Introduction


From August 2 to 8, 1917 a strike paralyzed production in one of the most
important Prague industrial plants—the Ringhoﬀer railway coach company. Workers refused to work and demanded that their wages and food
rations be raised. However, some of them stopped working for other reasons. One of the workers, Josef Plavec, physically collapsed and claimed
he could not continue working, not because he wanted to take part in the
strike, but simply because of total exhaustion. According to him, the food
he was provided was so insuﬃcient that he had depleted his physical
strength and could no longer manage his workload. Plavec was apprehended and swiftly brought before a court. There, he repeated his defense,
claiming that he could not resume working, not because of his support for
the strike, but due to total bodily exhaustion. During his trial, the judge
accepted his argument and the court recognized that Plavec could not be
prosecuted for taking part in the strike.
However, this did not mean that he was innocent. According to oﬃcial
Austrian regulations, each worker in the militarized industry was guaranteed a scientifically calculated amount of food to provide him with suﬃcient energy to conduct his or her work. Workloads were measured and
used to determine the right amount of calories the workers would receive
through food rations. Although the Ringhoﬀer factory deviated from the
established norms and their food rations were slightly lower than those
prescribed by the state authorities, the workers were still getting enough
calories to conduct their work, albeit with lesser intensity. In the court’s
opinion, collapsing and being unable to work were thus very unlikely and
Plavec’s actions were no diﬀerent from sabotage. His refusal to resume
working when his superiors oﬃcially demanded it could not be due to
bodily exhaustion, but to the intention to harm the Austrian war eﬀort.
He was thus sentenced to three years of hard labor and it was only the


2

Rationed Life

fact that he did not stop working in order to strike that saved him from
a much harsher punishment. According to the law, organized refusals to
work carried sentences of up to twenty-five years of imprisonment or, in
the most severe cases, death.1
The story of Josef Plavec illuminates not just the draconian practices of
the wartime Austrian justice system, which stripped many inhabitants of
Austria-Hungary of their prewar civil rights and transformed them into
mere tools of production for the wartime economy. More importantly, it
points to a comprehensive reshaping of the Austrian wartime hinterland
driven by pervasive practices of planning and rationing.2 The scope of
the wartime conflict quickly overcame original expectations and caused
the entire population previously inconceivable problems, the solution to
which often required trying completely untested forms of internal organization.3 Mobilization for war generated unprecedented pressure for the
total and timely reconstruction of the whole economic and social system
of the monarchy, allowing little space for the thorough consideration of
alternatives.4 The organization of wartime production and consumption
thus had to make do with a mix of foreign, mostly German experiences
and prewar, rather theoretical reflections. Although this planning and
rationing took place during wartime, its basic contours did not diﬀer from
European Enlightenment principles of social planning. The systematic
eﬀort to impose a rational order based on scientific knowledge and unlimited human possibilities that would be able to completely transform
the world turned the society of the Habsburg Monarchy into a laboratory, in which it was possible to conduct various social experiments that
would fundamentally influence the life of all of its inhabitants.5 During
peacetime, these experiments remained behind the closed doors of scientific laboratories and university classrooms. But within the context of
the maximum war eﬀort, which influenced the whole society without exception, the vast academic knowledge gathered in the decades before the
war provided the blueprints for reform that radically changed the whole
monarchy.
The concept of rations thus represents the modern specter of an all-powerful science, able to make decisions in all social conflicts and allocate to
everyone exactly what they need based on objective methods. The basic
argument of this book is that the notion of a “rationed life,” i.e., the notion
of a fully rationalized and organized modern world, where everything
had to be clearly determined and the location and the amount had to be
scientifically justified, took over Czech workers’ lives and helped to constitute the wartime working class. The following pages are freely based on
Max Weber’s classic thesis, which saw the processes of rationalization as
one of the main building blocks of European modernity.6 However, it also

Introduction


3

updates the Weberian approach with the recent research on the role of science in modern society, which continues in the mostly Foucauldian philosophical tradition. It sees the development of Western society as a constant
acceleration of the disciplining of subjects, which, in a rationalized world,
occurs especially through the production of knowledge. Scientific knowledge is therefore not merely an explanation of the world around us. Its
discourses also produce power relationships and collective identities that
can solidify and reproduce themselves precisely through the authority
provided by this knowledge.7
The book’s main subject is the Czech working class. Given the prominence that labor history played in the state socialist historiography before
1989, we can rely on a huge body of literature that has been able to generate a significant amount of empirical knowledge. Many of the relevant
works are referenced directly in the text, but Jan Galandauer’s and Zdeňek
Kárník’s books, which remain the most monumental analyses of the development of the Czech working class during World War I, even several
decades after their publication, merit special attention.8 However, the vast
majority of Czech works on the labor question prior to 1989 did not actually concern themselves with workers, but rather with the narrowly partisan history of their primary political representative, the Social Democratic
party, or, even more narrowly, with the decisions of its wartime party
cadres. For many historians, the implicit equation between the large number of industrial workers and a single political party embodied the factory
proletariat’s emancipation eﬀorts as well as the vanguard of the Communist Party in interwar Czechoslovakia, which in turn was supposed to
make the historical mission to establish a communist utopia come true.9
Indeed, during the campaign for universal voting rights between the
years 1905 and 1907, the Czech Social Democratic party became the largest
party in the Bohemian lands with roughly one hundred thousand registered
members. The vast majority of these members were also manual laborers.10
Although one hundred thousand party members represented an admirable number in the context of the times, even in its prime the Social Democratic party was able to win over only a portion of the industrial working
class, which, according to the Austrian authorities, numbered roughly one
million people in the Bohemian lands right before World War I.11
At the same time, the year 1907 was also the year in which membership
in the Social Democratic party peaked. World War I dealt a definite blow
to the party organization. The party was paralyzed by wartime conscription and for most of the war the Social Democratic party was loyal to the
Austro-Hungarian war eﬀort. The significant delegitimization of the party
among the rank and file was a consequence of wartime politics.12 Already
before World War I, but especially during the war, there was a consid-
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erable gulf between the Social Democratic party and the majority of the
working class in the Bohemian lands. If we want to look more closely at
the experience of workers, focusing on the Social Democracy Party during
the war will not be very helpful.
If older Czech works on the wartime working class provide information on its political representatives while leaving the workers in the background, in the histories of the whole society, however, the situation is
quite diﬀerent.13 First and foremost is Ivan Šedivý’s synthesis, which is
still the most complex work on Czech history in the watershed years of
1914–1918.14 Its second part in particular provides a complex social historical narrative of Czech history during World War I, and it is a good
starting point for cultural analyses of wartime society. The last years have
also brought renewed interest in the history of social protest15 as well as in
labor and workers, which had practically disappeared after 1989.16
Many foreign works focusing not on the Bohemian lands, but rather on
the Habsburg Monarchy as a whole or on some of its other parts, provide
a broader context for the Czech case.17 Many are cited in the individual
chapters, but two of them deserve to be mentioned here. One is the more
than thirty-five years old, but in many respects unsurpassed, work by
Richard Georg Plaschka, Horst Hasselsteiner, and Arnold Suppan.18 Rich
in sources, this analysis is primarily devoted to the Habsburg Monarchy’s last year of existence and the wave of protests and violence that
accompanied its disintegration. Three decades after its publication, this
two-volume history remains a monument that cannot be ignored when
researching World War I in Central Europe. Out of the more recent works,
Maureen Healy’s book on the breakdown of the social consensus in wartime Vienna cannot be overlooked. Healy was able to capture the deepening social trenches within the Austrian metropolis that subsequently led
to the total collapse of the city, as well as the various wartime experiences
of the capital city’s inhabitants depending on their social standing, gender,
or language.19 Maureen Healy’s work is thus currently the most visible
and topical addition to the study of the cultural history of Austrian wartime society.
The retreat of labor history from its formerly prominent place within
American and European historiographies has been accompanied by a significant broadening of methodological perspectives.20 Western historiography thus not only never abandoned the study of the working class as a
group that provides modern industrial work, but never even renounced
the concept of the “working class,”21 which for many readers, particularly
in post-communist East-Central Europe, evokes a time when the term
played a crucial role in the legitimization of socialist dictatorships. The
former Marxist-Weberian understanding of the working class as a group
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of participants connected by their ability to work, which is their only disposable commodity in the free market and from which their other activities are derived, was questioned from all sides. Research on child labor, or
the various stages between gainful work and slavery, refuted, for example,
the idea of workers’ freedom in the modern labor market.22 The reorientation of historiographical analysis from the individual to the household has
shown that work itself was almost never the only disposable article from
which workers derived their existence. Home economics, renting modest
lodgings or petty theft, embezzlement, as well as hired work all belonged
to the workers’ arsenal of strategies for subsistence in the nineteenth and
first half of the twentieth century.23
Due to the transformation of the basic unit of historiographical analysis, in which the individual worker was replaced by the household, there
was a fundamental redefinition of the very concept of work, which was
freed from direct monetary payment. Work is thus widely understood
as “… any human activity that increases the value of goods or services”24
and, as such, encompasses not only productive work, which increasingly
moved into specially designed workplaces during European industrialization, but also unproductive work, which generally remained limited to
the sphere of the household.25
Within the debates on the “role of the working class in history” that
started during the 1980s, the previous primacy of socio-economic determinants was abandoned in favor of multi-causal interpretations, taking
into account not only the “social,” but also the various cultural variables
with a potential to influence the behavior and organization of historical
agents26 and shape the working class’s subjectivity.27 Contemporary historiography does not understand the working class as a product of the
objectively measured processes of modernization, but as a very unstable,
changing collective that is influenced by many symbolic factors that, depending on the social context, are able to turn part of an amorphous mass
of physically working people into a collective historical agent. Revealing
and analyzing these symbols in relation to the wartime working class of
the Bohemian lands is also the aim of the following pages, which strive to
illuminate Czech workers’ experience during the “seminal catastrophe of
the 20th century,” as World War I is often labeled.28
Along with the current scholarship, I do not perceive the working class
as an already given, closed and objectively existing collective created from
suprapersonal structures of economic production and defined by its position within these structures, its salaries and the standard of living, consumption, etc. provided by these salaries. Instead, this book conceives of
the Czech working class during World War I as a project that has never
been finished—a phenomenon that is constantly forming and transform-
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ing at the intersection between cultural and symbolic practices on the one
hand and lived experiences on the other.29 The eﬀort to describe workers’
experiences during wartime is therefore meaningful in this context. The
aim is not only to describe the banality of people’s lives in a given time
period, but to identify the places in space and time where the lived experience intersect with the discourses and symbols of the state. Precisely
at these intersections collective identities and demands emerge and can
be captured. The main questions of this book are thus on the war’s influence on the transformation of an organized working class—its culture and
the way active workers understood themselves and their surroundings
during the rapid wartime changes.
If we understand politics as a sphere where the collective identities
and demands of individual social groups are formulated and articulated,
and where these groups subsequently clash with the state or each other,
we can see that society in wartime Austria-Hungary was politicized at
every level, even though, for most of the war, it had neither parliamentary
politics nor liberal rights.30 Under conditions of acute material shortage,
the enormous strain on wartime production, and rising social tensions,
the dynamic regrouping of social hierarchies occurred more often than
ever. New social collectives were created that formulated new demands
on each other or on the state. The inhabitants of malnourished towns felt
cheated by the agricultural countryside; German-speaking citizens of the
monarchy accused their Czech counterparts of insuﬃcient wartime loyalty; Czechs and other non-German ethnic groups felt oppressed in every
way; many women accused the male-dominated political system of the
monarchy of using them for hard wartime labor but denying them basic
civil rights. The majority of the increasingly impoverished inhabitants
of the whole country observed with growing bitterness the enormous
profits of a narrow number of businessmen who were able to get enormously rich oﬀ the wartime economy. All of these groups then turned
to the state to acknowledge their demands and solve their problems. In
the end, the inability to satisfy these demands brought about the total
collapse of the basic social solidarity of wartime Austrian society and,
with it, the disintegration of the entire Austro-Hungarian Empire. Thus
Austro-Hungarian society was actually more political than ever, and its
workers were one of the central building blocks of the Austrian wartime
eﬀort, playing a central part in “depoliticized politics.” The basic perspective of this book hinges precisely on the initially chaotic fields of mutually
intersecting group identities and their demands and collective actions. In
the following pages, I understand the “politics of the working class” as
those spheres of the Czech workers’ experience in which collective identities and collective demands were created, defining the organized workers’
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collective inwardly and outwardly. My observations of the “politics of the
working class” thus led me to divide the book into four main chapters.
The first chapter is devoted to the “politics of food.” The question of the
distribution and consumption of food was one of the most visible blows to
the prewar workers’ collective and represented the most serious challenge
to the basic survival of all workers. Access to food and its consumption
during wartime scarcity was a prominent stage upon which social dividing lines were created and manifested. At the same time, however, the
food question became the most important issue of the all-encompassing
rationing system that was implemented by the state. Demands for various
foods and their acceptance or rejection to a great extent stemmed from the
primacy of modern science as a universal source of advice on the organization of life and science, then played a significant role in the wartime
“politics of food.” Therefore, the chapter analyzes the development of this
science as well as its influence on the transformations of workers’ lives.
The second chapter is devoted to the transformation of industrial labor
as another central factor in the collective self-identification of the working class. Physical labor was one of the basic defining components of an
organized working class in the prewar years, and the drastic changes
that it went through between the years 1914 and 1918 also significantly
influenced the workers’ collective. Here, too, several scientific fields held a
dominant position, claiming to know universal truths about what constitutes human labor and how, when and where it should be conducted. The
chapter focuses not only on these scientific fields, but also on the blending
of this knowledge with Austro-Hungarian political power and with the
world of hundreds of thousands of workers in the wartime industry.
The third chapter switches perspective to the significantly changed
gender composition of the working class. It focuses on the disruption of
the prewar male hegemony in the public space of the Habsburg Monarchy as well as within families and at the workplace. Although gender is a
sphere in which modern scientific knowledge did not play such a defining
role during wartime, even here we can detect its influence on several significant developments in the gender make-up of the working class. The
massive influx of women into the wartime industry and the disintegration
of the construct of male public authority are also addressed.
The last chapter focuses on the forms of the workers’ protests. The
mutual interconnection of all the previous “politics” is most obviously revealed precisely in the phenomenon of the wartime workers’ protest, because it almost always arose when problems with food distribution, the
massive reorganization of industrial labor and radical changes in the gender composition of the organized workers’ collective were combined. The
changes in the shape of the wartime protests and the composition of the
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protest groups oﬀer an insight into the collective actions of the newly created working class and its limits. Such limits manifested themselves every
time the working-class protest was not able to integrate a greater number
of industrial workers.
Although the names of the four chapters may lend the impression that
each one is reserved solely for one sphere of wartime “politics,” this is
not the case. The questions of wartime consumption cannot be separated
from the problems connected with industrial labor. The wartime gender
diversification of the working class also took place in close connection
with the sphere of labor as well as that of consumption, and the wartime
workers’ protest is connected to the questions of gender as well as those of
labor and food. The individual topics run through all of the chapters, but
one topic dominates each of them. All of the chapters together attempt to
paint a portrait not only of workers’ lives in the Bohemian lands during
wartime, but also of their contacts with scientific and state authorities and
with the other citizens of wartime Austria-Hungary. The central question,
however, remains—how did these contacts influence the working class’s
self-identification and how did they contribute to the creation of the wartime working class as a collective historical agent, or, on the contrary, how
did they prevent this from happening?
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