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Ritual and Violence in Upper Silesia and Ulster, 1920

by TIMOTHY WILSON
(St. Peter’s College, Oxford)

‘Power is like the wind’, David Cannadine has observed in a striking meteorological
simile: ‘we cannot see it, but we feel its force. Ceremonial is like the snow:
insubstantial pageant, soon melted into thin air.’1 This comparative article is
concerned with the political ‘weather’ in Upper Silesia and Ulster: two storm centres
of conflict that flickered menacingly into life even as the First World War subsided.
Both Ulster and Upper Silesia have been described as ‘ethnic frontier’ societies: that
is, zones of disputed sovereignty between two broader national communities,
British/Irish and German/Polish respectively.2 Since the new European order held out
the prospect of radical changes in these local balances of power, ‘peace’ here only
brought fresh conflicts.

A striking feature of the extensive historiographies of both these conflicts is their ‘top
down’ orientation.3 In both cases the realm of politics is rather narrowly conceived,
and narrative remains primarily concerned with diplomatic and military events.
Standard accounts of Upper Silesia tend to focus on the international manoeuvrings
that led to the plebiscite campaign, or on the Polish uprisings that attempted to bypass
it.4 For Ulster most attention is given to the formation of the new administration, the
defeat of the IRA’s attempts to disrupt its establishment, and the regulation of the new
polity’s borders through the Boundary Commission.5 It is vital, however, to bear
firmly in mind that in both Upper Silesia and Ulster between the years 1918 and 1922
there existed not one conflict, but two.6 A revolutionary struggle against the state co-
existed with inter-communal, or ‘popular’, violence on the streets.7 In the histories of
both case studies, it is these latter processes of communal mobilization at a grassroots
level that have tended to remain relatively neglected.8

This neglect seems all the more striking against the backdrop of an explosion of
literature on nationalism and ethnic mobilization over the past 20 years. The work of
Anderson, Gellner, Hobsbawm, Horowitz and Smith (to mention the merest handful
of names) has sought to demystify the emotional appeal and motivating potential of
these allegiances.9 It is with precisely such questions – why ethnic conflicts at the
grassroots level develop in the way, and in the places, that they do, as well as their
degree of resistance to amelioration or management from above – that this article is
concerned.

There is an urgent need for such questions to be asked, since the current
historiographies of Ulster and Upper Silesia in the early 1920s are distinguished by a
curiously polarized presentation of inter-communal violence. It often appears as
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implicitly peripheral to the ‘real’ political business, only occasionally intruding into
mainstream narratives at moments of especially dramatic atrocity.10 Yet at precisely
these moments the very horror of such deeds tends to obscure the circumstances of
their origins.11 As such, popular violence is bizarrely treated as both peculiarly awful
and apolitical, hence, trivial.12 In Upper Silesia such violence is usually dismissed as
the work of thuggish elements on one, or both, sides.13 In Ulster it usually simply
labelled ‘sectarian’.14 But in both cases the result is much the same: further
investigation of causes, course, or context is deemed unnecessary.15

How might such an investigation – informed by recent theoretical developments, but
still rigorously historical – proceed? It is proposed here to follow the methodological
trail blazed with distinction in the 1970s by E. P. Thompson and Natalie Zemon Davis
in their studies of violent crowd behaviour.16  Two essential questions preoccupied
these authors. Firstly, why does the crowd see its violence as legitimate and
meaningful? Secondly, what is the precise relationship between the wider community
and the goals, inspiration, and behaviour of the rioters?

The twin concepts of legitimacy and community were used with great effect by Davis
and Thompson to demonstrate that crowd action could indeed be indigenous – not
merely manipulated from above – and (within its own frame of reference) rational. To
reach these striking conclusions, both authors placed great emphasis upon
morphology: that is, they proceeded on the methodological assumption that a study of
the patterns of violence would yield clues to its origins, meaning and relationship to
community structures.17

With this emphasis on morphology in mind, an even tighter focus is proposed here.
This study will concentrate on violence centred on two major community festivals:
the Protestant Boyne anniversary of 12 July in Northern Ireland, and the Polish
national celebration of 3 May in Upper Silesia. In each case the focus of the
commemoration was a procession. Rituals in general hold obvious attractions for the
student of popular attitudes in deeply divided societies. Davis in particular has drawn
attention to their ability to generate conflict directly.18 This seems superficially borne
out for the case studies in question; it is surely more than just coincidence that serious
violence flared in Belfast in 1920 on the first day back to work after the 12 July
celebrations, and that the third Polish uprising in Upper Silesia took place on the night
of 2/3 May 1921. But even where the relationship to direct violence is oblique or even
apparently non-existent, public rituals can still be highly charged events – all the more
so for parades and processions, which unavoidably raise more or less explicit
questions about relative community assertion and demographic strength, as well as
control of territory. Parades hold further attractions for the comparativist in that they
provide a sort of ready-made comparative scaffolding – these were elaborate set-piece
events of a similar type, and it makes sense to compare them. Even more specifically,
this discussion will focus primarily on the year 1920. The justification for this choice
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of year is that in both cases the parades fell at a particularly dramatic juncture in the
development of the contemporary conflicts.

This investigation will start with an examination of the purpose, context and content
of these rituals. The discussion will then move on to look in more detail at the
relationships of ritual to violence. A penultimate section will use the ritual to explore
the nature of the ethnic bond itself, with particular emphasis on Upper Silesia. Finally,
the implications of the state of identity politics for the nature and intensity of the
conflict in question will be discussed.

To start, then, with purpose: what did these parades exist to celebrate? At the literal
level they both commemorated specific and dramatic events in a distant past. The
Boyne commemorations of 12 July recalled the battle of that name in 1690 ‘at which
the Protestant King William III, the Dutch Prince of Orange, won a victory against
James II, an English Catholic, and is thus perceived by Protestants in Northern Ireland
to have secured the civil rights and religious liberties of Protestants within
predominantly Catholic Ireland’.19  Likewise, the celebrations in Upper Silesia were
in remembrance of the passing of the new Constitution on 3 May 1791. By the late
eighteenth century the Polish state had become paralyzed by internal dissension,
abuse of aristocratic privilege and foreign intervention. Against this backdrop the
passing of a new constitution curtailing aristocratic powers and reasserting Polish
independence was hailed as a sign of national vitality, political unity and the desire for
freedom. Ironically, its very boldness merely hastened the demise of the state, which
was further dismembered by Prussia and Russia in the second partition of 1793,
before being finally wiped off the map of Europe two years later.20

Of course, far more important for our purposes than the actual historical record of
these events is their survival in folklore. Both occasions embodied powerful if
nebulous conceptions of ‘liberty’ in symbolic form. Crucially, though, for the
contemporary political context in which the parades took place, these past liberties
had been deeply threatened. Indeed, in one case they had been lost entirely.21

In the febrile political context of 1920, it is not surprising that these historical
narratives were fiercely contested by the rival communities. We might also note in
passing that celebrating 3 May in Upper Silesia could be construed as particularly
provocative for two reasons. Firstly, since Prussia had been one of the partitioning
powers which had destroyed the old Polish state in the 1790s, celebrating the
constitution of that vanished state could be seen as a very direct challenge to the
present Prussian-German regime. This was clearly to the fore of some supporters’
thinking:

Give first freedom to the German population, which it still doesn’t have.
We Poles have our freedom, established in the Constitution of the 3rd
May… A freedom, against which the Prussian king and the empress-
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whore Catherine [the Great of Russia] committed shameful murder and
extermination.22

Secondly, as a matter of historical record, Upper Silesia had not actually belonged to
the eighteenth century Polish state; indeed, had not been part of any Polish polity
since the fourteenth century. Identifying it publicly with the ‘old Poland’ was
therefore a doubly subversive claim.

In both case studies the 1920s celebrations occurred at a moment when the future of
community relations was dangerously wide open. By July 1920, the shape of Ulster’s
partition was already beginning to emerge. The Ulster Unionist elites were preparing
to take control of the proposed new province and cement their community’s
hegemony. Nonetheless, they faced challenges on numerous fronts. Increasingly
assertive Republican violence had begun to spread into Ulster from the South and
West of Ireland, and looked as if it might yet sabotage the proposed partition,
especially as the Government in London seemed (in Unionist eyes) unduly reluctant
to confront this challenge with commensurate firmness. Domestically, both the local
election results in January and the May Day parade had testified to the strength of the
labour movement, which looked as if it might yet make further inroads on the
working-class Protestant vote.23 Finally, the decision to opt for a six- and not a nine-
county province had inevitably led to accusations of a betrayal of the Unionists of
Cavan, Monaghan and Donegal.24

If anything, the immediate context to the 3 May celebration in Upper Silesia was even
more menacing than that in Ulster.  1919 had been a highly turbulent year, marked by
industrial and paramilitary action against the German regime by both communist
agitators (the so-called ‘Spartacists’) and Polish nationalists, whose brief uprising had
been suppressed bloodily in August. Nonetheless, the passing of the old order had
been brought home in February 1920 by the arrival of the Interallied Commission to
administer the region in the run-up to the plebiscite, whose date had not yet been
fixed. According to Percival, during the first weeks ‘both the German and Polish
parties adopted a waiting attitude’.25 By spring, tensions had begun to rise once more.
It was by no means clear that either community was fully reconciled to the plebiscite
mechanism, and the Plebiscite Commission was hampered in its mission by its
continued reliance on German police and officials at the lower levels of
administration. Moreover, the precedent of the successful Polish uprising against
German rule in Posen (Poznań) in December 1918 continued to act as both a
temptation and a warning to the two sides respectively.

Under these circumstances, the question of holding the 3 May celebrations took on an
enormously charged significance as an indication of how far the underlying balance of
power between the communities had really changed. As such it fits into a wider
picture of Polish demands, including that of 28 April 1920, calling for the
disbandment of the Sicherheitspolizei (Security Police).26 Up to this point, the
existence of 3 May as an anniversary in Upper Silesia had been almost entirely
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subterranean. Back in 1901 – that is, on the 110th anniversary of the passing of the
constitution – ‘there appeared for the first time anti-German and patriotic slogans on
the walls of churches, collieries and factories: Long live the 3rd May! Long live
Poland! Down with German tyranny!’27 The 125th anniversary in 1916 seems to have
been commemorated in those Polish territories conquered from Russia by Germany,
but not in her own semi-Polish regions such as Upper Silesia.28 With the emergence of
the Polish state at the close of 1918, 3 May became its leading national holiday, a
rebirth of the promise contained in the original Constitution. But in Upper Silesia, the
1919 commemoration was banned under the terms of the martial law then in force,
although this prompted both strikes in the coal-mines and attempts to subvert the
official 1 May parades as a substitute celebration.29 In 1920, the changed
dispensations in the province held out very different possibilities: by then, 3 May was
a public ritual struggling to be born, and demanding respect.

In contrast, the Twelfth in Ulster was already firmly established by 1920 as the pre-
eminent display of pan-Protestant unity. All classes were represented. No leader could
afford not to speak at it; indeed only a year later, with the creation of Northern Ireland
in June 1921, it effectively became a state ritual.30 Press attention inevitably tended to
focus upon the Twelfth in Belfast as the largest gathering, but it is important to bear in
mind that most celebrations would have had a distinctly local character.31 In Belfast,
the celebration was distinguished by the attendance of Sir Edward Carson and
representatives of the Triennial Council of the Imperial Grand Lodge from England,
Scotland, the United States and Canada.32 The unionist press rather predictably
announced it to be the largest ever Twelfth, claiming 16,000 to 20,000 participants.33

Estimates of how long it took to pass a given point varied from 90 minutes to over
two hours.34 It must have been an impressive occasion.

The Belfast procession left Carlisle Circus at 9.30 a.m., led by notables in landaus,
with the sash-wearing brethren marching four abreast behind their lodge banners to
the accompaniment of flute, brass and silver bands.35 Only men marched, women
being limited to the role of spectators. Several commentators drew attention to the
incorporation of the world war into the iconography of the banners. Even The Irish
News gave this development a grudging blessing:

The only fresh feature was the introduction of a number of brand-new
banners, and it was observed that there was some variety in the choice of
subjects treated by the designers of these emblems of Orangeism. In many
cases the banners commemorated the engagements of the Somme instead
of bearing the usual hackneyed and highly-coloured paintings of ‘Derry,
Aughrim and the Boyne,’ and it must certainly be said that from the
artistic standpoint, the new banners borne by the lodges are an
improvement on those of bygone days.36

One hesitates to characterize such a multi-faceted occasion, which displayed
prominent religious and festive elements, in too reductionist a fashion; but it is clear
that, above all, the Twelfth parade conveyed a distinctly martial impression:
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The celebration has, of course, a holiday aspect, but it is the political
significance of the occasion which excites the enthusiasm of the Loyalists
of the city, and they made the anniversary memorable by the unanimity
which they displayed with the demonstration. Hardly less impressive were
the excellent discipline of the brethren, the military precision of their
marching and their exemplary conduct at all points.37

The route to the Field seems to have been around five miles, passing through the city
centre via Royal Avenue, Donegal Square and Shaftesbury Square. Contingents form
other areas of the city joined the march along the route before it headed out to
Finaghy.38 Normal tram services were suspended to allow the procession to pass.
Despite the intermittent rain (and the numbers reported to have headed for the seaside)
the onlookers were six deep in places. At the entrance to the Field was a ceremonial
arch bearing the eclectic inscriptions ‘Rome stands today where she has ever stood’,
‘Welcome to our colonial brethren’, and on the reverse, ‘United we stand, divided we
fall’.39 Many people and families had already laid out picnics before the head of the
procession arrived at 11.30. Speeches were given from two platforms, Sir Edward
Carson’s threat to reform the UVF and his attacks on the Labour movement as an ally
of Sinn Fein apparently receiving a favourable response from the crowd. Around 3.30
p.m. the march re-formed to retrace its route before dispersing. The unionist press
attributed the absence of ‘untoward incidents’ to the self-discipline of the brethren,
but it seems likely that the extremely visible police and army presence played a more
decisive role.40

Given the circumstances, it was inevitable that the celebrations in Upper Silesia
should have been a less choreographed affair than those in Belfast. The Interallied
Commission refused the application by the Head of the Polish Plebiscite
Commissariat, Wojciech Korfanty, for the processions in the principal towns of the
region. According to Percival, Korfanty ‘claimed it as a right, because the
Commission had conceded the holding of “Labour demonstrations” on 1 May. He
added that he had no choice, as the Polish masses would persist in holding the
demonstrations, and he could not restrain them.’41 The Polish leadership decided to
proceed all the same, but since 3 May fell on a Monday, they called for the
commemorations to take place on Sunday the 2nd to facilitate the participation of the
working classes.42 In the event, some processions took place on the 2nd, others on the
3rd.

Preparations were elaborate, one pro-Polish account tells us, with women weaving
wreaths and peasants grooming horses ‘in order that the national feast be celebrated in
the most solemn garb’.43 Particular effort seems to have been made in smaller towns
and villages to decorate prominent buildings, such as the parish house, church tower
or school, with the Polish flag.44 The format in most places seems to have been for
local processions to make their way to the nearest church in the morning where mass
in Polish would be celebrated and speeches made.45 In the afternoon of the 2nd,



Journal of the Oxford University History Society
”Timothy Wilson, 2004

JOUHS, 1 (Hilary 2004)

7

processions converged on the larger industrial towns from the surrounding Polish-
speaking pit villages.46  One sympathetic source claimed that 70,000 had marched in
Kattowitz, 25,000 in Königshütte (Królewska Huta), in Zabrze 70,000, in Rybnik
48,000, in Tarnowitz (Tarnowski Góry) 30,000, in Ratibor (Racibórz) 20,000, in Pless
(Pszczyna) 30,000, in Rosenberg (Olenso) 6,000, and in Gleiwitz (Gliwice) 30,000.47

These figures should, of course, be treated with the greatest caution, yet it is
significant that at 25,000 the police estimate for Beuthen (Bytom) was of a similar
order. Part of the explanation for these high numbers lies in the nature of participation
itself, which crossed gender and age barriers.

As in Ulster, the occasion was a show of strength, but it also carried other overtones.
The year before, the Kattowitzer Zeitung had complained of costumed girls on 1 May
handing out national symbols to bystanders, although apparently without receiving
many takers.48 Something similar seems to have been going in 1920: the emphasis on
folk pageantry suggests an attempt to win over converts who might not hitherto have
been entirely convinced of their ‘Polishness’. It is clear from photographic and written
evidence that the procession was a much more inclusive occasion than the Twelfth in
Ulster, with girls in folk costumes playing a particularly high-profile role.49 The larger
processions might have been accompanied by ten to fifteen musical bands, including a
colliery outfit in shakoes with feathers.50  In Beuthen, church and club banners were
prominent alongside the Polish colours and the Entente flags. Some flags bore the
Polish eagle on one side, and the Virgin Mary on the reverse. Polish eagles were also
worn on cap-badges and bows.51

Nonetheless, the processions were not without a martial element. Some of the hundred
or so horsemen accompanying one parade rode dressed as lancers, presumably an
echo of the legendary Polish freedom-fighters of the Napoleonic period.52 At least two
hundred soldiers, apparently in the uniform of Haller’s army (stationed over the
border in Poland), headed up detachments of the Beuthen parade.53 Prominent, too,
were uniformed members of the Sokól [Falcon] gymnastics clubs, a paramilitary front
organisation. At times there was also a defiant note to proceedings, less ceremonial or
disciplined and more strident. ‘Continual’ shouts in Polish were heard, wrote one
witness, of ‘Long live Poland! Long live Korfanty! Long live a Polish police force!
Long live France!’54 In Nikol these were apparently even less dignified, with shouts
of ‘Germans can kick the bucket!’ and ‘Germans are whores’ children’, and the
singing of a ribald song that ended ‘the Germans can look after our pigs!’55

This variety of behaviours points up the social diversity within the parade: as in
Ulster, these commemorations brought participants together across lines of
‘respectability’, profession, and class. Miners, farmers and schoolchildren were all
present.56 One parade held on 3 May in Colonia Böhme, a foundry settlement in the
commune of Zawadski (Zawadzkie), in which 1,400 men, women and children
participated, was led by a cabinet maker, Anton Koza, and his son Paul, an
unemployed student who was active in the Polish Party. One imagines the bulk of the
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participants were of lowlier backgrounds. Similarly, another member of the
bourgeoisie, an apothecary called Habryka, seems to have taken the lead in Ujest
(Ujazd).57 Be that as it may, the parades did not all pass off peacefully, with
significant disturbances in Oppeln (Opole) and Ratibor, amongst other places. It is to
this question of trouble that the next section turns.

In general terms it is not hard to see how parades could become direct flashpoints for
trouble. Firstly, as a show of strength, the parade was a statement intended for the
consumption of the ‘other’ community. Making a good (that is, a strong) impression
was everything, as a Polish labour activist explained to Colonel Percival, the British
commissioner on the Interallied Commission:

Percival: You mention the word ‘procession’; what does that imply?
A. The Polish labourers would walk in procession.
Q. Was not such a procedure calculated to create a disturbance?
A. Not at all.
Q. But would it not be safer not to have the procession at all?
A.  No; because the Germans were going to have a procession [i.e. Labour
Day, 1 May] and they meant to have a bigger one, and whether it was
liked or not the procession was going to take place.58

Secondly, the very dignity of a parade invited challenge and subversion. An incident
at the previous year’s Labour Day parade pointed towards the shape of things to
come. When the Poles had sung national songs and shouted ‘Up Poland!’, German
spectators had answered with what the Kattowitzer Zeitung called ‘graphic’ calls
(drastichen Zurufen) of which the most printable was: ‘Where’s the bacon?’ (‘Wo
bleibt der Speck?’) – presumably a sardonic comment on the inferior standard of
living in the new Polish state.59

Thirdly, such confrontations take place within a territorial matrix. As is well
recognized for Northern Ireland, parades raise highly sensitive issues about the
perceived ownership of public space. To parade through an area is, in a very visible
sense, to control it. Given the highly segmented nature of the urban environment in
Belfast (and to some extent in towns and villages, too) this offers ample opportunity
for the transgression of communal boundaries.60 This should not, however, be seen as
a Northern Irish peculiarity. There are clear indications of similar, if less
institutionalized, spatial perceptions at work in Upper Silesia – the industrial towns,
for instance, being perceived as more German, and the surrounding hinterland as
Polish.61

Against these general considerations, I propose to look here at three specific factors
conditioning whether these community rituals led to disorder. Firstly, the security
context will be briefly examined, then incentives on behalf of participants towards
violence, and finally the vexed question of whether disturbances should be seen as
more orchestrated or more spontaneous in nature.
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In Ulster the very strict and successful security measures taken (paradoxically) tended
to distract from the day’s potential for trouble. In Londonderry (Derry) where serious
rioting earlier in the year had killed 18, the parades were banned; in Belfast the day
was characterized by a heavy military presence.62 Either way, the success of the
measures taken tended to obscure the need for them in the first place. This is in
striking contrast to Upper Silesia, where the inadequate security arrangements of the
transitional and inexperienced plebiscite authorities very quickly opened up a space
for street violence to emerge. On the front line of public order was the largely
disarmed Sicherheitspolizei, controlled by the Interallied Commission, but still
overwhelmingly German in composition – hence, it lacked both moral and physical
credibility in the eyes of the Polish population. Behind the police, and thinly spread,
were the Allied troops. Since the majority of these were French, their deployment
against German crowds risked causing as many problems as it solved.63 The stage, in
short, was ominously set for confrontation.

Although Ulster avoided similar trouble on the Twelfth itself, just nine days later the
Belfast Troubles erupted in the city’s shipyards. Discussion of the role of the Twelfth
in precipitating this disorder has tended to focus rather narrowly on the speech that
Carson gave at the Field, in which he threatened to reorganize the UVF. One
notorious passage, in which he outlined his conspiracy theory about the revolutionary
threat facing Ulster, is frequently held as being linked in a direct causal sequence to
the subsequent expulsions of Labour activists and Catholics from the shipyards:

The most insidious method is tacking on the Sinn Fein question and the
Irish Republican question to the Labour question. (A voice – ‘Ireland is
the most Labour centre in the United Kingdom’). I know that. What I say
is this – these men who come forward posing as the friends of Labour care
no more about Labour than does the man in the moon… Beware of these
insidious methods… We in Ulster will tolerate no Sinn Fein – (cheers) –
no Sinn Fein organisation, no Sinn Fein methods…64

Both nationalist and socialist writers have accorded this passage especial incendiary
significance.65 It is usually seen in early accounts as an example of ‘wire-pulling’ by
the Unionist elite, a deliberate incitement to encourage ‘pogromist tendencies among
the Protestant working class’.66 As Kenna puts it: ‘those who in January [i.e. during
the municipal elections] stood around the same platforms and cheered with their
brother Catholics were ready by July, at the call of Carson to attack those same
fellow-workers with the ferocity of wild beasts’.67 This view has been effectively
criticized by Patterson, who argues that rather than coolly fostering sectarianism for
their own ends, the Unionist leadership was most worried about countering the
impression of Protestant disunity in the eyes of the British government and public.68

Since then, the charge against Carson has tended to shift to one of recklessness, rather
than deliberate manipulation. To Morgan, ‘it was irresponsible rhetoric, a measure of
his failure as a political leader’.69 In a similar vein, Phoenix sees it as ‘inflammatory
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rhetoric’. In short, whatever Carson’s motivation for his choice of words, there is no
doubting their potency.70

The notion of incitement implicit in these accounts is deserving of closer scrutiny. A
model of incitement in which a cynical elite manipulates the gullible masses has only
been partially revised: that is, the elite is now seen as irresponsible rather than
calculated, but their ability to dictate to the foot-soldiers remains unchanged. In
response, we may legitimately ask how this invitation to sectarian bloodletting was
diligently filed away by the rank and file, to be produced nine days later at the very
first opportunity after the Twelfth holiday. Secondly, it is possible to take an
alternative view of the Twelfth – that is, that it was as much about the working
classes holding their leaders to account as it was about paying them homage.71 In this
light, Carson’s rhetoric appears (at least partially) as a response to pressure from
below. None of this exonerates Carson, but it does at least suggest a more symbiotic
relationship between leaders and followers than is usually presented.

Similar grassroots pressure seems to have been at work in Upper Silesia. Two issues
dominate the Oppelner Nachrichten’s accounts of the trouble that flared on 2 May in
Oppeln and Ratibor. Firstly, whilst the German population had allegedly adhered
strictly to the Interallied prohibition on displaying national symbols in ‘their’
procession on Labour Day two days before, the Poles blatantly ignored this order.
Even more unfairly, in the German view, it looked as if they might get away with it, if
swift popular action was not taken to prevent them. Secondly, the Polish processions
through the towns were joined by large numbers of outsiders to swell the numbers,
causing especial indignation.72 In other words, the German demonstrators seem to
have been concerned with the perceived status of their community in the public arena,
and the defence of its territory from violation.

The Oppelner Nachrichten depicts German outrage as spontaneous, yet it is clear that
some had gathered fully expecting to be offended:

Already by 1.30 pm the German-disposed [deutsch-gesinnten] workers of
Oppeln had occupied the approach roads to the town, to hinder the march
of the Poles in from the surrounding areas.73

Indeed, exits and entrances to the towns seem to have furnished the major flashpoints
of the day. In contrast to Oppeln, violence flared at the train station in Ratibor in the
evening as a contingent of Poles was preparing to leave.74 Doubtless there were
tactical considerations at play here too; enemy strength was likely to be more
vulnerable to attack (because more dispersed) when arriving or departing. In Oppeln
in particular, violence continued over the following days, broadening from the
German side to take in high-profile targets such as the local headquarters of the Polish
plebiscite commission and Polish newspaper offices on 4 May.75 And in a clear
parallel with Ulster Unionist elites’ uneasy relationship with the resource of loyalist
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militancy, once popular force was unleashed it proved difficult for the community’s
leaders to control:76

From afternoon until the late evening, many noisy, half-grown youths
armed with lengths of palings and sticks hung around, whose milling
about [Treiben] had nothing to do with the dignified demonstrations of the
people and only harmed Germandom [Deutschtum], so that in individual
cases police intervention was necessary.
It would, in the interest of the German reputation, be very much
welcomed, if the sensible working class element [die besonnene
Arbeiterschaft] would use their influence, so that these young lads do not
appear in this way on the streets again.77

It is important, however, not to see the Polish participants merely as victims of the
violence aroused by their ritual actions. Some seem to have come well prepared for
trouble; indeed, gunmen appeared first on the Polish side, if the Oppelner Nachrichten
is to be believed. But, if anything, the most dangerous time for confrontation seems
often to have been after the formal part of proceedings was over. On the Polish side,
the partially successful obstruction of some processions caused outrage. On 3 May a
gunman called Johann Schaja opened fire in the Karlsplatz in Oppeln, wounding at
least one passer-by. When arrested, he explained to police he had acted out of rage at
the blocking of a Polish procession at Skrobotz the day before.78  Conversely, where
successful, the parades seem to have had a communally emboldening effect.79 Just as
1920 commemorations attempted to redefine the place of 3 May in the public
calendar, so its partial success made further assaults on the public arena more likely. It
seems no accident, therefore, that parades in the settlements of Colonia Böhme,
Neuboischow and Chrosczütz (Chrośćina) all preceded the more or less violent
targeting of schools to force them to close as a mark of respect for the ‘national’
holiday.80 In short, renewed communal assertion seems to go a long way towards
explaining the pattern of violence in the parades’ aftermath.

In Ulster, too, the Twelfth seems inextricably bound up with a move towards a more
strident communal assertion of power. But the Twelfth reflected this as much as it
fuelled it. Indeed if one reads other Twelfth platform speeches and the unionist press,
it is clear that Carson was not doing much more than voicing opinions that already
existed in the community.81 Although this is not the place for a detailed discussion of
the causes of the shipyard expulsions, it is worth noting in passing that ‘the sinister
campaign by sectarian letter writers in the unionist press’ resolves itself upon scrutiny
to a handful of letters in the Newsletter agreeing with each other about the need for
(entirely unspecified) ‘action’.82 ‘Processions and demonstrations are all very well in
their own way,’ wrote one correspondent, ‘but we want something deeper than these’
[emphasis in original].83

This specific linkage seems suggestive.  Indeed, one of the criticisms that could be
levelled at accounts of the build up to the expulsions is that they tend to recite a list of
factors – Carson’s speech, sectarian letter writing, the murder of Lieutenant Colonel



Journal of the Oxford University History Society
”Timothy Wilson, 2004

JOUHS, 1 (Hilary 2004)

12

Smyth in Cork, the shipyard rally of 21 July – without exploring the relationships
between them.84 When these things are taken together, one is left with the impression
that there was already a mood for confrontation in the Protestant community by mid
July. As the Northern Whig put it as early as 13 July, ‘it would be the merest folly to
pretend that the Ulster atmosphere is not heavily charged with thunder’. Of course,
the shipyard expulsions on the 21st required local grassroots leadership, but even if
they had not taken place it seems reasonable to assume that there would have been
trouble in one form or another. What Carson’s speech and countless others like it did
was to legitimize the idea of lower-level leaders and the working classes taking the
initiative themselves. What the Twelfth and letter writing helped to do was to make
those activists and their followers feel empowered to take that initiative. There was no
need for a master plan to be imposed from above.

If both parades were communally empowering, they could also be personally so. This
seems especially apparent in the phenomenon of young men using the carnivalesque
nature of the occasion – in which normal roles and inhibitions were suspended – to
flex their muscles. On the night of 2 May, near the village of Boischow, a teacher by
the name of Pohl and two companions had the misfortune to encounter a group of
Polish youths who took exception to their speaking German. Pohl was severely beaten
with sticks and the windows of his apartment put in. The assailants had stopped off at
a local pub on their return from the procession at Pless earlier in the day; and, judging
from the strength of their reaction to Pohl, they had been drinking heavily in
between.85 Another teacher, threatened after a parade and told to leave his village by a
group of youths, noted that their leader was drunk.86 A third teacher, who had
participated in singing ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alles’ in protest at a Polish
parade on 2 May, was singled out for exemplary ludic treatment in a punishment that
inverted traditional roles. A crowd of 80 men, 100 women and 150 children turned up
with a rope, a cudgel, and a wheelbarrow, to parade him around the village, although
in the end they settled for giving him notice to get out.87 The carnival nature of the
day, and the heightened atmosphere of inter-communal tension, seems to have
allowed young working-class men in particular to adopt a more assertive and
belligerent role in the community than was usual.

Certainly, these young men seem in the forefront of most of the trouble around 2-3
May; this may also reflect a wider licence extended to adolescents to act, in Natalie
Zemon Davis’ formulation, as ‘the conscience of the community’ in times of
trouble.88 When violence did flare up, protagonists on both sides tended to be
adolescents. Of four young German men cautioned by the police for ‘hanging around’
[sich herumtreiben] threateningly on 4 May, one was aged thirty, but of the others two
were sixteen, and the last nineteen.89 These are the exact counterparts of the
‘apprentices and rivet boys’ whom police reports describe as being in the forefront of
the Belfast expulsions.90
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What, then, is one to conclude about how orchestrated or spontaneous this violence
was? It should be clear, by now, that the argument here leans away from too direct an
account of elite manipulation of the gullible masses. More traditional and established
communal leadership was vital in setting the scene for conflict, but in the heat of
action it was younger and working-class elements that came to the fore. Of course,
leadership and at least some degree of preparation, however minimal, are necessary
for any mass confrontation. The evidence of weapons finds by police alone testifies to
some degree of organization.91 But, at the sharp end, what leadership there was seems
to have been characterized above all by its local, impulsive and youthful character. In
this sense, events in both Upper Silesia and Ulster were largely spontaneous.

This assertion, however, is far from saying that events were chaotic. On the contrary,
they were highly patterned. Whilst in no precise sense predictable, the forms in which
confrontation developed were conditioned by the competence of the official security
apparatus, perceived communal boundaries and, perhaps above all, the availability of
targets. The German school teachers driven out by hostile villagers, the isolated Polish
marchers ambushed by German mobs on their way home, the outnumbered Catholic
shipyard workers driven with extreme brutality from their workplaces, and the
Protestants caught in the revenge bombings of trams were distinguished by this one
characteristic: their vulnerability.

It is proposed in this section to use a similar micro-level approach to probe more
deeply, not just into the tensions between ethnic communities, but also into the nature
of the ethnic bond itself. In Northern Ireland, although public ritual played an
important role in maintaining distinctions, boundaries between ethnic groups were
already well established and fairly stable. In Upper Silesia this was far from being the
case. Accordingly, this section will focus on the latter conflict, giving a brief
overview of the debate on ethnic identity in the province, before evaluating the
seminal work of T. Hunt Tooley and his grassroots treatment of the question.

Conventional German and Polish accounts with nationalist leanings depict the Upper
Silesian struggle as a confrontation between two homogenous blocs.92 Historians such
as Richard Blanke and T. Hunt Tooley have convincingly questioned this view.93

Their analysis rests both on the prehistory to the plebiscite period, and on the course
of the referendum itself. Although Upper Silesians would have spoken Polish in the
distant past, processes of economic advancement for some sectors of society had led
to a gradual assimilation into the German cultural universe. On the other flank,
relatively recent Polish nationalist mobilization had begun to win converts to a more
uncompromising view of their identity as belonging firmly to the Polish world.94

In the long run, then, community identity was in the process of being made and not
just inherited. These processes of assimilation, albeit in opposite directions, highlight
the malleability of identity – a feature whose absence is so striking in Ulster.
Language in Upper Silesia proved a more porous community boundary than religion
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in Ulster, since there is no religious equivalent to bilingualism.95 If the language
barrier did not prevent some bilingual individuals moving between two cultural
universes, their shared Catholicism proved a positive incentive to do so. Over the
shorter term, it is surely significant that the plebiscite took the form of a campaign to
win hearts and minds, rather than a tribal headcount. Lastly, the number of Polish
speakers who voted for Germany in the plebiscite confounded more conventional
expectations of voting strictly following language divisions. Polish nationalists had
predicted that they would gain sixty per cent of the vote on the basis of the language
returns of the 1910 census, but they received only forty per cent.96 In other words,
twenty per cent of the total population, though Polish-speaking (although many may
have been bilingual as well), had opted for Germany.

What is one to make of this fluidity? On a general level it suggests that the nature of
communal boundaries in themselves may matter profoundly in determining how a
conflict develops. This is an unorthodox conclusion in the world of ethnic conflict
studies. Frank Wright, for instance, asserts with confidence:

The only difference between the North of Ireland and most other national
conflicts was that the settler-native division ran between peoples of
different religions rather than of different language groups. But such a
peculiarity alters only the details, not the essential ground rules of national
conflict.97

The contention of this paper is that the confidence of Wright, Horowitz et al may well
be misplaced. The devil is indeed in the detail of difference; and it is this detail that
helps shape the ‘essential ground rules’ of conflict.

More specifically, it seems undeniable that Upper Silesian communal boundaries
were less rigid than those in Ulster. But the reason they were so, it is tentatively
argued here, is not only to do with the more porous nature of the ethnic boundaries
themselves, but also to do with the complex interplay between not two, but three,
possible ‘ethnic’ identifications. The behaviour of what Tooley confusingly calls
‘vacillating’ elements between the rival German and Polish blocs becomes more
comprehensible if it is seen, not as an absence of commitment to identity politics as
such, but as a positive loyalty to a different quasi-ethnic identity.

This ‘third estate’ had a distinctively Upper Silesian identity, based on devout
Catholicism, and defining itself against the competing nationalisms. As James Bjork
observes in a deeply perceptive study of a slightly earlier period:

‘National innocence’ was not an option in an area of intensive social and
political struggle like Upper Silesia; avoiding a clear national
identification in an environment so highly charged with national slogans
and appeals required careful navigation. It would seem a dangerous, even
self-destructive strategy – unless, of course, those navigating national
boundaries could rely on an alternative ideology, an alternative form of
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social integration, and an alternative cultural elite to validate and protect
their actions. In Upper Silesia, I argue, that alternative was provided first
and foremost by the Catholic Church.98

Of course Tooley is also well aware of the importance of the church in Upper Silesia,
arguing that it offered to Germans and Poles ‘a means of papering over social, ethnic,
and even political divisions within the region’; although he goes on to stress that both
sides attempted to recruit religion to their cause.99 Here an overarching Catholic
Upper Silesian identity is held (however weakly) to have mitigated ethnic tensions on
the ground. It is equally valid to see this Catholic Upper Silesian identity as another
pole of quasi-ethnic loyalty acting in competition with the German and Polish ones.
When Polish activists went to demand the closure of the school in Chrosczütz for 3
May 1920, the head teacher, Hiller, remonstrated they had no permission to do so;
‘we don’t need that,’ they apparently screamed back, ‘we are Poles and can now
speak up’ (emphasis in original). Hiller corrected them saying that ‘we’ were not
Poles but Upper Silesians.100 Likewise, Father Paul Nieborowski asserted in 1919 that
‘if we were to describe the unified national character of the Upper Silesian with one
word, we would have to say that his nationality is called: “Catholic”.’101

Of course, Tooley is right to stress the weakness of any political programme based on
this loyalty, such as the separatist Bund der Oberschlesier (League of Upper
Silesians).102 Not only did the plebiscite imposed by the Allies only offer a choice
between German and Polish loyalties, but a programme for outright Upper Silesian
independence was never likely to be asserted with widespread violence, since it
lacked outside support. In the event, the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, and its
supporters in the Centre Party, came down on the side of Germany, and this probably
goes far towards explaining the phenomenon of Polish speakers casting their votes for
that country.

Yet as an idea, this Upper Silesian identity exerted a powerful influence on the
plebiscite campaign, as was reflected in the generous provisions for provincial
autonomy offered by both national governments in response to its magnetic pull.103 In
any case, the point here is not that ethnic mobilization was relatively weak, as Tooley
seems to suggest, but that many of the ambiguities observable on the ground stemmed
from the three-way contest for allegiance between the German, Polish and (partially
submerged) Upper Silesian identities.

In conclusion, some brief reflections on the role of ambiguity in the conflict process
seem in order. It has been argued here that the parades in question were complex
ritual events with multiple participants representing diverse interests. Externally,
however, the parades worked to reduce ambiguity, clarifying communal boundaries
and objectifying the ethnic group in a dramatic visual representation of its unity. This
assertion of strength, and the ability of the parade to project its ‘ownership’ of the
location it passed through, raised inter-communal tensions in both tangible and
indirect ways.
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To some extent all these dynamics were common to parades in both Ulster and Upper
Silesia. Indeed, these generic similarities are deeply suggestive of the mobilizing
power of public ritual in ethnically divided societies. Yet it is clear, too, that the
parades did not work in exactly the same way since identity formation in Ulster and
Upper Silesia was at very different stages. If nothing else, the targeting of schools by
Polish nationalists alerts us to a crucial area of their concern. When activists screamed
at the head teacher, Hiller, that ‘we are Poles’, it betrayed an anxiety that others might
define them differently. Schools were the crucibles of identity formation, factories of
Germanization for the up-and-coming generations – hence the need to redefine them,
to shut them down for the 3 May ‘holiday’, or hang them with Polish flags.104 These
celebrations, in which folk costumes and music played such a prominent role, were
very much about the Poles saying who they were.

No one in Ulster felt the need to state who they were in this way. Everyone already
knew. Reading the accounts of the Twelfth parade around this period, one is struck by
how masculinized the occasion was.  Its quasi-military bearing was unmistakeable:

In general appearance, too, the men on the march were well worthy of
being citizens of a progressive and prosperous city. They were for the
most part well dressed, and bore themselves with that sturdy air of
independence characteristic of the Ulsterman. It was interesting to note the
numbers among them of ex-servicemen, easily recognisable by their ‘set-
up’ and gait apart altogether from service badge or ribbon. There were
several lodges formed exclusively of these war heroes, who were specially
cheered by the spectators, as they went by.105

No girls in pretty costumes handing out national symbols to bystanders here. In short,
this is no attempt to create an inclusive ritual to win over undecided opinion, but a
demonstration of control. The Twelfth was about asserting identity, yes, but it was
even more about asserting the will to dominate.

Yet it is immediately apparent that if the Twelfth in Ulster showed the more
aggressive iconography, 3 May in Upper Silesia was the much more violent occasion.
How can this apparent paradox be resolved? Much of the answer lies in the degree of
state control: though by no means total, Britain’s grip on Ulster in 1920 was much
firmer than the Allies’ hold on Upper Silesia. But I would also argue that another part
of the answer lies in the greater ambiguity of identity politics in Upper Silesia.
Contrary to what several commentators seem to have assumed, the relatively high
level of interaction between groups does not seem to have acted as a force for
moderation in a situation of communal polarization.106 Indeed, it was the very
ambiguity surrounding communal boundaries that made their violent erection and
maintenance so urgent in Upper Silesia. Like Tooley, I am impressed by how very
personal the confrontations in certain Upper Silesian villages were, in a way one does
not seem to find so readily in Ulster. But as he acknowledges, this does not seem to
have mitigated conflict – indeed, if anything, it seems to have exacerbated it.107 This
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in turn has wider implications for a comparative understanding of conflict intensity in
Ulster and Upper Silesia.

What seems to have been happening in Upper Silesia in the period is the implosion of
neutral space. We have already seen how the Labour Day celebrations of 1 May 1919
had become a contested symbolic battlefield. Likewise, the inter-communal meeting
ground provided by the festivals of the church’s calendar was also shrinking. Whitsun
festivities held in Beuthen on 27 May turned violent, and led to an all-out assault by a
German crowd on the headquarters of the Polish Plebiscite Commissariat.108 A
confrontation between French soldiers and German civilians at the Feast of Corpus
Christi on 7 August in Gleiwitz also threatened to escalate into inter-communal
violence.109 Indeed, these occasions seem to have played a similar role for staging
confrontations to the fairs and markets of early nineteenth-century Ulster.110 Such
ambiguous public spaces had, however, long disappeared there by 1920. That Labour
Day in Belfast did not become a more contested zone for symbolic confrontation
seems to have been to do with the confidence and numbers of the skilled Protestant
workers who effectively dominated the occasion.111 But the main point here is that
ethnic conflict in Ulster seems to have been at a more developed stage than in Upper
Silesia in 1920. Communal boundaries and rituals – at least for the predominant side
– were already very well entrenched in the former. Paradoxically, this more
‘embedded’ conflict proved easier to control and manage, and was less likely to spiral
out of control.
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A Note On Nomenclature

As with many divided societies, the use of geographic place names in Upper Silesia is
a potentially sensitive issue. I have settled for the following compromise, following
the example of J. E. Bjork.1 Where a geographic location has no English equivalent,
and where both are readily available, I have used the German name followed by the
Polish in parentheses – hence, Beuthen (Bytom). In subsequent references I have used
the German form since these were the official names at the time. Even after the
assumption of control by the Interallied authorities in February 1920, the plebiscite
zone remained officially part of Germany, pending the resolution of its fate. Whilst
this may appear a slighting of Polish usage, none of the alternatives seem more
attractive. To use the Polish names alone would be no more balanced, and also
anachronistic. An arbitrary usage of German and Polish names risks implying that a
place ‘belonged’ unambiguously to one ethnic community or the other, which could
often mislead. And using both names separated by a slash seems cumbersome,
especially when they are often very similar – e.g. Kattowitz/Katowice.

For the other case study, I have used ‘Ulster’ in its old-fashioned sense, to designate
the pre-partition nine county region, including Donegal, Cavan and Monaghan. When
dealing with the six counties that remained outside the Irish Free State, I have either
used the term ‘six counties’, or more officially after formal partition, ‘Northern
Ireland’. The city of Londonderry/Derry I refer to by the former name since it was the
official designation at the time.

Finally, I should like to stress that these preferences are stylistic rather than political.

NOTES:

                                                  
1 D. Cannadine and S. Price, Rituals of Royalty: Power and Ceremonial in Traditional
Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 1.
2 F. Wright, Northern Ireland: A Comparative Analysis (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1987),
p. 28.
3 Both conflicts have generated considerable literatures. Indeed, the body of Polish writing is
simply vast: one 1981 bibliography, pertaining to works about Upper Silesia in the period
1918-22 in Polish alone runs to 346 pages! However, as Andrea Schmidt-Rösler puts it: ‘the
literature concerning this period of Upper Silesian history is as extensive as it is of little use
(mostly on account of its political bias and the [communist] circumstances of its origin’
(‘meist ihrer politischen Tendenz und ihres Enstehungszusammenhanges wegen’). See A.
Schmidt-Rösler, ‘Autonomie- und Separtismusbestrebungen in Oberschlesien 1918-22’,
Zeitschrift für Ostmitteleuropa-Forschung, 48 (1999), pp. 1-49. German interest in Upper

                                                  
1 J. E. Bjork, ‘Neither German nor Pole: Catholicism and National Ambivalence in Upper Silesia 1890-
1914’, Ph.D. thesis (University of Chicago, 1999), p. ix.



Journal of the Oxford University History Society
”Timothy Wilson, 2004

JOUHS, 1 (Hilary 2004)

19

                                                                                                                                                 
Silesia was intense in the inter-war years, mostly from an explicitly nationalistic viewpoint,
but declined markedly in the period after 1945. Recently there has been a modest revival in
interest, especially in the autonomy movements that flowered there in the period. See for
instance A. Schmidt-Rösler, ‘Autonomie’. For a brief outline of the Ulster historiography see
below.
4 Standard accounts of the Upper Silesian crisis in English include: G. Campbell, ‘The
Struggle for Upper Silesia, 1919-1922’, Journal of Modern History, 42 (1970), pp. 361-85; S.
Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, i, (Washington: Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, 1933); and H. Zieliński, ‘The Social and Political Background of the
Silesian Uprisings’, Acta Poloniae Historica, 26 (1972), pp. 73-108. More recently, P.
Leśniewski, ‘Three Insurrections: Upper Silesia, 1919-21’ in P. Stachura (ed.), Poland
between the Wars, 1918-1939 (London: Macmillan, 1998), pp. 13-42, examines events from a
viewpoint largely sympathetic to the Poles. T. Hunt Tooley, National Identity and Weimar
Germany: Upper Silesia and the Eastern Border, 1918-22  (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1997) is a seminal work that examines the plebiscite from the German side, stressing
the difficulties encountered in presenting a united front. Whilst it is invaluable as a portrait of
the sheer confusion of the period, he tends to play down the importance of ethnic mobilization
in the conflict.
5 The emergence of Northern Ireland has been treated by excellent historians from a wide
variety of perspectives. Good general overviews are to be found in J. Bardon, A History of
Ulster (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1994), pp. 385-551; J. Lee, Ireland 1912-85: Politics and
Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) pp. 1-55. The latter is noteworthy for
its idiosyncratic central European comparisons, even if its treatment of the Unionist
community can hardly be said to be light of touch. The establishment of Unionist rule has
been well treated in P. Bew, P. Gibbon and H. Patterson, The State in Northern Ireland 1921-
72: Political Forces and Social Classes (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1979); P.
Buckland, The Factory of Grievances: Devolved Government in Northern Ireland 1921-39
(Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1979); B. Follis, A State Under Siege: the Establishment of
Northern Ireland, 1920-1925, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995). D. Kennedy, The Widening
Gulf: Northern Attitudes to the Independent Irish State 1919-49 (Belfast: Blackstaff Press,
1988), pp. 11-129, takes a highly sympathetic view of Protestant attitudes through an analysis
of the Unionist press. On partition itself see M. O’Callaghan, ‘Old Parchment and Water: The
Boundary Commission of 1925 and the Copperfastening of the Irish Border’, Bullán: An Irish
Studies Journal, 4 (1999/2000), pp. 27-55. For the minority community, the major recent
study of northern Nationalism is E. Phoenix, Northern Nationalism: Nationalist Politics,
Partition and the Catholic Minority in Northern Ireland, 1890-1940 (Belfast: Ulster
Historical Foundation, 1994). The role of the security apparatus of the new regime in
alienating the minority community is given detailed treatment in M. Farrell, Arming the
Protestants: the Formation of the Ulster Special Constabulary and the Royal Ulster
Constabulary 1920-27 (London: Pluto Press, 1983).  More recently, the neglect of Belfast
republicanism in the period has been addressed in J. McDermott, Northern Divisions: the Old
IRA and the Belfast Pogroms 1920-22 (Belfast: Beyond the Pale Publications, 2001).
6 Indeed, in the Upper Silesian case one might even count a third conflict, an explicitly class-
based struggle initiated by the Spartacist movement in 1919, although rapidly subsumed into
wider Polish-German clashes. See Tooley, National Identity, p. 77.
7 By ‘popular’ or ‘inter-communal’ violence I mean violence that directly involved, or
affected, entire communities, and was recognizably directed at members of the ‘other’
community for being members of that community. This distinguishes it from revolutionary or
(as it is often narrowly labelled) ‘political’ violence in which representatives of the state or
insurgent groups are the targets. Obviously the two categories of violence were closely
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related, and often overlapped in practice; IRA volunteers got sucked into defending Catholic
ghettos from attack, to give just one example. But the distinction is nonetheless a crucial one.
8 The most valuable grassroots work has undoubtedly been that of historians of labour.
Though it is often of high quality, two observations may be offered here. Firstly, such work
tends to focus on the labour ‘aristocracy’ (i.e. the skilled and organized working class).
Secondly, it tends to be more interested in why bonds of class failed rather than why ethnic
allegiances triumphed. See, for Ulster, A. Morgan, Labour and Partition: the Belfast Working
Class, 1905-23 (London: Pluto Press, 1991) and H. Patterson, Class Conflict and
Sectarianism: the Protestant Working Class and the Belfast Labour Movement, 1868-1920
(Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1980). For Upper Silesia, see R. Krämer, ‘Zur
Gewerkschaftsbewegung in Oberschlesien von den Anfängen bis zur Teilung (1869-1922)’
Internationale wissenschaftliche Korrespondenz zur Geschichte der deutschen
Arbeiterbewegung, 4 (1993), pp. 471-90 and, for an explicitly East German Marxist
perspective, W. Schumann, Oberschlesien 1918/19 (East Berlin: Rütten and Loenig, 1961).
9 The literature on nationalism and ethnic conflict is already massive. B. Anderson, Imagined
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983)
and W. Connor, Ethnonationalism: the Quest for Understanding (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1994) seek an understanding of the origins and mobilizing power of
nationalism in notions of imagined community and kinship. E. Gellner, Nations and
Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), is a bold attempt to explain how processes of
modernization lead to the birth of nationalisms. A. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), places more emphasis on the genuinely ancient roots of many
nations. E. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), covers much the same terrain but from a
historian’s perspective. Finally, D. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1985), offers penetrating insights into the generic similarities of conflict
in ethnically divided societies.
10 An example of this approach is Townshend’s description of  ‘spontaneous collective
violence (or social violence) which may have no explicit political intention but has political
implications’. See C. Townshend, Political Violence in Ireland: Government and Resistance
since 1848 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 407-8.
11 See for instance Phoenix’s description of events in May 1922 in Belfast as ‘gothic’. E.
Phoenix, Northern Nationalism, p. 226.
12 See for instance Bardon’s account: ‘As the Anglo-Irish War edged into Ulster it triggered
off a sectarian conflict there more vicious and lethal than all the northern riots of the previous
century put together’; J. Bardon, History of Ulster, p. 467. This article, by contrast, argues not
that events in Ulster were not terrible – they undoubtedly were – but that in comparison to
other ethnic conflicts like Upper Silesia they were still surprisingly limited in scale.
13 T. Hunt Tooley, National Identity, pp. 182-6. See also T. Hunt Tooley, ‘German Political
Violence and the Border Plebiscite in Upper Silesia, 1919-1921’, Central European History,
21 (1988), pp. 56-98. The latter ignores inter-communal violence almost entirely.
14 E. Phoenix, Northern Nationalism, p. 227.
15 This is in contrast to the impressive, and still growing body of work, on Victorian rioting in
Belfast. See, for instance, S. Farrell, Rituals and Riots: Sectarian Violence and Political
Culture in Ulster, 1784-1886 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2000) pp. 6-9; C.
Hirst, Religion, Politics and Violence in Nineteenth-Century Belfast: the Pound and Sandy
Row (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2002).
16 N. Z. Davis, ‘The Rites of Violence’ in Society and Culture in Early Modern France
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1975), pp. 152-87; E. P. Thompson, ‘The Moral
Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century’, Past and Present, 50 (1971), pp.
76-136.
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17 There is a useful summary and critique of Davis and Thompson in S. Desan, ‘Crowds,
Community and Ritual in the Work of E. P. Thompson and Natalie Davis’ in L. Hunt (ed.),
The New Cultural History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), pp. 47-71.
18 N. Z. Davis, ‘Rites of Violence’, p. 171.
19 D. Bryan, Orange Parades: the Politics of Ritual, Tradition and Control (London: Pluto
Press, 2000), p. 3.
20 J. Lukowski and H. Zawadzki, A Concise History of Poland (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), pp. 100-2.
21 S. Farrell, Rituals and Riots, p. 104.
22 Unidentified German-language, pro-Polish newspaper cutting found under Rep. 171/19/26
in the Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preussicher Kulturbesitz, Dahlem, Berlin (GSPK). Undated but
early May 1920.
23 H. Patterson, Class Conflict, pp. 121-3. The rallying of the labour movement came on the
back of the (nearly) general strike of January 1919 in Belfast. See A. Morgan, Labour and
Partition, pp. 229-49. As in Upper Silesia an initial burst of labour militancy was rapidly
eclipsed by burgeoning ethnic conflict.
24 J. Bardon, History of Ulster, p. 478. All these themes were touched upon in platform
speeches at Orange gatherings throughout Ulster, though with very different emphases in the
three ‘excluded’ counties. Here bitterness and defeatism were both very evident:

Speaking at a meeting of Orangemen held at Drum, County Monaghan,
Lieutenant-Colonel Madden, who presided, referring to the Covenant and
the three Ulster counties, said: ‘Away with all Belfast-made covenants. I
don’t want to hear any more of them. The best thing to do is to consign the
whole matter to oblivion and try and forget we ever entered into any
covenant… Their policy was to go along quietly about their business and
refrain from interfering.’ [Northern Whig, 14 July 1920].

25 Percival to Curzon, 2 May 1920, in R. Butler (ed.) Documents on British Foreign Policy
1919-1939 [DBFP], xi (London, Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1961), p. 11.
26 T. Hunt Tooley, National Identity, pp. 151-2.
27 M. Orzechowski, Narodowa Demokracja na Górnym Śląsku (Wrocław: Zakład Narodowy
im. Ossolińskich, 1965), p. 172.
28 Kurjer Płocki, 3 May 1916.
29 See below, p. 14.
30 D. Bryan, Orange Parades, p. 59.
31 This discussion also concentrates heavily on Belfast firstly because the descriptions of the
Twelfth in the city are particularly full, and secondly because it was in the Belfast shipyards
that serious trouble erupted only nine days later. This is often (implicitly) taken as the start of
Northern Ireland’s violent birth pangs, which ignores the disturbed condition of Londonderry
in the months beforehand. Lisbellaw in County Fermanagh had seen a shoot-out between
local loyalists and the IRA as early as the night of 8/9 June. In the wake of the Belfast
expulsions and rioting (i.e. late July and August, 1920) Lisburn, Dromore and Banbridge were
also convulsed by inter-communal violence. Generally, however, it is Belfast that dominates
accounts of the 1920-22 period. Particularly deserving of more attention is the state of
communal relations in the three ‘excluded’ counties of Ulster that ended up in the Free State.
Micheau’s assertion, for instance, that ‘Perhaps what saved Monaghan from plunging into the
abyss [of all-out inter-communal conflict] was a sense of fair play, and the good-neighbourly
feelings that existed between most Monaghan people, irrespective of religion or party’ doesn’t
seem especially satisfactory. See E. Micheau, ‘Sectarian Conflict in Monaghan’ in D.



Journal of the Oxford University History Society
”Timothy Wilson, 2004

JOUHS, 1 (Hilary 2004)

22

                                                                                                                                                 
Fitzpatrick (ed.), Revolution? Ireland 1917-23 (Dublin: Trinity History Workshop, 1990), p.
113.
32 Newsletter, 13 July 1920.
33 Newsletter, 13 July 1920; Northern Whig, 13 July 1920. The figure of 20,000 was disputed
by The Irish News, 13 July 1920.
34 Newsletter, 13 July 1920; The Irish News, 13 July 1920.
35 Newsletter, 13 July 1920.
36 The Irish News, 13 July 1920.
37 Newsletter, 13 July 1920.
38 Ibid.
39 Ibid.
40 Newsletter, 13 July 1920; Northern Whig, 13 July 1920.
41 Percival to Curzon, DBFP xi. 16.
42 J. Ludyga-Laskowski, Materjały do hisorji powstań G.Śląskich (Katowice: Księgarnia
Polska Tow. Akc. Katowice, 1925), p. 153.
43 Ibid., p. 153.
44 Cuttings from Kattowitzer Zeitung, 11 May 1920 and Schlesische Volkszeitung, 5 May 1920
preserved under GSPK Rep. 171/19.
45 See for instance GSPK Rep. 171/11a, p. 30.
46 J. Ludyga-Laskowski, Materjaly, p. 154.
47 Unidentified pro-Polish, German-language press cutting preserved under GSPK Rep.
171/19/26.
48 Kattowitzer Zeitung, 3 May 1919.
49 J. Ludyga-Laskowski, Materjaly, p. 153.
50 GSPK Rep. 171/19/76.
51 GSPK Rep. 171/19/73, 76.
52 This parade seems to have been in Beuthen. See GSPK Rep. 171/19/76.
53 GSPK Rep. 171/19/73.
54 GSPK Rep. 171/19/76.
55 Cutting from Schlesische Volkszeitung, preserved under GSPK Rep. 171/19.
56 GSPK Rep. 171/19/76.
57 GSPK Rep. 171/19/36.
58 This exchange is recorded in Percival’s private diary, preserved in the National Archives at
Kew. See PRO FO 890:16, 19 April 1920.
59 Kattowitzer Zeitung, 3 May 1919.
60 S. Farrell, Rituals and Riots, p. 137.
61 Oppelner Nachrichten, 2 May 1920: Oppeln (Opole) ‘is a German town, through and
through’ (‘Die Stadt ist eine durchaus deutsche Stadt’).
62 J. Bardon, History of Ulster, p. 469; D. Bryan, Orange Parades, p. 57; Northern Whig, 13
July 1920.
63 S. Wambaugh, Plebiscites, p. 223; P. Leśniewski, ‘Britain and Upper Silesia, 1919-1922’, i,
Ph.D. thesis (University of Dundee, 2000), pp. 130-1.
64 Northern Whig, 13 July 1920.
65 There is a useful, if brief, discussion of this debate in H. Patterson, Class Conflict, pp. 131-
2.
66 Ibid.
67 G. B. Kenna, Facts and Figures of the Belfast Pogroms, 1920-22 (Dublin: O’Connell
Publishing Co., 1922), p. 14.
68 H. Patterson, Class Conflict, p. 132.
69 A. Morgan, Labour and Partition, p. 267.
70 E. Phoenix, Northern Nationalism, p. 87.



Journal of the Oxford University History Society
”Timothy Wilson, 2004

JOUHS, 1 (Hilary 2004)

23

                                                                                                                                                 
71 There is not space here to explore this notion of working class/middle class tensions within
the Twelfth more fully. I draw upon D. Bryan, Orange Parades, pp. 22-3 and 44-59, as well
as hints of heckling and oblique references to a working class drinking culture on the Twelfth
that is in sharp contrast to the official and ‘respectable’ presentation of the event in the
mainstream unionist press. See Irish News, 13 July 1920, for a satirical portrait of the
occasion; also hints in the Northern Whig of the same date of 11th night ‘rowdiness’.
72 Oppelner Nachrichten, 4 May 1920.
73 Ibid.
74 Ibid.
75 GSPK Rep. 171/19/69; Rep. 171/19/72.
76 Craig and Carson did both endorse the Belfast expulsions, but only belatedly. See A.
Morgan, Labour and Partition, pp. 276-7.
77 Oppelner Nachrichten, 6 May 1920.
78 GSPK Rep. 171/19/19.
79 See D. Bryan, Orange Parades, p. 27 for a similar insight.
80 GSPK Rep. 171/11a/35, 40, 46.
81 Northern Whig, 13 and 14 July 1920.
82 E. Phoenix, Northern Nationalism, p 87; Newsletter, 15-16 July 1920.
83 Newsletter, 16 July 1920
84 For example, see E. Phoenix, Northern Nationalism, p. 87.
85 GSPK Rep. 171/11a/38.
86 GSPK Rep. 171/19/111.
87 GSPK Rep. 171/19/108.
88 N. Z. Davis, ‘Rites of Violence’, p. 184.
89 Rep. 171/19/72.
90 Quoted in H. Patterson, Class Conflict, p. 118. Northern Whig, 22nd July 1920, also
describes ‘bodies of workers – mostly young men’ as conducting the expulsions.
91 Oppelner Nachrichten, 6 May 1920.
92 A. Cienciala and T. Komarnicki, From Versailles to Locarno: Keys to Polish Foreign
Policy, 1919-1925 (Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 1984), pp. 41-90; R. Schricker, Blut
Erz Kohle: Der Kampf um Oberschlesien (Berlin: Zeitgeschichte, n.d. [1930]), p. 7.
93 R. Blanke, ‘Upper Silesia, 1921: the Case for Subjective Nationality’, Canadian Review of
Studies in Nationalism, 2 (1975), pp. 241-60; T. Hunt Tooley, National Identity, pp. 242-5.
94 T. Hunt Tooley, National Identity, pp. 13-5.
95 At least not between Christian traditions. For a fascinating discussion of a community with
an somewhat ambiguous religious identity – the Meos of Mewat – caught in the midst of the
inter-communal bloodletting of 1947, see G. Pandey, Remembering Partition: Violence,
Nationalism and History in India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 39.
96 R. Blanke, Orphans of Versailles: the Germans in Western Poland, 1918-1939 (Lexington:
University Press of Kentucky, 1993) p. 28.
97 F. Wright, Two Lands on One Soil: Ulster Politics before Home Rule (Dublin: Gill and
Macmillan, 1996), p. 515. For similar views see also D. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups, pp. 41-51,
69.
98 J. E. Bjork, ‘Neither German or Pole: Catholicism and National Ambivalence in Upper
Silesia, 1890-1914’, Ph.D. thesis (University of Chicago: 1999), p. 4.
99 T. Hunt Tooley, National Identity, p. 160.
100 GSPK Rep. 171/11a/46.
101 Cited in J.E. Bjork, ‘Neither German nor Pole’, p. 1.
102 T. Hunt Tooley, National Identity, pp. 242, 244.
103 Ibid., pp. 242-3.
104 GSPK Rep. 171/11a/97.



Journal of the Oxford University History Society
”Timothy Wilson, 2004

JOUHS, 1 (Hilary 2004)

24

                                                                                                                                                 
105 Northern Whig, 14 July 1919.
106 For a classic statement of this position see J. Bolko, ‘Germans and Poles: Identity, Culture,
and Nationalism in German Upper Silesia, 1918-1933’, Ph.D. thesis (University of New York
at Buffalo, 1995), p. 1.
107 T. Hunt Tooley, National Identity, p. 248.
108 J. Ludyga-Laskowski, Materjaly, p. 155.
109 M. Maciejewski, ‘Gliwice w okresie władzy międzysojuszniczej Komisji Rządzącej u
plebiscytowej na Górnym Śląsku (1920-22)’, Studia Śląsku (1980), p. 134.
110 S. Farrell, Rituals and Riots, p. 76.
111 H. Patterson, Class Conflict, p. 123.


