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The article addresses the problem of the changing of social roles of women in Silesia. This is a special
category, because for many years Silesian women have been stereotyped as inactive miners' wives. The
article shows the evolution of these roles since the mid-nineteenth century, when industrialization began
in the Silesia region, until modern times. The analysis was conducted on the basis of materials and
studies of historians and sociologists focusing on Silesia. The position of social roles of women in Silesia
have been changing gradually. Currently, professional work is written in the biographies of women.
Based on the results of the research conducted by the author, the place of work in the lives of women will
be shown.

Social roles, women, Silesia, change.

Introduction
The issue ofwomen has already been the subject of a number of theoretical and empirical studies.
Currently we are witnessing the weakening of the cultural pressure pattern directed at women, to firstly
fill the role of wife and mother. Sociological research being conducted suggests that barriers still exist in
the professional promotion of women, and the problems resulting from the merger of social roles. This
situation affects women in Poland, but especially in Silesia. During the long industrial period, Silesian
women, especially the wives of miners, were regarded by fulfilling their roles as wives and mothers.
Today, the situation is changing, and women are taking different roles within the Silesian society,
combining roles of family with professional roles.
The paper aims to trace changes of social roles of Silesian women from the mid-nineteenth century i.e.
the period of shaping industrialism. The analysis will be the socio-historical and be carried out based on
the research of historians and sociologist focusing on Silesia and based on the author's own research.
1. The social roles of women in Silesia in the early evolution of industrialism
The position of women in the nineteenth century resulted from historical factors. Silesia was then under
Prussian rule. This area was subjected to rapid industrialization in the second half of the nineteenth
century. Industrialization in Upper Silesia was mainly due to the existing coal seams. Consequently, there
was a growing demand for workers, especially miners. A characteristic feature of Silesian families during
this period was the strict separation of male and female roles.
The social role of women in this period stemmed from the role of professional men. Men were appointed
to work outside the home, mainly in mining and metallurgy. Working conditions were very severe. In the
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nineteenth century, miners worked about 12 hours and steelworkers about 15 hours per day.[1] The work
continued throughout the whole week, even on Sundays. The boys were prepared to work in blue-collar,
especially the sons of miners were destined to become miners themselves.[2] In fulfilling this role it was
required for a professional to have a wife who took care of the house. Maturity was reached by a young
worker after his military service, and then in life through marriage and starting a family.[3]
Forwomen, getting married and having children were great values. In a Silesian family, the man played
an important role as breadwinner, but no less important was role played by his spouse in caring for her
hard-working husband and family. This was due to the fact that men were at work for 12 hours a day and
therefore women carried the burden of managing the household and raising children. The family, in
particular the wife had to support the worker by not working professionally but keeping the house in
"good order" and caring for the upbringing of children.[4] Such content was passed in the teaching of the
Catholic Church.[5] The hard working day was followed by a common meal at home. His labors were
rewarded through service at home (bathing, clean clothes, meals provided) and the serene atmosphere of
the family. Keeping order at home, cleanliness and neatness were demanded from the woman. Her tasks
included working on the farm and the livestock with the help of children and grandparents. Breeding
livestock allowed for the reduction of expenditure on food.[6]
Silesian families consisted of many children and woman hadto take care of educational tasks and
upbringing. That responsibility lay in its religious and patriotic upbringing of the children in the Polish
spirit, their socialization and implementation of social roles. Implementation took place mostly through
the work.[7] Due to the large number of descendants, each older child was required to work in the
household and help with younger children. The mother was responsible for the upbringing of daughters
(in their moral conduct), in order to prepare them for marriage and providing them with a dowry.
Daughters had to be prepared to the management of the household and thriftiness.[8]Silesian families
were characterized by a large moral conservatism, which was the result of the Church and the Catholic
press.[9]
Inthe teaching of the Catholic Church it was repeatedly stressed that the woman's place was at home, but
this had not always been the case.[10] Women in Silesia before World War I were taking work in the
mines, mills and factories. In 1875, the Upper Silesian coal mines employed 5 462 women, and a further
2,041 women as smelters of zinc, iron and lead.[11] It was mostly minor work on the surface. The
number of jobs increased during conjunctures, when there was no shortage of work and employers were
then willing to hire women due to the lower cost of labor.
Mainlytwo categories of women worked: young girls before marriage and widows. The local population
was sympathetic to this work because it allowed for the raising of money for the dowry of a young girl
and the mending of the family budget. However, the Catholic Church was in opposition to this.[12] The
work of widows were tolerated due to the reason of existence. They were burdened with children and
after the death of their husbands - miners - had to ensure the maintenance of the family. Obtained mining
widow’s pensions were not always sufficient.[13]
Inthe opinion of the church work done by young girls had more negative than positive effects.
Economically it had a positive effect, while morally it was negative as it pointed to the exploitation of
workers by officials of the mine and increased premarital births.[14] A major complaint was the lack of
time for thorough preparation in the household to carry out the future role of wife and mother.[15]
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the teaching of the Church indicated that women could
contribute to events outside the home environment through charity activities such as helping, poor
children, girls at risk of "moral decline", etc. This activity allowed women to be involved in the wider
environment, without sacrificing the main vocation of wife and mother.[16]
In conclusion it could be stated that during theformation of industrialism the social roles of women can
be reduced to two levels:
• First, the role of women has focused mainly on the performance of tasks as a wife and mother. The role
of the wife was complementary and was due to the nature of men's work
• Second, some women (young and widows) performed professional role. However, it was considered
instrumental work, undertaken for reasons of human existence.
• At the beginning of the twentieth century, some women, especially the well-off, took roles outdoor,
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realizing in social work.
2. The social roles ofSilesian women during the interwar period
AfterPoland regained independence in 1918, much of the industrialized area of Upper Silesia formed part
of it.[17] It was the most urbanized part of the country, which was significantly different to the rest of
Poland. Silesia played a vital role in the economy of Poland. The autonomy of the Silesian voivodeship
was a specific feature, which differend it fromthe rest of the country.[18] The autonomy of Upper Silesia
worked towards the internal integration of the voivodeship, separating it from the rest of the country.
After regaining independence, Upper Silesia had virtually no intellectuals. Former German intellectuals
had emigrated. The intellectuals who immigrated to Silesia came mainly from the former Austrian
partition, where there were many intellectuals.[19] These intellectuals were mainly directed towards the
teaching profession and state offices whereas those from the former Russian partition filled positions in
the industry.[20] Working women were also among the arrivals.
In theinterwar period, women from labor families worked hard at home. Sources indicate that their
situation was often not enviable. Even in situations of physical violence and their husband’s alcoholism
husband they could not leave because they would not be able to provide for themselves and their children.
Therefore, divorce and separation were not common, which does not mean that the family did not
experience problems.[21] The roles of husband and wife were strictly separated. The most important task
of women was running the household. In large families there was a lot of work. If the family had a small
farm, women did not have much free time. They were responsible for taking care of the cleanliness of
their homes or apartments. Silesian women were known for their excessive cleanliness during the
interwar period.[22]
Another important task of Silesian women was also the raising of children. Silesian families were very
conservative, based on Catholic morality. Girls were brought up very strictly to respect moral norms,
some topics, such as sexuality, were taboo subjects.[23] Children were brought up to respect other
people's property.[24] Silesian students were characterized by their respect for authority and discipline.
It was common to show respect for older people, especially parents, father and mother.[25] Truthfulness
and restraint in the expression of feelings were valuable. This resulted in avoidance of conflicts and
disputes were alleviated. The whole process of education aimed to teach the younger generation that
their behavior affected the harmony of family life for which they were responsible. The awareness of the
value of bothFamily of Orientation and Family of Procreation were built. The traditional upbringing by
Silesian mothers took place in the spirit of the Catholic Church which also played a big part.[26] It was
believed that the best teacher for a the child at school was a local teacher, and especially nuns who did
not spoil what the child's family instilled.[27]
During the interwar period, theSilesian industry experienced a great economic crisis. This period of
economic downturn caused a lack of employment for men.[28] Even the hired men were forced to take
leave and work for a limited period. In this situation, there was no work for women in the industry as
priority was given to men - the fathers of families. Only young girls worked, mainly as servants for richer
people and on farms.[29]
Women were active in social organizations and women's associations. It was argued that self-education
and additional courses for women were important, in order to acquire the qualifications needed for the
good conduct of the household.[30] The Women's Association promoted the traditional family model, in
which working women were only tolerated in certain circumstances. In the interwar period, however, a
gradual shift in perceptions of family and the role of women followed. It was the result work done by
immigrant women. Research historians suggest that in the twenties, in the period the organization of
Polish schools in the entire province of Silesia, there was a greater influx of women than men. In 1935,
the district of Świętochłowice, which employed the most teachers of the Silesia region, nearly two fifths
of staff were women, in the district of Rybnik, which had the most schools in the region, women
accounted for 40% of employees.[31] Such a high employment rate for women occurred mostly in areas
most heavily populated in the so-called industrial part of the voivodeship. Work was mostly done by single
women, but they often remained at work after getting married.[32] Married women who were working,
however, raised concerns and objections. Silesian parents pointed to the different morals of immigrant
teachers, especially women, consisting of wearing inappropriate clothes and having contempt for
religious practices. It was emphasized that married teachers were not very interested in their
responsibilities, and their altered states stimulated children's curiosity.[33] Therefore, in 1926, the
Silesian Parliament introduced a "Celibacy bill”. In accordance with the spirit of the law in the
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voivodeship of Silesia, work in education could only be taken by unmarried women. In August 1926, 250
teachers were removed from the schools, and then a few dozen women who changed marital status were
dismissed.[34] The purpose of the Act was to exempt jobs for men, saving reasons (holidays), and moral
reasons. In addition to schools, higher educated women (with final exams) were employed in the
administration offices. The vast majority of these women were immigrants as Silesian women were not
yet qualified for this type of work.
This situation soughtto change the development of professional education addressed to girls. 250 people
graduated per year from Silesian teaching seminars, 75% of this group was girls.[35] Security Seminars
in Myslowice trained staff for orphanages and kindergartens. Merchant and trade schools were
established, where female students could receive thorough general and theoretical training.[36]For the
purpose of developing a market of services, industrial and craft school were established. Gradually, local
girls, after graduating from school and obtaining the necessary certificates, started appearing on the
labor market. It was difficult to estimate what the percentage was, but it was certainly not very high. At
the end of the interwar period more young Silesian women were working in services due to the growing
market and the emergence of more jobs . Women in this manner realized that there were also other ways
of self-realization than marriage, and women could combine professional and family life.
Summarizing this period, it should be noted that during the interwar period Silesian women generally did
not change their social roles.
•The most important thing for them was the role of wife and mother. Professional roles were limited. This
resulted in part from the objective situation of lack of work, during the Great Depression of Economics.
•Professional roles were definitely more often held by immigrant women. This gave the example to the
younger generation of Silesian women which led to them choosing a different path in life.
3. Changes in social roles - the period of real socialism
After World War IIthe industrialized part of Upper Silesia formed part of Poland, which changed its
political system. The postwar period (The Forties and the Fifties) was a time of rapid economic demand
for Silesian products (coal and steel). The Silesian industry created a huge demand for jobs. Initially,
Silesian women traditionally worked only before marriage. However, widows, whose numbers increased
after the war, also worked. Women took jobs in the industry, performing mostly ancillary works.
Sometimes, however, women were also achieving equal success in jobs which were typically reserved for
men.[37] The lack of professional activation favored the lack of qualifications. In Silesia the labor
environment of the 40s and 50s did not provide for the customary education of girls.
Material conditions offamilies living in Silesia were very difficult in the forties, fifties and sixties. Families
were mainly sustained by working men (laborers), and often in suburban environments from garden plots.
[38] Family incomes were not very high. The family continued the complementarily roles of male and
female. These family roles were of high value for both men and women. Men worked professionally and
expected from their wives, that after returning home they would not have any other responsibilities.
Sociological studies conducted in the late fifties showed the traditional approach to career women.[39]
The degree of activating the work of women was dependent on local conditions and the nature of the
environment.[40] In the mining settlements (Czerwionka, Murcki), where there was a lack of jobs for
women, between7 to 10% of miners' wives with children worked professionally whereas in the urban
district of Katowice - Bogucice the number was already 27%. In the total study group, the proportion of
working women (mothers) was 16%.[41] And in the test environment at the time, mothers with children,
employed in metallurgy accounted for approximately 35% of the population.[42] These differences may
stem from the fact that the miners always earned more and their wives had no economic need to work. In
the steel sector wages were generally lower and the vision of the traditional role of women was losing to
the existential need.
In the mining environment, the attitude towards working women, from both men and women were
generally negative. Women themselves felt that marriage, especially giving birth to a child was a natural
factor to stop working. A major factor was the categorical opposition from the husband (miner). Also,
men did not see the sense of women's work. The decisive factor here was the tradition, where "miner’s
honor" did not allow for women to work. Both parties also indicated that it was impossible to reconcile
three-shift work of the husband with the work of his wife and household duties.[43] It should be noted
that the qualifications of the miners wives were generally very low. Almost all had only primary education,
and only a small number of those had completed vocational school or secondary education. Therefore,
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they worked as unskilled laborers The work was of an instrumental character and treated only as a
temporary necessity.[44] Only inactive women in a younger age group were interested in working.
This situation began to change, however, in the sixties, due to the fact that more and more girls from
working class families of autochthonous origin were graduating from vocation schools. Conducted
sociological research indicated that they were more often taking work as skilled laborers.[45] This
situation resulted from the fact that in the sixties and especially the seventies further development of the
mining industry followed, so the men preferred to take up employment in this sector of the economy due
to higher earnings. Therefore, part of Silesian women combined roles of parenting and professional
training, continuing their career after having children, thus breaking the traditional fulfillment of social
roles. This was often due to the force of the economic situation.[46]
In the seventiesthe financial situation of families improved due to rising living standards in the country.
Families of miners, who were favored by the authorities, were particularly affected by this. They
wereshown in the media as a model, mothers who brought up the sons of miners were given awards.[47]
Empirical studies conducted in during those times indicated that, family was of great value especially to
Silesian women. Family ties started being more personal and emotional. Also, women gained more
opportunities in the implementation of their personality through their careers.[48] The percentage of
economically active women increased, some sections such as trade, education, and health- and social
care were dominated by women.[49] The transformation of the age structure of working women occurred
gradually. While in the fifties and sixties, the highest activity rates for women were characterized by the
youngest age group, the oldest by thelowest, then in the seventies, levels of these indicators were
equalized.[50]
The mining environment had changed. Studies have shown that 41% of miners’ wives worked
professionally, with the lowest economic activity characterized by women under 30 years old, and the
highest - at the age of 30-34 years and 40 - 44 years.[51] The professional environment, which cultivated
mostly the traditional system of awareness levels of sharing professional roles underwent transformation.
These changes which occurred in the sixties and seventies were also shown in 1999 by empirical
research done by the author of the article, where respondents were questioned about the professional
roles of their mothers. They showed that 64.6% of respondents of Silesian origin had working mothers.
[52] They worked mostly in services and often had practical vocations as a nurse or as a salesperson.
Such a high percentage of respondents (Silesian) whose mothers worked professionally, provided proof
that the traditional roles of men working as bread earners and women maintaining the household had
changed.
Along with the general changing of the real situation, changes in attitudes towards women and work
occurred. Sociological studies showed a peculiar ambivalence of attitudes, especially in the case of men.
[53] In fact, they considered such work to be either a possibility or a necessity, but in relation to their
own wives treated this work as a necessary evil, or referred to it as being negative. Any satisfaction
which resulted from the career of their wives was solely due to the additional income which wives
brought to the family budget and were thus only factors of an economic nature. Self-realization at work
were not taken into account, and the wives of workers rarely voiced an opinion on this. Such aspects of
psycho-social nature as: job satisfaction, self-value or self-realization of personality, were rarely seen as
important. All the women surveyed indicated that work had negative consequences for their families.[54]
However, paradoxically, young inactive women often saw work as a factor in development and creativity.
It should be noted that such a situation concerned women with vocational education who occupied lower
positions at work. However, there was also another process. A decreased size of families, allowed women
to enter professional life. The education of girls from local families were improving systematically. The
norm was to obtain basic vocational education, but more often also graduating from technical secondary
schools.[55] An important factor in the improvement of women's education in Silesia was the
establishment of The University of Silesia in 1968, that provided courses in humanities, which were
traditionally more popular among women. This allowed local women to complete higher education.
Women starting their careers after graduation, was regarded by them as the norm. Work experience was
not only a economical requirement, but also one of creativity and self-realization. The roles in the Silesian
family changed. Studies indicated that in the case of women acquiring professional work, the domestic
duties were taken over by men.
Summarizing this period, it should be noted that:
• Inthe period of real socialism, the roles of Silesian women changed partially. Women started working
5

professionally, however, the positions concerned were often those which required low skill and education
and had mostly existential value.
• The starting of work by women had a great impact on the division of responsibilities in the family. Men
had to take over part of the domestic roles and upbringing of the young generation.
4.The period of systemic transformation – changes in roles of women
The period ofsystemic transformation, which occurred after 1989, was a serious trail for the Silesian
family. Disturbing phenomena such as job loss, unemployment, impoverishment of families severely
affected Silesian families. Security of employment and earnings, which was known to the inhabitants of
Silesia duringthe entire period of real socialism was not so obvious anymore. Pauperization of individuals
and families was increasing, while others were having an increase level of life. Employees with higher
education and high qualifications began to earn more than blue collar workers in mining.
According to sociologicalresearch family still proved to be of great value, particularly related to women.
[56] However, it was subject to large changes. There was a decline in the number of marriages. In 2000
and later theaverage age of marriages shifted (the median age of bridegrooms in 2006 was 27.3 years
and for women - 25.3 years). Especially the number of divorces have been rapidly increasing in recent
years – double that of the year 2000.[57] However, there were fewer divorces in traditional Silesian
communities.[58] In this period, in Silesia, the fertility rate of women decreased from 1.22 in 2000 to
1.17 in 2006. There is thus a very low generational replacement rate in families. Most children are born
in families, although in recent years an increasing number of illegitimate births took place (in 2002 - 14%
of the total in 2006 - 16.8% of the total).[59] Important factors which influenced these processes are the
change in morality, the increased number of professionally active women, the larger number of women
obtaining higher education and the changing of social roles often hinder the fulfillment of the maternal.
The financial/existential function is important to the families. However, it is not only the role of men
anymore. The young generation appears to favor the joint responsibility of spouses for their families.
Gradually, a progressive egalitarianism in the responsibility for maintaining family responsibilities can be
seen. Also, men have gradually been taking over part of the duties that once belonged only to women.[60]
Educational aspirations for sons and daughters equalized. In the mid-nineties the percentage of people
who wanted higher education for their children was: 62.1% for sons and 64.4% for daughters.[61] The
increase occurred in the educational aspirations of working-class families in Silesia.[62] The vast majority
of parents thought that only higher education can prepare children, both son and daughter, to perform
their professional role.
Sociological studieson the value of work carried out by the author of the article, indicate that Silesian
women see work as an important value.[63] Such a statement as: "A job is needed to ensure that a person
can fully develop their talents", indicates the acceptance of work as an axiological value in life.
Acceptance of women exceeds men's approval. Women answered "strongly agree"(Female - 41.5%. Male 37.1 %) more often. Also, more women believe that "Receiving money without having to earn it is
humiliating" (strongly agree: Female - 44.3%, Male - 31.7%). Women also strongly accept the assertion,
that one should never be forced to work unless one wants to (strongly agree: Female - 29.2%, Male 20.7%).[64] The reasons for this state of affairs can be found in the conflict of maternal and professional
roles. These results show the change in awareness and changes in the value systems of women in Silesia.
Treating work by women as a value is also due to the fact that the situation in the Silesian families is
changing. Men working in the mining industry have the opportunity to retire, often at the age of 45-50
years, thus women are the only professionally active people in the family. A recent study showed that
professional roles in the family has changed. Men are already retired in more than 20% of families, and
women work. Earnings obtained by women are thus very important for the budget, and their work is
important to themselves because of the factor of creativity.
Due to the changes on the labor market, the work performed by women were also more widely accepted.
[65] In Silesia there was an increased supply of jobs for women because of the development of the
services market.[66] Professional careers are treated by both men and women as an expression of
independence, the opportunity to gain money and the implementation of their personalities. Therefore,
currently in traditional Silesian families girls are primarily being prepared to fulfill professional roles and
a solid education serve to reach this. Since the nineties the percentage of female students in Silesian
voivodeship has exceeded that of males by 5-7%.[67] The analysis of interviews and other previously
conducted studies show the direction of change in the consciousness of the Silesian families.[68] This
direction is independent from the size of one’s home town and the education of one’s parents. A sample
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of one of the free interviews conducted by the author can serve as an example of the changes in the
position and role of women:
"My great-grandmother was the wife of a miner, and sometimes worked in the woods. My grandmother
brought up children, and later worked in a factory as a laborer. My mom finished her studies and works
as a teacher. I finished chemistry at the TechnicalUniversity in Gliwice and in 2009 I defended my PhD at
the University of Belfast, Ireland, where I currently work. Work gives me great satisfaction. I discover
new things. I work in an international research team. I am married, but I have put motherhood on hold.
"Scientist, 28 years old, from Gostyń).
Obviouslythis is not a typical example, but a lot of women from local Silesian families, have completed
their studies and perform well in their professional roles while at the same time combining these roles
with those of the family. The conclusion is that the stereotype of Silesian women as being the unemployed
wife of a miner has been put to rest.
In summary, the period of systemic transformation has brought big changes in the performance of social
roles for women of Silesia:
• It was widespread among women of Silesian families to obtain higher education. Women began to take
professional roles in masses, which was favored by factors such as the development of the service sector.
• A new quality feature is a change in family roles, greater egalitarianism and responsibility of both
partners for the family. The attitude toward women and work changed.

Od ženy baníka k vedkyni. Zmeny v spoločenských rolách žien v Sliezsku.
Článok popisuje problematiku zmien v spoločenských rolách žien v Sliezsku. Ide o špeciálnu kategóriu,
pretože mnoho rokov boli sliezske ženy stereotypne vnímané ako nečinné manželky baníkov. Článok
približuje evolúciu týchto rolí od polovice 19. storočia, keď v Sliezsku začalo obdobie industrializácie, až
po súčasnú dobu. Analýzy boli uskutočnené na základe materiálov historikov a sociológov zameraných na
oblasť Sliezska. Pozícia spoločenských rolí sliezskych žien sa postupne mení. V dnešnej dobe je profesia
žien popisovaná v životopisoch. Na základe výsledkov výskumu uskutočneného autorkou, bude poukázané
na miesto práce v živote žien.
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