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Notes on Working-Class Culture in
Late Imperial Russia

Yoshifuru TSUCHIYA

Introduction

Over the past three decades, the "culturist" approach has
come to prevail in Western historical research on popular
movements and working classes in Europe. This approach
rejects the reduction of culture to social and economic
conditions and makes much of cultural roles in historic
transformations. For example, E.P. Thompson suggests that
the working class was not automatically formed by changes in
the economic structure and productive relations, but that it
took form only when it achieved class consciousness through
the experiences of struggle and protest. He considers that the
working class emerged due to interactions between economic
and cultural factors. Some younger researchers (such as G.
Rude) not only emphasize the autonomy of culture, but also
even claim that popular culture created the popular
movement.'

Needless to say, the formation of working classes cannot be
attributed to culture alone; such an approach, however,
appears to be somewhat useful in the study of Russian
workers. Scholars in the former Soviet Union almost
exclusively analyzed social and economic conditions in order to
illustrate the formation processes of classes, and Western
historiography has long paid much attention to the connection
of workers with villages and stressed their peasant-like
character. However, this emphasis in Western historical
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research began to change early in the 1980s, and some recent
studies seem to be more or less characterized by the
forementioned style of approach.” This study is a modest
attempt to analyze the world of Russian workers for the
purpose of acknowledging their cultural autonomy and its
changes.

1. Traditional Customs and their Social Functions

A typical Russian worker was born and raised in a rural
area, and came to a city to work in a factory in his/her early
teens. A detailed scrutiny of such workers' early lives in the
countryside is beyond the scope of this study, but we may
suppose that the customs, values, morals, behavior, and social
bonds would remain intact even after his/her arrival in a new
urban environment. According to Anne Bobroff, who studied
the social bonding patterns of female workers in the central
industrial region of Russia, there were differences in expected
roles between boys and girls in childhood, and difference of
gender had some influence on their future activities as
workers.” It is well known that zemliachestvo was an
important bond which helped workers to enter urban life.*
Whether brought from the countryside or not, some traditional
customs and rituals in workers' daily lives reinforced their
social bonds, sociabilite, and their identities of belonging to
certain communities.

The concept of sociabilite represents the interrelations of
people who are connected by some particular social bond.
Generally, people live in "multiple sociabilite” (from family to
political party) and sociabilite ordinarily creates a certain
community of interest. The community has specific unwritten
rules and a self-controlling ability exercised by norms based
upon these rules. When people are aware of the common
norms among themselves, sociabilite becomes the basis of
community.” Such sociabilite as zemliachestvo, neighborhood,
and some bonds in a workshop or factory which appear as
workshop or factory "patriotism" have been hinted at in
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Russian workers' history.® This writer once pointed out that
there were two important foci in the urban working class
milieu: factory and neighborhood (or residential quarter).’

Among traditional customs and rituals, drinking and
"collective fistfights" were very important in reinforcing the
identities of workers. Educated Russians and consciously
advanced workers regarded temperance as a mark of cultural
development, but in the male brotherhood of workers the use
of vodka was an essential sign of membership.® As many
workers' memoirs reveal, a new worker was required to treat
his fellow workers to a bottle of vodka in a nearby tavern. This
custom (called prival'noe’) prevailed among metal and textile
workers. Comradely relations between the newcomer and his
seniors were established only after prival’'noe occurred.
Following that, all possible cooperation and support was given
to the newcomer, and he could depend on those. It was
impossible to obtain such support without offering prival’noe,’
as Shapovalov described:

"If a new worker refused to offer prival’noe, even if he were
to starve or die, other workers made him unable to remain
in the factory by various harassments; on the gear of his
machine a nut was put, his machine got broken, and he
would be fired. Or they enjoyed the following activity: they
secretly attached tails made of a piece of cloth or dirty
dustcloth to the worker [who neglected prival'noe — Y.T.]
and enjoyed watching him walking about in the workshop
without noticing his own tails. Sometimes they set these
tails on fire. When the worker was surprised and took the

tails (())ff, burning his hands, everyone threw ridicule upon
him.""

This custom, which was part of the traditional drinking
culture,'" was firmly maintained, so that even if a new worker
had spent all of his assets during his unemployment and had
no money, he still had to practice prival’noe. If he had no
money and could not borrow from anybody, he resorted to
peregonka, — that is, he bought goods in the factory shop on
credit, sold them to local shops at a discount of 40-50 %, and
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got money to treat others with.'? Prival'noe was not simply
consumption of alcohol, but a distinctive ritual.

The abuse of alcohol had a bad influence on the lives of
workers. Thus the habit of daily drinking at taverns, which
David Christian defined as the "modern drinking culture,"
was the target of a sobriety movement led by reformist
liberals, conscious workers, and socialists who wished to
improve the quality of workers' lives. However, even daily
drinking unrelated to rituals might strengthen the social and
collective bonds among male workers.

In addition to prival'noe, collective fistfights are often also
cited in workers' memoirs as important amusements. This
traditional pastime, which originated in the sixteenth or
seventeenth century,"”” was mainly practiced during the
winter, and remained common even in the early twentieth
century.

The scenario of a collective fistfight was: two sides — for
example one factory vs. another or one district vs. another —
formed "a wall against a wall (stenka na stenku)" to struggle
for control of a disputed no-man's-land."* S. Kanatchikov (a
worker at the Gustav List plant) wrote, "In the wintertime,
when the Moscow River was frozen, we would go to the wall of
the dike and had fistfights with workers from the Butikov
factory. In the evening we would return home with our black
eyes and our broken bloody noses."”” And V. Sergeevich, who
worked at the Neva shipyard in Aleksandro-Nevskaia district
of St. Petersburg, described the "wall" of Smolenskoe village
against that of Mikhail ArkhangeP village.'®

There were some rules among the fighters, — not to strike
those who had fallen, not to hit an opponent in the eye, and to
fight only with bare hands. During intense fighting, however,
these rules were often violated; rocks and knives were used as
weapons, and some men were killed or seriously wounded."’
The fight usually began with a young "wall" of teenage boys,
followed by their seniors. The number of participants
sometimes reached 500.'® A strong fighter was a hero
respected by other workers.
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As Daniel Brower pointed out, the level of violence in these
fights appeared barbaric and epitomized the crude and
backward aspects of popular life to any Russian for whom
culture meant learning and rational discourse. However,
what outsiders judged as uncivilized had a different meaning
to workers. Although they were bloody and brutal, collective
fistfights created bonds of comradeship which helped urban
immigrants to form a community to which they could turn in
times of need. This community gave them a sense of belonging
to a place of their own in the city.' Brower's claim is certainly
relevant, although this writer cannot agree with his
association of such fistfights with labor violence in Russia.
Violence within a community, as an object of analysis, should
be distinguished from that which was directed toward the
world outside of the community.*

Thus, customs and rituals such as prival'noe and collective
fistfights, hand-in-hand with other factors of the urban milieu
like communal residence, reinforced workers' bonds in a
certain sociabilite and helped to form the workers' community.
Such informal sociabilite and community were all the more
important because most Russian workers had no formal
organization before the first Russian revolution. (A very few
examples of formal organizations through which workers
reinforced their identities were: Khar'kov Mutual Aid Society,
mutual aid organizations of printers in St. Petersburg, and the
communal dormitory organized by bakers in St. Petersburg.)
The forementioned customs and rituals were despised by
educated society, but among workers they fulfilled certain
social functions.

2. Workers' New Aspiration for Self-Enlightenment

Workers' lives did not remain entirely traditional. For
example, by the end of the nineteenth century, workers' meals
had already become '"urbanized," characterized by the
consumption of meat and tea independantly of particular
religious opportunities.*’ As to workers' manner of dress,
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there indeed were peasant-style workers who wore rustic
rubashka with a belt, and high boots into which the cuffs of
their trousers were tucked. They also had their hair cut in the
shape of an inverted bowl.”” Such styles rapidly became
urbanized as workers became accustomed to their new
environment.” According to Shapovalov, even among textile
workers (known for their peasant-like way of life) the younger
ones had already changed their hairstyles into urban styles,
and they wore jackets on holidays.?* Z.T. Trifonov, a worker at
the Wagon works, dressed himself in the "German" style in
order to gain admittance to the Summer Garden, after twice
being refused admittance by policemen because of his
disheveled clothes.”®

Among the new inclinations which were promoted in the
industrial and urban milieu, the aspiration to enlightenment
or self-education was highly important. While, as is well
known, the workers' literacy rate was relatively high,*® it is
said that their literacy had been acquired before they came to
the city.”” This means that even in the countryside, boys
especially might receive an elementary education, as some
workers' memoirs reveal *®

Michael Share has pointed out that when young, future
members of the Central Workers' Circle of Petersburg
regarded education as "the major vehicle for a release from
their destination"; many had attended zemstvo or village
schools, though all considered this education to be
inadequate.”’ Trifonov was taught to read by his uncle, who
was asked to teach the boy by Trifonov's illiterate mother who
eagerly wanted to make him literate. At the same time, his
elder sister was not allowed to learn despite her hope to do so,
because "a girl need not go into the army." Trifonov's learning
proved to be entirely inadequate when he entered a village
school ¥

Thus boys had possibilities to learn even in the countryside
and many future workers learned reading, writing,
arithmetic, and religion. Girls had fewer opportunities to
learn because at a rather early age they had to perform such
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work as being nursemaids (niania) in order to augment family
incomes.’' However, the earnest desire to learn might be
encouraged in the city, where there were numerous
institutions and opportunities for workers to study, such as
evening-Sunday schools, various museums, libraries, popular
reading meetings (narodnoe chtenie), and the like.

Some public and private initiatives to broaden elementary
education began in the 1860s and early 1870s. They included
the Sunday school movement, establishment of factory classes,
the spontaneous movement for expansion of formal
elementary education, and the new law promulgated in 1872
by the Ministry of Education for urban elementary
education.”” Of course, these trends did not immediately
transform the cultural outlook of urban workers, but in the
1870s there had already emerged the workers' intelligentsia.
These were a small number of skilled worker who were
distinguished from the rest of the urban working class by their
level of literacy, social traits, economic and political positions,
and their "urge to discover the outside world." They were
generally apolitical, and merely sought the cultural and
economic improvement of their current conditions.*

In the 1870s, the inclination toward self-education was still
limited to a very small percentage of workers — that is, the
workers' elite. However, due to the growing number of
full-time urban workers and the forementioned trends
toward expansion of elementary education, more and more
workers had availed themselves of educational opportunities
by the end of the nineteenth century. Especially after the
first Russian revolution, workers' aspirations for education
and knowledge had become evident.

In 1900 the number of Sunday schools, which had been
established by various groups and private interests, totaled
286 in 75 cities, with 50,000 students. In 1905, some 112,000
worker-students were learning in evening classes and special
courses for workers.** In the Ligovskie evening classes in St.
Petersburg, 686 students were present in 1906/1907 and 1,030
in 1907/1908. In the Prechistenskie courses in Moscow, 1,137
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students were learning in 1906, and 1,500 in 1908; in
subsequent years there were between 1,500 and 2,000
students. In the case of Prechistenskie, when each school year
began, 3,000 or more hoped to enter the courses, but some had
to be disappointed because of limited capacity.’® A similar
phenomenon was seen in the general situation of urban
elementary education. According to Brower, economic
opportunity provided a powerful incentive for expanded
elementary education. There was a strong demand for free
public (or parish) schooling. One simple indicator of this
demand was the number of unsatisfied school applications in
large cities. In Moscow in 1877 there were 600 more admission
applications than openings; in 1890, despite a sevenfold
increase in municipal expenditures on education, there were
2,600 excess admission applications. At the end of the 1890s,
Kharkov's schools, which had doubled in number since 1893,
still had to refuse admission to 500 children.*

As is well known, the curriculum of evening classes and
Sunday schools often contained political and social themes. V.
Sergeevich wrote, "Lessons in the Sunday school (Smolenskaia
school in the Neva district of St. Petersburg — Y.T.) were
infused with political tendentiousness. Even in purely
scientific subjects, much was spoken about politics. For
example, the chemistry teacher often changed the topic from
Lavoisier to the French Revolution... Thus, the school was a
sort of local political club and a uniting focus."*’

For those workers who sought enlightenment and
knowledge, however, it did not matter whether lessons at
educational institutions were socialistic or not. Thus various
initiatives taken by the government or liberal reformists could
attract a considerable number of workers. For example, the
popular reading meetings organized by the Sobriety Society in
St. Petersburg were held on 1,032 occasions and attracted
attracting a total of 182,200 participants (including many
workers) in the years 1892-94. Similar meetings were held
3,711 times from 1906 to 1912, attracting a grand total of
429,500 participants.®® Z.T. Trifonov offered unqualified
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praise to N.A. Vargunin, a factory owner, and the Neva
Society of Popular Entertainments he established.” According
to a survey conducted among worker-students in 1910-1912,
those who (rejecting a utilitarian purpose regarded
multi-faceted general improvement as their main reason
for studying comprised more than half of the respondents. At
the same time, a fairly large number of workers demanded
that evening classes should provide opportunities to
continue learning in order to prepare for examinations for
graduation from a secondary school, to acquire a teaching
credential, or to become an agronomist.*’

After the first Revolution, new workers' organizations
devoted to enlightenment and cultural growth appeared.
These were called "workers' clubs." According to I.D. Levin,
such clubs in St. Petersburg had three different origins: the
initiatives of evening class workers, the personal initiatives of
activists, and the initiatives of workers at one or more
factories. Though these organizations were unstable and not
always long-lived, they sponsored in various activities such as
organizing evening classes, lectures, literary-musical parties,
reading or drama circles, and the like."!

In any case, it is beyond doubt that a substantial number of
workers participated in these educational organizations in
large cities. It is true that many workers could not complete
the regular course of evening or Sunday schools for various
reasons, or were unable to pay the membership fees for
workers' clubs. However, experiences in such organizations
could not but influence the cultural conditions of workers.

3. Changing Attitude toward Religion among Workers

Life in urban and industrial environments and contacts
with various educational entities seemed to contribute to the
secularization of workers. For many workers who had just
come to the city, religion was very important, although they
often disliked priests. A. Buiko, a Putilov worker, noticed that
religion or the "religious narcotic" had long captivated him.*
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Semen Kanatchikov first feared the pattern makers
("students" of the Gopper factory near his Gustav works)
because they did not believe in God and might be able to shake
his faith as well, which could have resulted in eternal hellish
torments in the next world. On the other hand, he admired
them because they were so free, so independent, and so
well-informed about everything.*

Religious sectarianism also flourished among urban
workers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
On this point, Sergeevich has noted:

The workers' movement in the late nineteenth and the
early twentieth centuries caused lively activity in various
religious sects. At first sight, any connection between the
workers' movement and religious sectarianism may seem
strange, but it nevertheless existed. Restrained by the nets
of ignorance and darkness, Russian workers could not and
were afraid to break away from God and religion... On the
other hand, it was also impossible to come to terms with
religion as presented by priests. Churches and priests
played a disturbing role in the workers' emancipation
struggle... Sectarianism was the golden mean which was
suitable, above all, for less advanced, less conscious masses.
Here God was not denied and religion was admitted, but

priests, Churches, and their regulations were not
admitted.**

While a teenage worker at the PaP cotton mill in
St.Petersburg, A. Artamonov fell under the influence of a
group of worker-pashkovtsy, that is, workers of some sect at
the factory. He began to tell his shocked mother about his new
beliefs: "that icons were thought up by people, that they were
not necessary, that the Church should be in the soul of every
individual, and that priests were deceivers, hawkers, and
pharisees."*

Thus religious sectarianism among workers appeared to be
the product of a combination of their anti-clerical feelings and
faith in God. At the same time, religious sectarianism played
a certain role in weakening workers' religious faith. Again,
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according to Sergeevich, "when I visited the meeting of
pashkovtsy (for the first time — Y.T.), I decided to debate them
if necessary, because I regarded myself as being well versed in
the Bible. . . At the meeting of pashkovtsy, I didn't hear
anything abominable; on the contrary, many things seemed
true. After that, I often attended their meetings, thought over
what they said, and observed the reality. In my own notion of
religion, a deep fissure gradually formed, and my belief in God
slowly disappeared."*

As regards the waning of religious faith among workers, it
is plausible that scientific education in evening and Sunday
schools or workers' circles, as well as revolutionary
propaganda, played important roles. Courses in physics,
geology, geography, astronomy, and other subjects were
taught in those schools.*’ Trifonov referred to one particular
lesson:

In the second year of the Smolenskie evening-Sunday
classes, A.A. Baikov, a young teacher, once brought a big
human skeleton, a live frog, and a microscope. Comparing
the structure of the frog's heart with that of the human, as
well as circulation of blood, he said that humans might have
evolved from such a frog, and in all cases, the nearest
ancestors of humans were monkeys. Such a comparison
inflicted a blow upon my religious faith. I became
unsettled, and was about to leave the classroom in
resentment, but a classmate kept me in the class. . . The
teacher disassembled the skeleton into parts and explained
the significance of the inner mechanism of each bone... His
clear, persuasive explanation gradually began to penetrate
my consciousness. . . When the class was over, | felt
ashamed of thinking about leaving imprudently just to
protect my own faith that God had created Adam.*

Shapovalov associated his own loss of religious faith with
his study of science: "comparing the conclusions of science to
the stories of the Bible, I arrived at the definitive conclusion
that there was no God, that God had not created man, but
rather priests had thought up the concept of God to deceive the
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people." A. Boldyreva stated that scientific answers to various
questions aroused a worker's curiosity and "impelled him to
seek answers to the questions that troubled him, not in priests'
sermon, but in books."*

Indeed, such a distinct departure from religious faith might
have been limited to a small number of workers, but mass
secularization of workers was indeed taking place. The
propagandist S.G. Strumilin found few "church enthusiasts"
among workers — religion was less important to them, he felt,
than for village peasants. N. Krupskaia similarly noted that
urban workers had less need for religion than did peasants;
workers were more educated and more aware of the "practical
application of knowledge."’ When he talked with students of
the Prechistenskie classes in June, 1910, Lev Tolstoy found
that they had no religious view of their lives. The "religious
seeking" of young workers was essentially a quest for new,
non-religious, and ethical ideals which corresponded to their
social and political aspirations. According to a young
Tolstoian worker, S.T. Semenov, "what interests them are
newspapers articles, current works of young writers, the
factions in the State Duma, and national problems."®' This
trend seemed to be more clearly shown in reading preferences
as well.

Though many workers first began to read with religious
books, their urban milieu was farremoved from that of the
peasantry, and moral teachings in religious literature seemed
implausible. Workers preferred secular to religious literature.
As one indication, 22 percent of the holdings of the Pushkin
Reading Room in St. Petersburg were religious in nature, but
in 1888 only 2 percent of the books checked out came from this
category.>® The traveling library of the Vladikavkaz Railroad
received only 55 requests for religious-moral literature out of
15,319 total requests. The wane of religious faith among
workers was noted everywhere in the reports of bishops after
the first Revolution. They were inclined to think that this
process could not be reversed because the idea of 1905 was too
much alive in the workers' consciousness. As if to confirm this,
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the percentage of religious literature in all publications
decreased from 29 percent in 1901 to just 9 percent in 1913.%

Of course, such attitudes toward religion and the popularity
of secular literature did not always lead directly to an
acceptance of socialism, although the departure from religious
faith was often a step toward an "advanced and self-conscious"
worker.>* In one Petersburg workers' club, Prosveshchenie,
requests for books in 1907-08 were as follows: social literature
— 41 percent, and belles lettres — 42 percent; in 1908-09, 26
percent for the former and 55 percent for the latter; and in
1909-10, 17 percent for the former and 66 percent for the
latter. During the time of what is termed "a reaction," there
may be seen such a tendency of declining interest in social
literature, i.e. social problems. That tendency was common in
popular lectures as well.® And the mass circulation of
detective stories ("Pinkertonovshchina”) was such that a
working-class newspaper associated such a phenomenon with
the failure of the revolution and the breakdown of workers'
organizations and democratic publications.™

Generally speaking, working-class culture was comprised of
old traditional popular culture and newer customs, values,
morals, and attitudes formed in urban and industrial
environments, and was created from their mutual
interactions. Some traditional aspects were regarded as
"dark," and the backwardness of the populace became the
target of reformist and socialist enlightening activities. Even
such "dark" aspects performed important social functions
among workers, so they seemed difficult to eradicate. On the
other hand, the new milieu in which workers came to live
provided them with various opportunities (all the while their
political, social, and economic conditions indicated their
position in society), arousing their aspirations for new cultural
attainments. On this point, both liberal reformists and
socialists were successful to some extent, if not completely.

In order for Russian working-class culture to be fully
illuminated, numerous questions remain to be analyzed:
gender roles in workers' families, the socialist influence on
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working-class culture, the relationship of working-class
culture with bourgeois culture or peasant culture, shop floor
culture, and so forth. When these problems are scrutinized, it
would probably be shown that in the early twentieth century,
workers possessed specific cultural characteristics different
from those of the urban middle classes and village peasants.
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