
Abstract: The first decade of the Polish People’s Republic (PPR) saw a radical increase in 
the number of workers employed in the industry. Many of the new workers were wom-
en, whose situation on the job market was much more dynamic than men’s. New staff was 
mainly recruited from the rural population. Workers were poorly educated and had lit-
tle work experience, which begs a question regarding the economic rationale behind this 
process. Some of the new employees could actually be included in the category of “hidden 
unemployment”. Their marginal productivity equaled zero, which means that their work 
had no actual impact on the gross national income. Furthermore, such “unemployment 
at work” negatively impacts morale and work quality, leads to increased staff turnover, 
and essentially prevents workers from improving their financial situation. Considering the 
poorer socio-demographic characteristics of women compared to men, one can pose the 
thesis that the rate of needless employment was significantly higher among women than 
among men.
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Introduction

Modern professional activity of women in Poland dates back to the in-
dustrialization processes of the mid-19th century. However, this mainly in-
cluded women from underclass backgrounds, who had already worked 
before as house servants, hired laborers, and pieceworkers. The develop-
ment of the textile industry provided a strong impetus for their employ-
ment. In the early 20th century, as many as 74% of women employed in 
the industry in Poland were textile workers [Jarska N. 2015: 22-23], part-
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ly due to lowering expectations regarding workers’ qualifications. Ralf 
Dahrendorf noted that until the end of the 19th century, workers’ qualifi-
cations tended to worsen, and unqualified workers became a clearly dom-
inant group. They were mainly employed as part of “professional activa-
tion” programs for women and rural residents. The role of craftsmen and 
qualified workers decreased. These trends were correlated with the spe-
cific nature of industrialization processes, based on a narrow division of 
work and mechanization [Dahrendorf R. 2008: 52-55]. The third character-
istic feature of pre-war women’s employment was the fact that working 
women were usually unmarried, as pointed out by Natalia Jarska. This 
situation was the consequence of the social position of women [Jarska N. 
2015: 26]. Young, unmarried women (as well as married but childless 
women) worked out of necessity, to make ends meet. Older women with 
their own families, in particular with children, were financially support-
ed by their husbands (with a notable exception of female textile workers 
in Łódź).

Those characteristics are reflected in the description of the environ-
ment of Polish female workers in the period of 1918-1939, and surprising-
ly, also in the period of the Polish People’s Republic. For the purposes of 
this paper, the available statistical data and information from personnel 
files from four industrial plants will be used in order to analyze the social 
and demographic background of female workers. Regarding the period 
of 1918-1939, basic information is available on 2986 workers (1079 female 
and 1907 male) employed in multiple sectors of the national economy, 
including 1243 working in industrial plants (337 women and 906 men). 
For the period of 1945-1956, information is available on 16,124 industri-
al workers, including 8139 women. These samples are by no means rep-
resentative, though the fact that for the whole 1918-1939 period we have 
information on almost 0.2% of all women employed in the Polish indus-
try in 1937, and for the post-war period — 1.2% of all female workers em-
ployed in 1955, warrants the conclusion that these numbers reflect some 
more general trends.1 

1 All data on workers in the pre- and post-war periods were obtained from databas-
es created based on personnel files from 4 plants (2 from the metalworking industry and 
2 from the textile industry, located in Kraków and Wrocław). In total, information has 
been gathered on 16,124 physical workers, including 8139 women and 7985 men. The en-
tire database contains around half a million records, and owing to the correlation of vari-
ous qualities, it can be used for drawing conclusions on the bio-social characteristics of in-
dustry workers.
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Female industrial workers  
in the years 1918-1939

According to the data for the year 1937, women comprised 23.8% of 
all workers employed in the industry, with more than one in two female 
workers (over 52%) working in the textile (47.4%) or clothing (4.7%) in-
dustries (see table 1). Only in these two sectors women outnumbered men, 
as the percentage of female employees exceeded 50%. In other sectors, it 
ranged from 2.3% (mining) to over 40% (paper making). In general, most 
women were employed in sectors that produced consumer goods. There, 
they comprised over 42% of workers, while in sectors producing produc-
tion goods the share was only 12% [Statystyka Przemysłowa… 1949: IX; 
Statystyka Przemysłowa… 1950: 14; Widerszpil S. 1965: 99]. 

For 1947, there is an error in the “in total” and “women” sums. The to-
tal employment sum is 1,325,967 and the women’s employment sum is 
334,722.

A large part of female workers at the time were peasants — almost 44% 
were born in rural areas and worked in the industry before the year 1939. 
However, this rate was lower than for men, as in the latter group, it ex-
ceeded 48% [Chumiński J. 2015: 434]. Female industrial workers in the dis-
cussed period were poorly educated. Suffice it to say that their education 
index was 5.89, below primary education level. It was significantly lower 
than the education index for all female workers before the Second World 
War, which stood at 6.36 (including e.g. 6.55 for women working in crafts, 
or 6.5 in trade and services) [Strzelecki Z. 1974: 207-208].2 This means that 
47.6% of female workers did not even have primary education, and 36.3% 
finished their education at this level (only 16.1% entered into secondary 
education) [Chumiński J. 2014: 139]. According to a  survey on physical 
workers’ qualifications conducted in August 1936, 40% of female work-

2 The index is a weighted arithmetic mean of the identified education categories. The 
calculations were performed according to the formula proposed by Strzelecki Z. [1974: 207-
208], where: Emn = (∑ Ni Kw) / N, where Emn is workers’ mean education level; Ni — num-
ber of workers with a given level of education (i = level of education); Kw — coefficient for 
conversion of a given education level into the number of years in education; N - number of 
workers. Particular education levels were assigned the following weights: illiterate — 0; up 
to 4 grades — 3; 5–6 grades — 5.5; completed primary education — 7; partially completed 
vocational education — 8; completed vocational education — 9; partially completed tech-
nical or general secondary education — 9; completed technical or general secondary edu-
cation — 11; partially completed college education — 13; college degree — 15.
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ers were qualified (27% were unqualified, and over 31% were trained on 
the job). These results, however, raise considerable doubts among schol-
ars (table 2). The reason is that the numbers suggest a similar level of qual-
ification among women and among men (for the latter: qualified — 39%, 
unqualified — 31%, trained on the job — approx. 23%) [Statystyka Pracy 
1938, issue 1: 36-37]. Janusz Żarnowski suggested that this could result 
from confusion regarding the meaning of the term “qualified worker” at 

Table 1. Share of women employed in the industry as physical workers  
compared to the total number of physical workers in 1937 and 1947

Industry sector

Number of employees in 1937 Number of employees in 1947 

in total women

% of 
women in 
the total 
employ

ment 

in total women

% of 
women in 
the total 
employ

ment 

Mining 79378 1790 2.3 230033 14387 6.3
Mineral 58033 8878 15.3 96355 20797 21.6
Foundries 40176 1607 4.0 80607 11683 14.5
Metalworking 105690 9848 9.3 168199 20811 12.4
Mechanical 
engineering

19265 5607 29.1 22323 6087 27.3

Precision 
and optics

16281 3445 21.2 4132 866 21.0

Chemical 42597 11801 27.7 71058 17309 24.4
Textile 164034 85404 52.1 241891 125025 51.7
Paper making 19150 7790 40.7 30612 10480 34.2
Printing 13532 4230 31.3 19936 8737 43.8
Leather 9680 1410 14.6 6960 1156 16.6
Wood 55916 6326 11.3 70425 9846 14.0
Food 84750 23356 27.6 140221 43444 31.0
Clothing 16471 8464 51.4 55942 37897 67.7
Construction 31860 250 0.8 97273 6197 6.4

In total 756813 180206 23.8 1372074 338255 24.7

Source: Own development based on: Statystyka Przemysłowa …[1950: 14]; Statystyka Przemysłowa… 
[1949: IX]. Data on the mining industry as of December 1938, Archiwum Akt Nowych, (AAN, Archive 
of New Files), Centralny Urząd Planowania (CUP, Central Planning Office), 3723, f. 24
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the time [Żarnowski J. 1999: 357]. Another debatable claim from the sur-
vey is that almost 80% of qualified female workers were employed in the 
textile industry (as many as 60.3% working in this sector were considered 
qualified, 23% — as trained on the job, and only 16% — as unqualified). 
In other sectors, these numbers were much lower. With the exclusion of 
the textile sector, the percentage of qualified female workers in all other 11 
sectors of the processing industry combined was lower than 18% (trained 
on the job — 40%, unqualified — 39%). 

The low education level in women remained in sharp contrast with 
the level of education in men. Positive changes that occurred in the years 
1918-1939 are exemplified by the fact that workers’ average education lev-
el measured by the education index was above primary school level and 
equaled 7.18 (among men working in all sectors of the national economy, 
this index was 6.93). Only slightly more than a quarter (25.8%) of industri-
al workers did not even have primary education, 30.8% graduated prima-
ry school, and as many as 43.4% continued their education above this lev-
el (including 28% who graduated vocational schools). These data is even 
more telling considering the fact that before the war, the most common 
form of training was apprenticeship, which did not constitute formal edu-
cation. This situation changed in the 1930s, when a candidate for an indus-
trial job was expected to have a vocational school diploma. This was with-
out a doubt the result of the development in Polish industry. 

J. Żarnowski estimates that in the 1930s, around 300,000 Polish work-
ers worked in modern sectors and industrial plants. Notably, in the pre-
war period, the level of intelligence in Polish male students in vocation-
al schools was above average [Żarnowski J. 2014: 110, 173-4; Kączkowska 
J. 1935; 32-3]. The fact that industrial workers before the war were usual-
ly better educated than other groups of workers demonstrates their rel-
atively elite character. The education index among craftsmen was 6.71; 
in the trade and services sector — 6.74; and in the construction sector — 
5.61. The only group better educated than industrial workers were phys-
ical workers employed in public services and local government offices, 
such as the Polish Mail, Polish Railways, and education (7.94) [Chumiński 
J. 2014: 137-8]. 

The education level and age structure of female workers seem to re-
flect their disadvantaged social position. In working class families, the tra-
ditional family model dominated, in which an unmarried woman was de-
pendent on her father, and once married, she had to subject to the will 
and control of her husband [Żarnowska A. 2000: 43-4]. In the conclusion 
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of his study on professional work of working-class women, Władysław 
Mierzecki stated that “in the Second Polish Republic, they were usual-
ly forced to do paid work by the economic situation of working-class 
families. In most cases, the professional activity of women could hard-
ly be explained by their conscious pursuit to change their social position” 
[Mierzecki W. 2000: 117]. It was deemed natural that young women took 
up employment mainly out of economic necessity, and terminated it as 
soon as they got married. However, this significantly limited their options 
of obtaining education, which typically ended before graduating prima-
ry school. This problem is well illustrated by the age structure of female 
workers employed in the industry (data for the year 1934). Suffice it to 
say that the percentage of women below 29 years of age was 52.4%, while 
among men it stood at 38.8%, and median age in men was almost 4 years 

Table 2. Pre-war workers by sex and qualification level (August 1936)

Industry sector

Number of workers included in studies Number of workers included in studies
Men Women Women Men and women in total 
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Mineral 44539 12280 9729 20877 1653 10648 1834 2399 6117 298 55187 14114 12128 26994 1951

Metalworking 56386 27361 16749 9889 2387 6754 767 2743 3011 233 63140 28128 19492 12900 2620

Mechanical 
engineering 5694 2407 1717 1228 342 3798 656 1530 1518 94 9492 3063 3247 2746 436

Chemical 23744 7380 8029 6296 2039 9778 586 5825 2931 436 33522 7966 13854 9227 2475

Textile 61869 34457 9758 12657 4997 74364 44828 17220 11807 509 136233 79285 26978 24464 5506

Paper making 7605 2250 2670 2183 502 4821 626 2155 1936 104 12426 2876 4825 4119 606

Leather 4754 1650 1422 1389 293 1094 80 404 574 36 5848 1730 1826 1963 329

Wood 36049 9046 7047 18627 1329 5490 1429 1532 2394 135 41539 10475 8579 21021 1464

Food 29994 8047 6433 11080 4434 13917 2696 5089 5264 868 43911 10743 11522 16344 5302

Clothing 3938 1218 1755 658 307 6898 1818 3786 1222 72 10836 3036 5541 1880 379

Construction 16248 5802 2756 7109 581 134 2 3 109 20 16382 5804 2759 7218 601

Printing 5128 3241 1009 494 384 2962 721 1366 762 113 8090 3962 2375 1256 497

in total 295948 115139 69074 92487 19248 140658 56043 44052 37645 2918 436606 171182 113126 130132 22166

Source: own development based on: Statystyka Pracy [1938: 36-37].
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higher than in women (33.3 and 29.4, respectively). The significant differ-
ences in the “below 25” age category (women — 30.8%, men — 19.8%) 
are particularly telling [Czajkowski T. 1936: 12-4; Mały rocznik statystyc-
zny 1939: 263]. 

In the context of these factors — low education, young age and the re-
sultant shorter work experience, as well as the stereotype of a lower pro-
ductivity compared to men — it is not surprising that before the war, fe-
male workers earned considerably less than their male counterparts. In 
1938, hourly rates for women were approx. 1/3 lower than for men (0.53 
and 0.78 złoty, respectively). In reality, their situation was even worse. Out 
of 12 analyzed sectors, women’s wages were higher than 60% of the average 
wage paid to men in only 3. Female workers employed in textile plants re-
ceived the highest wages (0.62 złoty, or 72% of the men’s rate of 0.86 złoty) 

Table 2. Pre-war workers by sex and qualification level (August 1936)

Industry sector

Number of workers included in studies Number of workers included in studies
Men Women Women Men and women in total 
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[Mały rocznik statystyczny 1939: 272]. The workers’ qualification level had 
the strongest impact on wages. According to a study performed in August 
1936, the average weekly wage earned by men was 31.54 złoty. Qualified 
workers earned 40.15 złoty, workers trained on the job — almost 30% less 
(28.86  złoty), and unqualified workers  — over 40% less (22.51  złoty). In 
some sectors, qualified workers’ wages were relatively high: in the metal-
working industry, they earned 46.01 złoty, in the mechanical engineering 
industry — 49.91 złoty, in the chemical industry — 51.65 złoty, in the paper 
making industry — 50.24 złoty, and in the printing industry — 71.15 złoty. 
Incidentally, the estimates of L. Landau suggest that 39% of industrial 
workers and the same percentage of intellectual workers earned between 
150-300 złoty. Wages of female workers, even qualified ones, paled in com-
parison with these numbers. Suffice it to say that qualified female workers 
earned marginally more than unqualified men — 23.56 złoty compared to 
22.51 — with the average for women standing at 20.27 złoty: qualified fe-
male workers earned 23.56 złoty, trained on the job — 19.41 złoty, and un-
qualified — 16.55 [Chumiński J. 2014: 150-1; Statystyka Pracy 1938, issue 1: 
37; Landau L. 1957: 245, 249-50].

The analysis of the situation of women working in the Polish industry 
in the years 1918-1939 is by its very nature superficial and excludes many 
important issues, but nonetheless warrants a conclusion that the problems 
accompanying women’s employment reflect processes characteristic for 
the first half of the 20th century. Among women employed on a mass scale 
at the time, most had low education and poor professional skills, and were 
paid accordingly. Among men, the situation was different, in line with 
the pattern observed in the early 20th century. Dahrendorf claims that in 
the 20th century (especially from the 1930s onwards), the number of qual-
ified and partially qualified workers grew, while the number of unqual-
ified workers — decreased. Workers’ wages also grew. In this context it 
is worth referencing Max Weber who in the early 20th century wrote that 
“low wages fail, even from a purely business point of view, wherever it 
is a question of producing goods which require any sort of skilled labor, 
or the use of expensive machinery which is easily damaged, or in general 
wherever any great amount of sharp attention or of initiative is required. 
Here low wages do not pay, and their effect is the opposite of what was in-
tended” [Dahrendorf R. 2008: 52-5; Weber M. 1994: 43]. All this was reflect-
ed in the Polish industry by the improving education level among work-
ers, their increasing professional qualifications and even better wages.
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Social and demographic characteristics  
of female workers in the years 1945-1956

After the communists had risen to power in Poland after the Second 
World War, the employment processes clearly deteriorated. Increases in 
production were based on a 19th-century model involving mass employ-
ment of poorly qualified, unproductive, and badly paid labor. 

The massive employment of women in the industry during the time 
of the Polish People’s Republic is a perfect example of this situation. Of 
course, to some extent, this resulted from objective problems. The Second 
World War and the subsequent changes in the Polish territory led to 
a drastic decline in the number of people able to work in the Polish econo-
my. It is worth noting that the population of Poland shrank from 35.3 mil-
lion in 1939 to 23.9  million in 1946 (of which 20.5  million were Poles).3 
Compared to the year 1931, working age population (18-59 years old) de-
creased by 4,184,000 people, and the number of people under the age of 
18 — by 3,696,000 [Mały rocznik statystyczny 1939: 10; Historia Polski w licz-
bach 2003: 357, 393; AAN, Ministerstwo Ziem Odzyskanych, MZO, 159, f. 45]. 
Losses were sustained mostly among men, which also negatively impact-
ed the available labor resources. In 1946, there were 2.3 million fewer men 
than women, which means that in cities, there were 130.8 women per eve-
ry 100 men, and in the countryside — 117.4 women per 100 men (in the so-
called Recovered Territories, there were 137.1 women per 100 men, and 
in the so-called Former Territories, there were 117.8 women per 100 men) 
[Zatrudnienie kobiet 1945: 60; Gawryszewski A. 2005: 208-11].4 In 1955, the 
final year of the six-year plan, there were 110.7 women per 100 men in the 
population between the ages of 18 and 59 (and in the 60 and over catego-
ry — a staggering 150.8 women per 100 men) [Rocznik statystyczny 1956: 
43]. According to Stanisław Wyrobisz, the maximum number of profes-
sionally active individuals in 1947 in the industry could stand at 2 mil-
lion people, and in 1949, this number could potentially rise do 2.1 million. 

3 According to the 1946 census, the total population of Poland was 23,930,000, 45.8% 
of which were men (10,954,000) and 54.2% were women (12,976,000). Compared with the 
1931 census, this represented a decrease by 4,474,000 men and 3,512,000 women.

4 According to the 1950 census there were 1.2  million fewer men than women, or 
109.6 women per 100 men. These ratios were among the worst in Europe — worse results 
were only found in the Soviet Union (122 women per 100 men in 1959), Austria (115.5 wo- 
men per 100 men) and West Germany (114.3 women per 100 men). Notably, the women-to-
men ratio in Poland in 1950 was the same as in 1921.
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In his words, this was the country’s “limit in terms of its labor force in 
the industry, and the force of which we must take maximum advantage” 
[Wyrobisz S. 1947: 260]. 

Women remained a natural reserve for increasing employment. Even 
more so, since (as estimated in mid-1945) out of 8 million women of work-
ing age (15-59), 1.2  million were employed in all sectors of the econo-
my, excluding the agriculture. This represented around a third of wom-
en living in urban areas. Two million women were housewives, though 
large reserves were also expected to exist in this group due to the small 
number of children of pre-school age (under 7 at the time: 1.6 million). 
600,000 traded in the black market, worked illegally or semi-legally, were 
involved in smuggling, or did not want to take up any work at all. The to-
tal was 3.8 million women (the remaining 4.2 million lived and worked in 
the countryside), of which an estimated 800,000 were considered poten-
tial candidates for employment in subsequent years. A substantial part 
of them would work in the industry [Ney E. 1947: 310-2; Zatrudnienie… 
1945: 58-60]. 

This context helps to understand the radical growth (especially in ab-
solute numbers) in the number of women employed in the industry. As 
early as 1946, the number was higher than in 1937 by 46%, in 1947 — by 

Table 3. Average employment of physical workers in state-controlled and private 
industry in the years 1937-1956

Private 
and state-
controlled 
industry

Average employment Average employment

1937 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956

Employees 
in total 786952 607846 1076788 1291153 1420688 1530172 1779753 1912704 1981286 2084420 2153242 2246615 2369900

1937=100 100.00 77.2 136.8 164.1 180.5 194.4 226.2 243.1 251.8 264.9 273.6 285.5 301.1

Women 181527 - 265488 331626 375073 434610 506597 534879 550037 584781 626800 655893 691885

1937=100 100   146.3 182.7 206.6 239.4 279.1 294.7 303.0 322.1 345.3 361.3 381.1

Men 605425 - 811300 959527 1045615 1095562 1273156 1377825 1431249 1499639 1526442 1590722 1678015

1937=100 100 - 134.0 158.5 172.7 181.0 210.3 227.6 236.4 247.7 252.1 262.7 277.2

Source: own development based on: Statystyka przemysłu 1944-1955 [1956 : 14]. For the year 1956, 
estimates are based on: Statystyka przemysłowa …[1958: 2]. Data from Statystyka przemysłu 1944-1955 
comprise numerous errors in totals. We included the data from the source. 
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82%, and in 1948 — by 106%. In the case of men, the increase was 34%, 
58%, and 72% respectively (table 3).5 

In absolute numbers, this represented an increase by 83,000 in 1946, by 
over 150,000 in 1947, and by 193,000 in 1948. This means that the number 
of women working in the industry doubled compared to 1937. The struc-
ture of women’s employment is also worth examining. Although in per-
centages, the largest surge was found in the case of mining (over 800% — 
from 1790 workers in 1937 to 14,387 in 1947) and foundries (700% — from 
1607 to 11683), the increases were not as impressive in absolute numbers. 
In the structure of employment, three sectors continued to dominate: tex-
tile, clothing, and food industries. Overall, in 1947, employment in these 
three sectors grew by 89,000 workers. In 1937, women comprised 65% 
of all workers there, and in 1947 — 61%. Also in subsequent years, the 
employment of women increased much faster than in the case of men. 
Suffice it to say that in 1956, the number of working women grew by over 
510,000 (381%) compared to the year 1937: from 181,500 to 691,800. In the 

5 There are small differences in the number of employees between the data shown in 
table 1 and 2. This depends on whether the numbers represent average employment in 
a year or e.g. in a specific month. 
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industry in the years 1937-1956

Private 
and state-
controlled 
industry

Average employment Average employment

1937 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956

Employees 
in total 786952 607846 1076788 1291153 1420688 1530172 1779753 1912704 1981286 2084420 2153242 2246615 2369900

1937=100 100.00 77.2 136.8 164.1 180.5 194.4 226.2 243.1 251.8 264.9 273.6 285.5 301.1

Women 181527 - 265488 331626 375073 434610 506597 534879 550037 584781 626800 655893 691885

1937=100 100   146.3 182.7 206.6 239.4 279.1 294.7 303.0 322.1 345.3 361.3 381.1

Men 605425 - 811300 959527 1045615 1095562 1273156 1377825 1431249 1499639 1526442 1590722 1678015

1937=100 100 - 134.0 158.5 172.7 181.0 210.3 227.6 236.4 247.7 252.1 262.7 277.2

Source: own development based on: Statystyka przemysłu 1944-1955 [1956 : 14]. For the year 1956, 
estimates are based on: Statystyka przemysłowa …[1958: 2]. Data from Statystyka przemysłu 1944-1955 
comprise numerous errors in totals. We included the data from the source. 
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case of men, the increase was only 274% (graph 1). At the end of the six-
year plan (1955), women comprised 29.2% of all workers, and still most 
of them worked in textile (192,800), clothing (77,500) and agricultural and 
food (72,000) sectors  — 342,000 in total, i.e. 52% of all employed wom-
en. Other large employers included metalworking plants, as well as preci-
sion and optics (72,600) and chemical (47,500) plants. It is also worth not-
ing that in 1955, most women employed in the state-controlled economy 
outside agriculture and forestry worked in the industry — 41.9% (813,500 
out of 1,939,600). Other sectors with high numbers of female workers were 
trade (336,300), education (225,400), and health care (175,000) [Przekroje 
terenowe… 1967: 365]. Compared with other European countries, the index 
of professional activity among women was quite high already in the early 
1950s — in 1950, it stood at 42.4%, compared with approximately 30% in 
capitalist countries (in France it was below 30%, in West Germany — 31%, 
in Great Britain — 27%, in Italy — 22%, and in Spain — 12%). Only oth-
er socialist countries had rates as high as in Poland (e.g. 52% in Romania 
and 45% in Bulgaria). Surprisingly, the percentage of professionally ac-

Graph 1. Changes in the employment of men and women in state-controlled and private 
industries in the years 1946-1956 (1937 = 100)

Source: as in table 3. 
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tive men in Poland was quite low compared to other countries — in 1950 
it was 57.5%, while in France it was 62%, in West Germany  — 63%, in 
Great Britain — 66%, in Italy — 66%, and in Spain — 67% [Aktywność za-
wodowa… 1975: 22-24]. 

In order to assess the economic rationality of the processes associat-
ed with the employment of women (and men) at the time, it is crucial to 
examine the socio-demographic characteristics of the population, such as 
social background, education, professional experience, age structure, and 
family situation. Of course, data that would allow one to accurately de-
scribe the characteristics of all Polish female workers are not available. 
However, the data collected from the personnel files of the four aforemen-
tioned industrial plants can shed some light on this issue. 

In order to obtain a full picture of the socio-demographic characteris-
tics of Polish female workers, calculations for the whole population may 
be performed based on the indicators obtained from the four plants. This 
is based on an assumption that, with some degree of simplification, these 
proportions reflect more general trends, characteristic of employment in 
the entire Polish industry in the years 1945-1956. The first step involves 
determining the proportions of men and women working in plants man-
ufacturing production and consumption goods, located in the Recovered 
Territories and the Former Territories. According to estimates, out of 
2,246,400 workers in 1955, 29.2% were women (655,700), and 1,590,700 
were men. 588,800 people (including 168,100 women) worked in plants 
located in the Recovered Territories, accounting for 26.2% of all employ-
ees. Heavy industry workers dominated — there were 1,486,200 of them 
(66.2%). The remaining 760,200 worked in the light industry (table 4). 

Table 4. Estimated data on employment in the heavy and light industry, in plants located 
in the Recovered Territories and the Former Territories, in 1955 (in thousands)

Employment 
in the 

industry

Recovered Territories Former Territories In total

wo
men men in 

total
wo
men men in 

total
wo
men men in 

total

Light industry 88.3 97.2 185.5 273.5 301.2 574.7 361.8 398.4 760.2
Heavy 
industry 79.8 323.5 403.3 214.1 868.8 1082.9 293.9 1192.3 1486.2

In total 168.1 420.7 588.8 487.6 1170 1657.6 655.7 1590.7 2246.4

Source: own calculations based on the available statistical data. 
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Let us first determine the share of women born in the countryside 
who started work in the industry after the Second World War (table 5). 
Out of over 655,000 female workers, 57% (374,900) came from rural areas. 
This was a slightly lower percentage than among men (61%, or 970,300). 
Unsurprisingly, a significantly higher percentage was found in plants lo-
cated in the Recovered Territories (63.8%) than in the Former Territories 
(51.8%). Clear disproportions can also be observed among those under-
taking employment in the years 1945-1949 and 1950-1956. During the pe-
riod of the six-year plan, this percentage was higher in women by around 
10 percentage points (1945-1949: 56.9%, 1950-1956: 66.6% — information 
from the four examined plants). In total, almost 59% of Polish workers, 
both male and female, were born in the countryside. This warrants the 
conclusion that the main reserve of labor force in Poland after the Second 
World Wars was the countryside. According to estimates, in the years 
1946-1950, 1.2 million people migrated from rural to urban areas (around 
240,000 people annually on average), and in the years 1951-1960 — anoth-
er 1.3 million (130,000 annually). In total, 2.5 million people left the coun-
tryside in the years 1945-1960, and a substantial part of this group found 
employment in the industry. These data are also confirmed by the study 
of Stanisław Widerszpil, who determined that in the early 1960s, 55.4% 
of Polish workers were individuals who until the age of 14 had lived in 
villages, and another 5.6% — in rural settlements [Pohoski M. 1963: 53; 
Widerszpil S. 1965: 102-103, 220].

Another important factor defining the “quality” of workers was their 
education (table 6). Among women, nearly 70% finished their education at 
or below primary school level (37.1% were primary school graduates, and 
32% did not graduate primary school). In total, 453,200 of female work-
ers had a minimum level of education. Among men, this percentage was 
lower by almost 10 percentage points — 59.6% (32% and 27.6% respec-
tively). Only slightly more than 60,000 women (9.3%) graduated vocation-
al school, and many had at least partially completed secondary educa-
tion (84,600, i.e. 12.9%). These data is reflected by the education index. 
Among women, it stood at 6.82, or below primary education level (for 
men, it was 7.1). The result for female workers in the Recovered Territories 
was very low (6.14), but higher in the Former Territories — 7.05 (men — 
7.28). Interestingly, this index decreased during the period of the six-year 
plan. In the years 1945-1949, the education index among women was 6.53, 
and in the years 1950-1956 — 6.47 (based on data from the four plants) 
[Chumiński J. 2015: 91]. 
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Table 6. Worker’s education level in light and heavy industry plants located 
in the Recovered Territories and the Former Territories (in thousands)

Level of education
Light industry plants

Heavy 
industry 

plants
Heavy industry plants In total

wo- 
men % men % in 

total % wo- 
men % men % in 

total % wo- 
men % men % in 

total %

Recovered territories Recovered territories
No education 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 1.2 0.6 1.0 1.3 3.2 1.0 4.2 1.0 1.6 1.0 3.8 0.9 5.4 0.9
Primary: 
up to 4 grades

14.2 16.1 18 18.5 32.2 17.4 19.1 23.9 60.5 18.7 79.6 19.7 33.3 19.8 78.5 18.7 111.8 19.0

Primary: 5-6 grades 22.8 25.8 23.9 24.6 46.7 25.2 19.6 24.6 66 20.4 85.6 21.2 42.4 25.2 89.9 21.4 132.3 22.5
Completed primary 
education

36.4 41.2 32.2 33.1 68.6 37.0 27.1 34.0 82.2 25.4 109.3 27.1 63.5 37.8 114.4 27.2 177.9 30.2

Partially completed 
vocational education

4.6 5.2 4.5 4.6 9.1 4.9 1.5 1.9 27.5 8.5 29 7.2 6.1 3.6 32 7.6 38.1 6.5

Completed vocational 
education

3.3 3.7 9 9.3 12.3 6.6 1.9 2.4 42 13.0 43.9 10.9 5.2 3.1 51 12.1 56.2 9.5

Partially completed 
technical secondary 
education

0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.3 2.6 0.8 2.8 0.7 0.4 0.2 2.7 0.6 3.1 0.5

Completed technical 
secondary education

0.3 0.3 0.7 0.7 1 0.5 0.3 0.4 6.8 2.1 7.1 1.8 0.6 0.4 7.5 1.8 8.1 1.4

Partially completed 
general secondary 
education

3.6 4.1 3.8 3.9 7.4 4.0 4.8 6.0 12.3 3.8 17.1 4.2 8.4 5.0 16.1 3.8 24.5 4.2

Completed general 
secondary education

2.3 2.6 4.2 4.3 6.5 3.5 4 5.0 16.8 5.2 20.8 5.2 6.3 3.7 21 5.0 27.3 4.6

Higher education 
(completed or partially 
completed)

0.0 0.0 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.3 0.4 3.6 1.1 3.9 1.0 0.3 0.2 3.8 0.9 4.1 0.7

In total 88.3 100 97.2 100 185.5 100 79.8 100 323.5 100 403.3 100 168.1 100 420.7 100 588.8 100
Education index 6.25   6.37   6.31   6.01   6.67   6.54   6.14   6.6   6.47  

Former Territories Former Territories
No education 1.1 0.4 1.5 0.5 2.6 0.5 3.4 1.6 2.6 0.3 6 1.5 4.5 0.9 4.1 0.4 8.6 0.5
Primary: 
up to 4 grades

23.6 8.6 28 9.3 51.6 9.0 35.1 16.4 78.8 9.1 113.9 28.2 58.7 12.0 106.8 9.1 165.5 10.0

Primary: 5-6 grades 38.8 14.2 39.8 13.2 78.6 13.7 30.6 14.3 117.5 13.5 148.1 36.7 69.4 14.2 157.3 13.4 226.7 13.7
Completed primary 
education

111.9 40.9 92.2 30.6 204.1 35.5 67.9 31.7 303.2 34.9 371.1 92.0 179.8 36.9 395.4 33.8 575.2 34.7

Partially completed 
technical secondary 
education

0.6 0.2 0.1 0.0 0.7 0.1 2.3 1.1 9.6 1.1 11.9 3.0 2.9 0.6 9.7 0.8 12.6 0.8
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Table 6. Worker’s education level in light and heavy industry plants located 
in the Recovered Territories and the Former Territories (in thousands)

Level of education
Light industry plants

Heavy 
industry 

plants
Heavy industry plants In total

wo- 
men % men % in 

total % wo- 
men % men % in 

total % wo- 
men % men % in 

total %

Recovered territories Recovered territories
No education 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 1.2 0.6 1.0 1.3 3.2 1.0 4.2 1.0 1.6 1.0 3.8 0.9 5.4 0.9
Primary: 
up to 4 grades

14.2 16.1 18 18.5 32.2 17.4 19.1 23.9 60.5 18.7 79.6 19.7 33.3 19.8 78.5 18.7 111.8 19.0

Primary: 5-6 grades 22.8 25.8 23.9 24.6 46.7 25.2 19.6 24.6 66 20.4 85.6 21.2 42.4 25.2 89.9 21.4 132.3 22.5
Completed primary 
education

36.4 41.2 32.2 33.1 68.6 37.0 27.1 34.0 82.2 25.4 109.3 27.1 63.5 37.8 114.4 27.2 177.9 30.2

Partially completed 
vocational education

4.6 5.2 4.5 4.6 9.1 4.9 1.5 1.9 27.5 8.5 29 7.2 6.1 3.6 32 7.6 38.1 6.5

Completed vocational 
education

3.3 3.7 9 9.3 12.3 6.6 1.9 2.4 42 13.0 43.9 10.9 5.2 3.1 51 12.1 56.2 9.5

Partially completed 
technical secondary 
education

0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.3 2.6 0.8 2.8 0.7 0.4 0.2 2.7 0.6 3.1 0.5

Completed technical 
secondary education

0.3 0.3 0.7 0.7 1 0.5 0.3 0.4 6.8 2.1 7.1 1.8 0.6 0.4 7.5 1.8 8.1 1.4

Partially completed 
general secondary 
education

3.6 4.1 3.8 3.9 7.4 4.0 4.8 6.0 12.3 3.8 17.1 4.2 8.4 5.0 16.1 3.8 24.5 4.2

Completed general 
secondary education

2.3 2.6 4.2 4.3 6.5 3.5 4 5.0 16.8 5.2 20.8 5.2 6.3 3.7 21 5.0 27.3 4.6

Higher education 
(completed or partially 
completed)

0.0 0.0 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.3 0.4 3.6 1.1 3.9 1.0 0.3 0.2 3.8 0.9 4.1 0.7

In total 88.3 100 97.2 100 185.5 100 79.8 100 323.5 100 403.3 100 168.1 100 420.7 100 588.8 100
Education index 6.25   6.37   6.31   6.01   6.67   6.54   6.14   6.6   6.47  

Former Territories Former Territories
No education 1.1 0.4 1.5 0.5 2.6 0.5 3.4 1.6 2.6 0.3 6 1.5 4.5 0.9 4.1 0.4 8.6 0.5
Primary: 
up to 4 grades

23.6 8.6 28 9.3 51.6 9.0 35.1 16.4 78.8 9.1 113.9 28.2 58.7 12.0 106.8 9.1 165.5 10.0

Primary: 5-6 grades 38.8 14.2 39.8 13.2 78.6 13.7 30.6 14.3 117.5 13.5 148.1 36.7 69.4 14.2 157.3 13.4 226.7 13.7
Completed primary 
education

111.9 40.9 92.2 30.6 204.1 35.5 67.9 31.7 303.2 34.9 371.1 92.0 179.8 36.9 395.4 33.8 575.2 34.7

Partially completed 
technical secondary 
education

0.6 0.2 0.1 0.0 0.7 0.1 2.3 1.1 9.6 1.1 11.9 3.0 2.9 0.6 9.7 0.8 12.6 0.8
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Level of education
Light industry plants

Heavy 
industry 

plants
Heavy industry plants In total

wo- 
men % men % in 

total % wo- 
men % men % in 

total % wo- 
men % men % in 

total %

Former Territories Former Territories
Completed technical 
secondary education

3 1.1 1.8 0.6 4.8 0.8 1.1 0.5 9.6 1.1 10.7 2.7 4.1 0.8 11.4 1.0 15.5 0.9

Higher education 
(completed or partially 
completed)

0.3 0.1 1.2 0.4 1.5 0.3 1.1 0.5 4.3 0.5 5.4 1.3 1.4 0.3 5.5 0.5 6.9 0.4

In total 273.5 100 301.2 100 574.7 100 214.1 100 868.8 100 1082.9 269 487.6 100 1170 100 1657.6 100
Education index 7.12   7.33   7.23   6.97   7.27   7.21   7.05   7.28   7.22  

In total In total
No education 1.7 0.5 2.1 0.5 3.8 0.5 4.4 1.5 5.8 0.5 10.2 0.7 6.1 0.9 7.9 0.5 14 0.6
Primary:  
up to 4 grades

37.8 10.4 46 11.5 83.8 11.0 54.2 18.4 139.3 11.7 193.5 13.0 92 14.0 185.3 11.6 277.3 12.3

Primary: 5-6 grades 61.6 17.0 63.7 16.0 125.3 16.5 50.2 17.1 183.5 15.4 233.7 15.7 111.8 17.1 247.2 15.5 359 16.0
Completed primary 
education

148.3 41.0 124.4 31.2 272.7 35.9 95 32.3 385.4 32.3 480.4 32.3 243.3 37.1 509.8 32.0 753.1 33.5

Partially completed 
vocational education

36.9 10.2 30.4 7.6 67.3 8.9 10.5 3.6 123.1 10.3 133.6 9.0 47.4 7.2 153.5 9.6 200.9 8.9

Completed vocational 
education

44.1 12.2 94.9 23.8 139 18.3 16.7 5.7 228.8 19.2 245.5 16.5 60.8 9.3 323.7 20.3 384.5 17.1

Partially completed 
technical secondary 
education

0.8 0.2 0.2 0.1 1 0.1 2.5 0.9 12.2 1.0 14.7 1.0 3.3 0.5 12.4 0.8 15.7 0.7

Completed technical 
secondary education

3.3 0.9 2.5 0.6 5.8 0.8 1.4 0.5 16.4 1.4 17.8 1.2 4.7 0.7 18.9 1.2 23.6 1.1

Partially completed 
general secondary 
education

13.5 3.7 18.3 4.6 31.8 4.2 27.5 9.4 36.6 3.1 64.1 4.3 41 6.3 54.9 3.5 95.9 4.3

Completed general 
secondary education

13.5 3.7 14.5 3.6 28 3.7 30.1 10.2 53.3 4.5 83.4 5.6 43.6 6.6 67.8 4.3 111.4 5.0

Higher education 
(completed or partially 
completed)

0.3 0.1 1.4 0.4 1.7 0.2 1.4 0.5 7.9 0.7 9.3 0.6 1.7 0.3 9.3 0.6 11 0.5

In total 361.8 100 398.4 100 760.2 100 293.9 100 1192.3 100 1486.2 100 655.7 100 1590.7 100 2246.4 100
Education index 6.9   7.09   7   6.71   7.11   7.03   6.82   7.1   7.02  

Source: own calculations based on the available statistical data.
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Level of education
Light industry plants

Heavy 
industry 

plants
Heavy industry plants In total

wo- 
men % men % in 

total % wo- 
men % men % in 

total % wo- 
men % men % in 

total %

Former Territories Former Territories
Completed technical 
secondary education

3 1.1 1.8 0.6 4.8 0.8 1.1 0.5 9.6 1.1 10.7 2.7 4.1 0.8 11.4 1.0 15.5 0.9

Higher education 
(completed or partially 
completed)

0.3 0.1 1.2 0.4 1.5 0.3 1.1 0.5 4.3 0.5 5.4 1.3 1.4 0.3 5.5 0.5 6.9 0.4

In total 273.5 100 301.2 100 574.7 100 214.1 100 868.8 100 1082.9 269 487.6 100 1170 100 1657.6 100
Education index 7.12   7.33   7.23   6.97   7.27   7.21   7.05   7.28   7.22  

In total In total
No education 1.7 0.5 2.1 0.5 3.8 0.5 4.4 1.5 5.8 0.5 10.2 0.7 6.1 0.9 7.9 0.5 14 0.6
Primary:  
up to 4 grades

37.8 10.4 46 11.5 83.8 11.0 54.2 18.4 139.3 11.7 193.5 13.0 92 14.0 185.3 11.6 277.3 12.3

Primary: 5-6 grades 61.6 17.0 63.7 16.0 125.3 16.5 50.2 17.1 183.5 15.4 233.7 15.7 111.8 17.1 247.2 15.5 359 16.0
Completed primary 
education

148.3 41.0 124.4 31.2 272.7 35.9 95 32.3 385.4 32.3 480.4 32.3 243.3 37.1 509.8 32.0 753.1 33.5

Partially completed 
vocational education

36.9 10.2 30.4 7.6 67.3 8.9 10.5 3.6 123.1 10.3 133.6 9.0 47.4 7.2 153.5 9.6 200.9 8.9

Completed vocational 
education

44.1 12.2 94.9 23.8 139 18.3 16.7 5.7 228.8 19.2 245.5 16.5 60.8 9.3 323.7 20.3 384.5 17.1

Partially completed 
technical secondary 
education

0.8 0.2 0.2 0.1 1 0.1 2.5 0.9 12.2 1.0 14.7 1.0 3.3 0.5 12.4 0.8 15.7 0.7

Completed technical 
secondary education

3.3 0.9 2.5 0.6 5.8 0.8 1.4 0.5 16.4 1.4 17.8 1.2 4.7 0.7 18.9 1.2 23.6 1.1

Partially completed 
general secondary 
education

13.5 3.7 18.3 4.6 31.8 4.2 27.5 9.4 36.6 3.1 64.1 4.3 41 6.3 54.9 3.5 95.9 4.3

Completed general 
secondary education

13.5 3.7 14.5 3.6 28 3.7 30.1 10.2 53.3 4.5 83.4 5.6 43.6 6.6 67.8 4.3 111.4 5.0

Higher education 
(completed or partially 
completed)

0.3 0.1 1.4 0.4 1.7 0.2 1.4 0.5 7.9 0.7 9.3 0.6 1.7 0.3 9.3 0.6 11 0.5

In total 361.8 100 398.4 100 760.2 100 293.9 100 1192.3 100 1486.2 100 655.7 100 1590.7 100 2246.4 100
Education index 6.9   7.09   7   6.71   7.11   7.03   6.82   7.1   7.02  

Source: own calculations based on the available statistical data.
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The results of the first “personnel census” carried out in 1958 demon-
strate a low level of education in women. According to this census, in sec-
tors of the industry where most women worked, workers’ level of educa-
tion was the lowest. The average percentage of primary school graduates 
or those below this level was 86% for the whole industry, while in the tex-
tile industry, this percentage stood at 95.6% (52.8% and 42.8% respective-
ly), in the clothing industry — 90.7% (36.2% and 54.5%), and in the food 
industry — 90.2% (41% and 49.2%). This suggests that the actual level of 
education among workers was even lower than calculated here [Rocznik 
statystyczny przemysłu… 1967: 418-420]. 

Previous professional experience remains an important factor deter-
mining the level of professional qualifications. Professional training ob-
tained before the Second World War was considered particularly valu-
able, as even if workers had no professional education suitable for the 
sector in which they worked after the war, their specific knowledge e.g. of 
systems used in factories, made it easier for them to adapt to the require-
ments of their new workplace. What is also important is that their system 
of values and world view developed in the period of national independ-
ence, with all the limitations of political and organizational plurality. This 
made them less susceptible to biased communist propaganda, and meant 
they played an important role in the intergenerational transmission of tra-
ditional norms and values [Chumiński J. 2015: 95].

In this context, women’s professional experience was minimal, espe-
cially in terms of factory work. According to our estimates, out of over 
655,000 women employed at the end of the six-year plan, only 7.5% (49,400) 
had worked in factories before the war (table 7). In the case of men, this 
percentage stood at 12.2% (193,500). The data from the four plants suggest 
that 13.2% of women and 24% of men had worked in some sector of the 
national economy before the war.

To some extent, the scarce professional experience resulted from the 
female workers’ young age. The data from the four plants suggest that 
as many as 58.1% of women were below 24 years of age when they start-
ed work. Including women below the age of 29, the percentage goes up 
to 73.7% (median age was 23). It is worth remembering that (according 
to a 1934 representative study) before the war, 52.4% of working women 
were below 29, and median age was 29.4 (these data however are not ful-
ly comparable). A similar “rejuvenation” also occurred among men, as af-
ter the war 54.4% of men were below the age of 24, and 71.5% were below 
the age of 29 (median age: 24). Before the war, the number of men below 
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the age 29 stood at 38.8%, while the median was 33.3. The disproportion 
between the age of men and women is demonstrated by the fact that in 
1949, the percentage of women below 24 in the whole industry was over 
35%, and of men — barely 27% [AAN, Państwowa Komisja Planowania 
Gospodarczego, 3231]. Including all those employed in state-controlled 
companies in 1954, the median age of women was 29, and of men — 35 
[Przekroje terenowe … 1967: 370].  

Considering the age of workers, it is no surprise that most of them were 
not married when they started work. A staggering 64% of women were 
single, and only 28.8% were married. A relatively high percentage of wid-
ows (6.6%) was one of the dramatic consequences of the war. A small frac-
tion of women were divorced — only 0.5%. In the case of men, the num-

Table 7. Pre-war factory work experience of workers from light and heavy industry 
plants located in the Recovered Territories and the Former Territories (in thousands)

Industry 
sector

Number of workers 
in the Recovered 

Territories

Number of workers in 
the Former Territories In total
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%

Light 
industry

185.5 9.2 5.0 574.7 49.1 8.5 760.2 58.3 7.7

Women 88.3 2.2 2.5 273.5 14.5 5.3 361.8 16.7 4.6

Men 97.2 7 7.2 301.2 34.6 11.5 398.4 41.6 10.4

Heavy 
industry

403.3 44.7 11.1 1082.9 139.9 12.9 1486.2 184.6 12.4

Women 79.8 4.9 6.1 214.1 27.8 13.0 293.9 32.7 11.1

Men 323.5 39.8 12.3 868.8 112.1 12.9 1192.3 151.9 12.7

In total 588.8 53.9 9.2 1657.6 189 11.4 2246.4 242.9 10.8

Women 168.1 7.1 4.2 487.6 42.3 8.7 655.7 49.4 7.5

Men 420.7 46.8 11.1 1170 146.7 12.5 1590.7 193.5 12.2

Source: own calculations based on the available statistical data.
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bers were as follows: 40.5% of men were married, 58.6% were single, 0.7% 
were widowers, and 0.2% were divorced (data from the four plants). 

If one were to describe the population of women employed in the in-
dustry in the first decade of the PPR based on these data, most were first-
generation workers. Around 55% had been born in the countryside, though 
in the case of the plants located in the so-called Recovered Territories, this 
percentage was 64%. They had little education, usually below the primary 
education level, and very poor professional experience. When they start-
ed work, most were very young — 60% were younger than 24 years old — 
and almost 2/3 were single. 

In the final step of this socio-demographic analysis, differences be-
tween men and women employed in the industry will be presented quan-
titatively. For this purpose, multidimensional statistical analysis using the 
linear ordering method will be applied, as it allows for aggregating and 
presenting various qualities in a synthetic form [Morrison D. F. 1990]. Of 
course, the established measures must be treated with caution, as it is dif-
ficult to precisely demonstrate qualitative differences using quantitative 
measures (table 8).6 

Men achieved higher values in 9 out of 10 parameters. Only the per-
centage of workers employed in factories for over 10 years is the same for 
both sexes (8.3%). The measure was 0.78 for women and 0.99 for men. It 
should be stressed, though, that the differences are not as significant as it 
could be expected. In the case of workers employed before the war, the 
disproportions between women and men were considerably larger. This 
confirms the thesis that both in the case of women and men, a 19th-cen-

6 When analyzing differences between male and female workers, 10 characteristics 
that could possibly affect their behavior or be a reflection of their attitudes were distin-
guished. In the former category, the most important ones were: education level, profes-
sional experience obtained before the war (both in factories and in other sectors of the na-
tional economy), share of workers who had been born in towns with a population over 
50,000 and those who lived in such towns in August 1939. Workers’ age structure and the 
percentage of individuals with a stable family situation was included. Among the charac-
teristics reflecting workers’ attitudes, the most important ones were the length of profes-
sional experience, percentage of workers in long-term employment (over 10 years), and 
the percentage of individuals who had belonged to political parties before the war. Those 
factors were assigned points for importance, assuming that the most important ones were: 
education level (3 points), pre-war work experience from factories (2), long-term employ-
ment of over 10 years (2), living in towns with a population over 50,000 in August 1939 (2). 
Other factors were assigned an importance of 1 point. The measure is a weight function of 
the value of individual factors with relative standardization compared to the model, i.e. 
the maximum value of a characteristic for each factor.
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tury employment model was applied after the war, based on using large 
numbers poorly educated, poorly qualified, and poorly paid workers. At 
the same time, the calculated measures indicate that women had a poorer 
standing than male workers.

Social and economic effects
 of hidden unemployment in the industry

It is not easy to unequivocally evaluate the mass employment of wom-
en in the industry after the Second World War. Scholars specializing in 

Table 8. Measures regarding men and women employed in industrial plants 
in Wrocław and Kraków 

Characteristic

Im
po

rt
an

ce

Weight Model

Employed in the Wrocław 
and Kraków plants

wo- 
men = 
8139

men = 
7985

in 
total = 
16124

Education index 3 0.2 6.87 6.5 6.87 6.68
Pre-war professional 
experience from factories (%)

2 0.13 11.3 4.1 11.3 7.7

Pre-war professional 
experience overall (%)

1 0.07 24 13.3 24 18.6

Work experience in years 1 0.07 3.69 3.63 3.69 3.66
Workers employed in 
a factory for more than 
10 years (%)

2 0.13 8.3 8.3 8.3 8.3

Workers born in towns with 
a population over 50,000 (%)

1 0.07 31.8 30.8 31.8 31.3

Workers living in towns with 
a population over 50,000 
on August 31, 1939 (%)

2 0.13 22.4 19.6 22.4 21

Median age 1 0.07 24 23 24 23
People in relationships 1 0.07 40.5 28.8 40.5 34.6
Members of political parties 
before 1939 

1 0.07 1.9 0.3 1.9 1.1

Measure 15 1   0.78 0.99 0.88

Source: own calculations based on the available statistical data.
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the subject point to many positive outcomes, especially regarding social 
transformation and relationships between the two sexes. Natalia Jarska 
and Małgorzata Fidelis, authors of important publications on the situation 
of women in the period of PPR, point to the complex nature of the prob-
lem. According to Fidelis, even the period of Stalinism “presented specif-
ic chances and opportunities for some social groups, including women, 
who could throw off the traditional limitations imposed on their sex and 
redefine their identity” [Fidelis M. 2015: 263]. On the other hand, women 
themselves considered their professional activity as an economic neces-
sity. Dariusz Jarosz quotes the results of the first academic studies from 
1960, which found that almost 70% of women said they would quit their 
job if only their husbands were capable of supporting the family on their 
own. A little over 20% claimed they would still work, though they named 
office or teaching jobs as suitable options for women. Physical work did 
not enjoy much recognition, especially in professions considered “mascu-
line” [Jarosz D. 2000: 144]. 

Although opinions on social transformations and shifts in power be-
tween men and women can be considered “mixed”, the economic balance 
of the massive employment of women is clearly negative, as it was part of 
a broader, adverse trend prevalent throughout the period of PPR, name-
ly, over-employment in the economy. The problem, termed “unemploy-
ment at work” by Janos Kornai, was one of the main weaknesses plagu-
ing the socialist economy. It resulted with low morale, poorer quality of 
work, decreased diligence of workers, higher turnover, and limited op-
portunities to improve the financial situation of workers. But worst of all, 
“over-employed” individuals had a marginal work productivity of zero, 
which meant that their work had no actual impact on the national income 
[Kornai J. 1985: 346-7; Karpiński A. 1980: 129-32; Góra M., Rutkowski M. 
1990: 421].

The problem of “hidden unemployment” existed in all sectors of the 
national economy, though it was particularly evident in the industry. The 
scale of over-employment is evidenced by the fact that, assuming pre-war 
work productivity levels, Poland could dispense with almost the entire in-
crease in employment that happened in the first decade of the PPR with 
no major consequences. One should remember that in 1950, the pre-war 
volume of production was achieved (within new borders), but employ-
ment was higher — by over 600,000 workers — than before the war. The 
results of a  1953 study by the Department of Economic Sciences of the 
Polish Academy of Sciences concerning the estimates of the productivity 
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increase margin in large and medium factories (excluding the mining in-
dustry) are quite telling. The study included plants employing a total of 
309,000 workers and accounting for approximately 20% of the total pro-
duction. It concluded that the employment margin in the whole indus-
try (if the productivity level of the best plant in the sector was the aver-
age) comprised 615,000 people, i.e. over 80% of the employment increase 
in industry which occurred between 1949 and 1953. Even considering the 
average productivity level in individual sectors, the employment margin 
still comprised 400,000 people. In some sectors (including the “feminine” 
ones) the situation was catastrophic. For example, in one cotton fabrics 
plant, the employment margin was a staggering 60% compared with the 
productivity of the best plants in the sector (i.e. ones accounting for 1/4 of 
the whole production). Considering these data, it is no surprise that the 
authors of the study concluded that labor force was greatly wasted, own 
costs in a large part of the industry were too high, and a large part of the 
labor force could be freed and own costs could be decreased through tech-
nical restructuring of old plants and optimized work organization. Thus, 
the authors claimed, it was “no longer possible to tolerate a situation when 
a large part of the labor force with habits and qualifications required for 
manufacturing, is used in the industry in an irrational matter” [AAN, 
PKPG, 330, f. 17-27; Chumiński J. 2016: 298]. 

Without any doubt, many women (but also men) employed in the in-
dustry were part of the “hidden unemployment”. This resulted from the 
socio-demographic characteristics that have been identified in this paper, 
which were worse in the case of female workers. Many factors contribut-
ed to this situation, including work productivity, quality of production, 
staff turnover, work discipline etc. Data concerning work productivity are 
particularly telling. At the end of the three-year plan (in 1949), in almost 
all sectors of the economy where a significant share of employees were 
women, pre-war productivity levels were not achieved.7 With the aver-
age for the whole industry standing at 106.6 (whereas 1937=100), in the 

7 Productivity calculated as a value of global production per 1 worker, according to 
constant prices. Data for the post-war period are overestimated, as only industrial workers 
were included. A significant share of workers employed in the economic and auxiliary de-
partments were not included. As a result, productivity in the mining sector in the year 1949 
was reported at 103.1 compared with the year 1937, while in reality it was 73, considering 
all physical workers employed in 1949 (in 1938, this translated into 1814 kg per working 
day, and in 1949 — 1328 kg). Considering only those working underground, the dispropor-
tion would be even larger: 68.1% (2680 kg and 1826 kg, respectively). 



172 Jędrzej Chumiński

textile industry the indicator was 96.7, in the clothing industry  — 77.5, 
and in the food and agriculture sector — 92.7 [Statystyka przemysłu… 1956: 
15]. In the early 1949, norms were not met by around 17% of workers em-
ployed in the mining sector, 16% employed in foundries, 22% in the met-
alworking industry, 20% in the mineral industry, 32% in the wood indus-
try, and a staggering 53% in the textile industry [Chumiński J. 2015: 312]. 
At the end of the six-year plan, little improvement was observed. Data 
from 1954 on the so-called natural productivity indicators (the size of pro-
duction divided by employment) are quite telling. In many important sec-
tors of the industry, these values were lower than before 1939, for example 
in the textile, foundry, paper, and mining industries — which employed 
over a  third of Polish workers. In 1954, productivity in black coal min-
ing per one worker equaled 80 (compared to the year 1937=100), in foun-
dries — 73, in the textile industry — 84, and in the paper industry — 90 
[Chumiński J. 2015: 292].

As before 1939, women earned significantly less than men. According 
to the 1949 assessment by Halina Diamand, average wages of women em-
ployed in the textile, clothing, mechanical engineering, chemical and food 
sectors were lower by 5-25% than those of men, at similar levels of pro-
ductivity and a similar scope of responsibilities. Their professional posi-
tion was also vulnerable — in the textile industry (where women com-
prised over 50% of all employees) only 2% were supervisors, 1.9% were 
specialists, and 2.1% were engineers. In 1947, only 70 women out of over 
250,000 employed in the industry (including over 24,854 white-collar 
workers) were in managerial positions [Diamand H. 1949: 139-140; Praca 
kobiet… 1947: 194]. Data on female workers promoted to white-collar po-
sitions are also telling. Until the end of December of 1948, 13,791 physical 
workers had been promoted, of whom 393 (less than 3%) were women. 
This included only 9 women promoted to directorial or higher technical 
supervisory positions, compared with 786 men [AAN, Komitet Centralny 
Polskiej Zjednoczonej Partii Robotniczej (KC PZPR), 237/V-1a/38, f. 36]. 
Paradoxically, this problem affected private factories to a much lesser ex-
tent. Suffice it to say that in 1948, when the sector of non-state-control-
led enterprises was still quite large, in the state-controlled plants 61.2% of 
women earned below 6,000 złoty monthly (men — 31.1%), while in private 
plants — 38.7% (men — 15.5%). In turn, the group with the highest earn-
ings (more than 12,000 złoty) included 1.6% of women and 13.7% of men 
in state-controlled plants, and 8.2% of women and 35.3% of men in private 
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plants [AAN, Komisja Centralna Związków Zawodowych (KCZZ, Trade 
Union Central Commission), 456] 

In subsequent years, the situation not only did not improve, but ac-
tually became a structural issue. In the “feminine” sectors, wages were 
much lower than in the “masculine” sectors. In 1955, average pay in the 
textile and clothing sectors (867 złoty) equaled 72.9% of the average pay 
in the whole industry (1189  złoty). In the food industry, this was 80% 
(956 złoty) [Rocznik statystyczny… 1956: 111-3]. The scale of the problem 
is exemplified by the fact that before the war, textile industry workers 
earned 102.6% of the average wage, and food industry workers — 95.3% 
[Mały rocznik statystyczny 1939: 272]. The fact that by the end of the six-
year plan (according to estimates) industrial workers’ wages had not 
even reached the level from 1938 is quite telling. At the same time, the 
“impoverishment” of female sectors was particularly evident: for all sec-
tors of the industry, the index compared with the year 1938 was 93, but 
in the case of the textile industry it was 73, and the food industry — 90 
[Chumiński J. 2015: 558].

The same problem was observed in the final years of the Polish People’s 
Republic. Considering how low average wages were, the privileged posi-
tion of workers in the petrol and energy sector and the metalworking sec-
tor is particularly striking — in 1986, they earned 190.1% and 124.9% of 
the average wage, respectively. These regularities had been observed ear-
lier — in 1955 wages in mining were 146% of the average wage, in 1960 — 
151.1%, in 1970 — 156.6%, and in 1980 — 170.1%. Workers employed in 
the light industry earned only 78.9% of the average wage, while those em-
ployed in the food sector — 80.9%. These disproportions had no econom-
ic justification and mainly resulted from political pressures, or attempts 
to find some kind of economic “relief”. It is hard to argue with the opin-
ion expressed by Jan Wiktor, who said that the “irrational scale of privi-
leging the heavy industry significantly distorts the actual picture of wag-
es. This is manifested by the fact that wages are not decided based on 
the type of work, in compliance with the legal regulations, but instead 
depend on the specific sector of the industry or economy” [Chumiński J. 
2010: 140; Ekonomiczne uwarunkowania… 1989 : 263-267]. And coinciden-
tally, in the whole period of the Polish People’s Republic, wages were sig-
nificantly lower in the so-called “feminine” sectors than in the male-dom-
inated ones. 
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Conclusions

Lastly, it is worth asking whether there was any alternative to mass em-
ployment of men and women in the industry. “Hidden unemployment” 
was one of the socialist economy’s main weaknesses, and in the long-term, 
led to its demise. It seems that from the economic point of view (leav-
ing the social and ideological aspects aside), it would have been much 
more rational to limit employment, while attempting to increase workers’ 
professional skills and their wages. This would have stabilized employ-
ment and allowed for increasing work productivity and production qual-
ity. Increased productivity among women could have been achieved by 
supporting the growth of craftsmanship and services. During the Second 
World War, Poland lost over 65% of craftsmen, and there was a lot of po-
tential to increase employment in sectors “particularly suitable for wom-
en” (as was the term back then), such as garment manufacturing, tailor-
ing, confectionery, shoe maintenance, gloves manufacturing etc. Ewa Ney 
(a columnist of the “Gospodarka Planowa” magazine) claimed that this 
would only require some investments in trade education, and a relative-
ly small financial support from the state [Ney E. 1947: 312]. In Poland, 
there was also enormous potential for women’s employment in services. 
According to the analysis by N. Jarska, in 1950, the share of women work-
ing in services was 17.9%, while in Spain it was 56%, and in France — 47% 
(data for 1957). Even in 1970, the percentage in Poland was below 30% 
[Jarska N. 2011: 120]. 
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