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MODERNIZATION PROCESSES AND EMANCIPATION
OF WOMEN IN POLISH TERRITORIES IN THE 1%th C.

The concepts of “modernization” and “emancipation of women” are closely
interlinked. Emancipation has come to be regarded as one of the symptoms
of modernization of society — this opinion is already strongly rooted in
social consciousness. However, if these two terms are to be used precisely,
it is worthwhile drawing attention to the factors that make the problem of
interdependence between modernization and emancipation lose its apparent
unequivocality.

In the first place the very concept of modernization cannot be easily
considered unequivocal. Itbecame widespread after the Second World War,
it is derived, however, from 19th c. sociology with its tendency to analyze
society by means of the then numerous dichotomical models: aristocracy
and democracy, militarism and industrialism, status and contract, precapi-
talist formations and capitalism, Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, tradition-
alism and rationalism. These dichotomies, although competing with one
another, can be reduced to a common denominator: they were all based on
the sharp opposition of society from before and after the essential transfor-
mationl They all aimed to grasp conceptually the transformations taking
place within the orbit of European civilization since the turn of the 18th c.

In the middle of our century a similar stimulus was provided above all
by the developments in the so-called “third world”. It was precisely then
that scholars, basing themselves on the achievements of functionalism,
started to elaborate the theory of modernization. If we take a close look at
the then ways of defining this concept, we can easily notice the influence of
a dichotomical approach to social reality. Thus modernization would be a
transition from traditional to modem society. Tradition and modernity have
come to be regarded as strongly interlinked, however mutually exclusive

1 J. Szacki, Stowo wstepne (Foreword), in: Tradycja i nowoczesno$¢ (Tradition and Moder-

nity), ed. by J. Kurczewska andJ. Szacki, Warszawa 1984, p. 9; H.-U. Wehler,
Modernisierungstheorie undGeschichte, Gottingen 1975, p. 14.
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sets of characteristics. Traditional society would accordingly be marked by
a weak structural differentiation and a lack of strongly delineated division
of labour: it would be static and mostly rustic. Modern society, on the other
hand, would achieve a high level of differentiation and specialization, would
be dynamic and urbanized. In the sphere of politics modernization would
signify an intensification of democratic tendencies; in the sphere of collec-
tive mentality — a limitation of cultural perspectives characteristic of
traditional society would give way to sympathy with changes and innovatory
attitude2. Emancipation of women is also regarded as one of the charac-
teristics of modem society3.

The dichotomy of tradition and modernity created the foundations of a
sui generis investigative paradigm — this, however, was so simple that it
had to lead to certain simplifications. The authors who used it had to grapple
in their work with large problems, and son the problems encountered in
studies of modernization led to the criticism of the established scheme. At
the end of the 1860s it was ever more frequently said that the rigorous
opposition of tradition and modernity was a fallacy. Traditional societies are
not static at all or structurally undifferentiated. The progress of modernity
docs not have to lead to the undermining of tradition — sometimes modern-
ization is based on earlier contents. The relation between tradition and
modernity is not a conflict, but continual mutual interaction, with complex
structures produced as a result4.

This new way of looking at modernization gradually started to oust the
dichotomical approach5. Although the earlier stereotype retained consider-
able vitality, the conviction about the essential contradiction between tradi-
tion and modernity has been seriously undermined6. Ever more numerous

- S N Eisenstadt, Studies of Modemization and Social  “Hist and 'Iheuy’,
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New.]er? . 118 C. E Black, The Dyramic of Modemization: A udyln
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Nl\g\jle\r(n&zglm in thernailonaI Enc,yclopedla of the Social Sciences, vol. 1X ed D L Sills.
3B Greven —Aschoff Sozialer WWandel und Frauerbem%rgen
Gesellschaft”, vol. VI, 1981, Gee 3-4 (Frauen |n der Geschldwte des 2 Jahrhundcrts)
pp. 328-346; 1l —u Wehler, I\%)

4 R_Gusfield, Tradition and I\/bdeml splaoed Polarltles in the Study of Social
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resented in 1967 by Reinhard Bendix, Tradition and Modemnity Reconsidered, in: idem,
EnbattledReeson s on Social KrnMedge New York 1970, pp. 250-314.
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representatives of social sciences were prone to agree with the physicist and
philosopher Friedrich von Weizsacker that “progress is possible at all only on
the basis of the existing tradition, this tradition, however, must be susceptible
of change, and conversely, tradition has always arisen due to progress which
seems to us so distant in the past that we often no longer realize it. Tradition is
progress preserved, progress — a continued tradition”7.

Ultimately criticism reached the very foundations of the concept of
modernization. Voices were heard that the meaning of modernization has
become blurred almost completely, so that it has become a collective
definition of phenomena that cannot be reduced to acommon denominator8.
Of essential impact were here heated discussions on functionalism, the latter
forming a large part of the theoretical background of studies of modern-
ization9. A significant influence was also exerted by the changes in overall
mental climate — in recent years it became clear that the world outlook
underlying many earlier declared views has undergone serious changes10
Much food for thought was also provided by spectacular political events —
if only to mention the islamie “conservative revolution” in lIran1l

The attempts at creating a coherent theory of modernization could not
withstand such a polemic fire. Despite all the critical voices, however, the
interest in the problem does not seem to flag. The adversaries of the concept
of modernization underline that a sense of link between the contemporary
changes, derived from common experience, is something quite different
from an ambition to elucidate those changes by means of one generalizing
conceptl2 Although this kind of generalization may seem disappointing, a

7C F von Weizsacker, Otradycji whilozofii (On Tradition in Philosophy), inc_idem,
Jedno$éprzyrody (The uityofl\lature%rsza\/\a ]972& p. 437, quoted after: J. Szz':lcki, Slowo
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izacja—teoria doktrgrn? ization—Theoryor Doctrine ?), “Kwartat nikli istoryczny”,
vol 1979, N°3, pp. 741-749, . o
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consciousness prevails of the mutual interaction of transformations in
various spheres of life. Even if the nature of these interactions is not easy to
establish, the problem seems all the more intriguing. And it is precisely as
a problem — not an established theory — that modernization is generally
presented in scholarly investigations today13

The range of definitions of this concept, often quite capacious ones, is
expanding24 In his, by now classical, study Reinhard Bendix explained
that by “modernization” he understood” a type of social change which
originated in the industrial revolution of England, 1760-1830, and in the
political revolution in France, 1789-1794” 55In my opinion if the essence of
modernization changes is still unclear to us, we should rely on the most
tangible factor— technology. Thus, | would conceive modernization as a
set of processes connected with the development of technical civilization
that started to arise in Western Europe at the turn of the 18th c.

The emancipation of women should be treated as one of such processes.
The changes that recently occurred in the way of understanding the concept
of modernization had to leave their imprint on the meaning of emancipation.
In the initial stages of studies of modernization emancipation seemed to be
an obvious component of the established vision of modernity — side by side
with industry, great city life, democracy and education. Together with the
obliteration of clear boundaries between modernity and tradition the ob-
viousness of the meaning of the concept of emancipation started to weaken.
Just as the whole set of modernization processes it became a problem16

Here, however, promising perspectives loom before historical studies.
Studies of modernization were initiated above all by sociologists and politi-
cal scientists; at present the historical dimension of the phenomena under
discussion seems to deserve a more profound treatment and acquires in-
creasingly greater importance. This becomes an indispensable condition of
reasonable continuation of studies of modernization1r.

BSeel. Appleby, Modemization theory andthe Formation ofModem Social Theoriesin
Eggand and Anerica, “(bnparanve Studies in Society and History”, vol. XX, 1978, N° 2, pp.

US N Eisenstadt, Studies of Modemization, passim, idem, Tradition, Chargeand
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In the case of 19th c¢. Poland modernization processes encountered
serious obstacles. One cannot, of course, speak of stagnation, however an
increasing distance of Poland from the countries of civilization centre was
certainly the case. This was, as Witold Kula wrote, “development under
conditions of increasing beckwardness” 18 Over ten years ago Jerzy Jed -
licki, when asked “Did Poland lose the 19th c. in respect of modern
civilization?” answered: “If eloguent milestones are necessary, this century
(with some chronological tolerance), started with Przestrogi dla Polski
(Warnings toPoland), and finished with Nedza Galicji wcyfrach (Galician
Misery inFigures)”19 i.e. itstarted at the end of the 18th century and finished
by World War I. The impact of the loss of statehood and the division of the
Polish territory among neighbouring powers was obvious, but neither the
importance of the conservative impulses of the traditional agrarian, squire-
peasant society can be ignored. These impulses could take simple or refined
forms; side by side with homespun traditionalism there arose a fear of losing
the identity of native culture, typical ofcountries with backward civilization,
in Poland, however, kindled up by the undermining of a sense of national
values as the result of partitions20.

The factors that impeded the progress of modernization influenced also
the pace of emancipation processes, although | should like to underline
again, it is hard to find a simple dependence between the rate of economic
growth, structural transformations in economy or democratization on the
one hand and changes in the social situation of women on the other. It is true
that essential concurrences can be detected without difficulty, they seem,
however, to be illusory if treated as regularities. Here | should only like to
indicate the most characteristic, in my opinion, features of particular stages
of modernization of 19th c. Poland, by trying to establish how civilizational
development was linked with women’s emancipation.

The first stage, reaching back to the 18th c., with its culmination in the
Napoleonic Era, embraces changes in the sphere of politics and culture,
constitutional systems and customs. The sphere of economy was fora long
time virtually unaffected. “Consciousness was in advance of the changes in
existence: thus in Poland reflections of mind were more contemporary with

BW Kula, ie (Introduction), in: Przemiany spoleczne tvKrdlestwie Polskim
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the West than the state of industry”2l. Such modernization by its very nature
could influence significantly only the life of upper strata, and even there its
effect was not very profound either, as new items of literature and legal
norms were opposed by age-long habits and traditionally formed com-
munities22 In such conditions the emancipation of women had to be limited
in scope to few milieus, it did not encroach on the established family
structures and seldom undermined moral standards, although sometimes it
did so in a spectacular way. Except for individual cases it did not signify a
change in the way of life, being a kind of an intellectual-moral vogue; a more
profound conception of emancipation can be encountered among the radical
intelligentsia in the middle of the century, in the circle of “women-enthusiasts”.
The latter example indicates the importance of political, patriotic and democratic
motivation as a factor that stimulated women’s activity. In Polish conditions
especially patriotic reasons played the role of a stimulus to active involvement
in public affairs, beyond the limits of traditionally established competences.

A breakthrough in the sphere of emancipation could however occur
only in the next stage of modernization transformations — alter agrarian
reforms were carried out and industrialization effectively started. Both these
processes, extended overseveral score years, undermined the existing social
structures, also changing the situation of women. The economic pressure
became a powerful stimulating factor. The crisis of squire-economy,
changes occurring in the countryside, the gradual opening of new oppor-
tunities of earnings — all this made the ranks of women seek employment
outside their family, while professional activeness undermined the stability
of the female social status established before ages. The acceleration of
modernization processes caused by industrialization created chances of
authentic emancipation, however, difficult to lake advantage of. At the same
time modernization encountered worse political conditions, as the conflict
between advocates of progress and defenders of tradition was exacerbated.

There were many attempts to interpret the phenomena that took place
at that time precisely in the terms of a clash between “the new” and “the
old”. This scheme seems to be too simple: let us remember that in the second
half of the last century the development of nuns’ congregations was one of
the forms of emancipation of women. Modernity and tradition intermingled
in a peculiar way not only in this case.

(Translated by Agnieszka Kreczmer)

2 1bid, p. 10
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okresie feudalizni ) OTEO&etryandSwal Barriers. Transformations o Pollsﬁglebbllltyln
the Declining Period of Feudalism), Warszawe 1963, p. 246.





