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short, the problems of women in the textile wo r k f o r c e we r e an 

outgrowth of the position of women in society. With regard to 

political activity, women did participate in clandestine 

educational and political circles in the 1890s, but when the 

scope of these circles broadened to mass agitation female 

participation was no longer cultivated. Male activists, in fact, 

discouraged female participation in politics, after 1905 the 

trade unions largely ignored females, and male workers in the 

factories looked down upon women and treated them w i th 

disrespect. 1 3 5 

This was certainly the pattern in the textile industry both 

before and after the revolution. By its own account, the Union 

of Textile Workers had made the general welfare of the female 

worker a low priority at the time of the revolution and 

thereafter. 1 3 6 By the end of 1919, local communications 

continued to reach the central union leadership that the union 

had done little to accelerate its organizational efforts among 

female textile workers. 1 3 7 In April 1920, only 24 of the 358 

delegates to the Third All-Russian Congress of the Union of 

Text i 1 e v] 0 r k e r s were women,138 and by the end of 1920 women 

constituted 57.9 percent of the union membership but held only 

8.2 percent of the leadership positions at the section level or 

above. 1 3 9 Women did not, therefore, take over the factory 

committees, factory managements, and group administrations, but 

we have already seen examples of circumstances that put wo me n in 

a position to carry out the responsibilities of their male 
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superiors. Even the Supreme Council of the rJational Economy 

found itself in the position of employing large numbers of 

inexperienced females in its offices,1 40 and the situation in the 

textile industry was the same. A lack of experience and 

preparation, however, prohibited these unskilled women from 

discharging the tasks required of them successfully. In 

complaints about this situation voiced in union communications, 

"wome n " a n d v "inexperienced staff" were used roughly as-: 

synonyms. 1 4 1 

Thus, if the industry could not attract new talent, the task 

of the union was to fill the administrative positions largely by 

raising the consciousness of those who remained. In the early 

months of Soviet power, textile workers had not yet internalized 

the work habits of an industrial labor force. Workers left their 

place of employment without authorization, and in extreme cases 

extended their lunch break to as long as five hours. 1 4 2 In t-lay 

1918, a conference of factory committees and union 

representatives found it necessary to reiterate such basic 

aspects of industrial life as the need to refrain from 

drunkenness and card playing on the job, and to stop mistreating 

equipment. 1 4 3 The official cultural-educational departments 

designed to rectify this condition still did not exist below the 

raion level as late as November 1918.144 

fact, complained that local factory committees would ignore 

circulars enlisting their participation in this work. 1 4 5 By 

1919, it was evident that the problem was circular. The union 

in 
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felt it could not combat inefficiency and incompetence without 

gathering data on literacy and demographics. In the conditions 

of the period, however, the level of literacy and competence in 

local offices was so low that union reports complained that such 

statistical work could not be carried out. Local officials 

regularly sent imprecise, incomplete, and illegible data. 1 4 6 

In practice, cultural-educational work amounted to 

establishing any kind of sympathetic link possible between the 

union and the workers. As early as February 1918, the union's 

Central Commission of Cultural-Educational Work realized that the 

workers simply did not understand the educational overtures 

already made to them and that such work ...ro u ld have to be 

Upopularized" in the future if it were to succeed. 1 4 7 The idea 

was to modify the political content of this w o r k and to appeal 

first on a recreational basis by establishing a series of 

workers' clubs. Workers would be provided with a place to relax, 

play cards, and drink tea. Taking advantage of political 

literature provided in a reading room would be optional. If 

lectures were given, their duration should be strictly 

limited. 1 4 8 A lack of qualified instructors stymied such wo r k 

throughout this period, and as the end of the civil wa r 

approached educational work became a euphemism for directing the 

workers' social activities. As an official reported from the 

Iakovlev Cloth Factory in Gomel' at the end of 1920, the union 

staged two dramatic performances per week, but the workers seldom 

attended, and they absolutely never attended lectures or 
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meetings. In fact, "any interest in cultural work is absent 
•I 

among the working masses, [but] the evening dances attract a 

significant number of workers."149 Other union sections shared 

the experience of Gomel'. All sections of the union held 1,823 

meetings and presented 880 lectures in 1920 while also presenting 

432 concerts, 1,980 performances, and showing 1,082 films.ISO 

Economic disruption and displacement alone cannot explain 

why the economic organs turned a greater concentration of 

decision-making at the center in the first three years following 

the r e vo Lu t io n , Famine, war, and the disruption of supply and 

distribution figure directly, of course, in the significant 

contraction of production. These factors, however, cannot 

entirely account for the inability of those present in the 

factories to control or manage effectively. Previously, vle ste rn 

scholars have argued that such management did function. l S I ~'lh en 

one looks beyond the heavy industries vital to the war effort, we 

cannot accept this as the common experience. 

Horkers' control was to provide what Bolshevik rhetoric of 

the time referred to as a "school" for socialism, but outside 

major industries possessing a critical mass of skilled, 

politically conscious workers this school could not strike root. 

Not only did the unskilled workers lack the basic skills that 

would enable them to perform administrat ive, not to mention 

managerial, functions effectively, they lacked the broader 

consciousness required to enable them to coordinate their efforts 

on the nec essary scale with other factories. Factory committees 

I 
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may have pushed their representatives to undertake greater 

responsibility during the volatile year of 1917--the impulse for 

"centralization from below"--but they could not carry through 

this impulse independently. To the mass of unskilled workers, 

the steps needed for coordination of the working class could be 

only abstractions. The revolution presented not so much an 

o~portunity to reach a pre-ordained end as an opportunity to work 

out mat~ers independently. In the conditions of the civil war, 

however, this frequently took the form of formulating expedient 

measures for simple survival. The revolution thrust upon the 

rank-and-file worker new and largely unanticipated 

responsibilities. What the experience of 1917-1920 illustrates 

is that "centralization from above" was also part of the 

revolutionary process from the outset. Central organs wo u Ld 

either compensate as best they could for unmanageability of the 

local economy or resign themselves to the defeat of the 

revolution. 
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