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i

The initial stages o f Positivism's reception in Poland are well- 
known. 1 If one om its the early, but forgotten publications o f Adrian 
Krzyżanowski (1842) and D om inik Szulc (1851), the most significant 
contribution to the area was Father Franciszek Krupifiski's paper 
Szkoła pozytywna  ( The Positive School), published in “Biblioteka 
W arszawska” o f 1868. The general level o f knowledge o f the sources 
o f Positivism was low, and in 1873 Piotr Chmielowski wrote o f the 
Warsaw environm ent as follows:

A few were found (let us say: about a score) w ho, m otivated by conscientiousness, 
looked  into the sources and read for them selves, if not C om te him self, then Littré, 
and acquired a more or less exact notion  o f  the m ethods and overall nature o f  
positive sc ien ce .2

It has not yet been determined precisely at what m om ent Polish 
progressive form ations accepted “Positivism” as a name to denote their 
aims. As early as 1866 a footnote by the editors o f  “ Dziennik 
Literacki” describes Kazimierz Chłędowski’s paper Siła u- historii 
(Force in History) as an expression o f “the positive philosophical 
school that continues to spread throughout the W est.” 3 Three years 
later, Leopold M ikulski, when publishing in Lvov his translation o f 
Buchner's Kraft und Stoff\ confessed that his aims would be fulfilled 
“if this work succeeds in raising even a small num ber o f the

1 See B. S k a r g a , N arodziny po zy tyw izm u  polsk iego! 1831 — 1864) I The Birth o f  
Polish P ositiv ism , 1831 — 1864), W arszawa 1964.

2 IP. C hm ielow ski], P o zy tyw izm  i p o zy tyw iśc i  (P ositivism  and the P ositiv ists), 
"N iw a”, 1873, nr 29.

■' “ D ziennik Literacki”. 1866. nr 2.
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members o f Polish society from the dom ains o f dream  and delusion, 
and in summoning them to the banner o f an authentic, positive 
philosophy.” 4

Meanwhile in Warsaw, “Przegląd Tygodniowy” had protested 
against Kazimierz Kaszewski’s statem ent that since the appearance o f 
K rupihski’s paper an unbroken silence had prevailed upon the subject 
o f Positivism:
one can see that Mr. R aszew ski does not take into account the entire m ovem ent o f  
writings in the spirit o f  this school that have been appearing over the last four y ea rs .5

Only in 1871, however, is there a build-up o f Positivist declara­
tions. At the close o f this year in an introductory article entitled 
A t the Breaking-Point, Aleksander Świętochowski wrote:

W e do not ascribe to ourselves any exceptional or, as som e w ould have it, 
M ickiew iczian m ission, though we do not deny that our present struggle has a certain  
affinity to the renow ned wars o f  the R om antics. O ne m ay lack genius and nevertheless  
feel the existence o f  backw ardness and prejudice. W e repeat yet again that we do not 
com pare ourselves to the holy falangę led by the great A dam , but we share its pro­
gressiveness. The difference lies in the scenery o f  epochs and their con d ition s. 
M ickiew icz was a poet and he breathed his large poetic spirit into the progress o f  
form  and im agination, and he revitalized literature, w hose fields soon  teem ed with 
fruit. In place o f  death there w as a ferm ent o f  life. We too , in the teeth o f  our  
m otionless torpor, wish for life, but the positive spirit o f  the tim es dictates that we 
dem and activity: not so m uch in the way o f  poetic creativity as to direct the 
developm ent o f  the social im agination, w hose leadership ought to com e from  the 
period icals.6

A few weeks later, the editors o f “Przegląd Tygodniowy” added, in 
the course o f referring to the unpaid participation by young au thors 
(“pupils o f  the M ain High School, the forefront o f  the progressive 
intelligentsia”):

Perhaps this debut will help you to decide m ore easily w hether we kow tow  to  
anyone, whether our positivism  is long in the to o th —or a real force for life .7

4 L. M u ls k i  [L. M ikulski], K ilka słów o d  tłum acza i w ydaw cy (A Few W ords fro m  
the Translator and Publisher), [in:] L. B u c h n e r ,  Siła i m ateria, Lvov 1869, p. VII.

5 [A nonym ous], P rzeg ląd  p ra sy  periodyczn ej (A R eview  o f  the P eriod ica l P ress), 
“Przegląd T ygod n iow y”, 1869, nr 28.

6 [A. Św iętochow ski], Na wyłom ie, ibidem , 1871, nr 50.
7 [A nonym ous], Z akończen ie  (Conclusion), ibidem , nr 53.
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During the next two years, 1872 and 1873, “Positivism ” and its 
derivatives appear with growing frequency in the colum ns o f the young 
press; such opponents o f novel ideas as Józef Narzymski (Pozytywni — 
The Positive Ones, 1872) and Tadeusz Żuliński (Nasi pozytywiści — 
Our Positivists, 1872) suddenly begin to employ them too. From  the 
very outset the equivocality o f the term, o f which the proponents 
o f the new trends were themselves fully aware, was a source o f much 
controversy:

Som e —wrote Ś w iętoch ow sk i— understand a Positivist to be a faithful adherent o f  
the school o f  C om te, others add his independent pupils, and still others apply this 
term to any and every philosopher w hose m ethod o f  research is founded on  the natural 
sciences. With such a triple standard, m isunderstandings em erge by the m in u te .8

Polish publicists consented to support the broad interpretation 
previously elaborated by Świętochowski himself:

Since Positivism  is far from  being the invention or conception  o f  a single man 
[Comte], since his fundam ental ideas are the com m on property o f  several centuries and 
entire series o f  learned m en; and, finally, since the m ost recent Positivist thinkers, 
so-called , contradict all the original proclam ations o f  C om te, the founder o f  
Positivism  —it thus fo llow s that Positivism , correctly understood , is not a schoo l with 
an inflexible codex, with changeless articles o f  faith or with an infallible earnestness, 
but a scientific m ethod  founded  upon experim ent and the natural sciences, which has 
been applied and developed over several centuries and yields increasingly new  resu lts.9

Readers were presented with explanations along the line o f this 
attitude —for instance, in a polemic with N arzym ski’s comedy Pozy­
tywni :

A m ongst our literati this m ovem ent is represented in part by young peop le who 
situate them selves in scientific m atters on  the side o f  C om te, Littré, Taine, M ill, 
Spencer and other such standard-bearers o f  science; they popularize their principles, 
translate their w orks and strive, com e what m ay, to serve the victory o f  the party 
they u p h o ld .10

8 A . Ś w ię t o c h o w s k i ,  P rzeg ląd  piśm iennictw a po lsk iego . “P o zy tyw izm  i jeg o  
w yznaw cy  w dzisie jsze j Francji”. N apisał dr Z iem ba  (A R eview  o f  Polish Writing. 
‘‘Positivism  and Its Adherents in C ontem porary France.” W ritten by Dr. Z iem ba), 
ibidem , 1873, nr 23.

9 A . Ś w ię t o c h o w s k i ,  Auguste C om te  and H erbert Spencer, ibidem , 1872, nr 21.
10 [A nonym ous], Teatr. “P o zy tyw n i” . K om edia w IV a k ta c h  N arzym skiego  ( Theatre. 

“ The Positive Ones." N a rzy m sk i’s Four-Act C om edy), “N iw a ” . 1874, nr 58.
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In the earliest statements issued by its Polish adherents. Positivism 
appeared above all as a certain methodological tendency, in the widest 
sense.

To state nothing w ithout evidential support —to refrain from categorical judgem ent 
in dubious m atters —and to observe com plete silence on utterly unattainable ones: 
that is the entire basis o f  Positivism  —

declared Julian Ochorowicz in 1872. But a few pages later he added:
we designate as p ositive  philosophy  the system  o f  the phenom enal laws that govern the 
world, and o f  the fundam ental laws that ought to direct actions. The first section  
constitutes the theory, the second, the practice, o f  positive p h ilo so p h y .11

Indeed, am ong the rem arks uttered about Positivism by the young 
press there began to appear groups o f statements o f an ontological 
nature, opinions in the realm o f psychology and sociology, as well as 
socio-political and ethical injunctions.

It seem s —reports S ien k iew icz— as if the Positivists, just like idealists, deliberately  
selected their name as the least divisive so as to conceal fundam ental differences in 
religious and social ou tlook s, in views concerning the road one ought to take in order 
to achieve the greatest welfare o f  the public —and. finally, in op in ions regarding the 
m eans whereby this public could  avoid , rem ove or crush the difficulties encom pass­
ing i t .12

It was then —recalls C h m ie low sk i— that D arw in's theories, social econom ies, 
practical cam paigns to raise the level o f  the country's prosperity, and the cultivation  
o f  the natural and technical sciences becam e the fundam ental axiom s o f  Positivism  and 
constituted the objects o f  youth 's m ost vital concern, as it sought by m eans o f  
light to draw a part o f  the public to it se lf .u

It is another m atter that when practical side o f the problem 
alone came under consideration other definitions were usually employ­
ed: “organic w ork” or “work at the foundations.” And the Positivists 
themselves more often referred to their own groups o f supporters by 
such names as “youth,” “the young press,” “the progressives,” “the 
party o f progress” etc. All this time an ongoing polemic was being 
waged in the young press against the misunderstandings, reproaches

11 J. O c h o r o w ic z .  W stęp i p o g ląd  ogólny na filozofię po zy tyw n ą  (An Introduction  
to and General View of P ositive Philosophy), W arszawa 1872. p. 91, 94.

12 H. S ie n k ie w ic z ,  Bez tytułu (U ntitled), (in:] D zieła  I W orks), vol. 47. W arszawa 
1950. p. 53.

^  P. C h m ie ló w  sk i. Z a rys literatury po lsk ie j z ostatnich lat szesnastu (An Outline  
o f  the Polish L iterature o f  the Last S ixteen  Years). Vilna 1881. p. 63.
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and insinuations laid at the door o f Positivism by the conservatives 
(vulgar materialism, m oral nihilism, cosmopolitism  14), together with an 
internal discussion between the m ovem ent’s radical and its conciliatory 
wing over the issue o f the content a “correct” and “healthy” 
Positivism would have to have. Detaching himself from “the negativists” 
who discard “tradition, peace, faith and devotion,” Julian Ochoro- 
wicz form ulated as early as 1875 his positivist credo, couching it in 
terms such as could not arouse the reservations o f the m oderate 
conservatives:

Our Positivism  —to which the present writer also adheres —is prim arily the 
rational aspect o f  all the laws and facts that science has confirm ed or will confirm  
in the future, it is a theory that attacks no one and violates no o n e ’s conscience  
but slow ly and gradually develops itself, grow s and rem ains hum ble, being m erely the 
first fruit o f  the results that will em erge in the future from  the im m ense w orkshop  
o f  intellects inquiring into all the various dom ains o f  know ledge. It does not flit 
about the heavens after the w ill-o ’-the-w isps o f  cosm ic m ysteries, nor does it crawl 
along earth-bound, except in its m axim  o f  practicality. It recognizes historical 
continuity  and gives the ideal m otives o f  tradition a free hand to act with discretion. 
It adores all the lofty and noble things that the hum an heart has brought forth  
and issues the safest directives, for in basing the directives for growth upon obser­
vation and experim ent and in excluding daydream s and prejudices from  the realm o f  
know ledge, it seeks to becom e the w atchm an by the highw ay o f  research, shielding  
from error and lighting up the chosen  r o a d .15

14 See for instance E. L u  b o w  sk i, Do redakcji czasopism a " K losy” (To the E ditors  
o f . . . ) ,  “K losy”, 1872, nr 343; [anonym ous], P rzeg ląd  p ra sy  periodyczn ej (A Review  o f  the 
P eriodical Press), ibidem , 1872, nos. 344 and 347. In connection  with these attacks the 
feuilletonist o f  “Przegląd T ygod n iow y” wrote as fo llow s (1873, nr 15, Echa war­
sza w sk ie — W arsaw Echoes): “For quite a time now Positivism  has been playing the 
role o f  the cock  in K rasicki’s fable. [Translator’s note. In the fable concerned  
a servant com m anded by her m istress to rise at cock-crow  kills the cock , hoping  
that this will end her early rising. In fact, her m istress rose before cock-crow , and 
since there was no longer any cock , w oke her servant still earlier.] It has even  
becom e rather fash ionable to discern in Positivism  the root o f  all evil. Last 
Thursday, for instance, it stood  before the bar o f  the present crim inal court accused  
o f  contributing t o . . .  the crim e o f  m urdering the married coup le, Mr. and Mrs. G ą so w sk i! 
Mr. W rotnow ski, the ch ie f counsel for the defence o f  on e o f  the accused, m aintained  
that the defendant had com m itted  the crim e sw ayed by the theories o f  Darwin, 
C om te, M ill and other such m ateria lis ts \ H is ardour in defence even drove Mr. W rot­
now ski to thunder at our translators and publishers for providing our public with 
such positive and natural scientific w orks.”

15 J. O c h o r o w ic z ,  P o zy tyw izm  i n egatyw izm  (Positivism  and N egativism ), “N i­
w a”, 1875, vol. VII, p. 85.
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The controversies outlined above and the will to reach an 
understanding with one’s opponents on m atters o f practice caused the 
leaders o f the young themselves rapidly to remove the watchword 
“Positivism” from their banners. As early as 1876 a publicist wrote in 
“Przegląd Tygodniowy” :

Equally strange was the look  o f  the em blem s o f  Positivism  and Idealism  which  
were increasingly used to designate the groups or cam ps o f  writers that were com ing  
into being. D espite the difficulty o f  severing science from  life, desp ite the actual 
fact that in the practices o f  certain W estern societies tendencies o f  a scientific or 
dogm atic persuasion are linked to trends in factional politics [ .. .]  nevertheless, 
philosophical m ovem ents or schools, since they are expressions o f  certain theoretical 
trends, can nowhere becom e the palpable em blem s o f  those factions that constitute  
the visible form  o f  particular aspirations to action  [ ...]  T hese pseudo-ph ilosoph ical 
signs, deriving from an overhasty urge to classification, have now  forfeited their 
im portance even in the eyes o f  those w hose good  faith took  them for the em blem s 
o f  literary fa c tio n s .16

At the beginning o f the following decade Świętochowski will 
enigmatically term “ill-starred” Positivism “a purely legendary ban­
ner,” 17 and Chmielowski will justify himself in the name o f  the young:

One ought to realize that, just as the spokesm en o f  our R om anticism , in the 
early years o f  its developm ent, held the nam e itself to be a com plete m isnom er for 
their poetry, so the spokesm en for Positivism  have repeatedly reiterated that this 
expression does not reveal the actual features o f  the line o f  thought a long which  
they have been advancing. W hy then did they accept the term all the sam e? Sim ply  
because they could  find no superior or more fitting on e; and since in France and  
England a new interest in Positivism  was aw akening, they adjudged that they ought 
to assum e the nam e o f  P ositivists as their nom de guerre . 18

For the other co-founders o f the break (Orzeszkowa, Sienkiewicz) 
“Positivism,” in the long run, most often represented a more philo­
sophical standpoint rapidly abandoned as “a youthful error brought 
on by the general error o f the times.” 19 Thus it is hardly surprising

16 [A nonym ous], Stronnictwa i ko terie  [Factions and C óteries), “Przegląd T ygod n io ­
w y”, 1876, nr 9. D uring the sam e year the term “W arsaw positiv ism ” appeared in 
a paper by K. R a s z e w s k i ,  W  kw estii p o zy tyw izm u  (The P ositiv ist Question), “Biblio­
teka W arszaw ska”, 1876, vol. I, p. 204.

17 [A. Ś w ię t o c h o w s k i ] ,  Z am knięcie roku (C losing down fo r  the Year), “Praw­
d a”, 1882, nr 52.

18 C h m ie lo w s k i ,  Z a rys  literatury p o ls k ie j . . . ,  p. 65.
19 E. O r z e s z k o w a ,  L isty  zebrane (C ollec ted  L etters), vol. 5, W rocław  1961, p. 179 

(to T. Bochw ic dated 9 (22) IV 1909).
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that Chmielowski, the first historian o f the period, applied the term 
far m ore sparingly to literary works than to intellectual trends in 
general. In his history o f literature he subsumed the period after 1864 
under the heading: “The Era o f Philosophical Positivism and Aesthetic 
Realism ,” repeating yet again that by “Positivism” he does not mean 
at all
a given, rigorously defined ph ilosophical theory (that o f  A uguste C om te) but rather 
the aspiration to erect an edifice o f  thought and a plan o f  life on  the certainties 
attained through experim ent and subject to dem onstration  at any and every t im e .20

Thus, rather than Chmielowski, it was Teodor Jeske-Choiński, the 
opponent o f “the progressives,” who perm anently linked the term 
“Positivism” with literary works in his books Pozytywizm warszawski 
i jego główni przedstawiciele ( Varsovian Positivism and Its C hief 
Exponents, 1885) and Typy i ideały pozytywnej beletrystyki polskiej 
( The Types and Ideals o f  Positive Polish Belles-lettres, 1888). Com pendia 
and school textbooks were later to retain this nom enclature (among 
others —A. Bruckner, G. K orbut, K. Wojciechowski, M. Szyjkowski, 
M. Kridl). Aureli Drogoszewski (1932)21 considered Polish Positivism 
to be “an intellectual movement embracing a period o f about a quarter 
o f a century after 1864;” hence he also ascribed to it various 
Stańczykites* as the conservative off shoots o f Positivism. Zygmunt 
Szwejkowski (1929)22 placed heavy stress on the philosophical sub- 
-structure o f  Positivism (subsequently recollected by K arol Lilienfeld- 
-K rzew ski,23 and usually made light o f —witness the deft hard o f

* [Translator’s note] Stańczyk is the despondent jester in a painting by M atejko  
sitting next to an open piece o f  paper recording the loss o f  Sm oleńsk in 1514. 
“Teka Stańczyka” (Stańczyk’s P ortfo lio) took  its nam e from  this figure and w as the 
main organ  o f  the G alician conservatives; it began publishing in 1869 and was highly 
critical o f  past and present conspiracies.

20 P. C h m ie lo w s k i ,  H istoria litera tu ry p o lsk ie j (A H istory  o j Polish L iterature), 
W arszawa 1900, vol. 6, p. 195.

21 A . D r o g o s z e w s k i ,  P o zy tyw izm  p o lsk i (Polish P ositivism ), Lvov 1943, p. 3.
22 Z. S z w e j k o w s k i ,  P o zy tyw izm  p o lsk i (Polish  P ositivism ), “Przegląd W spół­

czesny”, 1929, nr 83.
23 K . L i l i e n f e ld - K r z e w s k i ,  "Z arys litera tu ry” P. Chm ielowskiego o walce m ło­

dych ze  sta rym i (P . Chm ielów ski's “Outline o f  L iterature" and the Struggle o f  Youth 
with A ge), [in:] Prace h istorycznoliterackie. Księga zbiorow a ku czc i Ignacego C hrza­
now skiego (E ssays in L iterary  H istory. A F estschrift fo r  Ignacy C hrzanow ski), K raków  
1936.
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Chmielowski), as well as tracing its evolution from m aterialist tendencies 
towards spiritualism.

At the same time, however, during the twenty inter-w ar years, 
“Positivism” began to be eliminated from the history o f literature 
as the period’s name and was replaced by the term  “realism ” (T. G ra ­
bowski, J. Kleiner, S. Cywiński), a term referring to features peculiar 
to literature, which can be correlated with the then current tendency 
to treat the history o f literature as the history o f changing artistic 
trends or styles.24

The attitude o f M arxist literary history to this problem  has been, 
as is known, a variable one. The initial broad notion o f Positivism 
as an entire literary epoch, plus the acceptance o f its secularizing, 
democratic and realistic traditions evinced by the journalists o f  
“Kuźnica” and by the undertaking o f research into this area by 
teams, soon underwent fundam ental revision. Its traces can be seen 
in the uncompleted anthology Kultura epoki pozytywizmu  ( The Culture 
o f  the Positivist Epoch, 1949 — 50) and in the collection o f studies by 
The Institute o f Literary Studies Pozytywizm  (Positivism , 1950 — 51) 
under the editorship o f Jan  K ott. During the years that immediately 
followed, and as a result o f the application o f rigorous criteria for 
the measurement o f progressiveness (materialism, revolutionism, n a ­
tional liberation movements), the ideological system referred to as 
Positivism was not only valued less, but also minimized in extent: it 
was interpreted primarily as the anti-revolutionary ideology o f the pact 
between bourgeois and landowner, and as conciliatory towards the 
partitioners. In discussions o f literary history there was an increasingly 
frequent tendency to ascribe to Positivist ideology only such slogans as 
served the exclusive interests o f  the bourgeois class, namely, for 
instance, the adoption o f the “Prussian” road to capitalism  or the 
principle o f social solidarity. H um anitarian ideas, however, together 
with any exaltation o f dem ocrate forms o f life o r o f  elements o f the 
scientific world-view, were declared to be foreign m atter within 
Positivism, and even incom patible with it, and were treated as a specific 
“bourgeois dem ocratic trad ition” or as a side-effect o f  the radiations 
o f revolutionary-dem ocratic ideology.

24 See S. C y w iń s k i ,  Spraw a podzia łu  dzie jów  literatury po lsk ie j na okresy  
( The M atter o f  the Division o f  Polish L iterary H istory  into P eriods), ibidem.
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These m ethodological strategies and ruses were subjected to polemic 
in the paper Positivism and Critical Realism  (1955), but this merely led 
to the carefully-framed conclusion that “within the literature o f  critical 
realism the essential features o f Positivist ideology were fundam en­
tally transform ed, although no overt break with them took place. Its 
program m atic dem ands and apologies for capitalist activity (expressed 
through positive heroes) disappeared, whilst the progressive com ­
ponents o f Positivism and the social criticism that resulted from 
them remained. [...] magnified many times over in com parison with 
the forms they took in Positivist journalism , even in that o f the 
closing phase.” 25

It is to recent research, carried out above all by historians o f social 
thought, that we owe the deserved rehabilitation o f many o f the 
intellectual values o f Positivism .26 Nevertheless, the theoretical con­
struction has been preserved that attributes narrow  tem poral boundaries 
and a large degree o f ideological unanim ity to Positivism (the 
organicist program m e; the struggle with outdated feudal habits; scien­
tism; a program m e for the secularization o f culture).

2

Every researcher in the hum anities is obviously fully entitled to 
expand o r contract traditional concepts, assuming, that is, that the new 
proposal is sufficiently precise (i.e., that the concept’s scope is clearly 
delimited), does not diverge too widely from the accepted meaning 
(i.e., encompasses the m ajority o f the phenom ena to which people 
had previously agreed to apply the term concerned) and, above all, 
assuming that it legitimates itself as purposeful —that is, as prom oting

25 H. M a r k i e w ic z ,  P o zy tyw izm  a realizm  k ry ty c zn y , [in:] T radycje i rew izje  
{T raditions an d  Revisions), K raków  1957, p. 189.

26 See for instance J. R u d z k i:  Z  laickich tradycji w arszaw skiego pozy tyw izm u  
(W ith in  the Secular Tradition o f  W arsaw Positivism ), “ M yśl F ilozoficzna”, 1957. nr 2; 
Z  zagadnień p o zy tyw is tyc zn e j teorii postępu  (Issues in the P ositiv ist Theory o f  Progress), 
"Studia S ocjo log iczn o-P olityczn e” , 1959, nr 2; J. K r a j e w s k i ,  Julian O chorow icz ja k o  
autor filozoficznego  program u po zy tyw izm u  w arszaw skiego (Julian O chorow icz as the 
Author o f  the Philosophical Program m e o f  W arsaw P ositivism ), [in:] Charisteria. 
R ozpraw y filo zo ficzn e złożone  w darze W ładysław ow i T atarkiew iczow i (C haristeria. 
Philosophical Papers P resen ted  to W. T atarkiew icz), W arszawa 1960; J. H o lz e r ,  
"M y i wy" p o  stuleciu ("You and Us" a Century L ater), “K ultura”, 1963, nr 20.
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a clearer and more adequate structuring o f the strip o f  reality under 
examination. The “narrow ” conception o f Positivism undoubtedly 
satisfies all these crite ria : in particular, it permits one to dem onstrate 
the diverse, internally antagonistic and class-determined character o f 
Polish culture during the second half o f  the 19th century. This has 
been the main trend in M arxist research up to this time —a tendency 
that is surely accurate and, moreover, indispensable as a revision o f 
traditional notions. A revision that nevertheless slipped down to the 
level o f a one-sidedness whose consequence was the disappearance 
from view o f that culture’s unifying features, as well as o f the bases 
for its further transform ation during the imperialist era. The present 
paper is an attem pt to outline the mode o f perceiving reality and the 
style o f thought that shaped Polish culture during the period o f pre- 
-monopolistic capitalism : an attem pt undertaken from  a viewpoint that 
sees literature as expressive o f  this world-view and observes the 
world-view’s intraliterary consequences.

One adopts the term “world-view” not without hesitation, for as 
a com pound word it enjoys scant favour am ong some o f the specialists 
in linguistic correctness. Nevertheless, it is indispensable, for “a view 
o f the world” is both cum bersome in use and narrower in meaning, 
whilst “ideology” is used above all to designate a complex o f ideas 
peculiar to a well-defined class or social group, whose interests they 
further.

The world-view that is here termed “Positivism” (strictly speaking, 
one would have to say: Positivism in the broad sense) has a scope 
roughly corresponding to what W. Tatarkiewicz calls scientism and 
D. G. Charlton, the Positivist état d ’esprit. 27 Among its constitutive 
elements one should distinguish scientism above a l l - i n  the narrow 
sense o f the word, that is, as a faith in science based on experiment 
and ratiocination as the sole source o f reliable knowledge and 
efficacious directives to correct action.

Science —writes O rzeszkow a in her youth  —grants hum anity the m eans to conquer  
the forces o f  external nature; science, in illum inating concepts, guides nations towards 
peace, concord , wealth and virtue. Science kills daydream s and idle, superstitious

27 W. T a t a r k ie w ic z ,  H istoria f ilo zo fii (The H istory  o f  Philosophy), vol. 3, War­
szawa 1950, p. 101; D. G . C h a r l t o n ,  P ositiv ist Thought During the Second Em pire , 
Oxford 1959.
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hopes, and directs man to delve into his earthly existence and perfect it for him self 
and others; finally, in conducting man to self-know ledge, it bestow s upon him  a sense 
o f  his ow n power and probity, on  the basis o f  which he desires to be him self, to think, 
live and act by his ow n lig h ts .28

Socialism is accom panied by a more or less consistent natural 
monism, which conceives o f history as a specific variety o f the proces­
ses o f nature, as part o f  them, and accordingly holds historical 
changeability to be a law-governed phenom enon, subject to deter­
minism :

One is concerned here [ ...]  not with an unrelenting fate or a blind necessity, but 
with historical developm ent, which, in our op in ion , depends upon strictly defined  
causes; for we must recognize as a fact that cause and effect prevail w ithin the spiritual 
life a lso , and that every subsequent intellectual and m oral state is a necessary outcom e  
o f  its p redecessor .29

In particular, Positivism endows material agencies with a consider­
able, and at times decisive, significance in the totality o f social life.

N o one has ever seen —cried the Positivists — a nation that was poor, ill-equipped  
with material resources, and deprived o f  the benefits o f  h ighly-developed trade, that 
at the sam e time attained a high standard o f  education  or brought forth first-rate 
scholars, artists or poets. 20

W ork generates w ealth; wealth, learning; and learning, virtue — is O rzeszkow a’s 
lapidary d eclara tion .21

We consider the signs o f Positivism in the ethic-social system to be 
eudaimonistic utilitarianism  (i.e. the approbation o f useful behaviour 
with an eye to the satisfaction o f needs and hum an welfare); the 
evaluation o f individuals and social groups according to their producti­
vity (broadly understood i.e. as the creation o f new m aterial and 
spiritual values); the postulate o f individual liberty and equality o f 
rights, opportunities and duties within society; and, finally, “practicism ” 
(i.e. the setting o f attainable ends and a careful selection o f the

28 L i . . .k a  [E. O rzeszkow a], O “ H istorii cyw ilizacji angielsk iej” p r z e z  H enryka  
Tom asza Buckle'a (On H. Th. B u ckle’s  "H istory o f  C ivilization  in England"), “Gazeta  

P olska”, 1866, nr 158.
29 P. C h m ie lo w s k i ,  S ta ty s tyk a  i m oralność ( S ta tistics and M ora lity ), “Przegląd  

T ygod n iow y”, 1871, nr 50.
20 C h m ie lo w s k i ,  P ozy tyw izm  i p o zy tyw iśc i, p. 101.
21 E. O r z e s z k o w a ,  O jed n e j z  najpilniejszych p o trzeb  społeczeństw a naszego (On 

One o f  Our S ociety's M ost Urgent Needs). “N iw a”, 1873. nr 25.

2 — The Positivism
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means o f their realization). In the language o f the journalism  o f the 
time:

The main contem porary trend in our societies is utilitarianism . We cast aside all 
that does not positively influence the developm ent o f  hum anity, that adds no bricks to 
the great edifice w hose com pletion  is the end o f  our existence. T his edifice is the growth  
and happiness o f  societies.

[Can therefore] m an’s personal interest remain in strong and lasting agreement 
with the interests o f  society w ithout exposing him to sacrifices and costly  effort? There 
can be no doubt about the answer to this question. Firstly, education provides every  
m eans and opportunity o f  transform ing a narrow and shallow  egotism  into a deep  
and expansive love o f  the general good , and, secondly, life is gradually fashioning  
the conviction  within every thoughtful m ind that no honest activity ever loses through  
b en efitin g  others and that private interest can yield its highest profits on ly when  
in harm ony with the social law.

The notion  o f  equality betw een men and before the law is the noblest acquisition, 
and ch ief characteristic, o f  our recent tim es. N o tio n s o f  c a s te ‘and noble b lood  no 
longer even provoke indignation, on ly  hearty laughter. H um anity has realized, late in 
the day perhaps, but clearly: that the on ly  nobility o f  earth is labour, and those who  
dem and observance in the nam e o f  other law s m eet with fitting m ockery.

The tendency to independence and self-sufficiency [ ...]  liberated labour from  
subservience to the guilds, lifted the yoke o f  slavery and serfdom , created autonom y  
o f  the com m unity, lim ited and defined parental pow er and overthrew  all authorities 
in sc ien ce .32

This is the Positivist world-view in outline, including all its basic 
com ponents, which can easily be deduced from the situation o f the 
Polish “third estate” at the time —that is, o f the classes and social 
form ations variously interested in their own em ancipation and in the 
growth o f an industrial civilization.

The aspirations o f  the contem porary working class —writes “W alka K las” —in 
consistent agreem ent with the econom ic upheaval they m ust bring about, [ ...]  rest on  
the basis o f  ph ilosophical m onism , and hence o f  atheism , determ inism  and utilitarianism  
with respect to views o f  m orality and in ethical practice; on  the basis o f  the evolu tion  
o f  all institutions, arrangem ents and relationships (and thus o f  marital, parental and 
educational relationships etc.): on the basis o f  dem ocratic republicanism  in the dom ain

32 A. P i le c k i ,  'Stanowisko p o ez ji wobec p ozy tyw n ego  kierunku naszej um ysłow ości 
(The S tandpoint o f  P oetry  with R egard  to Our In tellectuals' P ositiv ist Tendency), 
“Przegląd T ygod n iow y”, 1873, nr 34; [anonym ous], Interes osob isty  a społeczny  
(In terests, P riva te  Versus Social), “N iw a ”, 1873, nr 48; A . Ś w ię t o c h o w s k i ,  Zabaw nie
i sm utno (Laughable and Sad), “Przegląd T ygod n iow y” , 1871, nr 48; [anonym ous]. 
Z e  stołu redakcyjnego (From the E ditorial Chair), “N iw a ”, 1873, nr 29.
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o f  politics and the State etc. —in short, on a realistic  basis, and here, now and
everyw here, on  the basis o f  the principle o f  solidarity. 33

This phenom enon is all the easier to com prehend, since in the
course of the historical development between 1870 and 1890 almost
every single one o f  the com ponents o f the Positivist world-view 
disclosed its internal bipolarity, its “antithetical quality” and, as it 
were, split into two independent and opposed elem ents.34 Thus, Positi­
vist scientism uncovered its Janus aspect — its “shamefaced m aterialism ” 
and its “shamefaced idealism :” it had already reached m aterialist 
conclusions in ontology, whilst its agnosticism had persuaded it to 
tolerate, and even emotionally to accept, non-scientific idealist m eta­
physics. Here are three statem ents by Eliza Orzeszkowa.

[1867] So I am reading Schodler’s Book o f  N ature  on  chem istry and, what is 
m ore — I understand everything I read, and am augm enting this task with the reading o f  
M o lesch o o t’s De la circulation de la vie; under the influence o f  this G erm an sage 1 feel 
m yself m ore and m ore a m aterialist.

[1884] Can this perennial question [“Is there anyone beyond the stars?”] possibly  
be justly  answered by: there is n ob od y!?  Spencer and all the P ositivists have hesitated  
to give the answer. “W e do not k n ow ,” they say. And if there is som eone? [ ...]  and  
we are trying to convince others that there's nobody! Som e day, one day, will not 
m illions upon m illions o f  despairing voices cry out to the graves o f  the sons o f  our 
age: “G ive us back our G o d !” ? etc. etc.

[1896] W here our earth is concerned we are not yet w ise enough, and where things 
b ey o n d  it are concerned, we are blind. Even during the m ost refulgent earthly brightness 
we are benighted; the greatest of-us is m inute. But our darkness and our littleness —the 
fleetingness and relativeness o f  all that is ours —do not prove the non-existence o f  an  
absolute brightness and perfection som ew here beyond us. Q uite the reverse, the earnests

33 [A nonym ous], C hybiony zam ach (A  Failed Coup), “W alka K las”, 1885, nr 10 — 12. 
A. M o l sk a , N auka a socja lizm  w ujęciu p ierw szych  m arksistów  polskich  ( Science or 
Socialism  as U nderstood b y  the First Polish M a rx ists), “Studia F ilozoficzne”, 1964, 
nr 4, notes with rem arkable insight : “If one had to point to a ph ilosophical tendency  
which —m utatis m utandis — fulfilled a sim ilar historical ‘m ission’ in the developm ent o f  
M arxist thought in Poland to the role H egelianism  played for M arx, then one  
would point w ithout hesitation to philosophical Positivism  in the broad sense. Though  
with this difference, that in the Polish case one should speak o f  an adaptation  
rather than an overcom ing o f  P ositivism : and one that took  place, one adds, w ithout 
com plicated  strategies to ‘stand it on  its feet’.”

34 M. Ż m ig r o d z k a  developed  a similar conception  o f  Positivism  in her works: 
O rzeszk o w a , vol. 1: M łodość po zy tyw izm u  (Positivism  in Its Youth), W arszawa 1965; 
O rzeszkow a a p o zy ty w izm  (O rzeszkow a  and Positivism , a lecture given at the Institute o f  
Literary Research in 1964).
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o f  them —the concept o f  them , the longing for them —which we possess within  
ourselves seem to give p roof o f  their primal source. They well up within us too, 
appear as tiny sparks o f  a great conflagration: there is a reason why they exist within  
us and a reason why we e x is t .35

Natural monism, although wearing the protective coloration o f 
deism, liberated m an from a terror o f supernatural powers and was 
the source o f the young Positivists’ hum anist pride. In K onopnicka’s 
Fragmenty dramatyczne (Dramatic Fragments, 1891), the scholar Ve- 
salius prophesies:

N ie! Przyjdą wieki now e, w yzw olone  
Z niew oln iczego dla B óstw a postrachu  
I prawd najw yższych słoneczną zasłonę  
Śm iało podniosą w tajem nym  tym gm achu,
G dzie Bóg przyrodzie przepisuje prawa,
A pod jej berło byt w szelki poddaw a,
S tłum ione dzisiaj rozbudzą się głosy  
I now e prądy w pierś ludzką u d erzą ...
N ow y w idnokrąg rozszerzą n ie b io sy ...
D uchy w alczące p otęgę swą zmierzą 
Z zagadką życia zw ikłaną, prastarą 
I w iedzą uczczą to, co dziś czczą w ia rą .36

[N o! There will dawn new ages, freed / From  slavish cow ering at the D eity — / Bravely  
within this sunny edifice / W here G od  prescribes the laws that nature rule / And  
subjugates existence to her orb / They will lift solar veils from  highest truths —
/ V oices now stifled will aw aken, / N ew  currents will beat against the human  
b reast... / The heavens will open  new horizons u p ... / And fighting spirits will 
test their power against / The com plex, age-old  riddle o f  this life / And consecrate  
with know ledge what today faith consecrates.]

But in rendering man dependent upon the action o f  natural laws, 
in depriving him o f the hope o f im mortality, and in attributing an 
im portant role in the structuring o f character to biological factors 
that dom inated intellect and will, natural monism made o f man the 
slave o f nature, degraded him, and so gave impetus to pessimism:

35 O r z e s z k o w a ,  L isty  zebrane, vol. 1, p. 11 (to Jan Sikorski, dated 27 VIII 1867); 
vol. 3, p. 67 (to J. K arłow icz, dated 18 (30) VIII 1884); Panu Janowi K arłow iczow i 
(For Mr. Jan K arłow icz), [in:] M elancholicy (M elancholics), vol. 1, W arszawa 1949, 
p. 13.

36 M. K o n o p n ic k a ,  Z  przeszłośc i. F ragm enty dram atyczne (O ut o f  the Past. 
D ram atic Fragm ents), [in:] Pism a wybrane (S e lec ted  W orks), vol. 6, W arszawa 1951, 
p. 2 3 4 -2 3 5 .
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[ ...]  the longer I live and look  upon this poor world, struggling, suffering so terribly 
and so variou sly— writes O rzeszkow a — the m ore frequently it occurs to me to ask 
whether the loss o f  the illusions and con so lation s with which religious belief supplied  
it hitherto m ay not prove to be one m isfortune m ore for i t .37

N atural monism perm itted o f the exam ination o f hum an relations 
in categories derived from biology —and here organicism, which 
assigned an im portant position to the solidaristic “laws o f  exchange 
o f services,” met with opposition from the concept o f the struggle for 
existence, which later led to Social Darvinism or theories o f national 
egoism. The early socialist approach to class antagonism s — despite all 
the clearly accentuated internal differences —took shape within this 
concept’s sphere o f influence, at least in Poland; it was written at 
that time that sociological science was indebted to Marx for “the 
form ulation in the class struggle o f the most im portant social form o f 
the ideological fight for existence;” 38 and whilst polemicizing with Prus, 
Ludwik Krzywicki dem anded:

W here do we discern this absence o f  a fight for existence such as occurs between  
the cells o f  an anim al organism ? Q uite the contrary, we see the contours o f  this 
struggle becom ing ever clearer throughout the societies o f  Europe; we see the existing  
European societies d isintegrating into social atom s all scrabbling am ong them selves 
over every crust o f  bread; the richer capitalist gobbles up the weaker: together  
they crush the independent hired m an; and the hired men battle am ong them selves 
in com petition . Can one take as p roof o f  the unity that is supposed to exist between  
individuals and forge the social organism  the unrelenting struggle that is currently  
being waged by the bourgeoisie and the proletariat o f  the W estern countries? 39

Depending on whether society is envisioned as organic or in conflict, 
its ceaseless change is interpreted either by stressing its gradual, 
evolutionary character, within which revolution would be simply 
a harmful anom aly, or by declaring revolution itself to be the lever o f

37 O r z e s z k o w a ,  L isty  zebrane , vol. 3, p. 66 (to Jan K arłow icz dated 18 (30) VIII 
1886).

38 C hybiony zam ach.
39 L. K r z y w ic k i ,  Jeszcze  o program ie (M ore about the Program m e), “Przegląd  

T ygodniow y”, 1883, nr 15. See H. D o m in a s ,  Stosunek publicystów  czasopism  
socja listycznych  ( “ Rów ności", “ Przedśw itu", “ W alki k la s” , " Ś w ia tła” ) do socjaldar- 
winizmu i darw inizm u (The Standpoint o f  the Publicists o f  the Socialist Periodicals 
[ .. .]  tow ards Darwinism  and Social D arw inism ), [in:] M a teria ły  do dzie jów  m yśli 
ewolucyjnej w Polsce (M ateria ls fo r  a H istory o f  Evolutionary Thought in P oland), 
fasc. 1, W arszawa 1963.
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historical progress. “N ature does not leap like a hare but crawls like 
a tortoise” —urges P ru s .40 “ If history is to progress as it has done 
hitherto, then revolution, i.e. violent upheaval, will be the necessary 
supplement to evolution” —states a socialist jo u rn a lis t.41

The vision o f hum an relations as conflictual became in its turn an 
object o f both optimistic and pessimistic interpretation. The struggle 
for existence —writes Orzeszkowa in 1873 —
understood as the rivalry betw een rational beings for the m ost perfect self-realization, 
for the broadest expansion o f  the circles o f  correct action and beneficent influence, 
and for the largest possible share o f  that pow er, happiness and security that spring 
from  the light o f  know ledge, the efforts o f  reason, the industry o f  the hands and the 
unbendingness o f  the w ill .—the struggle for existence is a phenom enon both necessary 
and just, a noble duel that yields positive and even suprem e results for hum anity.42

But in 1884 A dolf Dygasiński heads his short story Niezdara (The 
Awkward One) with the epigraph: “the noble perish,” and the story 
Głód i miłość (Love and Hunger, 1885) closes with the sarcastic reflection:

Thus the degree to which hum an love is turned into happiness often rem ains directly 
proportionate to the exchange o f  virtuous life for a hum iliating trade. Yet those who 
possess great treasures in their sou ls do not exchange them for m oney. They and  
their like perish. G od  is good  and bears with this, and for this reason is praised by a ll .43

Applied to the hum an individual, determinism tied his character 
and fate to environm ent and heredity. The first element, environment, 
appeared in conjunction with intellectualizing conceptions o f the 
personality and in optimistic reflections, either as the Positivist 
conviction o f the role o f education, o r as the socialist belief in the 
transform ing power o f a new order. Heredity, however, coupled with 
a recognition o f the prevailing force o f  biological factors, was usually 
the basis for pessimistic conclusions. Here is Chmielowski’s optimistic 
argument from the year 1871:

If we consider human actions to be the necessary products o f  external im pulses 
as well as internal ones, then we can rest assured that in giving a man a moral

40 B. P r u s , P ostępow cy i zachow aw cy (Progressives and C onservatives), “Kurier 
W arszawski”, 1878, nr 285.

41 Ik s  B o g o m n o s  [A. Sąsiedzki], Spraw y żyw otn e (Living Issues), [in:] Pierw sze  
pokolen ie m arksistów  polskich  (The First Generation o f  Polish M arxists), vol. 1, 
W arszawa 1962, p. 468.

42 O r z e s z k o w a ,  O jed n e j z  najpilniejszych p o trzeb , p. 4.
43 A. D y g a s iń s k i ,  G łód  i m iłość, [in:] Pism a wybrane (Se lec ted  W orks), vol. 9, 

W arszawa 1950. p. 152.
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education, in directing his thoughts tow ards truth and in fash ioning his feelings 
according to the patterns o f  nobility  and goodness, we will be instilling into him  
a definite character o f  one type or another, depending on  his natural tendencies —one  
which will be capable o f  counteracting m any o f  the instincts, o f  resisting vicious 
thoughts and o f  stam ping his entire behaviour with the particular seal that differentiates 
him from  o th e r s .44

And here is Dygasifiski’s pessimistic argum ent :
Let us recollect that a man bears within h im self foreign dem ons as well as his 

ow n self. The heritage o f  virtues or sins often  sleeps peacefully within the depths o f  
the organism  —w henever there are con d ition s favourable to its developm ent. N o  one  
governs m atters o f  this kind by w ill-pow er, just as no man fram es the laws o f  life and 
d ea th .45

The thesis that social reality was determ inist in nature presented 
a similar alternative. One could either view it as offering choices o f 
freedom, o f hum anity’s dom ination o f nature and its own fate —in 
accord with the Com tean principle savoir pour pouvoir — or discern in 
it the Engelsian definition o f freedom as the recognition o f necessity.

T he discovery that the laws active am ong us —writes Feliks Bogacki —are nothing  
but the necessary, general and unvarying accom panim ents o f  certain effects by certain  
causes d oes m uch to increase the m orality o f  those w ho know  this; it grants them  
a feeling o f  their ow n  pow ers: for if  these laws are nothing but the accom panim ent 
o f  cause by effect, then man h im self can m odify the effects, m ore or less, altering and  
adapting to his needs and ends the circum stances that represent the causes o f  the 
effects .46

We do not stand outside history but subm it to its laws —stated Ludwik W aryński 
during the trial o f  som e proletarians in 1885. —We see the upheaval at which we 
are aim ing as the result o f  historical developm ent and social cond itions. We look  
forward to it and strive not to be caught unaware by i t .47

Meanwhile, however, Adam  Asnyk is timidly and laboriously 
adding the final touches o f optimism  to his philosophico-historical 
vision:

G iną w m ęce rody i p lem iona,
C hoć walczyły z m ęstw em  b o h a ter a ...

44 C h m ie lo w s k i ,  S ta ty s tyk a  i moralność.
45 D y g a s iń k i ,  op. c it., p. 95 — 96.
46 F. B o g a c k i ,  Tło pow ieśc i wobec tla życ ia  (The B ackground o f  the N ovel N ex t 

to the B ackground o f  L ife), “Przegląd T ygod n iow y”, 1891, nr 53.
47 P rzem ów ienie W aryńskiego na sądzie warszawskim  (W aryński’s Speech before 

a W arsaw C ourt), [in:] P ierw sze pokolen ie m arksistów  polskich , vol. 2, p. 611.
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M nóstw o pragnień n ieziszczonych  kona.
M nóstw o uczuć bezpłodnie umiera.

W szędzie ciężka na byt dalszy praca.
W szędzie walki groza i m ęczarnia,
K tóra w niw ecz zw ycięstw o obraca  
I ofiary w ciem ną przepaść zgarnia.

I odw ieczne nie troszczą się m oce,
C o przez chw ilę na fali w ypłynie?
C o zatonie w zagłady pom roce?
I co  zejdzie na świeżej ru in ie?48

[Tribes and lines will die in torm ent / A lthough they fought like heroes s to u t . . .  / M any  
wishes unfulfilled will die, / M any feelings perish fruitlessly. / Everywhere labour just 
to carry on , / Everywhere struggle’s threat and anguishes, / W hich turns all conquests  
round about, / G athering the fallen in abyss. / A nd are the powers ever untroubled / At 
what any m om ent may rise on  the w ave? / At what m ay drown in ann ih ila tion ’s 
murk / And what descend on  the recent wreck?]

Finally, we encounter a similar polarization in the area o f social and 
ethical slogans and propositions. The criterion o f social productivity, 
which originally sanctioned the activity o f the organizers o f capitalist 
m anufacture, later turned against them and became an argum ent for 
the ideology o f the Socialists and Populists. At first utilitarianism  was 
understood as the principle o f “rational egoism,” which by serving 
the public interest indirectly, but ultim ately most effectively, served the 
interests o f the individual. Over the course o f the years it was replaced 
by the demand for the unrelenting subordination o f the individual to 
the primacy o f the collective (national or class) good, which had as 
its educational slogans such words as “service,” “sacrifice,” “devo­
tion” —and thus required an imposed or self-imposed restriction o f 
freedom. At the same time a decidedly egocentric attitude comes into 
being. To illustrate this with literary examples: Orzeszkowa’s heroes 
anticipate those o f Żeromski, and am ong Świętochowskie declarations 
we meet with a foreboding o f modernist individualism:

To die just so as to bequeath a few useful w orks to the public, to be a mere 
oyster the public sw allow s and forgets, to be devoid  o f  all egoism , som ething for another

48 A . A s n y k , W  walce o b y t (In the Struggle fo r Being), [in:] Pism a (W ritings), 
vol. 2. W arszawa 1939. p. 200.
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person’s palate —that kind o f  theory can be proclaim ed to bulls in a slaughterhouse  
but not to a man possessed o f  the right to personal h a p p in ess.49

O f all the things peop le ow e me —says R egina, the heroine o f  the drama O jciec 
M akary  ( Father M akary) —\ insist above all on m y hum an rights. For m yself I am the 
hub o f  creation. I will not be forced to sacrifice for anyone, I do not wish to 
learn virtue through anguish, I know  no duty o f  self-forgetfulness [ ...]  There are as 
many private worlds as there are people —I am on e o f  them , and I know  it. I do not 
wish to stir on ly  when the herd m oves but to live privately for m yself and through  
m yself. 1 am perm itted to extend my hum an rights everyw here so long as they do not 
infringe upon the rights o f  o th e r s .50

It is obvious that the “practicism ” m entioned in the introduction 
justifies “organic w ork” and legalism to the same degree as it does 
the later submissive “realistic policy:” this is borne out by num erous 
well-known docum ents o f the political thought o f the time. It is 
however worth remembering that the first Polish Socialists attached 
an especial im portance to the name “scientific socialism,” which they 
saw as scientific in its being more than a “noble impulse” or an 
“exercise in feeling hum anitarian ,” in its “discovering in the sur­
rounding world a sufficient num ber o f facts to support its aims and 
observing positive data so as to draw out positive conclusions,” and 
thus, in its directing itself “according to that which is: reality.” 51

3

In the area o f literary production social utilitarianism  was the do ­
m inant line. But it could take on two concrete forms —and either 
posit the tendentiousness o f literature, i.e. as a didactic and even 
agitatory illustration o f a specific program me, or posit realism, on 
account o f its epistemological values.

The main line o f developm ent however leads —still under the banner

49 A. Ś w i ę t o c h o w s k i ,  W yw óz naszej inteligencji (The D eportation  o f  Our 
Intelligentsia), “Przegląd T ygod n iow y”, 1874, nr 32.

50 A. Ś w i ę t o c h o w s k i ,  O jciec M akary, [in:] Dusze nieśm iertelne (Im m ortal 
Souls), W roclaw 1957, p. 97.

51 [Sz. D iksztajn], D ążenia socja listyczne na em igracji po lsk ie j 1831 (Socia list 
Trends in the Polish E m igration o f  1831), “ R ów n ość”, 1880, nr 8 — 9; [anonym ous], 
Z  powodu odezw y S tow arzyszen ia  Socja listycznego "Lud Polski" (In R eply to the A ppeal 
o f  the Socialist O rganization o f  "The People o f  Poland"), “Św it”, 1881, nr 6 — 7; [ano­
nym ous], D laczego nie je s te śm y  anarchistam i ( Why We A re not Anarchists), ibidem, 
1886. nr 6 — 8 (quoted  in M o ls k a .  op. cit.. p. 54 and elsewhere).
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of utilitarianism —from  the treatm ent o f literature as a means o f 
popularization to the recognition o f its intrinsic possibilities and 
exigencies; from  tendentiousness to “objectivity” ; and from the 
primacy o f postulatory functions to the primacy o f epistemological 
functions o f a particular kind. These functions have been described 
as “realism,” within which one can in turn perceive an internal 
opposition between the conception o f literature as a peculiar variety 
o f general knowledge (and thus as a consequence, the dem and that 
the represented world be the most representative), and the conception 
o f literature as a variety o f concrete knowledge (and thus the dem and 
that there be a m aximum o f individualization). As we know, an 
attem pt was made to overcome this opposition by means o f  realistic 
typicality, which was understood to be the incarnation o f the general 
within the particular.

At the same time, literature’s aspirations to realism began to devise 
an alternative: a scientific orientation over and against a fidelity to 
the experience o f everyday life. On the level o f novelistic technique 
this corresponds to the alternative of: an omniscient narrato r situated 
outside the represented reality, o r a subjective narrator immersed in 
it. Between these polar extremes —between narration by an omniscient 
author and impressionist narration in the first person —lies the practice 
o f the great realists, who took up the position o f an om nipresent 
and hyper-acute (but not all-knowing) narrator, or else, by applying 
an apparently oblique discourse, assumed by turns the observational 
perspectives o f various figures.52

A bifurcation can also be observed in the stylistic tendencies in 
prose, ranging from  the pole o f  poetry to that o f colloquial speech: 
the unobtrusive, “transparen t” style, m aintaining the rigours o f 
correctness and striving for the precision and clarity o f denotation; 
and the style soaked in the individualizing features o f a historical 
environment, a style aiming above all at the expression o f the speaking 
subject. They com m only co-exist within the bounds o f a single 
literary work —the form er has authorial narration as its dom ain, the 
latter dom inates the dialogues. Nevertheless, the controversy between 
Konopnicka and Dygasiński over the affair o f “popular language in

52 M y sketch A ntynom ie p ow ieśc i rea lis tyczne j dziew iętnastego wieku (The A n ti­
nom ies o f  the 19-Cent. R ealistic N ovel), [in:] P rzekro je  i zbliżenia (C ross-Sections  
and Approaches), W arszawa 1967, treats these problem s in m ore detail.
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works o f belles lettres” witnesses to a certain incompatibility between 
these two stylistic tendencies.

It is easy to see that in the dynamic model o f the Positivist 
world-view and literary style sketched above, the series o f phenom ena 
given first m ention (a m aterialist trend; an optimistic interpretation 
of determ inism ; harm ony between the individual’s interest and the 
com m unity’s; tendentiousness) are characteristic o f  the period’s initial 
phase; whilst the second series (an idealist trend; a pessimistic 
interpretation o f determ inism ; the vision o f society as conflictual; 
objective or impressionist realism) came into ascendancy during the 
period’s decline —a relative equilibrium between these two series is 
characteristic o f  the intervening phase. One can also see that a further 
intensification o f the second series yields the poetics and world-view of 
Young Poland, in their dual m odernist-naturalist form:

W ielbić n a tu rę ? ... Za c o ? . . .  Prawda, nie pobłądzi,
Bo nią mus praw tajem nych dla człow ieka rządzi,
Bo jest m aszyną m artwą, a jej ruchy w ieczne 
Są bezcelow e całkiem , są, bo są konieczne.

K ochać n a tu rę ? ... Za c o ? . . .  Za to , że mię gwałtem  
Bezw zględnym  utw orzyła i odziała kształtem  
Ludzkim , m oże nieszczęściu najbardziej przystępnym ?
Że mi wciąż grozi skonu widziadłem  posępnym ?

Że mi dała poczucie i św iadom ość w oli,
A w najsroższej tyrańskiej trzym a mię niew oli?
Że mi w m ózg upragnienie w szczepiła poznania,
A le poznać mi ślepe jej prawo z a b r a n ia ? ...53

[Bow dow n to n a tu re ? ... W h y ? ... T oo  true, it does not err / For through it rules 
the force o f  laws w ithheld from  man / Because it is a dead m achine, w hose m oving  
through eternity / Is utterly pointless, is, because necessary. / Love n a tu re ? ... W h y ? ... 
Because with ruthless force / It brought me forth and clothed  me with the shape / O f 
m an, perhaps the saddest shape o f  all? / Because it continually threatens with 
spectres o f  death? / Because it gave me feeling, consciousness o f  will / A nd holds me 
in the harshest slavish tyranny? / Because it injected in my brain desire to know  / W hilst 
forbidding me know ledge o f  its blind la w s? ...]

We are here no longer dealing with a Positivist work: we have 
quoted a verse by Kazimierz Tetm ajer from the first cycle o f his 
Poezje {Poems, 1891). But how much o f this typical fin  de siecle

53 K. P r z e r w a -T e tm a j e r ,  W ielbić naturę? (Bow Down to N ature?), [in:] Poezje  
(Poem s), vol. 1, W arszawa 1924, p. 76.
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mood is already present in Świętochowski^ Dumania pesymisty 
(A Pessimist’s Wonderings), so atypical o f 1876:

To be continually  devoured by a fever for know ledge and continually  doubtful o f  
its truths, to m editate incessantly upon existence yet never penetrate it, never delve  
into its real nature, sim ply to inflam e desires with science whilst satisfying none  
o f  them —this is a torm ent that has sto len  m ore o f  m an’s happiness and suggested  
m ore anguish to him than m any a cross upon which he has been stretched out. 
[ ...]  It may be, and galling it is to think so, that the universe is a boundless ocean  
w hose waves occasionally  break into bubbles leaping upon the surface —people. H ow  
then can one take pride in o n e ’s power and greatness? [ ...]  Since all that is must 
be the effect o f  a cause that preceded it and itself m ust becom e the cause o f  an effect 
that succeeds to it, nature, even if  it changed all its current form s com pletely , w ould  
have no end, just as it had no beginning. Our eternity is equally certain. D eath —I sta­
t e d —is only a change in the form o f  o n e ’s existence. It m ay yet again com pound  the 
dust o f  a sage with a cretin’s dust to m ake a paving stone across which sm irking  
crim inals str id e .54

To sum up one should dot the i’s and cross the t ’s: despite the 
au th o r’s empirical distrust o f schemas, the historical and literary m a­
terial has arranged itself according to the classical schema o f  dialectic, 
which is doubtless not a universal one but proves itself here with 
paradigm atic clarity: the literary history o f this period sees the trans­
form ation o f a certain structure into its opposite by way o f the 
crystallization o f internal oppositions and the shifting o f the dom inants 
during successive phases o f the overall process.55 Obviously, the present 
construction is dependent upon the point o f view adopted: the group 
o f tendencies which “destructure” an original Positivism “structure” 
the next cultural phase, one that from the outset is far less hom o­
geneous, a feature indubitably linked with the resurgent growth o f 
social antagonisms. This dual historical rôle can be seen especially 
clearly in the case o f naturalism : the fatalistic version o f determ i­
nism, the biological conception o f m an, the dismissal o f tendentiousness, 
the impressionism, the concern with the artistic shape o f prose —all 
can be read as the closing phase o f Positivist realism and as the 
inaugural phase o f m odernist literature.

Transi, by Paul C oa tes

54 A. Ś w ię t o c h o w s k i ,  Dumania p esym isty , “Przegląd T ygodniow y”, 1876, nr 24,
27.

55 See V. I. L e n in , W  spraw ie d ia lek tyk i (In the M a tter  o f  D ialectics), [in:] 
Z e szy ty  filozoficzne  ( Philosophical N otebooks), W arszawa 1956, p. 335 — 336.


