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Abstract

Russian Poland was among the most militant tsarist borderlands during the 1905-1907
Revolution in the Russian Empire. However, only a decade later, when revolutionary
movements again loomed large and shook the whole region after 1917, Poland remained
relatively calm. Forging a new statehood after 1918 rivaled the earlier popular drive
toward social revolution. Revolution was aborted in Poland; in other rim regions of the
Russian Empire, however, the situation evolved differently, and this scenario should not be
taken as self-explanatory. The dynamic of political contention on the ground in the inter-
revolutionary decade is the key to understand the pathways of the new state and its society.
But the existing accounts deliver only a fragmentary picture, concentrating on the teleology
of nation, nation state and its elites or party politics. Meanwhile, the dynamics of labor con-
tention can be hardly squared with unanimous class or national mobilizations. This article
addresses this gap drawing from an extensive collection of courses on social unrest and con-
flict in the Kingdom of Poland based on administrative sources from local Polish and central
Russian archives (more than 3300 entries on contentious events). Covering broad available
sources, it offers a picture of labor unrest spanning from tinier township workshops, insu-
lar, dispersed industrialization of smaller cities harboring quite large mills, to fully-fledged
industrial power hubs. The findings show the large heterogeneity of conflict among urban
workers. The initial enthusiasm of the 1905 upheaval did not hold sway for long. Workers
were tired with the revolutionary mobilization, derailed by the state repression and reluc-
tant to embark on political action again. The lore of 1905 was not an important point of
reference for the forthcoming mobilizations. Instead, protests had their own rhythms and
spatial patterns, resembling the pre-industrial calendar of festivities turning into insurgen-
cies but also followed pan-imperial causes. Inter-ethnic tensions kicked in: within crews
(mostly Polish-Jewish) but above all between rank-and-file workers and foremen, often of
German origin. This plurality resulted in various possibilities to build a working class imag-
ined community ranging from a single factory, through branch-wide solidarities, national
filiation up to pan-imperial class alliance. Also the tsarist administration, interested in
maintaining the basic stability of supply and keep the state going was an important factor.
These heterogenous field of tensions did not form any cleavage conductive to singular mobi-
lization. However, it was susceptible to broader political projects binding various claims.
Such a project was a new Poland, supported by major parties and perceived by many as
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nothing less as a revolutionary state for a while promising anti-imperial self-assertion,
national rights, political freedom, and social emancipation.

Keywords: socialism; nationalism; revolution; workplace conflict; Poland; 1905 Revolution

Revolutionary prospects

Russian Poland (i.e. the Kingdom of Poland here) was among the most militant border-
lands of the Russian Empire during the 1905-1907 revolution. Home to long-lasting
strikes and breeding bellicose street fighters, the region witnessed unprecedented polit-
ical upheaval manifested in the emergence of mass parties, labor unions and a new
public culture. While the customary name for the events between 1904 and 1907 is
the “Russian Revolution of 1905, a large portion of the militancy, strikes, street fight-
ing, and other social unrest occurred in the urban centers of Russian Poland. Over one
third of the strikes happened there, and they were generally more massive than else-
where in the empire, with up to 90 percent of workers striking at least once in 1905.
Political parties grew from tiny, cadre organizations run chiefly by the intelligentsia
into mass membership parties. By 1906, one fifth of Polish workers had joined a labor
union, and a similar proportion had joined a political party; up to one fifth of these were
women. At least 150,000 people were mobilized, most of them for the very first time.!
However, it was not a unidirectional mobilization. A class-based party, the internation-
alist Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL) competed
with the more nationally oriented Polish Socialist Party (PPS) and with the Bund, a
movement aimed at organizing Jewish workers empire-wide. They were soon rivaled
by the Polish nationalism of the National Democracy party and its labor branch, the
National Workers’ Union. The tsarist October Manifesto in 1905, which brought con-
stitutional reform and abolished preventive censorship, together with liberalized law
on associations from March 1906, prompted the development of all types of voluntary
organizations, including trade unions. These events, for better and for worse, ushered
the Polish Kingdom into the age of modern politics.

However, only a decade later, when revolutionary movements again loomed large
and shook the whole region after 1917, Poland remained relatively calm. Forging
a new statehood after 1918 rivaled the earlier popular drive toward social revolu-
tion. Revolution was aborted in Poland; in other rim regions of the Russian Empire,
however, the situation evolved differently, and this scenario should not be taken as
self-explanatory. Poland, rather, is a negative case of revolution that did not happen,
even as a failed attempt, and this fact begs for an explanation that goes beyond the
assumption that the nation state was simply a natural outcome.

There are several reasons to reject such a bogus explanation. National aspirations
intensified after 1905 in all the belligerent regions of the empire with non-Russian
populations and usually converged in a revolutionary drive instead of opposing or
substituting it.> Moreover, a large proportion of the urban dwellers and workers in
the Kingdom were not ethnically Polish, and those who were, did not necessarily
regard that as the main factor defining their political loyalty.> The demographics of
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the swelling industrial centers, with incoming rural workers posing new challenges
for political organizing, were similar in the kingdom and in Russia proper.* What
happened in 1905 clearly demonstrated that revolution was not incompatible with
local grievances and that workers did make class-based claims and built powerful,
class-based organizations.” The events of 1905, despite the crushing defeat and the
self-assertion of autocracy, did intensify labor mobilization in other regions, and often
cemented socialist parties’ grasp on the working class.® In Russia, 1905 was perhaps
not as directly a dress rehearsal for 1917 as Lenin famously claimed, but it did intensify
social fractures, laying the ground work for future Bolshevik successes.” The autocratic
context that cornered the labor movement into adopting revolutionary strategies was
present in St. Petersburg and in Warsaw alike.® Against this backdrop, the existing
accounts of the kingdom deliver only a fragmentary picture.

The standard story of “Polish independence” focuses on elite actors and rests on
a tacit assumption that all that happened before somehow led to the formation of
Poland.” Such accounts uphold the customary perception of empires as “prisons of
nations” and posit either an ahistorical validity of the nation as the “holder” of the
state container, or at least associate empires with a bygone form incapable of surviv-
ing in times of industrial modernity. Moreover, unlike Russia proper, “Poland” has also
remained relatively untouched by new labor history'?, and the record on labor is mostly
party-centered.!! A few exceptions have pushed knowledge on the cultural substance
of the working class forward, but focused on yawning gaps such as gender relations
or religious dissent.!? A relatively reliable lore of socialist historiography concerning
political parties and important additions concerning the social history of the working
class" or the political culture of workers and their place in the broader debate'* do not
sufficiently explain the ebbs and flows of the bottom up mobilization of labor in the
last decade of imperial rule and the stability of its legitimacy.'” The period between the
Revolution of 1905 petering out and the withdrawal of the Russian imperial adminis-
tration at the onset of the First World War remains, put simply, under-researched, with
questions regarding alternative ways out of the empire rarely seriously asked.

Although industrial workers or even urban labor were not a numerical majority in
the predominantly rural country, the events of 1905 showed that labor militancy could
significantly destabilize the autocratic regime. As such, it could certainly tip the scales
in the balance of forces during the power vacuum following a devastating Great War,
and on the verge of another one, waged with a nominally leftist force campaigning
under the banners of social liberation (the Bolshevik Red Army). The uncharted path-
ways of labor mobilization are essential for comprehending the broader trajectories of
state formation. To address this lacuna, the article undertakes a synthetic analysis of
the elementary aspects of labor insurgency beyond official party activity in the cru-
cial decade preceding the war and revolution. Within this design, the blurry lines of
impromptu mobilizations and eventful loyalties may be traced.'® However, definitive
answers to the big questions of revolution, war and state building must remain outside
of its scope.

Sources and method

Lands from the Russian empire formed the core of the new Polish state after 1918,
with the capital city Warsaw and the biggest industrial hub, £6dz (second in terms
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of population). They were supplemented with territory that was previously part of
the Austrian Crownlands or Prussian provinces. If, in terms of institutional develop-
ments and political experience these were crucial tributaries, only the Russian portion
boasted considerable industrial centers and could have produced political militancy
capable of shifting the trajectories of the new state.!” Hence, the article focuses on
the lands forming the Russian-controlled Kingdom of Poland, which were much more
industrialized than the more eastern regions that constituted Western governorates
incorporated directly to the Russian state.

Going into our work in the archives as a small team, we did not want to assume
that there was any particular form of contention to be detected and instead registered
any collective form of action entering the reporting. Our guiding question was similar
to those posed by Charles Tilly and others when defining a contentious event: How
can we explain how people who at a given point in time are not making contentious
claims start doing so.'® We also looked for actors making claims, their identities (who
they, and others, said they were), and tried to depict their actions and claims, their
scale, embeddedness in particular circumstances and the presence of mediators. What
was also interesting were the various repertoires of contention, understood after Tilly
as “clustered, learned, yet improvisational” interactions people undertake to make
claims, innovating within limits “set by the repertoire already established for their
place, time, and pair’!® Accordingly, I wanted to understand the repertoires adopted
by contentious actors, and the trajectories of their mobilizations to gain a fuller picture
of (un)revolutionary politics. However, unlike classical accounts of collective action,
the sources were not press notes?® but much less standardized and more cumbersome
administrative records.

Just like the press, who go into a story with their own biases, state functionaries were
oriented to track down certain culprits. They were simply overzealous in looking for
potential revolutionaries either because of their own fears or orders from above. Their
accounts are performative texts written with a practical intention and serving various
goals, such as presenting their own feats or reassuring higher ups that order had been
restored. Nonetheless, often the actual course of events can be ascertained by reading
between the lines or based on small details or omissions against the explicit intention
of the text. So is the work of a historian dealing with groups who left only indirect
archival traces, created to suppress their activities. However, these sources are not only
expressions of elite consciousness or police rationality, but also a record of the agency
of these subaltern groups. In this respect, I followed the Indian historians associated
with the subaltern studies.?! In order to achieve this, broad searches were helpful.

Correspondingly, our archival queries encompassed not just large cities but also
smaller towns, and covered almost all available archives, yielding over 3,300 entries
with accounts of contentious events.”> However, they are not suitable for quantitative
analysis or systematic comparisons. The level of preservation differs, and is sometimes
higher in provincial archives, although usually the culture of reporting there remained
wanting. Thus, one cannot compare intensity in time or between regions because what
was on the radar of a particular administrative unit differed wildly. Various state func-
tionaries had ill-defined and overlapping competences (for instance the gendarmerie
had varying arrangements with urban police). Adding insult to injury, only much
diversified and incomplete materials were preserved. That said, to lift on€’s spirts, such
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diversity offers a fuller picture of labor unrest in qualitative terms, spanning from tiny
township workshops to the insular, dispersed industrialization of smaller cities that
sometimes had quite large mills, to fully-fledged industrial hubs. I also visited the
archives of central institutions in Warsaw and St. Petersburg (records later partially
transferred to Moscow) to sketch a general picture of trends on the governorate level
accessible through synthetic reports prepared by the state administration (such as fac-
tory inspections).”* The article focuses on the period after 1907, when revolutionary
fervor had withered away and before the German occupation starting 1915, a period
that is understudied in existing accounts and arguably holds the key to understanding
the later trajectories.

The post-revolutionary disappointment

In cities with a growing industrial presence, the Revolution of 1905 left deep marks.
Even the accounts of party politics that frame revolutionary activity in a favorable light
paint the post-revolutionary period (1908-1909) in murky colors as a time of external
repression and internal reaction. This is with regards to both the literature on the social-
ist movement** and accounts following the germs of liberalization from autocracy in
Russian Poland.”® Indeed, tsarist officials were busy prosecuting earlier crimes from the
revolutionary era. Police and court files alike are filled with cases of political enemies of
the state organizing illicit activity, revolutionary terror, and disruptive political strikes.
The police apparatus re-asserted its powers and got to grips with direct street policing.
This, coupled with wide-reaching fatigue among the local population with revolution-
ary turmoil, allowed the state apparatus to persecute disruptive actors. The repressions
were the harshest in hotbeds of strike movement like £.6dz, where martial law lasted the
longest and a less repressive state of emergency was maintained until the First World
War. In this, the biggest industrial center of the region, the revolutionary upheaval came
to end with a nearly universal lockout by the great factories in late 1906. Lasting several
months, with some 100,000 people losing any hope of income, it finally ended with a
defeat of the workers’ committees.”® While kindling networks of solidarity all over the
country, the lockout triggered a debate reverberating far beyond £6dz over the respon-
sibility of factory owners, the vagaries of revolution, the role of socialist parties, but also
the agency of the workers.?” Smaller attempts to threaten employees with the closure
of factories and rehiring of staff followed in other places.”® What seemed to be post-
revolutionary stability in some localities in central Warsaw populated by Polish elites,
themselves wary of revolution and critical of rebellious workers, was a constant tension
in the industrial hubs or impoverished suburbs.?’ However, the repression successfully
blocked political organizing which both political parties and tsarist officials admitted
in unison.*® The officials contended with the demise of the socialist movement with
satisfaction, describing the falling participation among rank and file workers.

Indeed, after the revolutionary mobilization channeled through the parties receded,
workers often parted ways with political organizations. The dramatic pinnacle of 1905
appeared to be an inglorious experience—the PPS split, its military squads were dis-
solved when they began to slide into banditry,’! and many were disappointed with the
disorganized strikes. Workers were simply weary and looked with a more favorable eye
to forces promising stability, such as the National Democracy party and even the state
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apparatus.’> Many were simply satisfied with the revolutionary gains. Despite spec-
tacular backlashes like the £.4dz lockout, in many factories, higher wages and shorter
working hours were now taken for granted.’® There were also ways to channel moderate
activities legally through non-political unions or professional associations.** Whatever
the reason, the revolutionary zeal died out.

Curiously, by the winter of 1907, almost all the actors in the 1905 upheaval had
ceased to call it a revolution. Only those on the far left occasionally remarked that,
“the experience of mass struggles of 1905-1907, their victories and defeats, leads to
only one conclusion: the base for the revolutionary struggle has to be broadened, more
and more”** There was neither recollection of the revolution nor a will to emulate the
revolutionary sequence again. The main event that was commemorated was Bloody
Sunday, which testifies to the pan-imperial nature of the memories of the period. In
1907, there was a sweeping wave of general strikes to honor the victims and demon-
strate the strength of organized labor. Greater deployment of repressive measures and
police presence was necessary to contain the protests,* leading to clashes and casual-
ties.”” However, the scope of the strikes disappointed political parties and was perhaps
because of an exceptionally harsh winter that year. A year later, strikes did not take
place at all, and only reports on “planned disturbances” are to be found.’® That year,
all that marked the anniversary were red banners with revolutionary slogans tied to
telegraph poles or chimneys.* The 1% of May in 1908 was calm, too. Police repression
and protester weariness had had an impact.

Demonstrations were cancelled and police reports concluded with relief that “there
were no disorders*? Besides the labor commemorations, socialist parties cultivated
a general idea of revolution in their propaganda materials while only occasionally
referring to its empirical realization. In August 1908, a guard removed a printed
proclamation calling for proletarian unity in the name of “independent Poland” and
referencing the events of 1905 from a wall in Lublin.*' On a telegraph pole in Zyrardéw,
somebody strung a banner with the slogan “Long live revolution” in reference to the
1 of May.*? In the run up to the May Day celebration each year, similar banners and
flags were regularly found hanging from telegraph poles, cable lines, or chimneys.*?
Sometimes the imagery was a bit more creative, as in a Warsaw cemetery where SDKPiL
members hung two flags. One was red with the slogan, “Long live the revolution and
socialism, down with capitalism” The other flag was black and had a drawing of a
skull commemorating “the fallen comrades of ideas in common** In general, how-
ever, even if the far left attempted to use key dates from the 1905 upheaval to keep the
revolutionary spirit alive, the attempts left workers largely unmoved.

What certainly did not help was inter-party competition and a lack of coordina-
tion. Occasionally one party called for a strike, while another issued a leaflet urging
members to work. Also, theoretical hair-splitting was not that important to the rank
and file, although it certainly occasionally triggered bitter quarrels.** Disappointment
with street politics or simply lacking organizational capacities in times of repression
caused major parties to give up on large-scale labor organization. The PPS-FR (Polska
Partia Socjalistyczna - Frakcja Rewolucyjna; Polish Socialist Party - Revolutionary
Faction abandoned it altogether, while the SDKPiL was drawn into factional quib-
bles and more often expressed theoretical fascination with mass strikes than put
actual effort into labor organization. Only the Bund and the PPS-L (Polska Partia
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Socjalistycnza - Lewica; Polish Socialist Party - Left took up the baton of mass, party-
led union politics.*® The emptied space was re-occupied by the officially acknowledged
Christian and nationalist labor unions, with the “class” unions organized by socialists
constantly in danger of repression.*” People looked for stability, which only the tightly
confined legality under governmental surveillance could provide. However, this did
not mean that labor contention vanished whatsoever.

The rhythm and travel of industrial protest

Labor protest on the ground rarely followed the agitation of political parties trying
to either emulate the revolution, avoid it, or celebrate landmark patriotic anniver-
saries. Apart from the cycle of disappointment and repression, there were also yearly
rhythms tied to the weather or cultural events. Broad statistical data reveal a readable
annual sequence dynamic of protest. Labor militancy intensified in the late spring and
summer months.*® The obvious peak date was the 1% of May, but the increase year
by year goes further than that. One can speculate on the reasons. In pre-industrial
Europe, popular uprisings tended to correspond to the Christian calendar of fes-
tivities,*” and certainly many customs remained powerful among populations who
had only recently moved to urban areas, even in larger cities.’* Summer weather
prompted various forms of working-class public spheres such as open air meetings
(“majéwka”). Such events resembled in many respects a village party with food,
singing, and dancing. Though rarer after 1907,>! they spurred on various common
initiatives, more radical ones included. In warm months, the economic pressure on a
working-class family lessened, because their moderate earnings were not going toward
fuel to heat the flat. Additionally, families could supplement their diets with products
acquired from village-based relatives or wild grown plants. Thus, readiness to risk a
pay loss was higher. However, there were less obvious features of the “protest calendar”
as well.

In Zdunska Wola, at the textile factory of Josif Sznajder, workers were dissatisfied
with one of the foremen, Evgenii (Eugeniusz) Karl Runciger. Such tensions were very
widespread—with harsh supervision, rude behavior by foremen and interethnic ten-
sions causing conflicts up the ladder of the factory hierarchy and marring shopfloor
reality in practically every factory (see below). The protest, although certainly sim-
mering for a long time, erupted just before Easter of 1907. The resulting strike made
workers put down their tools in the days after the holiday. This is hardly inciden-
tal. We do not know more about the grievances and emotions expressed during this
particular strike, but it seems that Easter often triggered unrest.” In the Polish con-
text, church celebrations may have stimulated some intense patriotic feelings such as
hostility toward a foreman of German origin, and political propaganda around Easter
often contained allegations about imperial states, in one case described as “Teutonic
and Mongolian hordes””>® Moreover, Easter days in European history had often been
marked by anti-Jewish unrest. Easter celebrations included traditions like group rival-
ries or battles between local youth (with buckets of water but often also stones).
Agitated crowds may have turned against state functionaries, especially when they
attempted to pacify the mood.”* But Easter also stimulated entire strike waves, as in
April 1912, when there were plans for a general strike in the factories demanding better
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working conditions. The workers waited until Easter and a miners’ strike, because due
to the resulting lack of coal, factory owners would have to reduce output and lower
wages, so the strike would not be considered as initiated by the workers.*® Social unrest
was structured by yearly rhythms that either strengthened or lowered economic or
political impulses to step out.

There were also acts that did not follow any predetermined pattern but repeatedly
denoted bottom-up insurgencies. They often went hand in hand with spontaneous
rejection to be submissive. During the 1905 upheaval, it was common for people to
encounter “groups of workers walking along the sidewalk three to four in a row, who
deliberately and defiantly occupied the entire width of the sidewalk when encoun-
tering a state official, forcing the policemen to get off the sidewalk”*® Many refused
to remove their caps in the presence of officials, but forced them to pay homage to
the socialist banner that way.”” Such reversals continued and were also often directed
against portraits of the royal family or insignias of power as well a typical repertoire in a
bottom-up action.® A man refused to remove his cap in front of the portrait of the tsar
in a forestry institute, which triggered retaliations.”® Portraits were also destroyed and
desecrated by private people®® and during armed robberies by party squads,®! some-
times also as a part of more elaborate mock ceremonies. In 1906, three residents of
Mszczon6w, a town southwest of Warsaw, gathered in an apartment. A certain Swider-
ski announced that there was no need for a Russian tsar and that a Polish king was
needed. At the next meeting, he took a portrait of Tsar Nicholas II off the wall and
threw it away as he ceremonially uttered the words, “son of a bitch” (sukinsyn).®? These
acts may refer to what Ralf Ludtke called Eigensinn, “denoting willfulness, spontaneous
self-will, a kind of self-affirmation, an act of (re)appropriating alienated social relations
on and off the shop floor by self-assertive prankishness, demarcating a space of one’s
own”% They were acts of defiance by particular people, but they could later pose a
background for broader shifts of legitimacy, especially when spread through gossip or
itinerant tradesmen.

Accordingly, industrial contention unfolded along certain spatial patterns, too. Not
only did occurrence after Easter made strikes similar to pogroms, another, less glori-
ous form of collective action. Students of “the pogrom paradigm”* have documented
how the very idea of a pogrom was also a direct impulse to action, which used to
spread through dubious emissaries. Journeymen and railway workers carried ideas
and rumors. This feature is perhaps characteristic of most forms of collective action,
and strikes were no different. Strikers made use of the connections between factories
and the working-class districts traversing the urban topography. Looking through the
database listing contentious events ordered in time and space, one can easily notice
regional peaks of strike activity following one after the other.

Workers putting down their tools in one factory spurred on others in factories that
were not necessarily directly related by profile or production chain. Party emissaries or
labor union functionaries attempted to coordinate strikes to give them a larger impact
and execute pressure on all the factory owners at once. This made concessions easier
to garner since the comparative advantage of those resisting was no longer an argu-
ment. These kinds of efforts were particularly impressive when aimed at organizing
dispersed professions operating out of smaller workshops. Brick makers, construction
workers, bakers, or shoemakers were usually deprived of the empowering experience
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of large mass meetings or high-impact mass actions. However, mobilization was not
impossible as, for instance, a coordinated brick makers strike in Warsaw in 1911
testifies.®> Also, bakers from small shops all over the city were able to coordinate their
efforts through communication or imitation.®® But sometimes strikes just spread like a
wildfire.

In 1913, laborers at the metal factory Vulcan on the right-bank in Warsaw, a fre-
quent hotbed of radicalism, went on strike to support amendments made by workers’
representatives to a bill on health insurance. Later, other metal factories in the Praga
district took up the cause, the strike wave spread to the left bank and eventually smaller
shops joined in, with the action reaching 18,000 people, almost a half of Warsaw work-
ers.”” In this way, various groups were mobilized in the name of general, abstract aims
spanning the entire imperial polity.

This demonstrates that insurgencies cannot be neatly separated between premod-
ern, singular residues and more generalized, abstract claims to long-term change. They
also should not be retrospectively inscribed in a linear history of the nation or socialist
movement.®® But this does not mean that such action was spontaneous or deprived of
agency. Quite the contrary, it could become a part of broader struggles later when the
participants decided so, being convinced by ideological narratives binding their claims
in broader chains.®” A good example of this is ethnic animosity.

Interethnic tension

The urban social reality was woven out of complex, ambiguous, and clashing identity
threads. The daily shop floor routines were understandably more complicated than the
antagonism between rank-and-file workers and exploitative owners as in the simpli-
fied narrative of class conflict. The staff was differentiated with respect to ethnicity,
national affiliation, regional roots, and political orientation. Its vertical differentiation
was another important element of the conflictual landscape. A common cause of shop
floor conflicts was friction between workers and supervising staff—above all, foremen.
They were directly responsible for factory discipline, which meant that they imposed,
for instance, fines for delays. Often rude and offensive, they also abused power, pun-
ishing even minor infringements such as unsolicited talking or levied fines arbitrarily.
Cases of sexual harassment of female workers were common, too.

The ethnic differentiation of the workplace hierarchy is often expressed in names
suggesting the definite ethnic origin of those involved. It’s easy to observe that persons
named Schmidt’® or Kratke”' (German or Polonized German surnames) were often
contested foremen. Admittedly, in many cases, one cannot easily assess to what extent
ethnic hostility, prejudice, or mere cultural differences contributed to the emergence
of tension. The different origins of rural workers contributed to their disorientation
in a new setting and placed foremen using Germanized technical vocabulary (even
if not German speaking themselves) yet further apart.”* There were cases in which
ethnic background was explicitly mentioned as the source of the conflict, though. In
the Lorenz wool factory in £6dz, three workers were dismissed, allegedly for drunk-
enness and disobeying a foreman. In solidarity, the remaining workers (18 people)
suspended work. After the police arrived at the plant, the workers returned to work and
explained the reason for the strike. One of the shareholders had introduced a German
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subject to the factory, who, not speaking any Russian or Polish, brought in two other
German foremen, who treated the workers harshly and fired some for trivial reasons.”
These factory tensions illustrate well the complexity of the imperial situation, with
power flowing in various directions and particular actors building tactical alliances
to navigate the landscape of patterned inequality along ethnic, national, professional,
and class lines.”* Meanwhile, factory hierarchies could be also used to organize pat-
rimonial networks with a political edge as in the case of some nationalist foremen or
technical directors stepping in defense of “Polishness” in the factory”’® Such animosi-
ties (or solidarities) might have later been easily rearticulated as mobilization against
“Germans” or “Jews” when the nationalist political agitation held sway, and even, if
not blatantly, underpinned longings for a “Polish” state and an ethnic reversal, wherein
former dominant ethnic others would lose their position.

However, workplace conflicts did not necessarily just express tensions between
workers and factory management. There were also horizontal clashes, especially acute
in the case of interethnic encounters. In the German-owned Krenz factory in Zdunska
Wola, a Jewish supervisor, Lejzer Tondowski, hired a new weaver, who happened to
be Icek Spiegel. The new Jewish employee did not enjoy the sympathy of the Polish
crew. Under the leadership of Jozef Muzolf, the Poles announced that if a Jew was
hired, they would cease to work. The threat was ignored. In response, the workers put
down their tools and left the factory in March 1913. After almost 2 weeks, the factory
reopened with some new workers and higher piece rates. Whether or not the unfor-
tunate Spiegel retained his job remains unclear. In a similar vein, numerous reports
display worry about strained interethnic relationships. Once, Polish workers protested
against a young Jewish apprentice learning to work on a loom and left the factory.”®
Another time, hiring two Jews triggered a strike.”” In yet another factory, two Jews were
beaten up, and when the owner tried to punish the alleged aggressors, a solidarity strike
was launched.”® Admittedly, not only did Polish workers express anti-Semitic attitudes,
but Jewish workers also sometimes attempted to expel the Poles from the workplace.
For instance, in one of the Warsaw factories, Jewish workers went on strike when the
owner hired three new Christian employees (two men and one woman).”” Amidst
this complex relationship, anti-Semitic coding was more and more widespread, which
gradually replaced anti-German sentiments, previously more prominent. Various con-
flicts and problems were interpreted as signs of Jewish foreignness and hostility, and
anti-Semitic reasoning entered for good the reality of social interactions in Russian
Poland. The heated Duma campaigning and the ensuing boycott of Jewish shops initi-
ated by the National Democracy party in 1912 did make an impact according to police
reporting.®® Ethnic tensions loomed large.

Various alliances were forged between workers and state officials to negotiate some
form of viable stability. Workers may have also cooperated with their direct supervisors
along ethnic lines or support their ethnic kin in national clashes. Meanwhile, intereth-
nic animosities provided a background for everyday workplace nationalism. In this
tapestry of alliances, loyalties, conflicts, and tensions, there was no single direction
determining future political orientation and possibly tipping the scales in favor of
another revolutionary upheaval. Foremen who were friends or foes, socialist parties
calling for imperial solidarities and nationalist agitators blaming Jewish coworkers
for taking too much yarn, but calling off strikes in the name of “Polish industry” in
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Jewish-owned factories; all these are the trailheads of possible pathways, alliances that
could have broken easily, solidarities which might have been developed and structures
which may have dissolved as quickly as they could resurface to be the cornerstone of
new organizations, parties, or armies.

Imagined spatial communities of workers

Amid the complex social tapestry, loyalties might have encompassed various levels.
Solidarity with others not known personally, but bound by shared interests could
emerge in an accidental situation in the workplace, the town, the country, within the
ethnic community, as well as professional or empire-wide comradeship. The basic bond
was an impromptu alliance on the street or mutual help in the face of state power.
In Jedlinsk near Radom in 1908, Jan Rymbarczyk (a Polish name) hit the land guard
Alexeev in his head. When the guard tried to chase the offender, one of the local Jews,
18-year-old Zylberberg, spontaneously grabbed him by the collar and knocked him
to the ground. The guard attempted to catch the new offender and fired his gun three
times. A crowd gathered and threatened the guard with lynching, shouting, “Beat the
guards, kill them!” Two more guards arrived, and after pushing their way through
the crowd with weapons, dispersed it. Nearly 40 people were arrested, and their given
names clearly indicate Polish and Jewish origin, so this improvised crowd solidarity was
clearly interethnic.8! Active crowds may have gathered at church celebrations and mass
festivities, and various branches of manufacturing supported each other and them-
selves in emergencies, as described above. But such synergies did not suffice for large
scale political action.

Hence, socialist parties tried to forge broader and more solid forms of solidarity—
they claimed to represent the workers and needed to foster an operative sense of
belonging among them. As these were practically the beginnings of political activity
among rank-and-file workers, they often did not know much about other militants or
even active workers beyond their workshop, factory, or town. The point of contact with
the movement might have been a single agitator or even anonymous source delivering
party materials. Thus, imagined communities of class needed to be built step by step,
extending in space from one factory to an urban unit, and further to a language or
ethnic group or perhaps empire wide.®? Such a community of workers would perceive
themselves as part of a group, while not knowing each other in person.

Correspondingly, party literature tried to build general solidarity between facto-
ries, branches, and regions. Almost every socialist journal directed toward workers
contained a special section on “current news from factories and workshops,” which
was the most read section.?> While the SDKPIL almost always opened their leaflets
with the call, “Comrades! Workers!” the PPS built a broader, national community of
comrades—citizens. The references were coherent with the substance of each party’s
demands, with the PPS hardly calling for a political protest in the name of the
pan-imperial cause.

General political protests signified the rise of an imagined class community, popu-
lated by all the workers in the industry branch, the country, or even the entire Russian
Empire. This dimension was especially tangible in the general strikes encompassing all
of Russian Poland (January 1905 and October-November 1905), or those only slightly
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smaller (May 1905, January 1906, May 1906), and the solidarity strikes with Russian
workers (January 1905, December 1905).3* The strikers must have felt at least some
connection with their distant comrades. Not only did the sense of contemporaneity
with different events and struggles emerge, but also an imagined community bind-
ing different workers who did not know one another personally. Strikes established
a broader repertoire of contention characterized by the “cosmopolitanism, autonomy
and modularity;,” attributed to modern protest forms.®* Their intended goals reached
beyond the immediate here and now.

A good example of this is the protest against the rejection of amendments to the
insurance reform bill proposed by workers’ delegates, which in September 1911 led
20,000 people to put down their tools in Warsaw alone. Socialist parties did not spare
any ink in explaining the reform and clarifying its treacherous character. As it was
argued, workers should not be responsible for workplace risks and hence carry the
burden of insurance.®® These were coordinated attempts aiming at a pan-imperial
reform or general political transformation, requiring systematic, step-by-step efforts.
Mobilization for such strikes, with abstract aims deferred in time, also testifies to a
growing ability to comprehend the individual situation in a broader perspective.

This capability grew, and politically motivated protests concerned imperial solidari-
ties. The best example is the strike wave after the Lena Goldfield Massacre in April 1912,
when troops opened fire on peaceful strikers, killing several hundreds.*” Although
these events took place in far Siberia, after Lena at least 6,553 workers registered to
go on strike in Warsaw alone, with the usual centers of radicalism, the metal facto-
ries Vulkan and Labor, spearheading the protest. The strike wave spread like a wildfire
because of the active agitation of the PPS-Left, which called for a solidarity strike of
all the workers of the empire, who were soon to “become an army of enemies of the
tsarat,”®® as one leaflet announced. The trams stopped, which usually caused the strike
to travel along the rail network. It remained so despite the open opposition of other
socialist groups. While paying lip service to class solidarity, the PPS-FR nevertheless
abstained from striking because Polish workers should not forget “about the blows they
themselves receive from the tsarat”®® Warsaw was naturally better plugged in to the
pan-imperial circulation of radicalism, but metropolitan workers were not the only
ones who felt enough solidarity with the Lena miners to risk reprisals. In Cz¢stochowa,
a provincial industrial hub connected via Warsaw-Vienna railway line, at least seven
factories went on strike regarding that matter, too.”® The Lena massacre was an empire-
wide game changer, spurring on a readiness for broader strike action.”’ The activists in
Russian Poland also made hay while the sun shone.

Several months later, in October 1912, wider imperial solidarity was displayed after
a group suicide in the Siberian Kutomara prison. Political prisoners had launched an
unsuccessful hunger strike, reported in socialist proclamations.” A wave of suicides
followed in a desperate protest of encroachments on their rights by a new prison chief.
Most of the prisoners were Russian revolutionaries, many of Jewish background. Just
one of the victims was a Polish socialist from Warsaw, Jézef Puchalski, ps. Matros. PPS-
Left and Bund called a strike, which led at least 12,000 people onto the Warsaw streets.”

Meanwhile, the diplomatic situation redirected attention outward, and a sense of
crisis loomed large.”* It was not clear how workers would behave had war actually bro-
ken out. After the Russian Empire announced its readiness to defend Serbia against
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Austrian-Hungarian aggression, the socialists immediately called for an anti-war
strike. The strike also expressed solidarity with protesting workers in St. Petersburg
and Baku. Over a half of Warsaw workers ceased working, which demonstrates the
power of the socialist-pacifist agenda and pan-imperial class solidarity empire-wide,”
fragile but already widespread before the war.”® The tsarist administration was aware
of the dangers such solidarities and actively tried to prevent their forming, especially
in the regions that were most active in 1905.

Managing the workplace conflict

The imperial policing was not limited to repression but also acted to mitigate some
vagaries of industrial life. Entering tactical alliances, tsarist officials attempted to nip
any tensions in the bud and prevent the melding of class struggle with anti-state ele-
ments. As Jane Burbank aptly put it, “For the [empire’s] leaders... governance was about
control over resources — territory and labor - and the social order required to secure
them. Administration, rather than law, was the primary imperative of Russian rulers”®”
This imperative was put into practice in a complex triadic relationship between the
state, its emissaries with their own practical rationalities, and the populations under
their governance, themselves highly heterogenous and often conflicted along ethno-
linguistic lines.”® After all, industry’s continuous operation was not just important for
the owners; basic social stability was also an acute challenge for the state officials.

Not always simply prioritizing the imperative of production, officials aimed at calm-
ing down unrest that was potentially dangerous to the state and inconvenient for their
own professional careers or just for peace of mind. Although tsarist Russia was not
a state characterized by the rule of law, the state functionaries often acted as medi-
ating agents amid bitter factory conflicts. Along with the development of industrial
establishments, a special unit was created to control labor conditions and gather infor-
mation about possible tensions.”” While the prerogatives of factory inspectors grew,
their actual agency was a drop in the ocean. The role of factory inspectors was ambigu-
ous: apart from being underfinanced and understaffed, they were often overly careful
not to encroach on the interests of industry because of ideological reasons or simple
bribery. Nonetheless, as one scholar put it, at least an inspector “could act as a channel
of communication between workers and management and instruct both in the pro-
visions of the law.”1%° Some inspectors, and other state functionaries, genuinely tried
to find the causes of various conflicts and resolve them in ways that did not generate
further trouble.!’! It was not always enough.

When a strike broke loose, state emissaries targeted any political elements involved
in the action, and the participants faced swift reaction by the state apparatus. Almost all
the reports on strikes classify them with respect to “economic” or “political” motives
and verify the presence of “agitators” initiating the strike. Even though spontaneous
strikes were illegal, workers could collectively put down their tools after an officially
assigned 14-day period binding both sides with respect to terminating the labor con-
tract. Moreover, if the presence of party agitators was not detected and the claims
concerned graspable violations or a simple pay raise, workers seldom faced direct pun-
ishment. However, they could not resort to direct intimidation or “factory terror,”
as it was sometimes called, with respect to owners, foremen, or co-workers. Once
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the economic reasons were confirmed, the question usually posed was whether they
were justified. What was decisive was not some abstract measure of justice. What was
important instead was who breached the fragile stability of the status quo.

For instance, after a strike in a Soczewka factory in the Plock region in October
1909, the explanation given by the owner was classified by the local gendarmerie as
“worth considering but not trustworthy” The owner seemed to hope that workers
would leave without compensation when new machines were ready to replace them.
Claiming unprofitability, the factory’s third shift had been cancelled, which extended
working time from 8 to 12 hours at a lower piece rate. Understandably, the work-
ers wanted to keep the previous arrangement and refused to work. According to the
official assessment, this kind of cunning by an owner was common practice. When a
technical innovation was about to be introduced, production was kept running until
the last moment, later provoking a strike. After the announcement of lower wages,
workers were sacked for striking illegally, and a desired number of workers could be
hired on new conditions afterward.!?? The next report in the same case unambigu-
ously put the responsibility on the factory stating that there had been no agitation or
instigating workers, but that they were provoked by the owner. However, there was a
danger, as the report soberly noted, that party agitation would find fertile ground if
workers were treated this way and their grievances remained unaddressed.'®® This fear
was widespread, clearly demonstrating the will among government officials to main-
tain order and avoid politization, as opposed to simply siding with factory owners for
the sake of suppressing unrest. While the officials were rarely sympathetic to workers’
claims as such, once they realized that there was no chance at providing long term social
peace without addressing them, they were ready to support them.!”* Thus, the role
of the government needs to be reassessed, as not reducible to a monolithic repressive
autocracy necessarily hostile toward industrial workers. Its intervention in strikes most
often occurred when they became sites of political agitation or threatened to spillover
more broadly. However, the particular balance between both sides of the labor contract
and the state, and limits of accepted contention, were subjected to practical judgment
each time, influencing the outcome.

Sometimes factory inspectors tried to solve labor conflicts directly. During a 4-day
work stoppage at Zygmunt Szmidt’s factory, 10 out of 50 crew members demanded a
pay raise and an end to arbitrary dismissals. Negotiations were conducted by a factory
inspector. Due to his efforts, the workers agreed to resume work under the existing con-
ditions, with a remuneration increase promised in the future. Nonetheless, the striking
workers were arrested for a while and then fired. Most probably, the owner decided
to ask for harsher police measures despite the successful efforts of the inspector.!%
Understandably, such outcomes did not help to earn workers’ trust, which was neces-
sary to maintain order long term. The imperial state applied various policies unevenly
and indecisively. It was occasionally repressive beyond measure, did not offer clear lim-
its, nor, above all, any stable channels of accepted bargaining backed by an elementary
sense of fairness.

The imperial regime was soon to be toppled by war, which removed the remnants of
its shaky legitimacy. At the outset, the empire held firm; the draft went smoothly and
contrary to the fears of some Russian commentators, there was little danger of a Polish
uprising.'°® However, haphazard moves, military violence, ethnic deportations, and
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the obsession with home front spies and saboteurs severely undermined acceptance
of the imperial state among different groups, who meanwhile saw themselves through
growingly ethnic lenses.!”” Later the shoots of frustration were easily refashioned into
more all-encompassing visions of social and political transformation.

Swerve of revolution into the nation state

The article brings to the fore the bottom-up forms of insurgency in urban areas of
Russian Poland. Combing through numerous reports by police, gendarmerie, gov-
ernorate staff, and similar, my aim was to shed light on the ground-level tensions
and practices of resistance, often developing in interaction with party activity and an
important factor circumscribing the conditions for possible broader political action.
“The workers” of the Kingdom of Poland is naturally a very general category lump-
ing together people of various ethnicities, genders, political loyalties, and professional
identities. The study shed light only on some of these dimensions and only a few
people composing this heterogenous group. Certainly, the workers of 1915, let alone
1918, were not those of 1905. Referring to the vocabulary offered by later unorthodox
Marxism, both the technical and political composition of labor changed.!®® Due to a
relatively fast turnaround, within 10 years different people composed the core of active
workers. Incoming labor migration brought many new people to the industrial cen-
ters. For example, between 1897 and 1913 the population of £6dz grew from 340,000
to 600,000 and the population of Warsaw grew from 660,000 to one million people.'®
But also the capacities for political articulation evolved. New people could be more eas-
ily subsumed by the factory regime and perhaps occasionally accept lower wages. But
they could also learn from those who had already been seasoned in political organiz-
ing."!% The collected sources unfortunately did not allow me to precisely assess the role
of the newcomers in labor relations or estimate their exact participation in particular
acts of contention. However, the archival record reveals different lines of resistance,
swelling fissures, and the conflictual loyalties of workers.

The landscape of insurgence after 1905 was delineated by post-revolutionary disap-
pointment and a mixture of emergent forms of resistance unchanneled from above,
economic claims and interethnic tensions. All could be rearticulated by political
narratives and combined into broader packages of claims conducive for socialist or
nationalist mobilization (or a combination of both). However, they were not reducible
to such master narratives of political agitation. Resulting solidarities could have various
spatial forms and concerned different groups defined by a shared situation, language,
ethnicity, branch of production, class, or belonging to a particular political entity. Some
workers were more experienced in organizing strikes, capable of complex strategies and
up for mobilizations in the name of abstract, distant aims. Contentious actions could
morph relatively easily, and divergent mobilizations followed one another. It is often
hard to assess whether these were different groups or the same people reacting due
to various impulses. But it’s clear that the field of action was highly heterogenous and
labile, and even particular concepts or slogans could have had very different meanings
for those taking to the streets in their name, socialism or revolution being the most
obvious examples.!!! Judging from the sources produced in the period 1907-1915, it
is hard to assess the future form of the state, which in a way confirms recent findings
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pointing to the fact that the transformation of empires into nation states was not a
predetermined outcome.!'? The nation state was not an action on the horizon for the
majority of the actors and the revolution that did not happen can be explained but
should not be assumed. Or maybe there was indeed a revolution?

In Russian Poland, the situation was significantly reconfigured by the German occu-
pation, which after 1915 removed the country from the Russian revolutionary theater.
While the German administration was certainly a stabilizing force blocking the direct
1917 revolutionary upsurge from spreading westward, it contributed significantly to
the painful awareness of the perils foreign occupation brings, influencing the national
mood.'"® The outbreak of war brought immediate economic hardship, intensified by
confiscations for the war effort that rendered most of the Kingdom’s industry idle.!*
This drove labor migration adding to compulsory labor schemes and war displace-
ments.'"> The war decimated the industrial working class in the former Kingdom of
Poland. The municipal elections of 1916 showed the workers’ political leverage dwin-
dling.!'® The PPS called for workers to take up the revolutionary baton and “under
the red banner, as before, fight against foreign violence”!!” The SDKPiL celebrated the
Bolshevik revolution and hoped for a follow-up, long after the establishment of the
Polish state,''® but there was not always anyone to respond to the call. Nonetheless,
in 1918, the initial proclamations of independence were made under socialist auspices
and significant social demands were addressed in the tentative program of the first
socialist government. But with significant concessions made to the popular classes and
the PPS in support of the Polish state, the revolutionary surge in Poland was weakened
and the internationalist left was unable to spur on a larger movement. Group loyalties,
cascade mobilization effects, political choices, and previous experiences were a factor
in individual decision-making. Many feared revolutionary turmoil, others wanted to
get rid of ethnic others in dominant positions. A sufficient number of people aimed at
national self-assertion as Poles against Jewish neighbors or imperial powers. But the
state-building project was indeed for many a revolution, promising a wide-reaching
reconstruction of society along lines they found desirable. Their petty ambitions, local
animosities, bitter disappointments, and hopes for social and national emancipation
for a short, but crucial time came together in the revolutionary project of popular
Poland. It was not a result of constant mobilization and stable national affiliation, at
least not for all or even most of the local population, but rather the conjunctural effect
of many emotions, wounds, and aims.
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