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Extreme poverty constitutes in contemporary Poland a very serious social problem, both from 

the point of view of its scope (12% in 2004, 7% in 2008), as well as its main features (child 

poverty, chronic poverty, enclaves of poverty, etc.).  It has been studied from many points of 

view. Researchers on poverty, social workers and general public opinion are not sensitive to 

the stigmatising and excluding aspects of language used in public debates and in opinions 

about the poor, for different reasons: cultural, historical, political. Paternalistic attitudes 

towards recipients of social assistance, negative picture of the poor and unemployed, 

wrongful stereotypes connecting poverty with pathology, can be found everywhere: in 

sociological publications, in opinions of people working in enclaves of poverty, in public 

debates. Understanding, compassion and respect for the people living in extreme poverty only 

slowly enter into public debates, social work and research. There is therefore a deep and 

urgent need for the implementation of ideas of Father Joseph Wresinski, which are practically 

unknown in Poland. Among his ideas, most important are those regarding the question  of the 

dignity of the poor, different types of knowledge on poverty, and the special value of the “first 

hand” knowledge on poverty: the knowledge possessed by the poor themselves.  

 

Introduction. Three types of knowledge on poverty according to Father Joseph 

Wresinski  
In one of the volumes of his Lapidarium series, Ryszard Kapuscinski, Polish writer and 

reporter, wrote: “We have accumulated massive amounts of information on poverty, but we do 

not know how to employ this information for constructive purposes. We know the causes of 

poverty, and why this condition is so widespread, however, we can do nothing to put the limits 

to it and to make it eventually disappear”
1
. In my opinion the answer to that question can be 

found in Father Wresinski’s concept of three types of knowledge on poverty. In his speech 

delivered in December 1980 at the meeting of the UNESCO’s permanent committee for the 

issues of poverty and social exclusion, he pointed out the need to consider – apart from the 

academic knowledge - also the knowledge provided by those who are subject to poverty and 

exclusion themselves, i.e. “first hand” knowledge, based on their direct experience of 

impoverishment. “To get to know what the poorest think” - he wrote
2
. The third necessary 

component is the knowledge - similarly direct and based on personal experience - of the 

people who engage in work and activity among and with the victims of poverty (parmi et avec 

les victimes) in the regions, where extreme poverty and social exclusion prevail
3
. Only if we 

                                                 

1 Ryszard Kapuscinski, Lapidarium III, Warszawa, Czytelnik, 1997, p. 154. 

2 Father Joseph Wresinski, Ujrzymy słońce. Pisma i słowa, selected and edited by Pierre Klein [Polish 

translation of Father Wresinski's works], Warszawa, Więź, 2007, p. 12. 

3     Joseph Wresinski, La pensée des plus pauvres dans une connaissance qui conduise 

au combat, opening speech at the meeting of Comité permanent de recherche sur la pauvreté 

et l'exclusion sociale, December 3rd 1980, published  in: « Revue Quart Monde » 1991, no 

140. 
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expand and complete the academic perspective may we obtain the knowledge necessary to 

take effective actions against the poverty. “The world of poverty awaits understanding”  

wrote Father Wrzesiński. The subject of my paper is a reflection over the question, whether 

academic knowledge and professional knowledge of the representatives of social assistance 

institutions can lead us to understanding the phenomenon of extreme poverty and the people 

living in extreme poverty in Poland? 

 

I will later proceed with the presentation of some of the features of the academic type of 

knowledge and the knowledge and opinions of social workers, together with some insights 

into the public opinion on the issues of poverty and the poor in Poland. However, I will first 

try to show why the Polish example seems to be so significant in context of Father 

Wresinski’s approach, and to define the situation of extreme poverty in Poland.   

 
 

Why Poland?  
The Polish example appears to be significant for two reasons. First, in Poland, we have a long 

and original tradition of poverty studies, very close to the approach proposed by Father 

Wresinski. Its origins are related to a famous classic work by William Thomas and Florian 

Znaniecki The Polish Peasant in Europe and America: (1918-1920) on the subject of Polish 

mass job migration, an important contribution to the history of poverty. Authors of the book 

have made use of direct, personal accounts: letters, diaries and memoirs, thus creating a new 

qualitative methodology, which became a flagship methodology of Polish sociology and the 

poverty studies.   

 

As an example, the studies on poverty and unemployment during the Great Depression era, 

including The Diaries of the Unemployed  from 1933
4
,  present a devastating “voice of the 

despaired”, portraying a degree of poverty that constitutes a threat to the biological existence: 

famine, diseases, homelessness, followed by the destructive lack of hope for any change of 

the situation. Mental and emotional aspects of the narratives of Polish unemployed were 

subjected to analysis and interpretation in an article by Bohdan Zawadzki and Paul Lazarsfeld 

The psychological consequences of unemployment
5
. The method of referring to direct 

accounts, recollections and opinions of people suffering poverty and unemployment is still 

present and much alive in Polish sociology, including the poverty studies. Sociologists 

analyze the memoir sources and conduct non-structured, in-depth and biographical interviews; 

they try to get as close as possible to the realm of poverty and to let the poor speak in their 

own voices
6
. There are many forms of the tendency of “getting closer to the poor” in Polish 

sociology: besides personal accounts (analyses of diaries and memoirs) and in-depth 

interviews we apply also family histories and monograph of poor communities, etc.
7
.  

The second reason why the Polish example is so significant is that we are one of the poorest 

                                                 

4 Pamiętniki bezrobotnych. Nr 1-57 [Memoirs of  Unemployed], Warszawa, Instytut Gospodarstwa 

Społecznego, 1933. 

5 Bohdan Zawadzki, Paul Lazarsfeld, “The psychological consequences of unemployment”, Journal of 

Social Psychology, 1935, vol. 6. 

6 These were the main assumptions and objectives of the book Zrozumieć biednego. O dawnej i obecnej 

biedzie w Polsce [To understand the poor. On past and present poverty in Poland], ed. ElŜbieta Tarkowska, 

Warszawa, Typografika, 2000. The motto of the book was taken from the work La misère du monde by Pierre  

Bourdieu: « Ne pas déplorer, ne pas rire, ne pas détester, mais comprendre ». 

7 See ElŜbieta Tarkowska, BliŜej biednego – doświadczenia i potrzeby badawcze [Getting closer to the 

poor – research needs and experience], ”Przegląd Socjologiczny”, 2004, vol. LIII, No 1. But inclusive 

participatory approach, applied in Ruth Lister and her collaborators ”first hand” study on poverty (see Ruth 

Lister and Peter Beresford, Where are 'the Poor' in the Future of Poverty Research, in: J.Bradshaw and 

R..Sainsbury (eds) Researching Poverty, Aldershot, Ashgate, 2000) is not yet used in Poland. 
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among the countries of the European Union, and the Polish children   – according to many 

data, for example the 2007 UNICEF report – are one of the poorest among 24 economically 

developed countries
8
.  Poverty constitutes one of the most vital social issues in contemporary 

Poland. According to the Central Statistical Office data, based on the research study of 

household living conditions, in 2005 12.3% of the population lived in extreme poverty (i.e. 

below the subsistence minimum9) and 18.1% of the population lived in so-called “moderate 

poverty”, i.e. below the relative poverty line10; in 2006 the respective rates were 7.8% and 

17.7% and in 2007 – 6.6.% and 17.3% respectively
11

. Extreme poverty constitutes in 

contemporary Poland a very serious social problem, both from the point of view of its  scope, 

as well as its main features, such as: juvenilization of Polish poverty (child poverty, poverty 

of families with many children, unemployment of young people); poverty as a prolonged, 

persistent, chronic or even cross-generational condition; concentration of poverty and 

unemployment in particular regions and places on the social map of Poland, i.e. regional and 

local enclaves of poverty), etc. Extreme poverty in Poland is determined according to the 

subsistence minimum criteria, meaning it is understood in terms of very low income, which is 

only sufficient to meet the very basic needs of the human organism, necessary for mere 

survival. Other, non-biological needs are not being recognized, and hence extreme poverty 

results also in multileveled exclusion: access to education, participation in cultural, social and 

political activities. Extreme poverty is usually a protracted, chronic phenomenon, one that is 

even passed down from one generation to the next. 
 

Academic knowledge in Poland and the constructions of poverty and the poor 

Rich and interesting tradition of poverty and unemployment studies of the interwar period was 

discontinued during the People's Republic of Poland era, when the poverty became one of the 

ideological and political taboos.  As a result, not only were the poverty studies rendered more 

difficult, limited,  not carried out in fully overt manner and their results were not always 

officially published, but also in Polish sociology there used to be a lack of any open, 

theoretical and methodological discourse about  poverty, the concepts of poverty and the ways 

of studying it.  Widespread use of categories such as the culture of poverty or the underclass 

in Polish studies, ones that were widely rejected by a large number of Western scholars as 

stigmatizing, derived partly from the lack of communication with the rest of the academic 

world and the discourses about the poverty originating from there. I must add, however, that 

predominant approach in Polish analyses was a descriptive approach to the culture of poverty 

(these were studies of the culture of the poor rather than the culture of poverty) and a 

structural approach to the concept of the underclass, exposing protracted poverty, bound to the 

position in the social structure and spatial segregation. However, the negative and evaluative 

associations related to those categories were still occurring in the public discourse. Against 

the intents of the scholars, academic knowledge may have therefore contributed to the 

paternalistic and evaluative attitudes towards poverty and the poor
12

. Some of the scholars 

still manifest this approach in their works, treating the poor as if they were children who 

ought to be reminded to wash themselves, clean their teeth, and “not to stink of alcohol”, 

                                                 

8 Child poverty in perspective: An overview of child well-being in rich countries, Florence: UNICEF 

Innocenti Research Center, 2007. 

9 The subsistence minimum is the absolute poverty line and it takes into account exclusively those needs 

which must be met without delay - any lower level of consumption leads directly to biological destruction. 

10  The relative poverty line is set at 50% of the average household expenditure per capita (equivalent 

unit), estimated for the total number of households in the country. 

11 Warunki Ŝycia ludności Polski w latach 2004-2005 [[Living conditions of population in 2004 - 2005], 

Warszawa, GUS, 2007, p. 77; Zasięg ubóstwa [Scope of poverty], GUS, May 2008. www.stat.gov.pl 

12 Terminology used in poverty research and its stigmatizing effect is a very difficult  problem. For 

example in common Polish language ”exclusion” is much more stigmatising than any other term. 
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when they go searching for work
13

. Consequently, there is much criticism to be made about 

the academic knowledge regarding its efforts to “understand” (or rather, misunderstand) the 

poor.  
 

Social assistance and the construction of poverty and the poor 

What do social workers think about the people they help? What are their attitudes, how do 

they treat them? What do they know about them, what kind of knowledge is the basis for their 

actions? Social workers are generally aware of the diversity of the forms of poverty and the 

diversity of life situations, which lead people to impoverishment, unemployment or being 

homeless. And yet, in their accounts this diversity disappears, giving way to a black  and 

white image, representing the well known classification for those who are worthy and 

deserving of our help and the so called “unworthy”, deserving neither help nor support. 

Research among the social workers of various social agencies, working in the enclaves of 

poverty
14

, shows that the image of the recipients of social assistance consists dominantly of 

negative features, and the attitude towards them is that of a critical evaluation. Employees of 

various institutions make distinctions between the “good” and the “bad” poverty, one that is 

respectively “pathological” and “claiming”, or “moral” and “dignified”. They tend to 

emphasize such features of the persons under their care as laziness, passivity, slyness, taking 

claiming attitude and multiple things they “lack”: culture, expense planning abilities, parental 

responsibility, the right habits, manners and hygiene
15

. Positive evaluations, which are far 

more rare,  mention their resourcefulness and a certain self-dependence, willingness to co-

operate, openness and also, being ashamed by their poverty, which is regarded as a positive 

symptom of  the desire to break out of that situation
16

. By emphasizing a “rather critical” 

approach of the representatives of different institutions towards the recipients of social 

assistance, the author would like to imply that excessive criticism may render any empathy 

and understanding of the needs of the poor impossible
17

. Those who are the most 

understanding and compassionate are the workers that originate from similar environments as 

the persons under their care.  Thus, the decisive factor is neither the knowledge  nor the 

professional training, but the ability to see the poor, their virtues and flaws, through the prism 

of personal experience,  our own environment, its culture and values. We may treat this fact as 

an indirect confirmation of the above quoted thesis of Father Joseph Wresinski, referring to 

the key role of the “first hand” knowledge of the poor, based on their personal experience and 

understanding. 

 

Research shows how difficult and emotionally laden is the work within the areas that are the 

centers of poverty and other social problems. For many years high rates of the unemployment, 

reaching the level of approximately 20% in 2002-2003, and high level of poverty, experienced 

similarly by nearly one fifth of the  population at its apogee, have posed an enormous 

                                                 

13 See: Marta Danecka, Moja bieda, moja wina [My poverty, my fault], interviewed by Adam  Leszczynski 

, ”Gazeta Wyborcza”, 31 V – 1VI, 2008; Mariusz Jędrzejko, Fawele po polsku [Polish favelas], interviewed by 

Adam  Leszczyński, ”Gazeta Wyborcza”, 26-27 VII 2008.  

14 Respondents of Agnieszka Golczynska-Grondas’s research included social workers, school educators, 

probation officers, environmental health nurses, doctors,  policemen and priests working in the enclaves of 

poverty,  which adds up to a total number of 90 respondents. Agnieszka Golczynska-Grondas,  Specyfika pracy 

przedstawicieli słuŜb społecznych w obszarach zagroŜenia,[Social work in enclaves of poverty], in: W. 

Warzywoda-Kruszyńska (ed.) (śyć) Na marginesie wielkiego miasta [Living on the margin of the large city], 

Łódź: UŁ, 1999. 

15 Agnieszka Golczyńska-Grondas, Postawy pracownikow instytucji społecznych wobec klientow z enklaw 

[Attitudes of social workers towards the people living in enclaves] in: W. Warzywoda-Kruszyńska (red.) śyć i 
pracować w enklawach biedy[Living and working in enclaves of poverty],Łódź: UŁ, 1998, p. 191. 

16 Agnieszka Golczyńska-Grondas, Postawy pracowników instytucji społecznych, op.cit. 

17 Agnieszka Golczyńska-Grondas, Postawy pracowników instytucji społecznych, op.cit., p. 193-194. 
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challenge and a very complicated, burdening task. Especially, for those working within the 

core areas of poverty, unemployment and other social problems, including the enclaves of 

poverty; those who have been struggling with an accumulated mass of uneasy, often 

unsolvable and overwhelming problems of people in need. Extremely difficult employment 

market situation and the lack of funds for the initiatives aimed at motivating the unemployed 

and providing material support have been causing - as the research shows – the feelings of 

impotence and helplessness, as well as destructive awareness of participating in futile 

activities
18

. Professional burnout and various defensive mechanisms are the reactions to the 

size and significance of the problems faced by the social assistance employees.  Social 

workers knowledge is therefore ambiguous, and their attitudes do not always imply their 

“understanding” of the world of poverty. 

 

Polish society's opinions about the poor 

The feeling of the otherness and difference of the two worlds: the world of poverty and 

unemployment and the world of social assistance institutions is being reinforced by a certain 

tradition of perceiving poverty and the people living in poverty; a tradition that seems to be 

currently growing stronger in Poland. It is a way of thinking usually called as “blaming the 

poor” for causing the situation he or she is presently facing. During the 1990’s period an 

observation has been made – showing in the results of sociological polls and studies of that 

period – about Polish society’s ambivalent attitudes towards the poverty and its ambiguous 

interpretation of the causes of poverty
19

. CBOS’s (Public Opinion Research Center) poll from 

1997 revealed a concept of poverty, which was dominant at that time – regarding it as caused 

by macro-structural factors, external to the individual, such as massive unemployment, 

economic transformation, policies carried out by the state, the government and the authorities, 

i.e. some “others”. Cases of holding the poor responsible for being poor used to be far less 

occurring, and they would refer to such features as lack of resourcefulness, reluctance to 

work, excessive use of alcohol etc.
20

. Along with the decrease in poverty and unemployment 

rates in Poland, there has been a continued change in the social representation of the poverty 

and its causes, which is growing more and more similar to the “blaming the poor” tendency. It 

is apparent in the results of the CBOS’s poll about the scope of poverty in Poland from 2007, 

showing the increase in the percentage of people who associate the inability to break out of 

poverty with reluctance in taking up a job, laziness, alcoholism, and the lack of common 

resourcefulness and education. The tendency to share such opinions increases in relation to 

the better material situation of the respondents, as opposed to the frequency of mentioning 

such factors as the unemployment, insufficient state social assistance or low health and 

retirement pensions. Those factors were mentioned by the persons having lower position in 

the social structure
21

. Similar opinions, pointing directly at “passivity”, avoiding work, 

laziness, fraudulent exploitation of social assistance, and alcoholism can be found in the 

public and also academic discourses, as well as in the accounts and attitudes of the social 

workers. Negative representations of the poor, negative stereotypes and paternalism still 

                                                 

18 Dariusz Zalewski, Rola instytucji pomocy społecznej w przeciwdziałaniu procesowi marginalizacji 

społecznej [The role of social asssistance in combating social marginalisation], in: Polityka Społeczna. Wybrane 

problemy. Wybór artykułów z lat 1999-2005, Warszawa: IPiSS, 2005. 

19 Dorota Lepianka, Polacy a biedacy – społeczny obraz ubóstwa i stosunek społeczeństwa polskiego do 

osób ubogich [Poles and the poor – social construction of poverty], in: ElŜbieta Tarkowska (ed.) Przeciw biedzie. 

Programy, pomysły, inicjatywy [Against poverty. Programs, ideas, initiatives],Warszawa, Oficyna Naukowa, 

2002. 

20 Macieja Falkowska, Społeczna definicja biedy, jej zasięg i przyczyny [Social definition of poverty, its 

scope and causes], Warszawa, CBOS, 1997. 

21 Joanna Szczepańska, Opinie na temat zasięgu biedy w Polsce [Opinions on poverty in Poland], 

Warszawa, CBOS, 2007. 
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present in the utterances of some scholars and politicians, as well as in the social assistance 

workers’ attitudes towards the poor, constitute a rather mediocre ground for understanding 

and co-operation necessary for implementing effective counteractions against poverty – and 

so are the practices of interfering with poor people’s privacy and treating adults as children 

who need to be trained and reprimanded. It is symptomatic, that it is shame that is treated by 

the social workers as an indicator of a “good” poor, one that deserves to be helped. Mental 

cost of such emotions is not taken into consideration here. The poor themselves speak about 

the shame and indignity, about the feelings of being held in contempt by those who has not 

suffered poverty, as one of the hardest experiences related to living in poverty
22

.   

  

Ruth Lister, who has been focusing much of her attention on the question of the poor being 

treated as Other and the issues of labeling and stigmatization, has managed to show that for 

many people the lack of respect and the loss of dignity are especially difficult aspects of the 

experience of being poor. For this reason, we should not ignore the significance of shame and 

humiliation, so immensely harmful to one’s sense of identity, self-respect and self-

evaluation
23

.  

 

Shame and humiliation related to poverty, or – looking from a different perspective -   the 

question of respect and understanding of the people living in poverty, pose a great ethical 

problem for the contemporary world, and is very slowly entering the space of public discourse 

in Poland, the academic world and the praxis of working among the poor.  In this context, the 

words of Father Joseph Wresinski, who has always emphasized the questions of dignity of the 

poor and the respect we should have towards them, sound especially strong: “The change we 

are demanding should rely on our full recognition of dignity of the poor; on making their 

point of view the reference point for our policies, and their hopes - the criteria for every 

action taken.”
24

.  
 

Conclusion. The need for popularization of Father Wresinski’s ideas in Poland 

From this perspective, we can see a deep and urgent need for the implementation of ideas of 

Father Joseph Wresinski in Poland. They are practically unknown in our country, also among 

the academic community and researchers on poverty. The poverty studies are much indebted 

to Father Wresinski, among many things, for introducing the category of social exclusion, 

which over the years has become a well established concept within the field of social science 

and research practices. However, there is still a need for popularization of the attitude towards 

the poor based on the recognition of the poor men’s dignity and pursuing the understanding of 

their situation, with regard to their own experience – making use of the “first hand” 

knowledge. Such approach is equally needed with regard to the world of academy, the world 

of praxis, i.e. those who are working with the persons suffering poverty, and the public 

opinion. Polish branches of the ATD Fourth World have enormous share in its popularization, 

but there is still much work to be done.     

 

 

                                                 

22 Ruth Lister, Poverty, Polity Press, Key Concepts, Cambridge, 2004.  

23 Ruth Lister, op.cit. 

24 Father Joseph Wresinski, Ujrzymy słońce, op.cit. p. 23, 14. 


