A KNOWLEDGE THAT LEADSTO ACTION
Joseph Wresinski

Very early in the history of the International Mavent ATD Fourth
World, its founder declared that “knowledge [muost be]the step-child
of charity.” He constantly called on scientifiesearchers

to contribute to a body of knowledge useful figr ltberation of the
poorest of the poor. In December 1980 Joseptsinski brought
together an international committee of specialetthe UNESCO
headquarters in Paris. The text that followa isanslation of his
opening address.

Introduction

As | greet you this morning within the walls of USEOQ, | realize that for nearly twenty-five years
you, scholars, researchers, and the scientific aomitias you represent, have responded generously
to calls from ATD Fourth World with faithfulnesspricern, and shared hopes.... | want to remind
you this morning of the role, even the duty, oftafise dedicated to scientific research on poverty

to make a place for the knowledge which the podrthe excluded themselves have of their
condition. Beyond that, to give it pride of plamecause it is unique and indispensable, as well as
autonomous and complementary to all other knowledigeit poverty. Finally, you should help

this knowledge to develop.

To this function, you will guess, one needs to addther: that of making room for the knowledge
of poverty and social exclusion which is availatsiehose practitioners who live with the very poor
and carry out projects with them, giving it the ion@ance it deserves, and helping its development.

We have spoken to you before about these two coemgerof global knowledge of poverty, of
which yours, that of the outside observer, is thiedt But in view of the work to be carried out
during this three-day session and the months tovipll take the liberty of once more clarifying
some ideas our Movement has on this topic. . . .

Academic Knowledge and Mobilization for Action

From the beginning, our Movement has held thatr@leoto fight effectively against poverty and
exclusion the following questions must be posed:

- What kind of knowledge do the poorest people need?
- What kind of knowledge do practitioners and actigsms need?
- What kind of knowledge do our national societied aar international communities need?
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It is fair to say that we have lived and struggieda historical period when the answer to the
guestion “What knowledge?” has for the most parrbeproperly scientific knowledge. Many
expected that the knowledge best suited to thggiguand thus to the promotion of social policies
and legislative measures, would be of the same kimdhat created in universities and other
standard research institutions. In other words, éxpected much, if not everything, from that part
of knowledge available only to academics and sfistdsavho are observers from outside the reality
of poverty. This latter knowledge has been higielgarded because of its methodology, its rigor,
and what was thought to be its objectivity or nality. These characteristics were reassuring to
those who, faced with immensely complex problemschipoliticians construed subjectively,
wished to find an objective truth, capable of guidia clear plan of action, rooted in truth and
effective for the poor.

The university came to be regarded as a guarafiteeaurity in face of problems so difficult to
understand. It was a refuge for those who did want to be frustrated or led into error by
ideologies, whether of the dominant or the domihat®& ou, as well as we, have at certain times
wanted to use the university in this way. And,doaibt, we weren’t wrong, but we weren't totally
right either.

However, contrary to what some seem to think, itdsthe general discovery of the non-neutrality,
the non-objectivity, of science, and particulalg human and social sciences, that proves us wrong
today. Neither is it the knowledge that all scierand scientific methodology are tainted with
ideology that convinces us that we were not rigiithese are interesting problems, but, in our
opinion, they are of secondary importance.

The basic problem, which we did not recognize atidl kaven't mastered, is that academic
knowledge of poverty and social exclusion—as of ather human reality—is only a partial
knowledge. We ourselves haven't said, or everigefitly understood, that it can be only indirect
and purely informative, that it lacks, by definitica direct grasp of reality and, consequentiyois

a knowledge that can mobilize people and promphtteaction.

Many of us have had the experience of being kediggppointed when one or another of our
studies had no effect. Perhaps we did not paygmatiention to the fact that academic research in
the strict sense must necessarily produce an abistraan image of reality seen from the outside
and translated into general terms that no longdude the feelings, colors, and other things that
move people to take action for others.

Of comprehensive knowledge about poverty and s&oialusion, knowledge meant to inform, to
explain, and to lead people to action, academiearef will never be more than one component
among others, namely, the information componentjgig explanatory, and thus lifeless. It will
remain lifeless as long as two other componentsofvledge are missing. These two autonomous
and complementary components, which will add lifd aneaning, are:

— the knowledge which the poor and excluded havem ftheir first-hand experience, of the
twin realities of poverty and the surrounding wonldich imposes it on them; and

— the knowledge of those who work among and with éhé@stims in places of poverty and
social exclusion.

Caught in the trap of a society that believes ia #upremacy of academic knowledge, our
universities believed this themselves. . . . Arfiem the costliest and most thorough studies and
research disappeared into the drawers of politiciamd administrators, we said that it was for
political reasons. . . . This was correct, butmid allow for the possibility that the problem wast



with the politicians but rather with our studiegttiwere not the kind to prompt politicians to take
action.

However, | believe that at no time did the univiéesi admit that the political ineffectiveness of
their research could be attributed to the fact kinatwledge thus constructed was instructive but not
convincing; nor acknowledge, moreover, that thepfements needed to convince could not come
from the university researcher but solely fromploer and those who work with them.

Without Freedom of Thought, No Communication

Certainly, not all researchers ignored the two comemts of knowledge represented by the poor
and those who work with them. However, and thithis crux of the matter, they did not regard
them as autonomous components to be pursued bfpatite authors themselves. Scholars quickly
turned them into the object of their own reseatbky regarded these components as sources of
information to be used for their own purposes, eatifian as equally valid research projects, as
supporting subjects and not objects of exploitatiimey have, to some extent, subordinated these
components to their own exploration as outside mesg of the life of the poor and the actions
undertaken with them. Thus, they have deflectedadedge, which did not belong to them, from
its own goal. More seriously, these researchers b#en, unintentionally and unwittingly, upset or
even paralyzed the thinking of their interlocutorbis happened essentially because they did not
recognize that they were dealing with a thinking an autonomous inquiry that followed their own
path and goals. Consequently, they have not respéttese goals. They have treated their research
subjects as sources of information rather tham@epiendent thinkers. This is why we have always
doubted the value of the information obtained tgd&emics.

As for communicating with the very poor, many yeaf®bservation have convinced us that even
the so-called participatory observation practiceditthropologists and ethnologists runs the danger
of misusing, tampering with, and paralyzing thenkimig of the poor. This is so because it is an
observation for a goal external to their life sitom, one that they did not choose and which they
would never have defined in the same way as thestigators. Consequently, the observation is
not truly participatory since the thinking of thevestigators and that of the population which & th
object of their observation do not pursue the sgoads.

It is not a problem of method, but a question & kituation, one that cannot be resolved by
adopting other methods but only by change in sdnat Moreover, participant observation, which

certainly will not disturb the thinking of a group full possession of its powers of reflection and
culture, runs the serious risk of disturbing thimking of the very poor who do not master them
nearly as well.

It goes without saying that a similar problem asi$er the cooperation between investigators and
men and women of action. These difficulties hafterobeen analyzed. For example, it has been
said that action teams have difficulty collaborgtin research because they don't see the point of
the project and because they are suspicious ofdheinizing look of the researchers and of their
inability to understand the human reality and chabsveryday life. It has even been said that
collaboration does not work because practitionark llogical skills and base their action on
intuitions and impressions rather than rationdecifon.

There may be some truth in these explanationst Beems to us that they do not go to the heart of
the matter. The basic problem is that if praatiéis are to make a valuable contribution they must
be seen from the outset not as mere providerdafiration, but as thinkers having to pursue to the
very end their own quest for knowledge, accordmtheir own goals.



Here again we are convinced, thanks to what we leareed from many years of experience, that
even social scientists who have been brought Entdyze an action and evaluate its results often
run the risk of going astray. In fact, don't thefyen arrive when the die has already been cast and
try to understand, after the fact, a situation Wwtigtotally foreign to them? They face a sito@ati
different from any they know, one fraught with umigmable insecurity and for which they have
very little feeling.

One will not be able to grasp such a situation perteive its dynamics unless one experiences the
insecurity and shifting sands of conducting anaactvithin a population living in extreme poverty.
One can understand such an action only to the degrewhich one has participated in the
development of the thinking of the action team byédopting the objectives of that thinking.

Having said this, our purpose was not to draw #tento the weakness of academic studies
resulting from problems of communication. We wantdabve all to make the point that these
studies all together, whatever their quality, wontd be able to provide the totality of the reqdire
knowledge.

Let us turn again for a moment to the two otheraesi of this knowledge. In principle, they are
complementary to that of the university, but thay only take shape and be fully complementary
when they are autonomous and allowed to reachfihalrgoals on their own.

The Secret Garden of the Poor est of the Poor

Let us consider for a moment the knowledge and afdlinking of the people of the Fourth World.
They deal not only with their life situation busalwith the environing world which traps them in
poverty and with the contrast between what is ahdtwught to be if the weakest are no longer to
be excluded.

Thinking and knowing are acts which all human beipgrform, and they do them with whatever
means, sophisticated or not, that life has providéthch person thinks, knows, and strives to
understand in order to achieve his or her own gd&ihce their thinking is oriented to that goal,

every act of thinking can become an act of persbibatation. The Fourth World Movement, on

the basis of its experience in diverse areas oepguhroughout the world, can attest that every
person and every group attempts to perform thishemtever meager their means of thinking and
analysis.  All human beings and groups are reseesgchseeking independence through
understanding themselves and their situation dalileg control their destiny rather than submitting
and being afraid.

Those who think that human beings reduced to fmtakrty are apathetic and consequently don't
think, that they retreat into dependency or thepsénstruggle to survive day to day, make a serious
mistake. They ignore the strategies of self defeahat the poor create to escape the influence of
those on whom they are dependent.

They protect their own existence, which they cdhefuide behind the “life” that they spread out
like a curtain and “play” to create an illusion fitre external observer. Finally, they ignore the
desperate effort to reflect and explain of those wbnstantly ask themselvédyst who am |, after
all?” or who say, They treat me like a dog, like a spineless cowarljdiot, a non-entity. . . . Am |
really a spineless coward?” And there are those who through a painful effafrtthinking
constantly rise up from under their own persoreditand those accusations which are so many
monstrous identities heaped upon them by repestitigemselves;But | am not a dog. | am not
the idiot | am made out to be. | know things, thety will never understand.”



And they are absolutely right to come to this casidn that always emerges once the dobbtse
been dispelled, even though they are left totathaeisted in body and mind.

Surely they “know things” that others are unlikedyer to understand or even imagine. This
knowledge, not well structured to be sure, is alb@ihg condemned for life to contempt and social
exclusion. It covers everything that that sigrsfiéacts, suffering, but also the resilience anpeho
called forth by those facts. It also includes kiemlge of the surrounding world, including certain
attitudes toward the very poor that only they wadkridw.

Even the best researchers find it difficult to inm&gthese things; consequently, they have a hard
time formulating suitable hypotheses and questiofkey find themselves facing something that
they do not have the tools to master. It is ssp@ak the secret garden of the very poor. Entry is
open only to those who change their life situatiol become partners with the poor in a project
which is no longer one of mere research but ofréiben. Otherwise, it is hard to imagine how
those coming from another world and whose thinkinghaped by that world could gain entrance to
the secret garden. And there is more. Besidebeing able to enter, they would not have the right
to do so.

In fact, no one has the right, even in the namsc@nce, to hinder another’s effort, perhaps clumsy
but nonetheless relentless, to develop a liberatinigpok. No researcher has the right to explast t
efforts of the poorest to liberate themselves nteotto put them back into servitude. For it cannot
be said too often that to hinder the poorest bpgughem as informants rather than encouraging
them to develop their own thinking as a genuinefpaomous act is to enslave them. All the more
so because their thinking is almost always a sefncltheir history and identity, and they alone
have direct access to an essential part of theeasswlhey ask themselves questions about their
history and identity, much more than about theiedseor even their rights, because they know,
perhaps confusedly but profoundly, that it is tlylouhese questions that they will find the path to
freedom.

We do not mean to say that it is always a mistakepeak to them about their rights or to question
them about their needs. However, such an approache liberating for them only the extent that
these exchanges take place within the perspectitreey understanding of their historical identity,
the only knowledge that can help them to be subjaatl master of their rights and needs.

This has rarely been the case so far. Throughneuentire period of what was called “the war on
poverty” in the United States, we did not see glsittruly historical piece of research on the lives
of those who in those days were called the “har@“cpoor. Nor, even less, was there research
carried out in close collaboration with the “hammte’ poor themselves.

In the European Community at last some intereseisg shown in what is called persistent poverty,
that is to say, poverty having an historical dimensfrom which would logically follow the
historical identity of a “lumpen-proletariat.” Bthis dimension or this historical identity is rigre
brought out and can be developed only through goiog dialogue with the families of the Fourth
World. We are concerned because we do not sedriiyes being built between the University
and the Fourth World. We do see a search for whgsllecting information without having to go
through a process of creating a lasting collabonatiith the families concerned.

This also holds true for Great Britain, a countriehh we regard as exemplary because it
steadfastly continued research on poverty evemguhie great prosperity of the 1960’s. But even
there, historical research does not exist. Thyg ilntity the poor have is through what they need,
what they lack. This is partially attributablett® respect researchers have for the poor and their
concern not to put them in a category of their othrereby contributing to their segregation.
However, is this right when we consider that thaistorical identity is one of immeasurable
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resilience and inalienable dignity? When we coasidrthermore that it is an identity that carries
an essential message to the whole society?

It is not our intention to criticize, much less denigrate in any way, the sincere and intelligent
efforts made by our friends from the United Sta€@®at Britain, and Europe. Our role is simply to
remind everyone what the very poor families gatthénethe Fourth World Movement have taught
us. To talk to them only of their needs, or ofshidsocial indicators” which characterize them,
without helping them to better understand their dvstory or the common traits of their lives is
just another way of trapping them. It is the fliesi themselves who call on the Movement; and
their request is notExplain to us,” but rather,"Help us to think.” Some families, and they are
growing in number, sayWe must think, because others will never be ablmtierstand.”

Restoring Thinking, Supporting the Effort of the Fourth World to Know

We count on you academic researchers for a castfidly and interpretation of what the Fourth
World has taught us about its right to have itaking and autonomous knowledge recognized. It is
up to you and to us to discover how to supporeffert of reflection. For, if the people of the
Fourth World have shown clearly that they want aorg out their own thinking to the end, they
have never said that they need no help in thisiglklag. On the contrary, wherever our teams are
established we hear, like a leitmotiv this requ&stiu, who have learned to think, teach us how
to.” Whether it be in Guatemala, Switzerland, New YdBlngkok, or the run-down areas of
London, the poorest are calling for the presendeofdthought masters” (they see too many of
them), but of competent and intelligent men and womwho can teach them how to think without
insinuating themselves into the thinking itself.

However, do we know enough about the tools, théhauktlogy, and the pedagogy needed for this
endeavor? | am not so sure. It is not that thegeno pioneers in this area. But, a careful labk
the experiments carried out in several countriagde us with our doubts. Perhaps it is because the
projects carried out in the name of one or therotfighe pedagogies of “conscientization” in Latin
America, India, or even Europe seemed almost withgoeption to leave out the poor. Whether in
Indian villages of Colombia, hamlets of untouchalé¢ India, slums of Calcutta, or a poor area of
Portugal, the most impoverished inhabitants firehteelves marginalized even from these projects.

Perhaps these projects raise questions for us sethey transport curiously Western language and
concepts all the way to the Far East and to thehgelrvillages on the high plateaus of Bolivia far
from modern civilization. Did these people invéhnis vocabulary strangely familiar to our Western
ears: “power relations,” “exploitation of man by mja“class warfare”? Would they not have
chosen to speak in the words of their own civilza®

| believe that those of us here could have somgttirsay about this question: we could bring to
light the conditions required for authentic suppadrthe thinking of the poorest; we could recognize
those projects favorable to the development of retependent knowledge proper to the Fourth
World. Without the knowledge that the poor possasd ought to be able to develop, university
studies risk being knowledge which is much tooiph#aind which lacks precisely what would make
it life-giving and precipitate action and struggle.

Without getting into philosophy or social psycholotet us simply state the two reasons which, in
the experience of the Movement, explain why onby ¥bice of the poor is conducive to action and
why all other knowledge is only supportive.

First, in a world full of good causes, appealseasfsithan far-reaching importance, despite what we
might expect, are not going to convince our felloitizens to make a serious commitment to
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sustainable action. Partial knowledge which dostsgo to the heart of the problem, namely the
suffering and the hopes of the totally excluded|l wiot challenge people and call forth
indispensable major commitments. It is becauseeiter compromised its presentation of the
extreme consequences of poverty that our Movemémirdinary citizens managed to take on
dimensions that its modest resources could noba@xplYet, only the very poor know these extreme
consequences. They alone know all the injustitehea denial of human rights, all the suffering
due to exclusion. They alone know what must bengbd in hearts and minds and in the structures
and functioning of our democracies. But of alltflthe conclusions of the past twenty-five years of
academic studies are only a weak reflection, aneafidted message.

Second, when we look at the totality of the messamemunicated by the families of the Fourth
World, we can see that it is not marginal but crdand essential because it tells us everything we
need to know about society as it is and as it otmbe. Some of you will recall the attempts made
to get that message across in the 1960’s at thenbitional Association of Sociology Forum. These
efforts were repeated in the 1970’'s in the pilodgpam, “European Program of Research and
Action Against Poverty.” Our Movement proposedtady of the tools and conditions which
would be required to enable the poorest of the mdothe European Community to speak for
themselves rather than having to wait for sociémdists to do it for them. Even though the
proposal came at the time of the election of theogean Parliament by universal franchise,
governmental experts did not find the project ofediate interest.

Experience shows us that the Movement gains newhmesraround the world only when it gives
Fourth World families the floor and lets them exweheir own truths. We are only a non-
governmental organization; yet, if we have beem dblendure and expand, is it not because the
message from the poorest can convince, is irrefieitadcause of its integrity?

Let me repeat, what matters to a Movement thadiidronted every day with the harsh reality of a

struggle is that our fellow-citizens hear the veioé the poor themselves, in their very own words,
rather than a translation by some university stuSiiould we not be modest enough to admit this?
Political support has been gained because peogliea¢hat our Movement makes the voices of the
poor heard so that everyone can listen.

Our Committee should spend at least part of it® tiinengthening both the thinking of the poor,
which is essential in gaining an understandingxofwesion, and their way of expressing themselves,
which is essential in securing the commitment affellow citizens to the struggle. The issue will
be brought up as early as today during our delimiatahe Seminar, “The Fourth World in Africa.”

It will come up again tomorrow during our debate tbe significance of European policies on
poverty in the member states of the European Unfamd the issue will come up for a third time in
its most crucial dimensions when the subject a&iatles and partnerships in the struggle against
exclusions will be broached by our friend, Profeskma Rosenfeld.

The question is therefore relevant to all the dismns planned for this session of the Committee,
but more importantly, in our opinion, it seems wgart both of the raison d’'étre of this Committee
and of its long-term goals. This is the reason wieyfelt it appropriate to bring it up right at the
start of this conference.

An Action that Thinksand Communicates Itself
Is it necessary to expand on our previous commahtait the necessary independence of the
knowledge gained by people of action? What we lase said about the rights of the Fourth

World in this regard obviously applies to them adlwA necessarily unique way of thinking must
be built on the action, the uncertainties, theestates, the reactions and changes, as well as the
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new ideas and actions that are called forth. Tihiisking needs to be supported by competent
outsiders while remaining autonomous and free teymiits own objectives.

Those responsible for action need this thinkingider to be able to fulfill their commitments.
Equally obvious is that Fourth World families neechave alongside them teams that are free and
able to think independently.

Of course, as is the case for the poorest of tloe, goactitioners and their activities can become a
topic of academic research. One can even atterapte have mentioned, to evaluate the results of
their efforts. While admitting that there existryenteresting studies in this area, we have
reservations. Our first concern is that these exwéal studies attempt to capture the action from the
outside and cannot replace the knowledge that ¢tienacan and should have of itself, for itself.
This is an area that remains virtually inaccesdibleocial scientists for the same reasons whith pu
the reality experienced by the poorest of the f@yond their reach.

The knowledge of practitioners, the third kind afokwledge mentioned earlier, is an essential
component of the comprehensive and stimulating kedge that we need. The wider world needs
it to be able to take action. It needs examplesitifens who are committed to action. It needs to
listen to them as much as it needs to listen tolachteaching.

Besides listening to the very poor, is it not theries of actions told by the actors that prompt
people to action? These stories can instill inerghthe desire and the courage, in their turn, to
undertake new actions.

Here again, academic researchers could rendervatu@ble service by committing themselves to
value and support this knowledge rather than apjaiipg it for their own purposes.

A Committee Ready for Action

We believe that the very poor point to a key raleuniversity researchers. They can bring together
academics, people from the Fourth World, and teafhpsactitioners for a successful collaboration
in which each partner remains free. Together kineet groups can value, support, and assist in
developing new approaches to knowledge of poverhis Committee is in position to contribute to
this effort.

Whereas academics can do other valuable thingfsisaime this work appears to be the most
necessary and innovative. That is the case, pedvigat we all agree that this Committee, into
which we have put our energy and hope, should beafust a wise and intelligent reminder of the
extreme poverty in this world, but rather a leathdling our fellow-citizens to action.



