

However, application of the above-mentioned determinants of
internal stratification among peasants is dependent in research
practice, though not in theoretical deliberations, on the state of the
sources. While the latter usually allow us to study agriculltural
stfucture in the main. Moreover, each peasant farm is such a
complex production workshop, that application of the above-
mentioned differentiation determinants makes it difficult to carry
out analyses of a quantitative nature.

Konstanty Czerniewski® was able to carry out a semewhat
fuller analysis of the social structure of the peasants during the
capitalist era, since he was in possession of material from a farming
questionnaire speclally prepared for this purpose during the years

In describing the peasant community of the capitalist era, sdme
historians and sociologists of late have used the term “peasant class”, and
not “group” or “stratum”.

Cf. in particular M. Mieszczankowski, Struktura agrarna*
Poltii migdyyopejeeinej [Agricidital Stmcttvre in  IntervWiliar  Poblend],
Warszawa 1960 ; idemn, Rolmdttwo II Rzexyposppivditej [Agmicidinere im the
Sexwmd Repbbiki], Warszawa 1983.

K. Czzervitewkk i, Zggddrigaia sstukityury aapaarsjei [Phablemss
of Agriccitlinatal Stmwcttuaie], in : Stukhtiera spobzeeaa wsii poldlspj, Warszawa
1937. Cf. ibidtem, E. Strzelleecddii, Amitéeta rolbwn Instituntu Gd3gepddasitna
Spatecgapyo [The Soaidl Ecomamyy Insiitide Farmifng Quextidonaiadte], R.
Jabiomowskit i, Ludmséé bezdina [The Lamdltess Pomaubtitiop], K. Bem-
t lewssdna, Wigisyy pramedensgici, remuééei oraz prascowiticy umgbdoivi i fli-
zyeeni o Staigbh uposdtertidch [Counttyy Tradbess, Penssiomers and Wittite-
Colllar and Mamiall Worlicess on Penmawrent Itooones].
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1934- 1935 by the Social Economy Institute. This embraced all
farms in the 35 villages taken as being representafiive, and was
preceded by an experimental questionnaire, the so-called Miedzy-
le$ questionnaire of 1932. In relation to the beginning of the 20th
century, attempts were made to recreate social structure among
the peasants through monographic studies of the countryside. The
scientific value of these works, which arose especially within the
framework of Framciszek Bujak's seminars, remains comsiderable
even today. However, the question arises, to what extent can
monographs devoted to particular villages be regarded as represen-
tative for given regions within the country. Studies on particular
villages or regions of the country are still being carried out.®

Neverthelless, the current state of research allows us to describe
or pick out the basic processes of land stratification among the
peasants.

Among the most significant phenomena of the post-
enfranchisement countryside, one can undoubtedly mention a
check in the increase in acreage of farms at the expense of peasant
holdings. Despite the maintaining of the prominent position of the
landownets” a process began (last of all in the Prussian
sector—from the year 1880) of a gradual reduction in the number
of large-acre farms, and of their passing chiefly inte the hands
of the peasants. It was partly owing to precisely these parcelization
processes that medium-sized holdings maintained and even
strenghthened their pesition in the Prussian and Russian sectors.
Thus for example, within the Polish Kingdom peasants with
mediurm-sized holdings possessed more than a halff of the farms
and two-thirds of the land. While the propertion of rieh peasant
farms dropped here to 4.3 % in 1904, and the amount of land

& For a list of works concerning the history of particular villages and
regions, see M. Mioduchowskka, Matrraaty do biblldogafifii hhsdorii
ructhu ludoneggo w latasth 1864 - 1974. Druiki zwnartde wylkdase w HRullsce
Ludbwepj (1945-19874) (Bibliiogzpipkic Matwtitl on the Histtoyy of the Peesemt
Mousemeent duming the Yesrss 1864 - 1974. Puitiléetitivns in BoolicFBomm Iksued
in Pegpitss Polamdd (1945- 1974)], Warszawa 1979, pp. 361 -420. The list of
works included in this book cites literature issued before 1939.

7 At the time of enfranchisement large landholdings still accounted for
57% of all agricultural land in the Poznanh region, 37 % in western Galicia,
44% in eastern Galicia, and 56.5 % of agricultural land in the Polish King-
dom in 1876.
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occupied by them—to 15.7 %% The proportion of large peasant
holdings in Galicia was even less, comprising barely 6.3% of the
land. Only in the Prussian sector did wealthy peasant farms com-
prise a significant proportion of peasant lands—60% in Masuria,
520 In Gdansk Pomeramia, 40° in the Poznan region, and 22%
in Opole Silesia. The proportion of agricultural workers within
a breakdown of the country population also increased, especially
in the Prussian and Russian sectors. In the Pelish Kingdom the
number of such workers rose from 220,000 at the time of enfran-
chisement (1864) to 1,220,000 in 1901, whieh is t6 say 18% of the
fural population. On the other hand, one of the characteristic
features of stratification processes il Galieia was the predoeminance
of small farms and small holdings, ameunting to 80%.

One can no doubt argue as to the tempo and considerable varia-
tions in the growth of capitalism and the scope of economic
modernization in the different sectors and regions of the country.
But the social consequences of these moditfications were multi-
tarious and far-reaching.

Above all the reorgamizing of agriculture along the lines of
capitalist economics, like the exigencies of the development of
industry, effected a fundamental modernization of the structure
of Polish society. It expedited unification processes within the
soclal strata and classes of the different sectors, and comsfituted
an essential condition for the shaping of a modern Polish nation,
uniform despite the partitions. The peasant order (class) trans-
formed from the peasant estate became, along with the newly-
arisen working class, the chief component of the nation, initially
mainly in view of its numetical strength—rmore than 80% of the
country’s population—and subsequently also on acecount of its
growing position in the capitalist process of production and,
gradually, in socio-political life too.

8 Cf. especially K. Gromiowsddij, Kausettia agramea w Kiéldsttnie
Polkstim, 1871 -10414 [The Lamil Questidon in the Polithh Kingdom, 1871 - 1914],
Warszawa 1966 ; idem, Rdiwtidey rolbii w Kiiddestwie Poldim [Hyori-
culltmabl Warkees's in the Politth Kiwgidorh], Warszawa 1977.
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One can alsoe point to the multifarious intetdependencies and
interactions between the new phenomena connected with the
modernization of agriculture and the development of education in
the countryside, territorial self-government and peasant organiza-
tions of a socio-economic and cultural and educational nature.

The reorganizing of post-enfranchisement agriculture along
the lines of capitalist, market production—irrespective of any
negative effects accompanying this process—forced the peasants
into modernizing their farms, introducing modern methods of hus-
bandry and animal-rearimg, learning about new varieties of grain
and seeds, about agricultural machines and machines for processing
milk for exarnple, and about the use of artificial fertilizers. The
inereased sale of agricultural and food produce, as well as the
buying of industrial eommodities, created conditions for combined
activity on the part of the peasants in the countryside, and for
greater contaet with the town,

However, all these new enterprises could not have been duly
accomplished without the growth and spreading of elementary and
professional (agricultural) education, the invelving of the peasants
in work in territorial self-government, especially in the village
and commune and over a somewhat longer prospect—without the
gaining of a position of independence by the peasants in the socio-
economic and cultural and edueational organizations then arising
in the couwntryside.

In describing elementary education in the countryside, educa-
tion historians generally agree ° on the fact that the greatest
progress in the spread of education was made in the Prussian
sector, considerable progress in Galicia, and the least progress in
the Polish Kingdom. Evidence of the degree of effort and of the
pace at which the Aumber of elementary schools rose is provided
by the following data : in the Poznah region in 1820 there existed
around 400 schools, and in 1911—aimost 3,000 ; in Galieia in 1840

Cf. the recently published work, including reading list, Dzieje szkol-°
nigtvaa i ofwidaty na wsii poliiép; do 1918 [A Histoyy of Schamiling and
Edugaition in the Polish Coanitygiside up to 1918)], vol. I, edited by S. Miii~
cthalkddi i, Warszawa 1982,
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around 1,950 schools existed, and in 1910—around 5,200. In the
Polish Kingdom, during a period of intemsive development in
elementary education, 1,710 new schools arose during the years
1904 - 1914, including as many as 1,025 during the two years
immediately preceding the outbreak of the First World War. How-
ever, the scale of illiteracy was still greatest in the Polish King-
dom, amounting to 69.5% of the population in 1906.® Historians
also draw attention to the fact that the teaching syllabus was
brought up to date too slowly, and that education in the Prussian
sector was subject to Gerfhanization measufes, and in the Polish
Kingdom—to Russification measures.

None the less, compared with the pre-enfranchisement period,
one has to say—and this is something which is not always ap-
preciated in the literature—that access to elementary education
was made available to peasant youth for the first time on such
a scale. One can probably even talk about the accomplishing of a
breakthrough in the dissemination of education in the counntryside
in this period, which was of fundamental significance for the
spreading of the printed word among the peasants. Stanistaw
Araszkiewicz, scholar of education and learning in the Russian
sector, expresses the view that "the enfranchisement changed
the attitude of the country population towards learning In a
fundamental way”.

For the spreading of reading and writing among the peasants,
only a few per cent of whom could read and write at the time
of enfranchisement, represented an indispensable condition not
only for raising the level of professional qualifications and of
civilization generally, but also for access to almanacs, newspapers,
pamphlets, and finally books. In a letter of 6 January, 1894, to the
editor of "Nowa Reforma” (New Reform), the peasant writer
Jakub Bojko, subsequently an activist within the peasant move-
ment, thus described the spreading among the peasants of the
urge to acquire the reading habit, the need for richer and richer
reading material for the peasant: "not so long ago the peasants

# Z Kmiexikk, Rutdh o$miittowy na wsi. Knitestwo Polsise 1905 -
1914 [The Edacxdtdoahl Mowement in the Coanttysiside. The Politbh Kitigghom,
1905-19842}, Warszawa 1963, p. 95, cf. map following p. 16.

Y Driinge szkalimdotaa, ..., p. 173.




POLISH PEASANTS AT THE TURN OF THE 20TH C. 125

were well content with an almanac or a dream-hook, but today
many of them read the daily newspapers, which are printed for
the educated, and books, which are printed for the intelligentsia
[...J0aktaasaanmanbbédoeehhavesbitititaevwaattsnimoee,tthenmoeehke
eats, so it is with the people : the more they read, the more they
want to know how It was, and why”.H

While access for increasing numbers of peasant youth to the
teacher training schools arising along with the development of
elementary education, and in Galicia to secondary schools and
higher education as well, broadened the recruiting base for the
country intelligentsia.

The majority of the 41,000 pupils attending Galician secondary
schools in 1913 consisted of peasant youth. In some towns, such
as Bochnia, Sacz, Tarnéw and Cracow, the proportion of peasant
sons at grammar schools amounted to 75%, and in Nowy Targ
almost as much as 90%. This was not without significance for the
ninefold increase in the number of peasant youths at the Jagiel-
lonlan Unlversity over the years 1850 - 1901. In 1901 225 of the
1,405 Jagiellonian Unlversity students were sons of peasants,
which is to say more than 16%. Peasant youth was not so well
represented in the secondary schools of the Polish Kingdom, and
constituted only 10 - 113% of the total number of pupils at such
schools just before the First World War.

Alongside the aforesaid peasant readers of country news-
papers, among the first organizers of education in the countryside
and also the awakeners of political and national consciousness
among farming people, and inspirers of independent organization
among the peasants, an important role was played by former
pupils of teacher training schools, secondary and higher-education
schools recruited precisely from the country youth. Needless to
say, not all of them took up work In peasant circles.

Along with the enfranchisement of the peasants, there was also
a widening of the powers of cammunal and district self-govern-

i Quoted after J. Kowall, Toummrzpstwo Demuikagtyeene Poldde we
Lupmige i jego rola w organiicvaminiu Stoowiditave Ludhweggo w Galliigiji [[The
Politsh Demuncatitic Sociztyy im Leow, and Its Rolke in the Organiirigg of the
Peassomt Pantty in Galitéd), in : Stalda z dzitgféw ruchu ludhweggo ofitircavane
Cresstowoioi Wygeebhoivi w 70 rocaridee wramiin, Warszawa 1969, p. 47.
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ment, based chiefly on laws from 1864 in the Polish Kingdom and
from 1866 in Galicia. The experience gained from the operation of
territorial self-government, despite all its limitations—which is
what researchers mainly draw attention to*—not only contributed
to economie progress and a higher level of ecivilization in the
eountryside, and to activation of the peasants in the village
and in the region, but alse brought about positive changes ifi the
consciousness and attitudes of the peasants. These phenomena,
as they related to Galieia, were deseribed by Stanislaw Tarnewski
in 1896 in a pamphlet entitied Lo wieipii migdzy tadesh i +oz-
kladwm [Country People betursn Order and Disinggraiiost]: “In
consequence of the inerease in sehools and reading, i eonseguence
of aetive participation in parish and distriet affairs, over the past
thirty years a new generation has grewn up in the villages, a
generation differing eensiderably frem the preceding ene. 1ts
herizens are broader, its thinking mere varied. Knowledge of the
law under whieh the peeple live and of the eonditions in whieh
they live has beesie mere widespread and mere lueid, and knew-
ledge of the eutside werld has Beeorne greater. Greater aetivity
of the mind has led te a sharpening ot the eapaeity i@ think and
reasen. The desire e read, the imfgt for and stoering of knewledge
Rave alss undeubtedly iﬂ@f@&&%@”

The participation of peasants in the work of country self-
government was also conducive to the emergence of local spokes-
men and activists. The experience gained by many peasants as
members of village government, local clerks and village mayors
from the 1860s on, proved to be of great service in organizing the
peasant political movement at the turh of the 20th century. The
most outstanding peasants—activists and subsequent parliamentary
and state figures—also went through this school of territorial self-
government—for example Winecenty Wites, Jakub Bojko, and
Blazej Stolarski.

Academic sessions devoted to the topic of communal selfgovernment
were recently held at the universities in £.6dZ and Lublin. Papers delivered
at these sessions are in the press.

# Quoted after A. Gumriicz, O “réwmg mimkke —dtla chiigdiw,
Poglagyy i dzidbditod$¢ piewsaiej chiuskide; orgmriiaaji poliiygnziej w Hullsce
Zuigkku Streowidotava Chilapskleiggo 1893 -12988 {For an “Equall Say'’—ffor the

Peassaits. The Viewss and Adivitity of the First Peassmit Polificebl Ofyanidmtion
in Polard, the Pewsmit Pantyy Fedwetition, 1893 -10988], Warszawa 1963, p. 44.



POLISH PEASANTS AT THE TURN OF THE 20TH C. 127

The development of socio-economic and cultural and education-
al organizations also came about in the post-enfranchisement
period. In the Polish Kingdom alone, as a result of a ban by the
Russian administratiion, these only arose after the 1905 revolution,
which is to say some decades later, the effect of which could
partially be seen in, among other things, the tardy growth of
civilization in this part of the country. Researchers no longer see
the chief role of these organizations as being the establishing of
principles of social consolidation among the masses. However,
emphasis is still largely placed on their contribution to the develop-
ment of edueation and culture, progress in agrieultuie, and
eivilization if the countryside. Under the eonditions whieh prevail-
ed the role they, played in this respeet was indeed very great.
For in view of the insufficient network of elementary sehoeels and
eultural institutions for woerkets, and in view of the Germanizatien
and Russificatien attempts, the aferesaid erganizations engaged
in supplementary education ef a general and professienal nature.
They erganized agrieultural sehoels, pepular universities, and
espeeially varieus kinds of training 6eurses, they eneeuraged self-
edueation and ran libraries and private seheels. The seale of the
achievements of seme of these organizations—eperating 6A an
entirely veluntary basis—is impressive even teday. Thus fer
instamee, the Polish Sehoel Centre, eperating from 19056 mainly
ameng the peasants of the Pelish Kingdom, managed in the course
of enly three years te organize over 900 leeal eireles with areund
150,000 members, ran 681 primary seheels (where 63,000 pesple
feceived edueation), 317 Aurseries (for 14,401 ehildren), and 506
libraries. 1A the twe terms of 1906 the Centre's Pepular University
had 8,255 studenis®

Also worthy of particular attention (though the least studied
aspect to date) is the role of socio-economic and educational and
cultural organizations—especially under the particular political
conditions prevailing in the Prussian and Russian sectors—in
arousing national consciousness among the peasants, and among
the workers too, for that matter. This was especially significant

15 J Holzeer, J. Mollemdha, Pok¥aes w piamssse; wujjide Swidatanej
[Polamd duritwg the First Worlld Wanj], 3rd edition, Warszawa 1973, p. 468.
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during the last two decades of the 19th century, i.e. up to the
arisal and spreading of political parties among the peasants them-
selves. Especially in conditions where reading was still a rare
habit in the countryside, these organizations represented the chief
transmitter of ideas to the peasants, including those of a national
charaeter.

Stanistaw Grabski, organizer of work among the peasants and
an eminent expert on the subject, thus described the role of these
organizations in arousing national consciousness among the
peasants : “The leading alm of not only the two great comspiratorial
organizations—the Polish Socialist Party and the National
League—but of all the cultural federations and associations, in
which hundreds of Intellectuals throughout Poland worked
quietly, though with great self-sacrifice and perseveramee, over
the course of at least 35 years (from 1880 until 1914)—"Sekél”
(Faleon), the School Centres, the Popular Sehool Society, the
Agricultural Cireles, the Popular and Farmers’ Banks—the leading
aim was one and the same—t6 win over to Poland the hearts of the
Polish people. [...] However, historical objectivism requires me to
emphasize the faet that by far the majority of the work most
fesponsible for the patiiotic enlighteniment of the people did not
arise from party initiatives. The patiiotic work of the parties
was fot a seuree, but ene of the symptoms of a general awareness
among the bedy of our white-eollar workers—an awareness seiv-
ing to weld them into a single soeial stratum, in spite of differences
in profession and even in party affiliation—of the duty te werk
ameng the people for Poland, so that they sheuld feel en equal
terms with the most educated seetiens of society as an heir te the
entire theusand-year histery 6f the nation”

1L

I have already pointed to the factors serving to shape national
consciousness among the peasants. These were varied and complex

¥ g5 Gratbskij, Mysli o drtijosjej dmaee Polski [Thaugihds on the
Histtorizlal Paith of Pokund), Glasgow 1944, pp. 154 - 155.
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in natunee™ At this point I shall merely restrict myself to an
attempt at answering the question of why the winning-over of the
peasants to the idea of independence became one of the leading
assignments of the era, and to an indication of the differences and
delays in the processes involved in the shaping of the consciousness
of the peasants in comparison with other social groups.

Dissemination of the independence idea constituted one of the
essential internal prerequisites for the regaining of Poland's in-
dependence in the event of favourable international circumstances,
But at the end of the 19th century, among the most numerous
social stratum of the modern nation—the peasants (and in large
measure this related to the workers, t0o), awareness of the need
for one’s own state only existed among the none too numerous
cirecles making up the peasant political élite. It was for this
reasof that the winning-over of the peasant majority in Pelish
society to the independence idea became one of the leading
assignments of the era.

A number of controversies have begun to accumilate around
the issue of the shaping of national consciousness ameng the
peasants, as interest in the subject has grown over recent years®

i I have pointed elsewhere to more than ten major factors serving to
shape national consciousness among the peasants, namely : the pull of tradi-
tion, the influence of population shifts, military service in the sector armies,
education, reading of the press, almanacs and books, the policy of the sector
authorities, “organic work™, national liberation activity of social groups,
strata and classes, political parties and socio-economic and cultural and
educational organizations, military organizations and formations, folk
culture and general national culture, and religion. Cf. J. Mo llemdda, Udvagi
w spravisie kezatibtoanmnia sig Swibaldowioici nanwidomiej w piavszyzym duwddis-
stabetiu XX witklbu [Somte Remaakks Comeenting the Shapping of Niddimmal
Consciousness duting the Firsst Two Dewmrdes of the 20th Cenitmyly], “Kwar-
talnik Historyczmy'”, 1978, No. 2, pp. 315-328.

# Cf. especially H. Brodowskka, Chigpi o soltite i Polbsee. RRewibj
$witndomiosci spatemaomadunidiwej [The Peassatits on Themsetves and Pebiend.
The Demtlppment of Sodidl and Natiéonil Concsidossselss], Warszawa 1984 ;
J. Chlebhowcez/kk, Praeessy nanuidotivércze we wsthddrjej Eumpde $éol-
kowej w daotiée kapithiiemu (od schwtku XWIIT do poxzatitbu XX w)) [Ndtdom-
Formiigg Praxeesses in Eastenn Centtabl Eurappe in the Capistiiist Era (ffom
the Classe of the 18th Centtmyy to the Bepiwiigg of the 20th Ceetuwry)],
Warszawa 1975; S. Kiemiiewitez, Higtoylyk a Swéddoniosé nawoddona
[The Hidtowian amdl Nattéombl Caonsscdosienelss], Warszawa 1982; J. Kowec-
kii, U pocagitibw nowsrewregego nanmilu [Att the Beymmgms of a Méddiemn
Natiéot], in : Palbkka w epwee oSuéeeemia. Paristaistspelepoiehstiovvefculima,
edited by B. Le$modioorsskki, Warszawa 1971; T. Eepkowski,
Patsha—raratodyiny noswseeesgego hanwiu 1764 - 1870 [Pdhudd—t#ﬂze Bintth of
a Modiern Nattdon 1764-198700], Warszawa 1967; J. Molendh,

9 Acta Poloniae Historica 57
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The essence of the debate does not, it seems, relate to a total
negation of this process, but involves different views and evalua-
tions regarding the scope of such consclousness, the degree to
which it was something general, at various stages of its develop-
ment. Controversies also arise from the fact that the very notion
of national conseiousness is variously interpreted. In order, there-
fore, to avold any ambiguities, 1 ought to explain my under-
standing of the phenomenon in question, and to point at the same
time to a fundamental, critieal divide in the history of the growth
of national conseciousness among the peasants.

On the basis of the researches I have conducted, I have come
to the conclusion that one can distinguish two basic stages in the
long-lasting process—beginning at the end of the 18th century and
ending with the Second World War—of the shaping of a modern
national consciousness among the Polish peasants. The first stage
consists of the existence of an awareness of ties with one’s native
tongue, religion, land (territory), customs, culture, people, in other
words an awareness of an individual national identity. While the
second stage consists of realization of the need for the existence,
or under conditions of bondage—for the regaining, of one's own
state. In concrete historical reality these two stages, especially
during the seeond phase, eneroached one upon the other, eom-
plementing each other. Moreover, ascertainment of the existence
of specific ties during the first stage of the growth the conscious-
ness, especially ties of language, customs, religion and territory, is
net neeessarily synenyrmous with awareness of those ties on the
part of all members of a given eommunity. There ean alse be far-
reaehing differentiatien in the development of given kinds of ties,
depeding on time and speeific conditions. Jozef Chlebowezyk's
researeh for instance—in the werk already eited—revealed eon-
siderable differenices ifi the growth of consciousness in ethnically-
faixed territories in the "liAguistie/national berderiands”.

w spramide ksdtdbtoaramia sig Swiadorndici namtlowej...; iddrem, KRola
ruchu ludoveggo w ksztdidwaraniu Switaidomissci namatbowjej i spoltecese; ailio-
péw [The Roke of the Peasant Mowement in the Shaping of Natfiondl end
Sodidl Comxpdoasessss amany the Peassmtdfs], “Roczniki Dziejéw Ruchu Ludo-
wego”, 1983/84, No. 23/24 ; idem, Wphyw uksizlittvanénmia sig¢ nowwozemnego
naraiu na wallite 0 nigpollelpidsé [The Effwmtt of the Formitwg of a Mébetiern

Natiiom on the Strggide for Indhppeddemede], In : Z pergpektywy szedéilzinsipriu
lat, Warszawa 1982,
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Nevertheless the processes of the shaping of a sense of in-
dividual national identity dominated during the first phase. With
the majority of peasants, consciousness of the need to regain
one’'s own state came later, and was a consequence of the pheno-
mena associated with the first stage. Stamistaw Grabski has in-
dicated that the winning-over of the peasants "to the struggle for
the regaining of independence™—which I take to be conscious-
ness of the second stage—was achieved at the end of the 19th
gentury in Great Poland and Pemerania, and between 1905 and
1914 in Galiecia, the Pelish Kingdom and Silesia.”

My own findings more or less confirm Grabski's opinion con-
cerning the chronology of the processes of development of national
consciousness in the second stage, in relation to the Polish King-
dom and Galicia. But with the qualification that the intensification
and spreading of these phenomena fell in the second halff of the
1910s. For the development of consclousness of the need to regain
one's own state (secomnd-stage consciousness) developed for
hundreds of thousands and finally millions, only in the second
decade of the 20th century, and especially during the years of the
First World War and at the beginning of the Second Republic.
Reliable data serving to eonfirm this view are provided by analysis
of the growing support of the peasants for the peasant parties and
their press organs, campaigning widely for the rebirth of Poland.
This support was expressed by the influx of thousands and even
tens of thousands of peasants to the peasant parties and the not
muech lesser veluntary participation of peasant youth in indepen-
denice organizations and military formations, in participation in
active resistance against the German and Austrian oceupying
forees, and in disarmarment of the sector armies, in overthrowing
the old power apparatus and in setting up the new Polish authori-
ties. Similar testifony is provided by the participation of peasants
in national eonferences and displays, the number of participants
at whieh ean be estifnated in failliens during the years 1911665-1919,
and alse by the mass turn-eut at the first Sejm electien, as well
as attitudes during the Polish-Russian war of 1919 - 1920.

Certain similarities to the processes involved in the develop-

S Grathskdii, Mylli o dzbjjoujei dmiee.,.., p, 185,
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ment of national consciousness among the peasants might be found
in those affecting at least the largest groups, proportionally, of
workers, recruited from the coumtryside.

Initially it was only a minority of society within the Polish
lands which was sensible of the loss of its own state following the
partiions. It was with a minority of society, too, that national
consciousness took shape in both stages of its development simul-
taneously, together with the development of a modern Polish
nation. In the first place this applied to the heirs of the gemtry
nation—landowneis, intelligentsia and certain groups of the
bourgeoisie. It was because of this, among other things, that—as
Jerzy Koweeki writes—"the repositories of national conscious-
ness” at the earliest stage, in the last quarter of the 18th century,
"were above all the first members of the Polish professional intel-
ligenitsia and the edtuicated, patriotie sections of the gentry and
faiddle classes”®

Whereas consciousness of the new function of the state follow-
ing the victorious bourgeois-democratic revolutions, a state grant-
Ing equal rights to the peasant masses and providing them with
legal protection, linking them with itself in the process, could only
belong to the relatively small groups of Polish peasants who had
taken part in the liberation struggles of the 19th century in Poland
or beyond its borders, or who came within the sphere of their
influence. At the same time, the vast majority of Polish peasants
associated the former Commonwealth with villeinage, with free-
dom, rights, independemce chiefly for the "lords” (by which
expression they usually undefsiood not only the landlords, but
also the officials) : they did not regard the Commonwealth as their
own state.

For this reason it was rather dangerous for the future of the
nation, for the prospects of regaining Poland’s independence, that
in the consciousness of the majority of society its decline was not
identified with the loss of one’s own country. Instead, the peasants
remembered that many legal acts serving to improve their situation
in the areas of enfranchisement, territorial self-gowvernment,
schooling, and eredit facilities for instanece, had been promulgated

# J Kowenddij, U poczgkhdw nouvocewsnego namaiu.,.., p. 164
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by the partifioning powers. These factors should also largely be
borne in mind in explaining the phenomenon whereby—in spite
of the development of national consciousness among them—the
majority of peasants did not initially sense the need to regain their
own state. For the safe reason, even ifi the seeond peasant genera-
tion following the enfranchisement reforms, there were fairly
widespread fears that villeinage might retuem, that the future
Poland would still be a "lords’ Poland”. For ifi peasant consecious-
ness the issue of the state's rebirth was linked with the guestion :
what will it be like—will it be for the "lerds” or for the “peeple” ?
Satisfastory answers to all these guestions and deubts had te be
provided by those ameng the medern pelitieal fermations develep-
ing at the turn ef the 20th eentury whe wished te win ever the
peasants to their pelieies, and espeeially te the independence idea.

v

Although peasants could be found within the orbit and sphere
of influence of all the political trends and groupings existing at
the turn of the 20th century, I shall deal here exclusively with
those active within the peasant movement.® For they were in the
best position to meet the basic aspirations of the peasants. One
might well pause here to consider why in fact the peasant move-
ment within the Polish lands, as in only a few other countries,
crystallized into one of the main independent political currents
and groupings, and why even today it constitutes an integral part
of the Polish party-political system. Another interesting and in-
sufficiently explained issue concerns the question of why there
was no fully-developed peasant movement in the Prussian sector
prior to 1918, as there was in Galiela and the Polish Kingdom,

# See in more detail J. Molemddba, Rolm ruchu ludoweggo w odhinddnnie
nigpoiigiptoici Polkiti [The Rolke of tie Peassont Mowemsent in the Rebmiltiing
of Imdbzpedeldnt Polard], “Roczniki Dmejéw Ruchu Ludowegs”, 1968, Ne. 10
iddrem, Migjsee ruthu ludmneggo w Zgpriu wsii i wi¥pid inmygbh obazifw ol
tyzzyojeh [The Placce of the Peassawt Mowement in the Life of the CGouwtnhy-
side and in the Midst of otharr Polifidehl Grauppinggls], in: Polldlaac XUX wiieky,
Pafisttwo-sixpetarrifictwordtdraltura, edited by S. Kiemiieewitez, 3rd edition,
Warszawa 1986.
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and despite the fact that it was precisely the Great Poland and
Pomeranian peasants who led the way within the Polish lands
from an economic point of view as well as regards the level of
civilization and the growth of national consciousness. Why, finally,
did the peasant movement take on a more radical form in the
Polish Kingdom, within whose agricultural structure the dominant
position was held by peasants with medium-size holdings, and a
more moderate form in Galieia, where the proportion of small
farms and small holdings was as high as 80% ?

I shall restrict myself here to a mere indication of the most
important issues spearheading the political thought and practice
of the peasant movement, and preoccupying the peasants them-
selves, and of significance at the same time not only for the
country community and the period of interest to us. First and
foremost these should include :

— the separate status of the peasants and the independence
of the peasant movement ;

— the durability of peasant farming ;

— peasant autonomy ;

— the idea of independence and of one’s own state ;

— the commitment of the peasant movement activists to the
idea of a People’s Poland as the opposite of a “lords’ Poland”.

The demand for separate status for the peasants and for in-
dependence for the peasant movement, often undermined by forces
both to the right and to the left of it, expressed itself before 1918
primarily in the struggle to gain equal rights, on a par with other
social classes and strata, and with the political groups representing
them. In agricultural concepts developed later, also emphasizing
the special qualities inherent in the peasant class, again it was
not hegemonic aims which dominated, but postulates relating to
independence and to the equal right of peasants and peasant
movement activists to occupy their due place in the life of the
country. The peasant movement activists did not agree to the
peasants’ playing the role of “yoiuinger brother” either to the land-
owners of to the workers.

The durability of peasant farming, one of the chief canons
of the peasant movement, was to constitute a kind of economic
base for the social and political independence and self-reliance
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of the peasants. The larger peasant farms, representing the
peasant’s stable, permanent workshop, ought in accordance with
the concepts of the peasant movement, not only to provide for his
own family, but also to satisfy the food requirements of the
country. The peasant movement also appreciated the spiritual
values residing in the peasant family farm. The peasant family,
possessing material security ifi its holdings and mmaintaining ties
with family and neighbouts, was to provide support and a sense
of safety. The attachent of the peasants to the land prevented the
latter from passing inte foreign hands, which in the Prussian
sector alse helped to proteet its Pelishness.

According to some of the theoreticians of the peasant move-
ment, peasant self-government, along with self-government of
other groups and classes, was to be the mest widespread form
of organization of society. Self-governing organizations were to
direct the manufactire of all goods, influenee the shaping of inter-
personal relations, and to afford protection against the domination
of state bureaucraRy. The peasants gained experience in the area
of self-government net only frem woerk ifi territerial self-govern-
ment, but alse within the co-operative movement, agrieuwlfwial
cireles and other country organizations. To this day, however,
we are fiet able to give a precise explanation as to why the rank-
and-file activity of the peasants themselves within these erganiza-
tions was subjeet to fluectuatien.

I have already pointed to the winning-over of the peasants to
the independemce idea. The peasant movement activists must take
the greatest credit for transmitting to peasant consciousness the
need for regaining the state, and after 1918—for maintaining it
and defending its sovereign rights. Taking their cue from the in-
sufficient participation of the peasants in the national uprisings of
1830 and 1863, and from the current state of national conscious-
ness among the peasant masses, who feared the return of a “lords’
Poland”, they put forward the slogan for a new model, “People’s
Poland”. For they realized that the idea of Poland’s independence
would only attfact the peasants if at the same time its cormtent
was socially progressive and consistenit with their needs and vital
interests.

To win the peasants over to a democratized independence idea,



136 JAN MOLENDA

the chief architect of which in the peasant movement was Boles-
taw Wystouch, the peasant activists undertook action in two main
directions :

1) They conducted a critical appraisal of the past, which was
meant to break down the accumulated fears of the peasants that
a gentry Poland might return, and at the same time to instil into
them the thousand-year traditions of the Polish nation.

2) Simultaneously they propagated the ideal of a new,
democratic-repulblican Poland, which was to carry out suitable
socio-political reforms in accordance with the needs of the peasant
masses. For at this stage Polish society had yet to encounter
changes of a bourgeois-democratic character.

Taking into account the interests of the peasants, the indepen-
dence programme of the peasant movement activists, in the
formulation of which the peasant élite also took part, assumed a
nation-wide significance as well. This happened not only, or not
s0 much, because it was devised with the majority of society in
mind, because it pointed to sound solutions to the fundamental
problems of the era, but above all because it was disseminated
among broad circles of the peasants. At the same time this
constituted a fundamental, essential eondition for their participa-
tion in the liberation moverents, in direct action for the regaining
of an independent state, and for theif commitment in the struggle
for a democratie shape for the latter during the first years of the
Seeend Republie.

(Translated byy PRHESip G7. Smiith)





