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The article scrutinizes the Polish-speaking debate over industrial modernity regarding 

Łódź, a multi-ethnic textile factory hub on the over-industrialized Western fringe of the 

Russian Empire. I collate external and internal voices expressed in the press regarding 

modernity, urbanity and the status of the city within the national public sphere to reveal 

assumptions about the urban and the rural which underpinned cultural criticism targeting 

the industrial hotbed and attempts at self-assertion on the part of local elites. A specific 

developmental trajectory of rapid and barely regulated industrial growth, an ethnically 

mixed population, and high social polarization secured a highly ambiguous perception of 

this city. Warsaw-centered elites produced a specific mode of accusation against urbanity, 

denying its very existence in a place that could not be easily integrated into Polish, nation-

alistically colored, modern aspirations. From a broader perspective, the presented analysis 

maps the binary structure of the rural vs. the urban on the larger field of debate over mod-

ernity, the “urban question,” citizenship and national self-assertion. 
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It would not be a serious exaggeration to say that Łódź was the only truly in-

dustrial city of the Russian Empire. While being fifth in terms of size (second 

in Russian Poland), it hosted the largest industrial working class in the entire 

empire. In comparison to other centers of mainly artisanal production, Łódź 

epitomized industrial capitalism operating at full throttle, for better or worse.1 

Being an initially German-dominated, and later growingly Jewish textile hub 

located in mostly rural Russian Poland, it was confronted with the Polish 

cultural imaginations (peasant and noble alike) and nationalizing ambitions of 

the Polish-speaking elites. As an urban space dragged through mud and mire, 

far from the idealized visions of the modern (national) city, and a hotbed of 

attempts at self-improvement on the part of the local multi-ethnic elite, it 

offers a possibility to map out Polish cultural space regarding urbanity and 

modernity and their imagined opposites. 

In the following, the urban and the rural are taken as two poles of cultural 

signification and refer to two allegedly opposite spheres of life; they have 

inspired thinking and debate about European cities in countless modes.2 For 

instance, large migration waves with rural migrants settling in urban areas 

caused processes roughly described as ruralization. While they often elicited a 

sort of moral panic among well-established urban dwellers, these migrations 

have also been a fruitful field of research, revealing changing demographic 

landscapes, divergent cultural practices and complex discursive structures, 

responsible for the rejection of newcomers but also secretly securing the ideal 

of urban life. The corresponding research focuses on important historical 

thresholds, such as the years following the Second World War, when con-

siderable human losses, large-scale population resettlement and ideologically-

backed forceful industrialization of agrarian areas invited (or forced) large 

groups of rural inhabitants to settle, or at least work, in the cities.3  
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The earlier wave of industrialization, creating the proverbial modern city of 

dubious reputation, also included large population movements. While urban 

discourse and anti-urban sentiments from Manchester to Moscow have been 

widely debated by scholars, the focus was more on the perils of a modern city 

or actual patterns of migration and adaptation.4 Also stimulating have been 

topics such as how municipalities attempted to govern new populations5, what 

new cultural forms were born out of the need to make urban life more bearable 

among a motley crew of migrants6 and, last but not least, how popular classes 

adapted culturally to the challenges of urban life.7 However, this has not lead 

to the problematization of the very distinction of “the urban” and “the rural,” 

which have still remained opposite poles structuring the debate. In this sense, 

scholarship has tended to repeat the symbolic field it is investigating. 

This homology may be broken in places where the rural was not an exor-

cised dimension endangering a well-established urbanity and where the rising 

industrial city was deprived of the status of an ambiguously perceived but un-

deniably modern metropolis.8 The “contemporaneity of non-contemporane-

ous”9 is no longer a valid label of “combined and uneven” modernity because 

universal periodization and developmental schemes lost much of their charm 

in social sciences. They appeared to be not much more than a mistranslation 

of difference as anachronism.10 Nevertheless, modern discourses may have 

different figurations regarding the assumed benchmarks and temporalities. A 

particular location in physical and imaginary space is productive in self-per-

ceived inappropriateness and accusation against one‟s own non-contempora-

neity. This creates interesting displacements in urban discourse in places that, 

due to their imaginary location, are not simply considered backward but in-
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stead stimulate multi-layered polemics. Not only do they attempt to problem-

atize the status of a particular place, they also affect more generic ideas about 

what is modern and contemporaneous. As the locus classicus of modernity all 

over Europe is a metropolitan city, such controversies are often mapped out 

along the urban-rural divide. 

In this context it is important that the modern transition, in terms of the 

mode of transfers between the city and the countryside, had a specific imprint 

on Eastern Europe. Here, industrialization and urbanization, often latecomers, 

for the most part did not affect thriving urban centers but created urban settle-

ments from scratch or revived run-down and underdeveloped pseudo-cities.11 

Whatever the particular trajectory of the site-specific development, the forg-

ing of the urban identity was accompanied by a high awareness of insularity. 

Industrial centers in the Russian-controlled Kingdom of Poland became huge 

isles of capitalistic modernity surrounded by rural Polish landscapes. 

Moreover, because of the long-upheld regimes of unfree labor typical for 

the region‟s agrarian-manorial mode of production, the class differentiation 

on the verge of the modern transformation partially preserved the older char-

acteristics of status stratification.12 Large imperial states impeded the emer-

gence of a cross-class nationalism. This characteristic complicated the emerg-

ing urban identities. They were heavily over-determined by ethnic divisions, 

which were soon to transform into competing nationalities.13 This fact became 

more intransigent and tangible during periods of modern nation-building, 

which almost always began top-down from some kind of educated elite.14 
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These realities were inevitably part and parcel of the Eastern European ex-

perience of modern transition.15 

The Eastern European urban experience was marked by a high level of 

cultural diversity and sweeping changes of population caused by rapid ur-

banization, ethnic cleansings and forced migration. The ethnic compositions 

of the urban populations varied significantly from place to place. However, 

they had in common the fact that in urban areas the ethnic mix was much 

different from that of the usually more homogeneous countryside. Thus, poly-

valent cultural tensions and historical laminations added to the urban-rural 

nexus in the local debates.16 This feature was typical for the entire region, 

with a significant presence of urban dwellers of German origin (be they old, 

pre-modern Bürgertum or newer colonists, craftsmen or entrepreneurs) and 

large Jewish populations (especially in the Pale of Settlement, but also in 

central Poland). This caused the emerging urban political constituencies and 

public spheres to be tense forcefields, where it was not only the rights of 

burghers with respect to the landed gentry or state that was debated.17  

Cities were often populated by groups culturally different from the inhabit-

ants of surrounding areas, which invested them with loaded cultural images, 

but also entangled the urban areas into the nationalizing projects. They might 

have been rendered, for instance, as islands in a foreign element or bulwarks 

of nation at the borderlands, which often created powerful myths further em-

bedding local identities and fanning conflicts.18 The reverse was also true: 
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other cities were suspected of cosmopolitanism that was endangering the 

healthy nation of the village or of draining local resources while serving for-

eign values or commercial interests.19 

At stake was a simultaneous task of making the cities national (Polish in 

this case) as well as making the nations more urban, i.e. modern. When the 

last strongholds of agrarian utopias fell, it became perfectly clear that the path 

to modernity travelled through the gates of the city. Peasants figured promi-

nently in ambitions of nationalizing elites and indeed underwent at least par-

tial nationalization in this period.20 Nonetheless, it was clear that, for a mod-

ern nation, the image of the city had to be re-crafted and the vision of the 

nation urbanized at the same time.21 This was also true with respect to Polish 

intellectual history, atypically embedded in the noble class tradition, and not 

only busy with the re-imagining of the peasantry, as in many other states in 

the region, where the new national identities were grounded in the ethicized 

rural identity. Correspondingly, the urban and the rural remained crucial poles 

of cultural signification, extensively mobilized in defining modernity, “Po-

lishness” and their mutual relationship. 

The nexus of urbanity and modernity—and their opposites—may be pinned 

down in a way that reveals broader traits of the Polish cultural space. This 

study tackles the urban discourse of one city.22 The findings presented here 

are grounded in a complete examination of major local dailies—Rozwój (Pro-

gress), Goniec Łódzki (Łódź Messenger) and Kurier Łódzki (Łódź Courier)—

in the period 1898-1914 and a less systematic examination of external voices 

regarding Łódź. Similarly to Andreas R. Hofmann in his study of the image 

of Łódź as anti-metropolis23, I am interested in petrified discursive structures 

coextensive with a particular public sphere. However, having dealt with 
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external voices elsewhere24, here I focus more on the locally produced inter-

discourse, which was actually much richer than Hofmann tends to suggest. 

Indeed, local journalists and opinion leaders attempted to counteract the 

externally produced image. They renegotiated significations such as urbanity 

and modernity, which were denied to their city, and used them as productive 

measures of self-improvement and self-assertion. They served their city as 

representatives and disseminators of local public opinion and tried to build a 

Polish provincial elite that would be active at the national level. 

 

 

Łódź was embedded in a trans-regional commercial borderland network con-

sisting, on the one hand, of external capital-perpetuating accumulation (one 

vector) and, on the other, of export-driven production (a different vector). 

While exploiting local resources, the city operated against the backdrop of 

local social and cultural ties. In one sense, it was a typical industrial center 

that had much in common with other cities of its type, yet it was a product of 

its surroundings and Russian Poland‟s social, cultural and spatial landscape. 

Therefore, it was profiting from its exceptional position and from being well 

plugged into broader commercial networks while simultaneously falling vic-

tim to various forms of exclusion and “othering.” These non-convergent 

tendencies, unfolding on various “scales” of interconnectedness, might be de-

scribed as “decoupling integration,” which linked the industrial city to its sur-

rounding and simultaneously made it foreign to it. This produced a particular 

form of discourse about the city, from both outside and within, which to a 

large extent framed its appearance as both the object and the subject of mod-

ernity. Local debates, forming an inter-discourse with respect to the city‟s ex-

ternal image, were part and parcel of the broader polemics about moderniza-

tion present among the Polish-speaking symbolic elites of Russian Poland. 

However, the local debates had specific traits, with many vectors reversed 

and with arguments fired the other way around than in the broader, Warsaw-

centered circulation of ideas. 

While discursive responses to capitalist modernization varied, they often 

contained recurring threads. Jerzy Jedlicki convincingly documents how 

Western, pastoral, counter-capitalist discourse was re-articulated in the Polish 

local context. Here, it incorporated, on the one hand, a striving for leveling 

underdevelopment and, on the other, strong anti-urban sentiments. The latter 

stemmed from the idea of “Polishness,” heavily saturated with the rural herit-

age of the landed gentry or an idealized peasant pastoralism seen as its vital 

core.25 Moreover, Jedlicki points at a certain “trial against the city,” showing 
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how the rural ethos of the noble class strengthened an anti-urban stream in the 

Polish debates, otherwise remaining rather convergent with the Western post-

romantic pastoralism.26 

Despite this similarity, the Polish anti-urban discourses had one more sup-

plementary, albeit crucial, aspect: What was urban and hostile was, in addi-

tion, foreign. Thus, the industrial city was not only horrific and dangerous but 

also culturally alien. Therefore, not only was there a debate concerning the 

pros and cons of industrialization, but this was also reframed as a struggle 

over the protection of local lore and tradition from predicaments of “Western” 

origin. Thus, anti-urbanity was associated with the protection of Polishness. 

Łódź as a rapidly growing textile industry center was indeed haunted by all 

the predicaments and discontent associated with early industrial capitalism. 

Inhabited first by foreign craftsmen and subsequently by industrialists flow-

ing in from the entire region, who were drawn by the economic opportunities 

and governmental assistance, Łódź witnessed the growing fortunes of mostly 

Jewish and German entrepreneurs. This was too much for the advocates of 

“Polishness” to take. Though Łódź was one of the few real sites of moderni-

zation, initially, even if modernization was already an issue, the debate over 

the modernization of Poland was not focused on Łódź.27 Its discursive pres-

ence was limited to a hostile, external body, and its image was converted into 

that of a foreign colony (first a German, later also a Jewish city), a place for 

the dissemination of external, dangerous influences of greed, speculation and 

an industrious spirit. 

Indeed, the story of Łódź and its industrial capitalism is rather dramatic. At 

the beginning of the nineteenth century, Russian Poland was an almost com-

pletely rural, undeveloped area, lacking in industrial centers. The formation of 

capitalism proceeded in a fairly specific way in the region, divergent from 

that which developed in regions where it had been built up over centuries. It 

was a fragmentary, initially state-licensed capitalism, implemented very 

quickly from the top down by the government. Later it became a particular 

form of tsarist laissez-faire capitalism, as the prerogatives of the semi-auto-

nomous Polish government were drastically reduced after the January Upris-

ing (1863). The strength and intensity of social changes were much more 

significant than they were in those countries in which these processes were 

extended over a much longer period of time. The driving goal of accumulat-
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ing capital, accompanied by the proletarianization of society and the increase 

in contract labor, combined with the rapid development of cities and an in-

ternal migration from rural areas, created a setting fully exposing the vagaries 

of peripheral, early capitalism. 

Łódź was the locus classicus of these processes, having been just a back-

water city at the beginning of the nineteenth century. In such a small village, 

arguing over the ownership of city rights seemed a serious exaggeration. 

However, everything was to change, and in just a few decades. The semi-au-

tonomous Polish government implemented a special program to stimulate in-

dustrial development; this program contained a variety of privileges for future 

investors and proved to be effective enough to stimulate successive waves of 

immigration. The population increased very rapidly, at a scale unique in Eu-

rope, comparable only to that in the fast-growing, relatively young American 

cities. The population of Łódź increased from 767 in 1810 to almost 477,000 

in 1914.28 The phenomenon of Łódź was nothing less than the creation of a 

new city from scratch. All these factors led to the emergence of an unusual 

and unique industrial city, with its structure totally subordinated to the re-

quirements of production and the market. 

National divisions strengthened class differences. The population consisted 

of large groups of Germans (from 77 percent in 1840, the German population 

fell to 21 percent at the beginning of the twentieth century) and Jews (the 

population of which rose from 9 percent to 33 percent during the same time 

span).29 In addition, the city had a Russian administration. The Polish popula-

tion grew steadily but still amounted to only half the city‟s inhabitants in the 

first decade of the twentieth century. The numbers do not tell the whole story, 

however. The skilled workers were mainly German, while the unskilled, bad-

ly-paid and easily disposable ones were Polish. Additionally, the most power-

ful companies, which employed more than 500 workers, were mainly owned 

by Germans, with a few in Jewish hands. At the same time, the number of 

female workers increased greatly. The social structure can also be character-

ized by an almost complete lack of an intelligentsia, which in the 1890s 

amounted to only 0.63 percent of the population.30 

Stemming from these peculiarities of urban development and the undeni-

able predicaments associated with early industrial capitalism, and further 
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taking into consideration the particular reservations in the Polish mindset to-

wards urban development, a specific discursive, imaginary picture of the city 

emerged. As a discursive object, Łódź began to be rendered in a steady, char-

acteristic manner, creating the foundation for countless depictions of it as an 

alien, savage, uncivilized city of poverty and greed; these depictions re-

mained the main image of Łódź in the public imagination for a long time.31 Its 

emerging reputation strongly influenced the first travel reportages, which 

often referred to the already existing stereotypes of the new city. What‟s 

more, even circles supportive of “progress” and industrialization (such as the 

Warsaw positivists) perceived Łódź as their still-born child (or perhaps de-

formed fetus), positing it as a counter-example of the developmental path 

they wished Poland to follow.32  

In this context an interesting reversal occurred. Modernity is often defined 

through exclusion and careful policing of its boundary.33 In a slightly differ-

ent context Timothy Mitchell notes that “the identity of the modern city is 

created by what it keeps out. […] The city requires this „outside‟ in order to 

present itself, in order to constitute its singular, uncorrupted identity.”34 Re-

garding Łódź, however, many arguments aimed to deny the urban and hence 

modern status of the city, which was only as modern as it could be against its 

rural hinterland. The reason was the urge to secure the idea of modernity, still 

more imagined than practiced, against vagaries of its empirical realization in 

Łódź. That is why the bulk of anti-Łódź discourse from outside was produced 

by progressive intelligentsia, who was not outspokenly anti-modern or anti-

urban.35 And that is why ethnic undertones were effective means of simul-

taneously excluding Łódź from the domains of modernity and Polishness, 

even if both domains could hardly have been more distant from each other. 

As local elites slowly emerged, this external condemnation was soon to be 

questioned from within. Because of these particular circumstances and the 
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existing image of the city, the debate often revolved around the tension be-

tween the urban and the rural; what was envisioned in the background was a 

“proper” (usually Polish) city, which Łódź was urged to become. 

 

 

The image of a particular place is a result of its actual characteristics and ex-

pectations shared in the relevant community of discourse—or, more broadly 

speaking, cultural codes—among the populations who forge and debate this 

image. In the case of the Polish debate over modernization of the country and 

the rising “urban question,” these expectations were shaped by a somewhat 

vague and idealized picture of a “Polish city” to be created in the future or as 

a modernized version of the imagined past. In the case of Łódź, its overall 

cityscape failed to meet any Polish expectations, revealing how distant they 

were from modernity. Every bit of the urban structure was seen as demon-

strating a saturation with something “other” and hostile, from a lack of reli-

gion to the imperative of profit. In 1857, one of the first “correspondences” 

(placed in a part of the newspaper under this revealing title, immediately 

creating a sense of distance) from Łódź reported that: 

“A town with a population of 30,000, but no church tower dominating the land-

scape, will greet you from a distance. No rumble of living people will take your 

attention from the low houses, built along axes marked out using a piece of string 

and a pair of compasses; black and red chimneys ask the sky how fast the revenue 

will return from the expenditures made for high walls; a murmur and drone present 

you a prayer, which the city repeats from dawn till dusk. Immediately you notice 

that it is not a Polish city that stands before you, and if you enter its streets, more 

than a mile long, you are anxious, because everywhere it is numb, empty and 

silent, but extremely industrious.”
36

 

Łódź, as a place of rapid, uncontrolled economic growth, confronted its in-

habitants and visitors with cultural change, a rearrangement of the social 

structure, and an unprecedented intensification of urban stimuli. Thus, it was 

also a place that created a new mode of experience—a modern one. One of 

the excited correspondents of the Warsaw press remarked in 1890 that: 

“Industrial movement, movement of money, pre-Christmas movement, rail-

way movement—in a word only movement. It boils, roars, and pulsates in the 

Łódź colossus.”37 Łódź was probably the only city in Poland where one could 

really feel modernity with its strength and brutality—a brutality of overloaded 

senses, urban experience, speed, noise and movement. It was perceived as 

such by the newcomers from rural areas, who embraced the industrial hub in 

the hopes of making ends meet. They regarded a forced migration as a path of 
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escape from the “benign state of natural, almost primitive culture,” as one of 

the working-class writers recollected in his memoir, which was turned into a 

novel. In his own words, he migrated to the “biggest center of machinism in 

Poland.”38 “With [his] senses of sight and smell [he] felt that great things 

were being created there,” so he “desired to start work with a machine as soon 

as possible.” For a real villager, Łódź offered a powerful confrontation with 

the new world of industrial production, creating an excitement with a new 

environment, where “waves of air, densified with the overheated oil and cot-

ton, streamed out of the holes of iron windows, stimulating [him] no less than 

incense during the Easter procession.”39 

Despite these obvious markers of Łódź‟s urban status, voices could be 

heard saying that it was not really a city but rather an overgrown village. In-

terestingly, most of these voices were not directed against the elements of 

urban life that might be associated with the direct influence of a village. This 

critical gaze did not focus on the rural populations flocking to Łódź in search 

of a better life. The inflow of new people did not create so much of a pan-

icked reaction to rural, uncivilized habits, well known from the post-WWII 

diatribes lamenting the “ruralization” of urban culture. This is epitomized in 

the myth of pigs allegedly kept in the bathrooms of burghers‟ flats in Wroc-

ław (Breslau) or Lwów (L‟viv), breeding and multiplying in numbers closely 

corresponding to the level of resentment and orientalizing condescension felt 

by the former, “proper” inhabitants. In the case of Łódź, however, elements 

of “the village,” entering the city on carts packed with the meager possessions 

of post-peasant migrants, did not bother all that many people. 

Łódź was denied urbanity because of its disproportionate growth and vill-

age-like structure, including its modern, rectangular street grid, without any 

“navel” of a central market sanctified by a cathedral. Thus, even if modern 

par excellence, Łódź was perceived as not fitting the urban pattern, being 

compared to some imaginary, harmonious city, which it most definitely was 

not. What was modern was not necessarily urban—which was still associated 

with a more traditional built environment. Indeed, due to its particular history, 

Łódź did not fit to this pattern—not only had it not grown organically or from 

an existing urban structure, but it also lacked many infrastructural projects or 

representative buildings associated with the modern expansion of the state. 

After all, it was not even a provincial capital (which was in Piotrków) and the 

Russian state neglected many infrastructural developments in the city.40 
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Moreover, a role was played in this regard by the strong differentiation made 

between Warsaw, as a capital city and implicit paradigm of urbanity, and the 

other provincial cities, extensively criticized and denied urban virtues by the 

Warsaw-based and capital-focused intelligentsia. Łódź fitted neither of these 

patterns, it was not urban but not benignly pastoral, either. It was something 

new, but not something that was dreamed of as a modern space. 

 

 

Even as journalists and writers were describing Łódź as an alien city with no 

rules, the city itself became more “urban” of its own accord. For instance, due 

to its rapid development, an increasing number of workplaces for intelligent-

sia, such as lawyers, physicians or company clerks, was created in Łódź in the 

last decades of the nineteenth century. As a consequence, the local job market 

offered better chances for professional development than other locations. 

Most of these positions were occupied by Poles or assimilated Jews, often 

mimicking the intellectual life of Warsaw. Consequently, the “lodgment” of 

the intelligentsia in Łódź grew both in number and in the range of its activi-

ties. Some educated professionals, choosing to work in Łódź for financial 

reasons, believed that the so-called “bad city” was not the worst place after all 

for stimulating culture and engaging in a social life (for example, writing 

newspapers or running theatres).41 Ironically, the very shortage of such facili-

ties created opportunities for their creation and operation. 

In many respects, local writers, journalists and active citizens shared the 

general premises of Polish anti-urbanity. Simultaneously, however, they were 

genuinely interested in rebuilding their environment so that they found it 

more acceptable, less harmful to its toiling inhabitants and more legitimized 

or recognized as a new—finally appropriate for the Zeitgeist—urban center in 

the Polish Kingdom. Thus, they produced a series of texts questioning the 

existing image of the city and attempting to make virtues out of its vices. 

They fervently tried to orchestrate public opinion, civil society, the industrial 

sphere and city administration to create a habitable, “proper” city, worthy of 

its name, out of the peculiar urban bastard of capitalist modernization. Sim-

ultaneously, they tried to re-appropriate those elements that made themselves 

and their city modern while turning them into a launch pad for future devel-

opments. Along the way, they managed to convince themselves that it was 

not as bad as it might have looked from the outside.42 
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It is easy to note the strong binary opposition: A certain undesired, “inhar-

monious” vision of urban life (industry without culture, etc.) was contrasted 

with benign attempts to change it and put it on the track towards progress. 

This general opposition might be accompanied by a more detailed investiga-

tion of the respective “desired” and “undesired” states of affairs. Against the 

backdrop of the existing peculiar image of the city, as reconstructed above, 

and the painfully felt inadequacy of its local life with respect to the expected 

conditions of a “proper,” modern city, a specific inter-discourse emerged. Its 

goals included, simultaneously, a critique of the existing crisis state of affairs 

and a positive affirmation of the already-acquired elements of the city‟s mod-

ern identity. This double layering also concerned time. A critical reference to 

the recent past stressed the present zeal of eliminating predicaments that 

could not be easily erased. This deployment of time helped ground the legiti-

macy and viability of future strivings by making it possible to establish a 

critical distance from the past. Such frog-leaping revealed that the “will to 

improve” was not an empty shibboleth but actually perpetuated change.43 In 

the example below, this structure is epitomized by the contrast between 

Łódź‟s weak intelligentsia (an intelligentsia was understood as a necessary 

element of a “proper city”) and its “alien character,” as well as by the fact that 

it was being challenged from within: 

“However, life has its own demands, and maturing social demands have to be ful-

filled. And so it has been in Łódź for the last twenty years. The fact that in the 

middle of the country there was a city with tens of thousands of Polish workers, 

and alongside them an entirely dispersed and idle intelligentsia, feeling completely 

alien in Łódź, and that it was a rarity to meet a man in a frock-coat speaking 

Polish, could not have been taken as normal. [Not from Warsaw] was a wake-up 

call played to Łódź intelligentsia to rise from their coma, and not from there were 

the winds blowing a reviving blast of air.”
44

 

As has been described, local journalists often struggled with their own 

feelings of inadequacy and were somehow reluctant to express pride in the 

place where they worked. To convince the external public, local readers and 

(perhaps above all) themselves that Łódź had modern credentials and poten-

tial, they tried to build a form of local self-assertion.45 Building on the aware-

ness of industrial power and a certain fragmentary modernity of urban infra-
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structure, subsequent campaigns were launched to “modernize” the city‟s in-

tellectual life, often seen as destitute of “proper” urban cultural practices and 

lacking in a decent corpus of local intellectuals. This line of critique had a 

strong undercurrent of polarized imagination, separating the things urban 

from those associated with a rural backwater, backwardness or roughness. 

Thus, Łódź was rendered as deficient in the features of a city, being, rather, 

some overgrown settlement which had to be deliberately elevated to the status 

of a city. This was both a goal and the practice of the “performative texts,” 

such as the one quoted below: 

“Our Łódź, despite the appearance of a big city, is so far rather an enormous „little 

town‟ (miasteczko) with respect to the culture of its inhabitants. It is somehow like 

a concentration of small towns, a plethora of Garwolins or Pacanóws
46

, into one 

entity. It bears many resemblances to the intellectual and social life of many simi-

lar godforsaken places. Weird contrasts—the highest possible development of in-

dustrial technology, threading in the first row of civilization gains—and the sim-

ultaneous insularity of tumbledown concepts, worldviews and forms of life! There 

are more and more people coming to Łódź and bringing broader views with them, 

but they have not been able to exert an extensive influence on the situation. In ad-

dition, our members of the intelligentsia accommodate themselves to the local en-

vironment so strangely and easily that they often become a pillar of this insularity 

of concepts and views rather than refreshing the fusty atmosphere.”
47

 

The broader framework of similar strivings was a certain “will to im-

prove,” here embodied by attempts to leave behind the city‟s “provincialism.” 

The repetitive calls to move forward in this process were often connected 

with an implicit benchmark time framework—imposing an imperative to keep 

up the pace of progress and, consequently, to establish a path that would 

allow the envisioned developments to be achieved within the “proper” 

timeframe. This, in turn, was supplemented with a strong feeling of longing, a 

desire to “finally” achieve what had been expected for so long: “Because it is 

already high time that Łódź finally ceased to be considered as a small provin-

cial town, in which simple, patriarchal relationships suffice.”48 Needless to 

say, this time-saturated expectation and the rhetoric of belatedness were also 

meant to express a critique of the social and political reality of Russian 

Poland, without the interference of censorship.  

Once the local journalists became more active in assessing the city‟s de-

velopments and issuing calls to action in favor of change, several lines of cri-

tique developed. They all tended to have a patterned construction, using sim-

ilar metaphors to describe the modern condition, a customary diagnosis of the 

situation, and repetitive targets or goals.49 Many concerned the problem of the 

                                                                 
46 

This is a form using pluralized, emblematic names epitomizing small, provincial Polish 

towns. 
47 

Nadczułość prowincjonalna [Provincial Hypersensitiveness], in: Goniec Łódzki (1899), 

15. 
48 

[Untitled material], in: Rozwój (1899), 108. 
49 

This analytical matrix is presented in a broader form in AGATA ZYSIAK: The Desire for 



 

 

urban and the rural, siding with the former and using the latter as a contrastive 

backdrop. In one mode it was an unwanted “failed” modernity of an “enor-

mous little town,” in another, the “backward” rurality of old Poland.50 The 

first mode was used as self-motivation, the second as an argument against ex-

ternal critiques. Acquiring the qualities of a “proper” city was a crucial step-

ping stone for self-reform. 

 

 

As described above, for a long time the city constituted a slander for Polish 

intellectual elites, generally rather unfavorable towards urban modernity. In-

deed, the peculiar social and urban structure of Łódź did not make for a very 

pleasant environment, with the flamboyant palaces of its factory owners sur-

rounded by shantytowns of the working poor and its predatory capitalism 

flaunting skyrocketing careers against the background of abysmal misery. 

The affluence of those already established stood side by side with the help-

lessness of the migratory rural populations, while everywhere urban squalor 

was spiced with the ubiquitous fumes and noises of the textile mills. Conse-

quently, the most common topic of press coverage on urban issues at the turn 

of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries concerned policing the city, which 

bustled with undesirable phenomena and was haunted by various disruptive 

phenomena (from smallpox to debauchery). 

The main goals were to orchestrate the spatial chaos and introduce the in-

stitutions required by “a proper city.” The development of the city was pre-

sented as abnormal and its appearance did not fit into any of the known patt-

erns. As journalists reported with disgust for an extended period of time: “In 

Łódź, there are businesses worth millions gaining good profit, but there are 

no schools,”51 or in a similar vein: “There is the power of millions, but there 

are no hospitals. There are many palaces—proudly protruding—but there are 

no hygienic flats for the hard-working masses; there are trimmed gardens, but 

no public parks.”52 While Manchester and many other core-industrial towns 

were going through intense suburbanization, which influenced not only spa-

tial but also social relations53, Łódź was a highly mixed environment and re-

mains so even today. 
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The spatial anarchy of mixed neighborhoods with countless tiny work-

shops, factories, tenement houses and palaces was harshly criticized. Al-

though the city‟s street grid was consciously planned, it was literally the only 

factor taming the spatial practices of early capitalist urbanization. In addition, 

the bad quality of buildings, aesthetic disorder and generally unhealthy living 

conditions were subjects of scrutiny. The focal points were filthy and dark 

courtyards and, above all, the never-ending attempts to build a sewer sys-

tem—Łódź was probably the largest European city where there was no alter-

native way of draining sewage other than by gutters and open ditches.54 In 

their descriptions of Łódź, journalists joined the pan-European choir of cri-

tiques targeting urban squalor and unhealthy conditions, often framed in the 

sanitary postulates of the hygienist movement.55 

This longing for a proper, “modern” infrastructure, allegedly already ex-

isting in Berlin, Budapest, Dresden and, most often, Warsaw56, was profound 

if not obsessive. For instance, the construction of a municipal hospital was 

seen as a condition of saving Łódź from its dubious status as an “ungraspable 

anomaly.”57 Moreover, the issue of the lack of infrastructure and the resulting 

perils was directly connected to moral degeneration. The filthiness of a gutter 

was metaphorically associated with moral decay, and contagious epidemics 

were combined with moral illnesses: “starvation and plague will spread, pov-

erty will grow, common despondence will increase, and against the backdrop 
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of hunger and despair—immorality and felony blossom with the most exu-

berant flowers.”58 

At some point, the seemingly futile calls for change became so repetitive 

that even those who issued them felt obliged to express an ironic distance. 

Apparently, they felt that repeating them yet another time in the same mode 

of normative obligation was becoming pathetic. Consequently, they intro-

duced more complex rhetorical strategies, such as irony and mediation of the 

journalist‟s voice by, for instance, publishing in 1905 a rhyming poem (this 

feature is not preserved in the translation) on the dreams of a Łódź resident, 

light-hearted but nevertheless serious, announced to the world in a tavern: 

“The citizen of Łódź talks double Dutch when drinking in the tavern, claiming that 

Łódź is soon to outrun Warsaw concerning urban infrastructure, that soon the city 

of cotton will be the second metropolis of Europe. Just let the hard times go by, 

and then even the horse-drawn cab will be electric. A summer theatre, baths and 

market halls, even street kiosks will soon be ready. And if the big moguls aren‟t 

skimpy with their philanthropy, hospitals will also pop up like mushrooms, so that 

soon, wherever you go, whether to the center or into any dark corner, you will 

arrive at a hospital or an asylum. The sewer system, like one speeding up steps, 

will be ready in the year 2000, so this city, this township, still so young, will be 

able to drink filtrated water. So we go on, and in two hundred years there will be 

no smoke or dust in the city, and we will not burn in the sun as Łódź will have nice 

parks and alleys. And almost Italian-like air will tickle our lungs, and there will no 

longer be any knee-deep mud.”
59

 

The poem plays with time expectations, presenting the idea that merely 

moderate improvements would end up being delayed for a century. Thus, it 

tellingly mocks the never-ending process of modernization, constantly post-

poned improvements and simple calls for simple things in vain. Above all, the 

satire is a most revealing form of expression, offering insight into the actual 

imagination about what a “proper” city should look like. Ironically enough, in 

the year 2000 most of those dreams came true, not because of modern im-

provements but instead due mainly to the almost total collapse of industry in 

the city ten years earlier. When issued, however, these calls were intended not 

only to improve the city‟s built environment, but also to forge a legal and 
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institutional framework enabling it to function properly and to populate it 

with decent, cultural, Polish citizens. The feeling of institutional underdevel-

opment marked most of the debates between the 1863 January Uprising and 

the 1905 Revolution. The soaring urbanization brought into full view the 

scale of the shortages in the institutional framework in the Kingdom of Po-

land under the reign of the Tsar. Not surprisingly, the tsarist administration 

was generally uninterested in developing an independent Polish public.60 

In this situation, every social or cultural institution, be it a local theatre or a 

philanthropic society, even those most provincial, was considered an im-

portant center of Polishness, re-balancing the asymmetrical relationship be-

tween Polish public life and the Russian administration. But in fact some of 

the cultural or philanthropic societies were more religious than national. For 

instance, Łódź‟s Christian Charity Association was controlled by Germans; 

German Protestants worked there with some Polish Catholics. The same was 

true of the local fire brigade. Rising expectations put provincial institutions 

under the crosshairs of both the tsarist administrative obstacles and the per-

manent criticisms issued by the Warsaw press. The latter urged them to be 

more and more socially and culturally active.61 

As a result, imagined new institutions became a Holy Grail promising the 

solution to swelling social problems. Using references to the benchmark of 

the Western state order, they were commonly regarded as the most rational 

path of social development. Positivists, like other European liberals, believed 

that harmonious social development was possible under a few conditions: a 

high level of education, social self-organization and the Westernization of 

public life.62 In Łódź, not only was the enlargement of a Polish presence in in-

stitutional bodies a hotly disputed issue but, in addition, the peculiarities of 

the local situation and acuteness of the problems tainted the debate. Re-

sponding to these circumstances, the local press made the improvement of lo-

cal institutions its paramount mission.63 It was a widely held conviction that 

“[the] local social life is certainly far from tempting and encouraging, there are 

hardly any of the facilities (urządzeń) which everywhere else constitute an indis-

pensable need for every educated man, and it is difficult to point out any insti-
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tutions that may testify to the existence of a more serious intellectual life and social 

activity […].”
64

 

The pleas for “institutions” were also made to the imperial administration, 

while the lack thereof was registered and compared to other Russian cities. In 

the days of discussions about municipal reforms, this issue gained more mo-

mentum, especially considering the growing discrepancy between Łódź‟s size 

and commercial significance and its administrative status: 

“Inasmuch as in other regions of the Monarchy cities of similar commercial and 

industrial significance do have institutions which are lacking in our city, it is our 

duty to call attention to these lacks, in the belief that the most urgent needs of our 

„township‟ will be taken into consideration in the forthcoming future.”
65

 

Responsibility for this state of affairs was placed on the inept local gov-

ernment, passive citizens and inefficient organization. Of course, when read-

ing the critiques, one should keep in mind the influence of tsarist censorship, 

which prevented the proclaimed diagnoses from freely pointing out all the 

problems and obstacles.66 Against this backdrop of criticism of an incapable 

administration and of the obstacles to political reform, active citizens were 

envisioned as a supplementary, bottom-up solution. Thus, the local public 

sphere was scrutinized in search of new resources for urban renewal. Because 

the attitude of industrial tycoons towards philanthropy was ambiguous, all 

efforts were directed towards stimulating local patriotism and a sense of pub-

lic responsibility. The lack of such feelings was explained by the abnormal 

character of the “Polish Manchester.” One author wondered whether there 

was any 

“true, warm attachment to this big city, where the air wheezes soot and dust that 

often form a dense fog, here and there poisoned with stinking fumes; where water 

is drunk with fear of its germs and disgust at its strange taste; where it‟s difficult to 

pass through the dreary streets in a grid-plan because of intensive traffic […] 

where money is on people‟s tongues and in their hearts ...—„I hate Łódź!‟—We 

can hear this from the intelligentsia and surely it can be heard from many poor 

chaps too.”
67

 

The press also undertook a broader analysis of the social crisis. The de-

composition of social bonds was associated with the particular history of the 

city and its capitalist industrialization. This materialist line of critique not-

withstanding, it was the nation that assumed, to an increasing extent, the 

mantle of the prevalent form of community. This meant that it was enthroned 

as a desired goal, one towards which current actions should be oriented. Fur-

thermore, it was assumed that all the actors (including the “enemies”) acted 

according to the national principle. Hence, not surprisingly, actions were 
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assessed from the respective national standpoints. This included those ac-

cused of undermining basic social bonds and forms of solidarity potentially 

capable of mitigating the predicaments of industrial life: 

“[U]pstarts don‟t care about anything except their own pockets. No sentiments, but 

the opposite—the brutality of capital, let us admit, not a cultural one—has shown 

its true soul. How much does some Gottlieb care about the Polish working masses 

or Polish nation, without power and authority? [...] They care little about the cul-

ture of the country, about its pains and sorrows.”
68

 

However, calls for solidarity could also be heard as a means of overcoming 

the diagnosed problems. The nationalized mode of critique, later pushed to its 

limits, appeared to many to be rather misleading. Instead, profound changes 

were needed and the idea of a broader reconfiguration of social relationships 

began lurking behind the accusations lodged against lazy magistrates and 

greedy Germans. The envisioned solution was to reform the existing munici-

pal and/or national institutions to establish, regulate and control education, 

healthcare (especially preventing repeated epidemics), security, unemploy-

ment, cultural life and urban development. Thus, the local press participated 

in the broader controversy about shaping the modern social realm. In the early 

twentieth century, this debate was additionally invigorated by the hotly dis-

puted issue of municipal reform, creating hope for a limited introduction of 

autonomy and local elections. On the one hand, this perpetuated the debate 

over how to arrange new establishments and finally make use of the oppor-

tunity for self-governance, while on the other hand, nationalists fanned the 

flames of antisemitism, raising fears that, in the end, it would be the Jews 

who would dominate the local councils.69 Thus, for better and for worse, the 

shape of the local polity and corresponding institutional edifices came to the 

fore as a topic of debate. 

This step closed the previous phase of ambiguity. The debate refocused it-

self from attempts to ensure that the city‟s urban status corresponded to its 

size to discussion of urban self-governance and harmonious infrastructural 

and institutional development. While arguments about the “proper city,” un-

derpinned by the image of the “urban” as contrasted with the “rural,” and 

about incomplete urbanity were still in wide circulation, the very oscillation 

between the urban status and its opposite was overcome. It was connected to 

the actual proliferation of the long-awaited proper urban way of living and the 

burgher style of life. With the numerical growth of local bourgeoisie and the 

cultural forms accompanying it (such as theaters, cultural associations and 

philanthropic establishments),70 the new activities might be targeted as not 
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sufficiently Polish but no longer left doubt about the at-least-germinating ur-

ban identity of the industrial giant. 

 

 

In examining the Polish debates over modernity with respect to Łódź both 

from the outside and from within, one can note four important elements rele-

vant to the urban/rural divide in the Polish discourse. 

(1)  As the vast majority of capital was controlled by non-Polish owners, the 

entire structure of capitalist entrepreneurship was easily perceived as for-

eign and hostile to Polish national interests. Therefore, in many circles, 

resistance to modernization and the city which represented it—Łódź—

was framed as the protection of national identity and uniqueness, the only 

guarantee of survival during the hard times of the partitions. And if this 

was not enough, another layer of reservations against rising industrial 

capitalism was induced by rural post-nobility sentiments, deeply in-

grained traditionalism and faith in the ultimate sacredness of “the fathers‟ 

legacy.” Even among those circles that considered industrialization as a 

developmental opportunity, such as the Warsaw Positivists, Łódź was an 

example of what this process should not look like. Thus, the city was usu-

ally perceived as a kind of foreign body. Consequently, in this context, 

the discursive construction contained a paradox. In the approach towards 

the modern industrial city, what was denied was the status of being urban, 

which was precisely that which gave rise to it. It was not the elements 

actually connected to the countryside surrounding the industrial city that 

were perceived as rural but, rather, Łódź‟s deficiencies with respect to the 

imagined modern, Polish city. 

(2)  This image of a non-urban, foreign city was ferociously questioned by the 

emerging local elites, who tried to renegotiate the division between the 

urban and the rural and to create an imagination of the city worthy of its 

name. They sought to re-evaluate the might of industrial power and the 

resilience of the capital-perpetuated textile city to redraw the imaginary 

map of Polish urban centers. They were only partially successful, and 

Łódź was for a long time denied the status of a real urban center. This 

would have been possible only with a more heterogeneous catalogue of 

urban forms accepted by Polish public opinion, where Łódź fit better with 

its legacy.71 
This change, however, was out of reach for the local public, 

also marginalized country-wide because of their contested place of origin. 
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(3)  An important aspect of the Łódź urban discourse was its performative ca-

pacity. While the lack of local elites, public debate and responsive insti-

tutions were its important topics, the very practice of hotly disputing 

these issues created a nascent public opinion in the city. While journalists 

bemoaned the weak condition of the local debate, they simultaneously 

created the very public sphere for which they were longing. Even if their 

strivings for new institutions or an enlarged level of self-governance sel-

dom came to fruition (because of the realities of the tsarist empire), the 

debate itself was a significant step forward.72 

(4)  The city played a particular role in the broader Polish cultural space. Re-

ferring to, and broadening the typology presented by Veronika Wendland 

to conceptualize diversified “spacial imaginations” mediating between 

regional, national and imperial scales73, Łódź was a sort of a negatively 

evaluated island, foreign body, or even an abject space of Polishness. 

From within, however, the local elite attempted to reconstruct the “field 

of tension” between the local and the national and make it “transforma-

tive” rather than “antagonistic,” i.e. to construct a local identity not only 

compatible with Polishness but also transforming it in a direction more 

accommodating towards modern urbanity, commercial activity and cul-

tural diversity. This remained an unfulfilled task. 

 

From a broader perspective, the contested binary distinction between the 

urban and the rural, and its impact on the urban discourse regarding Łódź, 

foster an understanding of the symbolic configuration structuring the Polish 

idea of modernity. For a very long time, the specific feature of the city was 

the contrast between different aspects of urban life. Without a doubt, this was 

caused by the different temporality of most of the factors that determined the 

city‟s condition. This was a city of asynchronous modernity in a sense that 

difference was widely perceived as an anachronism. 

When the tensions created by forceful projection of local conditions at the 

assumed timelines were too dominant, the differences were mapped out on a 

spatial dimension and re-coded as urban-rural differentiation. If the status of a 

city in the nationwide imagination can be legitimately described in longue 

durée terms, then Łódź has been a place of ethnic, economic and cultural 

otherness, often expressed in displaced ways. This sense of inadequacy was 

established and reproduced by specific discursive practices from outside and 

was contested but also appropriated within local attempts at self-assertion. 

This “city from nothing” has generated a feeling of dissonance many times 

throughout the last two centuries. These dissonances may be referred to as a 
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particular form of “unconscious” modernity within Polish historical self-

awareness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


