
Table of contents 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

How  

Individualists  

Make  

Solidarity  

Work 
 

 

 

Galia Chimiak 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

biblioteka pożytku publicznego 
Ministerstwo Pracy i Polityki Społecznej 

Warszawa 2006 



Table of contents 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Łamanie i druk: ZWP MPiPS. Zam. 321/06 

ISBN 83-923782-0-2



Table of contents 

 

3 

Table of contents 

 

Introduction  ............................................................................................. 5 
 
Chapter One:  

Civil society in theory and at work  .......................................................... 23 
1.1. Civil society – a topical idea(l)  ............................................................ 23 

1.2. A short history of the theoretical concept  ............................................. 27 
1.3. Contemporary debates  ......................................................................... 32 
1.4. Civil society in Poland  ......................................................................... 41 
1.5. Polish society’s involvement in NGOs  ................................................. 52 
 

Chapter Two:  

Non-governmental organisations – civil society’s medium . .................... 57 
2.1. Conceptualising civil society and defining NGOs  ................................ 57 
2.2. Theoretical discussions  ........................................................................ 70 
2.3. The NGO sector in post-communist countries  ...................................... 75 
2.4. NGOs in Poland: what? where? when?  ................................................ 84 
2.5. The Third Sector in Poland: resources and potential  ............................. 92 

 

Chapter Three:  

People in NGOs  ........................................................................................ 103 
3.1. Volunteers and Their Motivation  ......................................................... 105 
3.2. The other actors affiliated to NGOs  ..................................................... 119 
3.3. Social activists: typologies and characteristics  ..................................... 129 
3.4. Discussion  ........................................................................................... 139 
 

Chapter Four:  

Becoming an NGO activist: a matter of social capital, unintended  

consequence or rational choice?  .............................................................. 143 
4.1. The participants in this research  ........................................................... 143 

4.2. NGO activists’ mode of engagement .................................................... 152 
4.3. NGO activists’ social capital ................................................................ 160 
4.4. Social activists’ previous experience in civic initiatives  ....................... 171 
4.5. Experience abroad  ............................................................................... 175 
4.6. Summary  ............................................................................................. 179 
 

Chapter Five:  

Understanding social activists’ motivations  ............................................ 183 
5.1. The altruism versus egoism debate re-visited  ....................................... 184 
5.2. Typology of motivations  ...................................................................... 186 

5.2.1.  Intrinsic motivation  ................................................................. 189 
5.2.2.  Axiological motivation  ............................................................ 191 



Table of contents 

 

4 

5.2.3.  Extrinsic motivation  ................................................................. 200 

5.2.4.  Rational motivation .................................................................. 202 

5.2.5.  Power-related motivation  ......................................................... 204 
5.2.6.  Change motivation  ................................................................... 205 

5.2.7.  Agenda motivation  ................................................................... 206 

5.2.8.  Free time motivation  ................................................................ 208 
5.2.9.  Frustration motivation  .............................................................. 210 

5.2.10. Allocentric motivation  ............................................................. 211 

5.3. Discussion  ........................................................................................... 212 

5.4. Rewards  .............................................................................................. 215 
5.5. Factors facilitating participation ........................................................... 217 

5.6. Factors inhibiting participation  ............................................................ 223 

 

Chapter Six:  

Typology of social activists  ....................................................................... 231 

6.1. The Third sector and politics  ............................................................... 232 
6.2. The NGO experience and its effect(s) on social activists . ..................... 238 

6.3. Intrinsic understanding of citizenship  ................................................... 242 

6.4. Self-concepts  ....................................................................................... 255 

6.5. The typology of social activists  ............................................................ 264 
6.6. Discussion  ........................................................................................... 274 

 

Conclusion:  
Civil society in Poland: from communitarianism to individualism  ........ 281 

 

Appendix: Case studies  ............................................................................ 293 
 

Bibliography  ............................................................................................. 301 

 

 
 

 

 



Civil society in theory and at work 

 

5 

Introduction 
 

 

One of the most important changes that took place in post-communist 

countries undergoing systemic change is the appearance of new institutional 

entities on the public sphere. These associations are qualitatively different both 

from state and business organisations. The distinctive characteristics of these 

new institutions are reflected in their two most popular definitions. That is, they 

are most often dubbed ‘non-governmental’ (NGO) or ‘non-profit’ organisations. 

By the same token, they are also collectively known as constituting the Third 

sector. Most often they have the legal form of an association or a foundation. 

Detailed account on the possible definitions of Third sector organisations will be 

provided in the second chapter of this book. Here it suffices to note that their 

origins are often grass-roots and therefore they are one of the forms citizens’ 

initiatives can take. The civic roots of NGOs make them one of the most 

appropriate objects for the study of the manifestations of civil society. 

Civil society – as a theoretical concept, but also as an object of empirical 

study – emerges as the true embodiment of freedom, the long-time cherished 

value for societies who used to live under the communist rule. After 1989 

freedom has been granted in most of these countries in Europe. However, 

freedom understood as the right to vote and to associate or support political 

parties is only part of the story. As Jerzy Szacki argues
1
, the true nature of 

freedom is the one that is exercised in the voluntary and self-conscious 

participation in civic initiatives
2
. Now, more than a decade after freedom was 

granted to all citizens in the former communist bloc in Europe, it has become 

increasingly apparent that even when formal conditions are present, still the 

most important function is to be filled by the social actors, i.e. by the citizens 

themselves. In other words, this opportunity is but an empty vessel until it is not 

utilised by conscious mature citizenry for the ends of striving to augment the 

common good
3
. One of the institutionalised forms such activity can take is this 

of non-governmental organisations. 

                                                
1  Throughout this book the translation of quotations (coming from texts originally written in 

Polish) into English was done by the author of this book. 
2  J. Szacki 1997 „Wstęp. Powrót idei społeczeństwa obywatelskiego” in J. Szacki ed. Ani  

książę, ani kupiec: obywatel, Kraków, p. 32. 
3  For a thorough and critical overview of the use and understanding of ‘common good’ see  

P. Śpiewak’s W stronę wspólnego dobra (Warszawa: 1998).  
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According to Piotr Gliński and Hanna Palska, nowadays participation in 

social movements or in the more institutionalised NGOs represents the most 

active niche of civic activity in Poland
4
. Andrzej Siciński’s arguments substan- 

tiate this contention. To Siciński, NGOs together with the local self-governments 

constitute the two basic pillars of civil society
5
. Therefore, it is legitimate to 

study NGOs in order to describe and explain the current state of civil society in 

Poland. One could also opt for conducting a research on the other pillar of civil 

society, i.e. on local self-governments
6
. However, I have decided to focus on 

NGOs because I think local self-governmental activists merit a separate 

research. Empirical studies on participants in NGOs and self-governments 

should not be conflated, because such conflation would obscure the differences 

between these two types of pro-social activism. Furthermore, in Poland local 

self-governments – by definition – are more prone to meddle with politics, 

whereas I wanted to study grass-roots civic initiatives of the non-governmental 

type. Nonetheless, I did not eschew interviewing social activists who were 

involved in local self-governments while being affiliated to an NGO. However, 

their relation with local self-governments was not a criterion for selecting my 

respondents. Here I would like to reflect on NGOs as an ingredient of civil 

society, but also as a necessary condition that can spur the development and 

spread of civic virtues. Hence, the concept of ‘civil society’ will be the starting 

point as well as the point of reference in this research. 

I am going to concentrate on the case of NGOs in Poland. On the one 

hand, Poland can be taken as representative of the overall trends in the socio-

political transformations observed in post-communist countries. However, it is 

rather the idiosyncrasies of the case of Poland – rather than its similarities with 

other countries – which have prompted me to undertake a research on it. As  

a transition country, albeit, the case study of Poland can uncover some important 

differences between the developed civil societies in Western democracies and 

the emerging such in post-communist countries. A special challenge comprises 

the fact that the reportedly most developed and numerous NGO sector among 

the former communist countries is thriving in a society, which – according to 

                                                
4  P. Gliński and H. Palska 1997 „Cztery wymiary społecznej aktywności obywatelskiej”  

in H. Domański and A. Rychard eds. Elementy nowego ładu, Warszawa, pp. 356–392. 
5  A. Siciński 1999 Władza i obywatel w społeczeństwie informacyjnym, Warszawa, pp. 13–21. 
6  For a recent study on local self-governments in Poland see J. Regulski 2000 Samorząd III 

Rzeczypospolitej: koncepcje i realizacja, Warszawa. 
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different studies – is either politically passive and apathetic or, alternatively, 

actively antagonistic towards the political Establishment. 

The phenomenon of organised civic initiatives in Poland has been 

observed and studied by social scientists in this country as well as abroad. The 

emergence and quick growth of the Solidarity movement in the early 1980s and, 

in some cases, the preceding it protest events in the 1970s have been interpreted 

as expressions of the proto civil society in Poland
7
 or as the ‘rebirth’ or ‘revival’ 

of civil society
8
. This has been the case especially with liberal Western scholars, 

who vigorously welcomed this mass movement as an indication of civil society 

in the former communist bloc, but also as an alternative version of this 

phenomenon that has been already known to function in the West. In this way 

the aforementioned events entailed a renaissance of the interest in ‘civil society’ 

and drew the attention of scholars and politicians alike to grass-roots civic 

initiatives. This development will be dealt with in greater detail in Chapter One 

of this book, which is dedicated to the concept of civil society. 

With the ousting of the communist system and the liberalisation of the 

public sphere the appearance of numerous registered NGOs was observed in 

Poland. The Third sector experienced its ‘baby-boom’ period in the beginning of 

the 1990s
9
. For the last decade or so NGOs have been gradually earning their 

legitimisation as important institutional actors on the public sphere. Both grass-

roots and supported by international funds and foundations NGOs have been 

established since the beginning of the transformation period. Often these 

organisations are taking over the tasks of the welfare state. This explains why 

the NGO sector is usually thought of being composed of such organisations 

only. Ho- 

wever, NGOs’ fields of activity are not limited to heeding to the needs of the 

poor, the sick and the unemployed. The Second Chapter of this book will deal in 

more detail with the distinctive characteristics of the Third sector. The argument 

that NGOs are acting as the medium of civil society will likewise be expounded 

upon in this chapter. 

                                                
7  See for instance E. Mokrzycki and C. Bryant eds. 1994 The New Great Transformation? 

Change and Continuity in East-Central Europe, London. 
8  See Z.A. Pełczynski 1988 “Solidarity and ‘The Rebirth of Civil Society’ in Poland, 1976–81”  

in J. Keane ed. Civil Society and the State, London, pp. 361–380; J. Szacki op. cit.; D. Gawin, 
1999 „Społeczeństwo obywatelskie w myśli konserwatywnej. Przypadek Roberta Nisbeta”  
in D. Gawin, ed. Homo eligens: społeczeństwo świadomego wyboru, Warszawa, p. 110. 

9  The Klon/Jawor’s surveys have registered this process. Klon/Jawor is an association, which 
was the first to start conducting and accumulating surveys on NGOs in Poland. 
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As mentioned above, the relationship between civil society and NGOs has 

been of growing interest for social scientists from the international community as 

well as in post-1989 Poland. Polish scholars who have been studying civil society 

and/or its manifestations are Andrzej Siciński
10

, Jerzy Szacki
11

, Piotr Gliński
12

, 

Ewa Leś
13

, Barbara Lewenstein
14

, Kazimierz Dziubka
15

, Eugeniusz Górski
16

 and 

others. Some of the aspect of this topic can be found in the works of Jerzy 

Bartkowski
17

, Joanna Kurczewska
18

, Joanna Regulska
19

, Lena Kolarska-

Bobińska
20

, Jacek Kurczewski and colleagues
21

, Mirosława Marody
22

, Małgorzata 

Fuszara
23

 and others. Helpful materials for the study of the Third sector contribute 

some of the Polish NGO activists themselves, such as Jakub Wygnański
24

, Piotr 

                                                
10  For example, A. Siciński, 1991 „Społeczeństwo obywatelskie jako przedmiot badań 

społecznych w Polsce.” in Socjologia polityki w Polsce, Gdańsk and A. Siciński op. cit. 
11  See J. Szacki op. cit. and J. Szacki 1994 Liberalizm po komunizmie, Krakow. 
12  For instance, P. Gliński 1996 Polscy Zieloni. Ruch społeczny w okresie przemian, Warszawa, 

P. Gliński and H. Palska op. cit., P. Gliński 2000 „O pewnych aspektach obywatelskości.  
Aktywność społeczna a integracja wspólnot obywatelskich” in H. Domański, A. Ostrowska 
and A. Rychard eds. Jak żyją Polacy, Warszawa. 

13  E. Leś 1994 The Voluntary Sector in Post-Communist East-Central Europe, Warsaw; E. Leś 

2000 Od filantropii do pomocniczości. Studium porównawcze rozwoju i działalności organizacji 
społecznych, Warszawa; E. Leś, S. Nałęcz et al. 2000 „Infrastruktura społeczeństwa 
obywatelskiego – wstępne wyniki międzynarodowych badań sektora non-profit w Polsce”, 
Warszawa. 

14  B. Lewenstein 1999 Wspólnota społeczna a uczestnictwo lokalne, Warszawa. 
15  W. Bokajło and K. Dziubka eds. 2001 Społeczeńswto obywatelskie, Wrocław. 
16  E. Górski 2003 Rozważanie o społeczeństwie obywatelskim i inne studia z historii idei, 

Warszawa. 
17  J. Bartkowski 2002 „Społeczne determinanty geograficznego rozmieszczenia organizacji 

pozarządowych w Polsce” in P. Gliński, B. Lewenstein and A. Siciński eds. Samoorganizacja 
społeczeństwa Polskiego: Trzeci sektor, Warszawa. 

18  J. Kurczewska, K. Staszyńska, and H. Bojar 1993 „Blokady społeczeństwa obywatelskiego: 
czyli słabe społeczeństwo obywatelskie i słabe państwo” in A. Rychard and M. Federowicz 
eds. Społeczeństwo w transformacji. Ekspertyzy i studia, Warszawa. 

19  J. Regulska 1998 “Building Local Democracy: The Role of Western Assistance in Poland”  
in Voluntas, Vol. 9/1; J. Regulska 1999 “NGOs and Their Vulnerabilities During the Time  

of Transition: The Case of Poland” in Voluntas, Vol.10/1. 
20  L. Kolarska-Bobińska 1990 “Civil Society and Social Anomy in Poland” in Acta Sociologica, 

vol. 33. 
21  J. Kurczewski, K. Dzieniszewska-Naroska, B. Łaciak, J. Smigielska and L. Zakrzewski 2000 

Local civil society, elections and governance, Brighton. 
22  M. Marody 1999 „Od społeczeństwa drugiego obiegu do społeczeństwa obywatelskiego”  

in Studia Socjologiczne, Vol. 4. 
23

  M. Fuszara 1997 “Women’s Movements in Poland” in J.W. Scott, C. Kaplan and D. Keates eds. 

Transitions, Environments, Translations. Feminism in International Politics, New York and 
London; M. Fuszara 2000 “Women’s Share of Power” in Polish Women in the 90’s, Warsaw. 

24  J.J. Wygnański 1995 „Raport o organizacjach Public Policy Oriented (PPO)” in Roczniak 
Sektor znany-nieznany, nr 0, Warszawa; J.J. Wygnanski 2000 „Robię to, bo Pan tego nie 
robi...” in ZNAK, nr 547 (12), Krakow. 
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Frączak
25

, Michał Guć
26

, Piotr Marciniak
27

 and so on. The Klon/Jawor data bank 

on NGOs provides the most comprehensive quantitative surveys of NGOs in 

Poland. 

On an international scale research on NGOs and what came to be known 

as the ‘global civil society’ was initiated in 1992 in the USA. The International 

Society for Third Sector Research (ISTR) at the John Hopkins University 

associates scholars from almost hundred countries. Scholars from Poland have 

joined this international project, too. Due to the quite broad definition of NGOs 

the ISTR utilises and the specific focus of their surveys, the outcomes of their 

stu- 

dies will have only a complementary, descriptive application to the proposed 

research. 

Besides the more general and comprehensive studies done on the NGO 

sector in Poland and internationally, there are other analyses, which deal with 

certain aspects of this topic. For instance, leaders have long constituted a special 

object of interest for scholars. Together with autobiographical pieces by some of 

the initiators of civic activities on a large scale, like Janina Ochojska
28

 and Jerzy 

Owsiak, there are additional sources of information concerning other NGO le-

aders
29

. Researches done in Poland
30

 and abroad
31

 provide evidence to the fact 

that  the  success  and  durability  of an  NGO  depend to  a great  extent  on  their 

leaders. Perhaps the only empirical research exclusively dealing with issues 

directly related to the ones analysed in this book is Jadwiga Koralewicz and 

Hanna Malewska-Peyre’s study on the life histories of prominent social activists 

in  

Poland and France
32

.  

                                                
25  P. Frączak 2002 Trzeci sektor w III Rzeczypospolitej, Warszawa. 
26  M. Guć 1996 Razem. O współpracy samorządu terytorialnego z organizacjami 

pozarządowymi, Gdynia. 
27  P. Marciniak ed. 2000 „Samorząd a organizacje pozarządowe – niespełnione partnerstwo?”  

in P. Marciniak ed. Samorząd a organizacje pozarządowe – niespełnione partnerstwo?, 
Warszawa. 

28  Niebo to inni 2000 Wojciech Bonowicz converses with Janina Ochojska, Kraków. 
29  For example A. Szymkiewicz, J. Płaskoń and A. Tabaczyńska 1998 Porządnie poza rządem, 

Warszawa. 
30  See for instance P. Gliński 1996 Polscy Zieloni... and D. Drążkiewicz 1999 „Monitoring  

aktywności lokalnej” in Asocjacie, nr.1. 
31  For example, Civil Society Working Papers at the LSE library in London. 
32  J. Koralewicz and H. Malewska-Peyre 1998 Człowiek człowiekowi człowiekiem. Analiza  

wywiadów biograficznych działaczy społecznych w Polsce i we Francji, Warszawa. 



Civil society in theory and at work 

 

10 

Copious literature is likewise available on the topic of volunteering and 

their motivations. For instance, in Poland the Centrum Wolontariatu and the 

BORIS foundation regularly compile information base about volunteers. The 

book by Staś Gawronski is another excellent example of primary data about 

volunteers in Italy
33

. The Institute for Volunteering Research and the European 

Value System Study Group in the UK conduct comparative international  

researches. Recently some MA and Ph.D. theses on this topic have been written 

in Poland, too. The fact that the year 2001 was announced the World’s 

Volunteers’ Year drew the attention of scholars, journalists and states-persons 

alike to the phenomenon of volunteering.  

In addition to the studies conducted on activists sharing particular functions 

in NGOs, there are other works that focus on civic activities, which aim at further- 

ing specific issues or the interests of a certain group. These are, for example, 

Dorota Ilczuk’s book
34

 on NGOs working in the sphere of culture, Piotr Gliński’s 

study of the ecological movement in Poland as well as Piotr Żuk’s research on 

feminists, squatters and environmental activists
35

. The critical overview of the 

works of authors writing on the different aspects of civil society, NGOs as well as 

the people involved in institutionalised civic initiatives will be provided in the first 

three chapters of this book. 

As demonstrated above, different aspects of the functioning of civil society 

and its interrelation with non-profit organisations have been already studied. Ne- 

vertheless, I feel that there is a gap in the knowledge about contemporary NGOs. 

Although some aspects of the development of the NGO sector in Poland have been 

well documented, others have attracted only limited attention on behalf of social 

scientists. Besides, during the last decade of radical changes the Third sector itself 

has been going through transformation. The inevitable institutionalisation and 

maturation of NGOs
36

 presumably call for another kind of people than the ones 

who founded the first NGOs. With this book I would like to make up for the lack 

of up-dated knowledge about the people involved in the Third sector. In order to 

achieve this, I have conducted an explorative in-depth research of people involved 

in civic-oriented public benefit organisations. These organisations are NGOs, 

                                                
33  S. Gawroński 1999 Ochotnicy miłości bliźniego. Przewodnik po wolontariacie, Warszawa. 
34  D. Ilczuk 1995 Sektor non-profit w kulturze, Warszawa. 
35  P. Żuk 2001 Społeczeństwo w działaniu. Ekolodzy, Feministki, Skłotersi. Socjologiczna analiza 

nowych ruchów społecznych w Polsce, Warszawa. 
36  P. Gliński 1999a “The Development of the Third Sector in Poland” paper presented at the 

1999 Voluntas Symposium in Prague. 
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which aim at augmenting the common good or act on behalf of a particular 

group’s interest if that group is vulnerable or especially valuable for the whole 

society. In this book I intend to pay attention to the human resource capital of 

NGOs rather than to their organisational characteristics. 

It is important to note here that although I have selected my respondents 

from public benefit type of NGOs, the implications of this research will be 

meant to concern the Third sector as a whole. The justification for choosing 

public benefit organisation lies in the argument that these organisations embody 

the more conspicuous features of civil society. Furthermore, unlike NGOs which 

associate people sharing certain hobby or narrowly defined group interest, 

people engaged in public benefit organisations are usually active on a daily 

basis. Whereas the members of a chorus may come together weekly or monthly 

in order to practice their hobby, active participants in public benefit NGOs are 

characterised by more committed involvement in the work of the organisation. 

The study of participants in all types of NGOs would perhaps necessitate the 

construction of two interview guides. The outcomes of a research encompassing 

representatives of all types of NGOs would certainly be interesting. However, 

such enterprise would have to involve a team of researchers. This is a task future 

studies can accomplish. Besides, the current research does not aim at studying  

a representative sample of NGOs. The objects of this research are both rank-and-

file participants as well as leaders actively involved in the work of public benefit 

organisations. 

In the above-discussed studies on NGOs the objects of research are 

narrowly defined, though different types of participants in such organisations: 

leaders, volunteers, environmental or feminist activists, etc. In these studies it was 

the field of work of the organisation or the function of the respondents that 

interested the scholars. Chapter Three of this book will provide an overview of 

these and other relevant researches dealing with people involved in 

institutionalised pro-social activities. It would also supply the conceptual 

framework for my own research on people involved in public benefit NGOs in 

Poland. The aim of the research presented here was twofold. Firstly, it should find 

out what kind of people and for what reasons take active part in the Third sector. 

And secondly, it should establish the implications of this research for the 

development of civil society in Poland. The outcomes of this research can be used 

as a point of reference for further studies on the community of social activists. 

Thus, there were several main research questions, which I attempted to 

solve by this study. Is it pure altruism that activates the cultural capital of NGO 
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activists or it is institutional affiliations or acquaintances that facilitate their  

involvement in these organisations? In other words, what are the modes of  

engagement characterising contemporary social activists? Are the research 

participants’ parents’ positive example and the interviewee’s prior experience in 

pro-social activities still good predictors of social activists’ subsequent interest 

in civic initiatives? Could it be that the committed involvement in an NGO need 

not be the manifestation of previously acquired social capital? Why volunteers 

dedicate their time and energy for others’ well being and what makes NGOs’ 

staff choose this work as their vocation? What are the motivational 

underpinnings of long-term commitment to pro-social activities? Which factors 

facilitate and which inhibit work in the Third sector? What is the consequence of 

respondents’ involvement in public benefit organisations on their perceptions? 

Otherwise put, what kind of change this activity effects on them? Who are social  

activists’ role models and what is the relationship between these role models and 

interviewees’ self-concepts? How do social activists understand active 

citizenship? Which version of citizenship does the NGO activists’ involvement 

in the Third sector embody? What are the implications of the above-mentioned 

issues for the origins of the Third sector as well as for the development of civil 

society in Poland? To what extent it is people who make events or it is events 

that make people?  

By doing this research, I likewise wanted to uncover the possible 

influence of external events and actors on the decision my respondents made. 

That is, I was wondering whether and to what extent as disparate factors as 

history-making events (like the birth of Solidarity, the toppling of communism, 

the transformation process), the media, the opportunity to get acquainted with  

increasingly more diverse ideas available on the ideological market, the freedom 

to associate, the opportunities to gain experience abroad and so on might have 

contributed to the process of becoming a social activist. While conducting my 

research, I was aware that respondents’ motivations can turn out to be several, 

can mingle, or can evolve in the course of their engagement in the Third sector.  

I could foresee it would not be possible – and also not necessary – to cover all 

cases of social activism and thus reach every single story of engagement in  

a public benefit organisation. However, conducting a representative study was 

not my intention either. What I wanted was to grasp the diversity of social acti- 

vists’ stories of involvement in the Third sector. Rather than aiming at providing 

an exhaustive description of the population under study, I wanted to examine 
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certain cases, which were nevertheless differing from each other by several 

important criteria.  

The decision to explore a hitherto unstudied group of social activists 

notwithstanding, it was likewise my aim to verify some of the most popular 

“myths” regarding civic engagement in Poland. Namely, I was wondering to 

what extent the positivist ethos of the intelligentsia is motivating activists 

engaged in NGOs. Is it actually representatives of the intelligentsia that people 

these organizations? Furthermore, is the ideal of the individual citizen strongly 

rooted in his/her community still topical? The democratic opposition in 

communist Poland aspired after the rebuilding of strong ties between people. 

Western scholars likewise underlined that Eastern civil societies had strong 

communitarian characteristics
37

. Are social activists engaged in NGOs in the 

beginning of the XXI century different from their predecessors? If so, in what 

way? 

In this book I present the most significant findings of my research in the 

form of typologies. The typological approach is more appropriate to this study 

than the monographic one because the aim is to probe, describe and analyse 

certain segments of the social reality, which have not been studied yet. As Jan 

Szczepański writes, the typological analysis is based on the identification of 

certain types of personalities, behaviour or patterns of cohabitation to be found 

in different groups
38

. Hanna Palska successfully demystifies this technique by 

stating that typologisation involves a common-sense understanding of the text
39

. 

However, Palska cautions that this only seemingly uncomplicated technique 

requires a rigid methodological discipline on behalf of the researcher. 

The typology of research participants’ motivations is discussed in Chapter 

Five and the taxonomy of social activists is provided in Chapter Six. The latter of 

these typologies is not a directory of the personality types to be met among NGO 

activists. Active involvement in the work of an NGO is interpreted as an 

expression of respondents’ personalities
40

. The typology of social activists reflects 

                                                
37  See for example John Seligman quoted in J. Szacki 1997 op.cit., pp. 35–36. 
38  J. Szczepański 1983 „Techniki interpretacji i wykorzystania dokumentów osobistych”  

in A. Sułek ed. Logika analizy socjologicznej. Wybór tekstów, Warszawa, p. 289. 
39  H. Palska 1999 „Badacz społeczny wobec tekstu” in H. Domański, K. Lutyńska and  

A.W. Rostocki eds. Spojrzenie na metodę. Studia z metodologii badań socjologicznych,  
Warszawa, p. 165. 

40  I am following John Holland’s argument that vocational interests can be construed as ‘an 
expression of personality’ (J. Holland (1973: p.7) in R. Hogan and R. Blake 1999 “John  
Holland’s Vocational Typology and Personality Theory” in Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
Vol. 55, pp. 41–42).  
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the combination of circumstances, motivational underpinnings and personality 

characteristics that can account for their involvement in the Third sector. Besides 

the typologies of motivations and social activists, I also depict the group portrait of 

research participants by presenting the outcomes of the cross-case analysis of their 

modes of engagement, life histories and self-concepts. Whereas the typology  

of social activists aims at distinguishing between the different types of engagement 

of social activists, their collective, or group portrait – which emerges in the 

analysis of the research material provided in the second half of this book – 

highlights the common features research participants share.  

Observation as well as the perusal of relevant literature helped me to 

formulate my hypothesis regarding the typology of social activists. I 

hypothesised that the types of engagement I could foresee to come upon may 

cover a great amplitude of possibilities. For example, I could expect to meet the 

‘idealist’, motivated by pure altruism, the ‘non-conformist’, who opposes the 

mainstream culture, but also the ‘careerist’, who found himself/herself in these 

circles, using the chance for making a quick career. A similar type would be the 

person who possesses the know-how of utilising occasions for financing, which 

Western foundations offer for projects, and is using these for the success of 

his/her own NGO, but also for personal lucrative gains (the ‘money-maker’). For 

others, the opportunity to appear in the media can constitute an attractive aspect 

of their work in the Third sector or their participation in protest events. 

However, I could guess that would be a rather temporary source of motivation. I 

could rather  

expect to come upon people, who seek to attain prestige by choosing to work in 

some established well-known NGO, rather than engaging in non-conspicuous, 

but badly needed grassroots activity (the ‘prestige-seeker’). Naturally, the ‘social 

activist’ (społecznik) type would be a common phenomenon among the research 

participants. Besides traditional social activists, I could foresee to identify 

‘activists of the future’, i.e. younger people who would represent different 

values.  

For others still, work in the Third sector might be the only chance for  

worthy professional activity. In the case of retired people, it might be an 

opportunity to keep being active, while those who are younger and well educated 

might prefer to work and gain experience even without payment, if it is not 

possible to do this for remuneration. In some cases, due to their age and sex, 

NGO activists might turn out not to be competitive in the other two sectors. 

Among the participants in my research, I could anticipate finding the 
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‘enthusiast’, but also the ‘enlightener’, who is utilising experience gained in the 

more developed countries. The motivation of this last type could be similar to 

the one, who is continuing the local tradition of engagement. Among the group 

of people I was interested in there might be ‘do-gooders’ who just want to be 

useful to other people. I could also imagine a type called ‘feel-gooder’, i.e. 

someone who simply enjoys his/her involvement in an NGO. And last but not 

least, I could foresee to come upon activists who have moved from the 

governmental or the business sectors to the Third sector. Whether – and to what 

extent – my initial hypothesis was confirmed by the empirical research I 

conducted will become clear in the last chapter of this book. 

The cultural capital, motivation and values of volunteers, staff, leaders 

and professionals working in NGOs were studied with the help of qualitative 

research technique. The empirical part of my research is based on the analysis of 

low-standardised interviews made up of open-ended questions. Why interviews? 

I opted for examining the motives for and the types of involvement in the Third 

sector by meeting personally and interviewing the participants in my research for 

two major reasons. Firstly, I became aware that if I want to come to understand 

the Third sector’s insiders’ perspectives on their involvement in NGOs, I would 

need to apply the methodology of the humanistic coefficient. Florian Znaniecki 

coined this term to denote what he called the ‘essential character of cultural 

data’
41

. Znaniecki argues that ‘for the scientist this cultural system is really and 

objectively as it was (or is) given to those historical subjects themselves when 

they were (or are) experiencing it and actively dealing with it’
42

. In other words, 

the humanistic coefficient provides the perspective of the participants in social 

actions, which in this case are people involved in NGOs in Poland. Secondly,  

I wanted to make use of what Anna Wyka called ‘the competence of the 

research’s objects’
43

. Thus, on the one hand, respondents’ subjective experiences 

and, on the other, their competences are expected to provide the basis for the 

analysis. 

When I defined the object of my study (people involved in public benefit 

organisations), I had to consider the most appropriate method of analysis of the 

research material I would gather. After ascertaining that a qualitative study 

would enable me to find out what I was interested in, I had to select an approach 

                                                
41  F. Znaniecki 1968 The Method of Sociology, New York, p. 37. 
42  Ibid. 
43  A. Wyka 1993 Badacz społeczny wobec doświadczenia, Warszawa, p. 70. 
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to analyse the interviews, which would match the type of research I intended to 

carry out. I started to study different approaches to qualitative research
44

. I came 

to the conclusions that were I to follow step-by-step the procedures singled out 

in some of the few approaches, which have been described in detail by their 

authors or users, I would not be able to conduct the type of research I was inte- 

rested in. Hence, I decided that I should best follow the slogan C. Wright Mills’ 

raised in his book The Sociological Imagination, ‘Every man his own metho- 

dologist’
45

. I decided to accustom the relevant methodological approaches I 

became acquainted with to the purposes of my research.  

As I mentioned, one of the aims of this empirical study is the construction 

of a typology of social activists. The most appropriate approach for achieving 

this end appears to be Florian Znaniecki’s method of analytic induction, which is 

also called the type method or method of typical cases
46

. As Znaniecki 

succinctly put it, ‘analytic induction generalizes by abstracting’
47

. Unlike some 

cri- 

tics of the typologising method, who argue that taxonomies cannot yield the- 

ories, Znaniecki maintains that ‘whether we want it or not, every classification is 

already a theory, and involves theoretic conclusions about reality which are the 

result of previous study’
48

. Hence, the typologies of social activists and their 

motivations would have the ambitious task to imply theories about respectively 

the types of and the reasons for involvement in NGOs in Poland. Accordingly, 

since NGOs are argued to represent one of the ‘pillars’ or ‘niches’ of civil 

society
49

, the outcomes of this research would bear implications for the 

development of civil society in Poland.  

The interview guide I constructed
50

 had several blocks of questions. The 

perusal of available theories and empirical studies as well as my personal 

                                                
44  Tesch (1990: p. 58) enumerates some forty-five approaches to qualitative research (in I. Dey 

1993 Qualitative Data Analysis. A User-Friendly Guide for Social Scientists, London, p. 2). 
45  C.W. Mills 1959 The Sociological Imagination, London, p. 123, emphasis mine. 
46  See F. Znaniecki op. cit., pp. 249–262. 
47  Ibid., p. 251. 
48  Ibid., p. 254. 
49  Andrzej Siciński’s , Piotr Gliński and Hanna Palska’s terms respectively. 
50

  I owe my first insights into the know-how of preparing my own interview guide to Hanna  

Palska and Anna Wyka, whose interview guide I could study and creatively use for the purposes 
of my research. See H. Palska and A. Wyka 2000 „Badanie Przemiany stylów życia Polaków. 
Zmiana społeczna i nowe możliwości wyboru. Dyspozycje metodologiczne”, Warszawa: typed 
text. I was likewise aided by the premises for conducting interviews accessibly described  
by Krystyna Lutyńska 1999 „Ogólne tezy i założenia. Interakcja w wywiadzie swobodnym  
i kwestionariuszowym”, Warszawa: typed text.  
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observations were helpful for the initial mapping out of the ideas and concepts, 

which constitute the skeleton of the interview guide. In it emphasis is laid on the 

circumstances that have lead to the engagement in the particular NGO, on the 

social and cultural capital of the respondent, on his/her motivation and values, 

but also on the awareness of the NGO activist of being a part of a larger process 

of building civil society. After I conducted a panel study, which helped me  

reformulate some of the questions in the interview guide, I set out to identify  

(on the basis of preliminary defined criteria) and interview social activists from 

different public benefit organisations.  

I purposefully eschewed applying the ‘snow-balling’ sampling technique, 

though it seems to be the one usually used in this type of research. It did happen 

on several occasions that I asked people I knew to suggest an organisation where 

I could find respondents. I resorted to this when the other methods I usually  

employed failed me. Yet, I persevered in looking for respondents the difficult 

way, because I believe that the objectivity of my research is also contingent 

upon the method I utilised for finding appropriate interviewees. I identified most 

of the NGOs where my respondents were involved with the help of the 

Klon/Jawor data bank on NGOs, the OŚKA Index on women’s NGOs in Poland, 

as well as different NGO magazines.  

I have conducted forty interviews with volunteers, paid personnel and 

leaders from public benefit organisations. The respondents were chosen on the 

basis of preliminary defined criteria. These criteria are: the age, sex, education, 

occupation other than the one performed in the NGO, material conditions and 

social background of the participant in the research as well as the function s/he 

fills in the organisation, the field of activity of the NGO and the location of that 

activity. I tried to reach as differentiated as possible types of respondents. The 

interviews were in most of the cases conducted in the premises occupied by the 

NGO where the social activist worked. After the interview I always put down 

my field notes. The interviews lasted an hour on average, although two-hours 

interviews were also realised. They were recorded on cassettes, which were later 

on transcribed verbatim by a Polish native speaker and printed in three copies.  

After reading through all the interviews and the field notes twice, I started 

to re-read and concomitantly code them. I followed loosely Michael Huberman 

and Mathew Miles’
51

 suggestions regarding the coding of the research material.  

I re-worked the initial list of codes several times until it fitted both the themes 

                                                
51  A.M. Huberman and M.B. Miles 2000 Analiza danych jakościowych, Białystok. 
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that emerged in the research material and the issues I was originally interested in 

uncovering. The codes were initially devised on the basis of the interview guide. 

Questions from the interview guide thus constituted ‘the descriptive analytical 

framework for analysis’
52

. Concomitantly with coding the interviews, I put 

down memos in which I described either what can be called preliminary 

interpretation or I simply wrote my observations. These memos as well as the 

field notes were very helpful during the interpretation process, although as a 

matter of fact  

I had actually started to preliminary analyse the research material while I was  

acquiring it.  

The interview-analysis stage involved the need to make a choice between 

case analysis and cross-case analysis. Michael Quinn Patton differentiates in the 

following lucid way between these two approaches. According to him, whereas 

the former of these implies ‘writing a case study for each person interviewed’, 

the latter means ‘grouping together answers from different people to common 

questions or analyzing different perspectives on central issues’
53

. I have applied 

the cross-case technique to analysing my research material when depicting the 

collective portrait of social activists and developing the typology of their 

motivations. The case analysis technique proved useful for the construction of a 

typo- 

logy of social activists. Since case analysis is an approach more commonly used 

by analysts, I will focus here on briefly reviewing the methodological aspects of 

the cross-case technique only.  

Michael Huberman and Mathew Miles’ practical directions have been 

very useful in the process of analysing my research material. These authors have 

elaborated on the cross-case approach and illustrated it with numerous examples 

in their works
54

. Huberman and Miles highlight both the strengths and we- 

aknesses of this analysis. Thus, they contend that, on the one hand, ‘looking at 

multiple actors in multiple settings enhances generalizability’, yet on the other 

hand they stipulate that this strategy implies a tension of ‘reconciling the 

particular with the universal’
55

. Huberman and Miles distinguish between three 

                                                
52  M.Q. Patton 1990 Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods, New Bury Park, p. 376. 
53  Ibid. 
54  See A.M. Huberman and M.B. Miles op. cit. as well as A.M. Huberman and M.B. Miles 1994 

“Data Management and Analysis Methods” in N.K. Denzin and Y.S. Lincoln eds. Handbook 
of Qualitative Research, London, pp. 428–444. 

55  A.M. Huberman and M.B. Miles 1994, p. 435. 
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distinct strategies for cross-case analysis: case-oriented, variable-oriented and 

mixed
56

.  

It is the variable-oriented strategy that was applied in this research. As 

Huberman and Miles write, it consists of ‘finding themes that cut across cases’
57

. 

I utilised the variable-oriented approach for classifying the respondents’ answers 

to questions from the interview guide. Later on I turned to the case-oriented 

strategy in order to devise the typology of social activists. Before coming to that, 

though, I cut out the coded parts of the interviews and grouped them according 

to the previously identified themes (i.e. mode of engagement, motivation,  

experience abroad, etc). Then I analysed the research material according to  

the separate themes. Each theme usually consisted of several codes. Since I had 

the complete copy of each interview in both electronic and printed versions,  

I was able to go back to the original text in case I was not sure about the context 

in which the concrete statement was uttered. I think this allowed me to avoid 

throwing the baby out with the bath water. 

After analysing the research material relevant to the particular theme, I set 

out to present my findings. I decided to provide ample research evidence in the 

form of quotations in order to, firstly, justify my interpretation and, secondly, to 

let readers make their own inferences from the research material. Otherwise put, 

I tried to implement the ‘thick description’ approach pioneered by Clifford 

Geertz. This approach implies the presentation of descriptive data (i.e. 

quotations from the interviews) in such a way so that to both illustrate one’s 

arguments and to allow the readers to draw their own conclusions
58

. Thus, each 

issue was described, richly illustrated, classified and interpreted separately. 

The book consists of six chapters. Chapter One deals with the concept of 

civil society. Both the normative and the descriptive dimensions of civil society 

were taken into account. The presentation of the theoretical development of the 

concept is superseded by an analysis of some contemporary debates about civil 

society. I report on the state of civil society in Poland, too. This historical 

introduction is followed by a brief description of the different forms civic 

activities can take in contemporary Poland. 

                                                
56  For a succinct description of these approaches see A.M. Huberman and M.B. Miles 1994,  

pp. 436–437. 
57  Ibid., p. 436, italics in the original. 
58  See C. Geertz 1973 “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretative Theory of Culture” in The 

Interpretation of Cultures, USA, pp. 3–30. 
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Chapter Two begins with a discussion of the relationship between civil 

society and NGOs. I present some possible definitions of the phenomenon 

‘NGO’ and the definition accepted in this book. Then I discuss theories regar- 

ding the voluntary sector. The Third sector in Poland is juxtaposed with the  

respective sectors in other post-communist countries. The genesis and history  

of NGOs in Poland as well as some basic statistics about the Third sector and the 

people engaged in it are likewise discussed. The legal atmosphere in which 

institutionalised civic initiatives and the interactions the Third sector enters with 

the other sectors are described.  

In Chapter Three I make an overview of theories, methodological  

approaches and empirical studies directly related to my research, i.e. people  

involved in NGOs and their motivations for doing so. Some theoretical  

approaches, which assume the perspective of the individual actor in explaining 

the decisions of people to found or join NGOs, are likewise discussed. Relevant 

typologies of NGO activists are presented, too. I set out a synthesis of theoretical 

knowledge and empirical observations, which constituted the conceptual 

framework of this research.  

Chapters Four, Five and Six focus on the analysis of the research material. 

In Chapter Four first I describe the participants in my research according to the 

criteria on the basis of which they were selected. After that NGO activists’ mode 

of engagement and their life histories are presented. This chapter tries to provide 

an answer to the question whether becoming an NGO activist is contingent upon 

his/her social capital, whether it is an unintended consequence or it is an effect 

of the rational choices made by the social activists. Several modes of 

engagement – characterising the way research participants became involved in 

the NGO – have been identified and analysed. Then interviewees’ life histories, 

their  

previous participation in social organisations as well as the relevant to their  

engagement in the NGO experience abroad are discussed. 

Chapter Five is dedicated to the analysis of the motivational underpinnings 

of the research participants’ involvement in civic activities. Evidence is presented 

to support the argument that different respondents are characterised by different 

clusters of motivation. The typology of motivations analysed in this chapter  

consists of ten types of motivation, each of which is examined and illustrated  

separately. (Non-financial) rewards social activists receive for their engagement  
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as well as the factors, which inhibit or facilitate interviewees’ involvement in 

NGOs are taken into account. 

In Chapter Six I present the opinions of the research participants about the 

Third sector in Poland as well as the way their involvement in an NGO affected 

their life. The interviewees’ expectations about their future civic activism are 

likewise analysed. The way social activists define (active) citizenship is reve- 

aling of their intrinsic understanding of civic activism. Before setting forth the 

typology of social activists, I examined the research participants’ self-concepts. 

Respondents’ self-concepts are revealed by their perceptions of what they would 

like to be. Interviewees’ indigenous typologies of people involved in the Third 

sector are briefly reviewed. At the end of this chapter I present the analyst-

constructed typology of social activism and compare it to the initial hypothesis. 

Finally, this typology is discussed in the context of other related researches and 

typologies. 

In the Conclusion I make an overview of the findings of my research and I 

also refer to those questions raised in the theoretical chapters of the book, which 

are not directly addressed in the chapters dedicated to the analysis of the research 

material. In the Conclusion the implications of my research for the development 

of civil society in Poland are presented. In the Appendix I provide a succinct 

description of the field of work of the NGOs where my respondents were 

engaged at the time of the interview. There I likewise include a short description 

of the history of involvement of several of my respondents. These case studies are 

meant to illustrate the types of social activism identified by this research. 

I would like to express my gratitude to people and institutions, without 

whose support this book would have been inconceivable. I would like to thank 

Piotr Gliński whose guidance, criticism and encouragement I truly appreciate. The 

discussion of parts of this book with members of the Civil Society Department  

at the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology at the Polish Academy of Sciences 

were likewise very helpful. The comments made by Andrzej Siciński, Janusz 

Reykowski, Hanna Palska and Anna Wyka also aided me in the process of writing. 

I am especially indebted to Henryk Domański and Jadwiga Koralewicz for their 

insightful and critical remarks, which helped me introduce some important 

changes in the final version of this report. The publication of this book would not 

have been possible without the support of the Ministry of Labour and Social Po- 

licy in Warsaw. I am grateful to Krzysztof Więckiewicz, director of the Public 

Benefit Department, whose personal involvement was instrumental in the process. 
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And last but not least, I would like to express my thankfulness to the social acti- 

vists who took part in this research.  
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Chapter One:  

Civil society in theory and at work 
 

 

Abstract: In this chapter the ‘civil society’ concept is introduced. Both the 

normative and the descriptive dimensions of this idea are taken into 

consideration. The presentation of the theoretical evolution of the concept is 

superseded by an analysis of some of the doubts and suggestions inherent in 

contemporary debates about civil society. After that the account moves to the 

focal point of this work that is to the report on the state of civil society in 

Poland. The short historical introduction is followed by a brief description of the 

different dimensions civic activities can take in contemporary Poland. 

 

Before moving to the concrete object of the proposed research, it is 

necessary to justify the choice of NGOs as an indicator of the state of 

development of civil society in Poland. The interest in civil society is the point 

of reference for the empirical research and the evaluation of its nature in Poland 

is the ultimate objective of this study. Therefore, first the concept of ‘civil 

society’ should be introduced and then the attention may shift to the concrete 

example of NGOs as an organisational form of civil society. 

 

 

1.1.  Civil society – a topical idea(l) 

 

Civil society is one of the most celebrated ideas, which during the last 

decades has been increasingly intriguing scholars, states-persons and publicists 

alike. ‘Civil society’ is a genuinely Western concept and phenomenon. As it is 

understood today, civil society – as a social phenomenon, not just as a theore- 

tical construct – has been part and parcel of the history of liberal democracy. 

Despite the great popularity of this subject and the tacit agreement that we all 

know what it stands for, it has been advised to refrain from using the ‘inadequate 

versions of the concept that have been unreflectively revived’
59

 by some scholars 

in the East and West alike. To avoid the pitfalls of enthusiastic expectations, 

theoretical clarity and justification about what constitutes civil society in general 

and in the context of contemporary Poland in particular should be provided. 

                                                
59  J.L. Cohen and A. Arato 1995 in Preface to Civil Society and Political Theory, Cambridge, p. vii. 
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The need to elucidate the concept has become increasingly pronounced 

since it gained special salience after the toppling of the communist system. Civil 

society is not solely a value by itself. It is presumed to play a vital, positive role 

in modern democracies. Often civil society is viewed as a ‘proxy for popular 

participation in decision-making processes’
60

. Accordingly, it is thought to 

catalyse group action, to be a school for political leaders as well as to allow 

indivi- 

dual citizens to actively participate in public life. This wonderful potential,  

albeit, may as well not be used adequately or its realisation may be hindered  

by different circumstances. A basic element is yet to be developed in post-

communist countries in order to achieve this participatory aspect of democracy. 

Or, to put it in the famous words of Robert Putnam, ‘making democracy work’  

is identified to be contingent upon the development of grass-roots civic activities. 

Whereas most scholars tend to agree with this argument, some maintain 

that this relationship – if it exists – is not necessarily a direct one, nor should it  

be in all cases beneficial to democracy. For example, Larry Diamond analyses  

the relationship between civil society and the development of democracy and 

generally finds the former of these to be supportive of democracy
61

. Yet, he also 

enumerates several caveats, which according to him put to the test the demo-

cratic functions of civil society. Dietrich Rueschemeyer specifies the relationship 

between these concepts and sets out to determine in what way social participation 

in intermediary groups, associations and organisations is related to the democratic 

rule. He is likewise of the opinion that societal self-organisation is conducive  

to democracy, yet he also recognises that ‘organisational density of civil society 

as such does not guarantee favorable conditions to democracy’
62

.  

Perhaps Mark Warren provides the most lucid and systematic analysis of 

the posited relationship between democracy and civil society. He succinctly 

defines civil society as the ‘domain of social organization within which 

voluntary associative relations are dominant’
63

 and he sets out to explore the 

                                                
60  K. Stanton 1999 “Promoting Civil Society: Reflections on Concepts and Practice” in  

M.G. Schechter ed. The Revival of Civil Society. Global and Comparative Perspectives, Great 
Britain, p. 244. 

61  See L. Diamond 1997 Civil Society and the Development of Democracy, Madrid. 
62  D. Rueschemeyer 1998 “The Self-Organization of Society and the Democratic Rule. Speci- 

fying the Relationship.” in D. Rueschemeyer, M. Rueschemeyer and B. Wittrock eds. 
Participation and Democracy East and West: Comparisons and Interpretations, New York, p. 
12. 

63  M.E. Warren 2001 Democracy and Association, Princeton and Oxford, p. 57. 
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potential democratic implications of associations. He argues for three such 

effects: deve- 

lopmental, public-sphere and institutional. The first of these refers to the skills 

and orientation individuals can develop via participating in associations. It is 

within this sphere that the current research can be positioned. In spite of these 

potential effects, Warren comes to the conclusion that only low-level 

generalisations about the contribution of associations to democracy can provide 

a ‘pre- 

face’
64

 to a democratic theory of associations.  

These reservations notwithstanding, historically the emergence and esta-

blishment of democratic systems in Western countries was found to be dependent 

on the expansion of civic virtues and initiatives. Nevertheless, ‘civil society’ has 

become a universal value with the spread of modern democracy as the most 

preferred type of political system. As such, civil society has evolved from an idea 

into an ideal. That is why it is a descriptive as well as a normative concept. Civil 

socie- 

ty has the tendency to easily transcend state borders and thus form what has  

become to be known as ‘global civil society’
65

. Civil society is a potential the 

development of which is contingent on many variables. Freedom is one of these. 

Albeit, as it turned out, it is but the first condition that has to be fulfilled to allow 

for the spread of civic activities and for the sustained nourishment of civic virtues. 

Why is the normative dimension of civil society important? Wouldn’t it 

suffice simply to have the condition of freedom fulfilled, which would allow 

citizens to self-organise in the public sphere and affirm their rights? Actually, as 

history shows, in some cases civil society can be argued to have developed 

precisely out of the lack of freedom. The oppositional movements from the 

recent history of ex-communist countries well illustrate this contention. On the 

other hand, freedom without the normative boundary set by civility has the 

dangerous potential to uncritically allow uncivilised movements or associations 

to evolve. Here by uncivilised is solely meant those, which break the rule ‘do as 

you would be done by’, thus impinging on the right of freedom other citizens 

have. Examples of such voluntary collective actions, which would otherwise fit 

in the  

                                                
64  Ibid., p. 206. 
65  See for example A.M. Florini ed. 2000 The Third Force. The Rise of International Civil  

Society, Tokyo Washington DC. 
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descriptive definition of ‘civil society’, would be an association of paedophiles, 

a fascist movement, a racist organisation or a criminal society.  

It is instructive to mention here that the definition, which excludes 

uncivilised initiatives despite the fact that their members share common 

interests, does not suggest that civic movements promoting antithetical ideas 

cannot exist. For instance, the pro-choice and pro-life options of viewing the 

difficult problem of the right to abortion represent two antipodal approaches to 

solving it. Nevertheless, I would argue these alternative ways of thinking about 

abortion do not mutually exclude each other in the sense that they both have 

their place within the boundaries set by civil society. This example also points to 

another important distinctive characteristics of civil society. Namely, civil 

society can serve as the grounds where even groups representing conflicting 

interests may not only  

express their opinions, but can also negotiate them. Thus, it can be agreed that 

the normative facet of civil society is more than a wishful thinking. The 

definition of this concept should contain the prescription for sustainable 

development of civil society and at the same time rule out liberticidal quasi-civil 

initiatives.  

The interactions civil society inevitably enters in are those with the state 

and with the market. Therefore, the relations within this trichotomic system 

should likewise be considered when evaluating civil society. Theoretically, civil 

society should have a status independent from both sectors and it should also be 

in the position to negotiate and lobby for its members’ interests. However, when 

these conditions are not fulfilled, and still we can observe the allegedly ‘almost 

miraculous’
66

 growth of collective action in its primal grass-roots form, can we 

dub this phenomenon ‘civil society’ or it is just a seditious demonstration in 

favour of particularistic interests?  

As mentioned above, the oppositional movements in some of the ex-

communist countries were welcomed and interpreted as sparks signalling the 

germ of civil societies in Eastern and Central Europe. The biggest promise  

in this respect showed the Solidarity movement in Poland in the early 1980s. 

Zbigniew Pełczynski argues that the Solidarity case and all it stood for is still 

heading the classical textbook examples of genuinely mass ‘rebirth of civil so- 

ciety’ in the ex-communist countries. Nevertheless, even the proponents of the 

                                                
66  Z.A. Pełczynski 1988 “Solidarity and “The Rebirth of Civil Society’ in Poland, 1976–81”  

in J. Keane ed. Civil Society and the State. New European Perspectives, London, p. 363. 
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view that Solidarity indeed signalled the (re-)emergence of civil society are  

marvelling at the interpretation of this phenomenon within the rhetoric of civil 

society. An example of such attitude is Pełczynski’s contention: 

The subsumption of the history of Polish dissent, and Solidarity in particular, under 
the category of civil society is a truly remarkable intellectual development. Few 
social and political concepts have traveled so far in their life and changed their 
meaning so much.67 

 

In fact Pełczynski is not understating the civic nature of the Polish dissent 

in the 1980s. He represents the attitude of those scholars, who admired the civic 

courage of the nominal subjects of the communist state and saw in it the 

actualisation of the theoretical idea formulated by Antonio Gramsci some sixty 

years before Solidarity was formed. However, before dealing in more details 

with this issue, it is necessary first to refer to the discourse of political 

philosophy prior to Gramsci’s contribution as well as to modern scholarship. In 

what follows the evolution of the civil society idea in the history of political 

philosophy and socio- 

logy will be presented. 

 

 

1.2.  A short history of the theoretical concept 

 

Civil society, as sociologists understand it today, has certain character-

istics, which set it apart it from its preceding versions. At this juncture it is 

important to indicate the qualitative difference caused by the adding of ‘civil’ to 

‘society’. Currently civil means ‘of or relating to the citizens of a country’, but 

also ‘polite and helpful’ and distinct from the armed forces or the Church
68

. Civic 

has a more limited meaning than ‘civil’. Nonetheless, the former can be used 

interchangeably with the latter when it pertains to citizenry. Accordingly, citizen 

is defined foremost as a person who has rights as a member of a country
69

. In the 

social sciences this liberal tradition of the understanding of the concept has to be 

complemented by the republican’s interpretation, which stipulates citizenship as 

the conscious decision of the individual to participate in community life
70

. This 

                                                
67  Ibid. 
68  Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English, Vth edition, Oxford University 

Press 1995. 
69  Ibid. 
70  In Chapter Six I will discuss the research participants’ intrinsic definition of citizenship. 
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last underscores the obligations of citizens towards the state of common good of 

the society
71

. Civility and civilisation are related to the normative aspects of 

citizenship and they implicate the ‘advanced and organised state of human social 

development’
72

. 

The semantic meanings as well as the scholarly understanding of ‘civil’ 

and ‘society’ have changed over time. This evolution of political philosophy’s 

thought is neatly summarised by Piotr Gliński’s distinction of ‘four chief 

interpretation trends’
73

. These are, namely: the ‘civil’ trend represented by 

Aristotle, the ‘liberal’ one developed by Hegel, the ‘political’ – advanced by 

Gramsci, Marx and Adam Michnik, and the ‘community’ trend, which can be 

said to originate in Tocqueville’s writings and is continued by contemporary 

theore- 

ticians like Michael Walzer. These trends will be briefly illustrated in what  

follows. 

As almost all discussions within the field of social sciences, this historical 

account has to go back to antiquity. The concept of citizenship originates in 

ancient Greece and Rome. Back then although the term civis (‘citizen’) applied 

solely to the male property-owning residents of the civitas (i.e. the ancient city-

state), it nevertheless promoted the idea of the opportunity and the responsibility 

of citizens to participate in public life. This world of freedom, as qualitatively 

different from the private world of necessity, allowed citizens to take active part 

in the social and political communities in the civitas. Therefore, in the classical 

variant of civil society described by Aristotle there exists only the distinction 

between the public and the private realm. The different forms participation in the 

public sphere can take were not taken into account by this definition. 

Nevertheless, what is common between the contemporary understanding of 

civility and the classical one is the emphasis on the public sphere as the area 

where freedom can be expressed and citizens can achieve self-realisation. As it 

will be demonstrated later on, the findings of my research substantiate this 

argument. 

The lack of differentiation between political and civil society introduced 

by Aristotle continued to be valid till the middle of the 18
th

 century. Until then 

what corresponded to civil society, as we understand it today, was pre-empted  

                                                
71  E. Morawska 1997 „Obywatel – wczoraj i dziś” in Edukacja obywatelska, Warszawa IV/97. 
72  Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary. 
73  P. Gliński 1999b „O społeczeństwie obywatelskim w Polsce: teoria i praktyka” in D. Gawin 

ed. Homo eligens: społeczeństwo świadomego wyboru, Warszawa, p. 113. 
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by the state. It would be an example of presentism to claim that civil societies 

existed ever since the prime example of direct democracy was practised in the 

classical Greece and the Roman republic. First of all, this is so because there was 

no formal division between the political and the societal realm within the public 

sphere. This condition also implied the limited prescribed-from-above rights 

some citizens could exercise in this only seemingly free realm. Furthermore, 

citizens were not allowed to associate and defend their particular interests, which 

is obviously in discordance with the modern understanding of citizenry. Women 

and slaves were not counted as citizens up to modernity. Indeed, although 

women were granted passive as well as active political rights in the 20
th

 century, 

prior to that they could organise around certain issues. Women were “free” to be 

active in the fields of philanthropy and education. 

Political civil society remained a place for the enjoyment of rights and li- 

berties by a chosen limited circle of citizens up to modern times. However, in 

the meantime it managed to gain some autonomy from the state. Thomas Hobbes 

introduces the idea of the common good which people associated in societas 

civilis aspire after
74

. John Locke already speaks about political society as being 

qualitatively different from any of the other types of societies. In a political – or 

civil – society each member voluntarily joins and behaves in accordance with the 

power s/he had ceded to the commonwealth (civitas)
75

. Locke claims that civitas 

should not be mistaken with democratic government, but should be understood 

as ‘independent society’
76

. 

In the 18
th

 century ‘civility’ and ‘civilisation’ were used interchangeably 

to denominate the code of behaviour regulating the management of difference 

and otherness. For the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers Adam Ferguson and 

Adam Smith civil society stood for ordered and educated society. In his Essay 

on the History of Civil Society (1767) Ferguson made explicit the idea of diffe- 

rence between rudeness and civilisation, but he also believed in the possibility of 

progress from rude to polished nations if the social order was governed by the 

rule of law. Ferguson was not willing to entrust the individual with responsibility 

for his/her actions, because ‘a national spirit is frequently transient ... on account 

of [mankind’s] voluntary neglects and corruptions’
77

. He argued for the esta- 

                                                
74  T. Hobbes „Wspólnota polityczna jako osoba – podmiot prawny” in B. Markiewicz 2000 ed. 

Społeczeństwo obywatelskie. Wybór tekstów z historii pojęcia, Warszawa, pp. 77–8. 
75  J. Locke in B. Markiewicz ibid., pp. 88–91. 
76  J. Locke in ibid., p. 99. 
77  A. Ferguson 1991 An Essay on the History of Civil Society, New Brunswick and London, p. 244. 
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blishment of ‘institutions that fortify the mind, inspire courage, and promote 

national felicity’
78

.  

The most important distinction Ferguson made is that this polished society 

is already one not entirely identified with the state, but nevertheless a society 

that needs the state as a means to organise and protect the political order. At the 

same time, however, Ferguson saw a danger inherent in political despotism. As  

a way to solve these problems, he promoted the idea that polished society and 

the state should check each-other’s excesses. Ferguson, very much like his  

contemporary Edmund Burke in his Reflections on the Revolution in France, 

condemned the ‘effeminacy’ that the participation of women and the underclass 

could allegedly inflict on the body politic. Nevertheless, the weaning of the civil 

society from the state had begun and their separation was to progress with the 

influx of modernity and the transformation of subjects into free citizens. 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel developed this idea and with him civil 

society already gained the attributes of a sphere where the mediation of 

particular – especially economic – interests are taking place. Therefore the main  

distinction Hegel makes is between the private sphere and the state, the latter  

of which serves universal interests. Hegel is a pioneer, because his theory 

‘reconstructs civil society in terms of the three levels of legality, plurality and 

association, and publicity’
79

. In 1821 he is the first to introduce the 

understanding  

of civil society as one distinct from the political society rather than from the 

primitive one, which was Ferguson’s contention
80

. According to Hegel, 

economic relations and administrative structures, just like spontaneously or 

voluntary arisen organisations, are constitutive parts of civil society and as such 

his definition is still quite extended according to contemporary standards
81

. At 

the same time, however, the family is a domain separate from civil society, 

which makes Hegel’s interpretation narrower than the modern Western model. 

The incorporation of the economic sphere into civil society is the notion in 

Hegelian theory, which seems to have most inspired other political thinkers to 

develop – and as a result reverse – his conception. For Antonio Gramsci and 

Talcott Parsons it was the point of departure from the model Hegel proposed. 

They suggested instead to differentiate civil society both from the state and the 
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economy. Before them Karl Marx also dealt with the issue of civil society and its 

relation with the economy. However, Marx understood civil society as merely  

a stage in the development of economic relations. 

The communists’ interpretation of Karl Marx’s ideas and their consequent 

attempt to build ‘real socialism’ has totally discredited Marxism in the eyes  

of ordinary citizens from the ex-communist bloc. Nevertheless, his contribution 

to the history of political thought has been unquestioned and his popularity 

among some Western scholars was left intact. Marx claimed that political eco- 

nomy subsumes civil society. Compared to Gramsci’s view, Marx understanding 

of civil society is argued to suffer from ‘mechanisism’ and ‘economicism’
82

. To 

Marx – just like to Lenin – civil society lacks any real autonomy. Writes Alvin 

Gouldner, 

‘Marx sees civil society historically, as the corruption of society’s “natural bonds” 
by bourgeois competition and egoism. ...Civil society was thus a stage in the 
evolution of social bonds, a corrupted connectedness in which social relationships 
are used and viewed only instrumentally.’83 

 

Gramsci, although a Marxist theorist, was a critic of economic determi- 

nism, which was promoted by Marx as a major explanatory factor of social 

phenomenon. In his famous Prison Notebooks written in the 1920s Gramsci was 

mainly concerned with the need to preserve civil society from invading interests. 

One of the understandings of civil society he advocates views it as ‘the set of 

public non-governmental organisations, groups and movements which express 

and represent people’ concern and people’s rights, facing both the invasion of 

economic and political interests’
84

. 

According to Gramsci civil society is a superstructural phenomenon. This 

is to say that it has to do with the ideological-cultural relations and it provides 

the grounds for spiritual and intellectual life
85

. Gramsci’s literal definition of 

civil society is especially important for this work, because it provides one of the 

possible analytical frameworks for interpreting the Solidarity phenomenon.  

By civil society Gramsci also means ‘the political and cultural hegemony which 

                                                
82  J. de Santa Ana 1994 “The concept of civil society” in The Ecumenical Review, Vol. 46/1. 
83  A.W. Gouldner 1980 “Civil Society in Capitalism and Socialism” in The Two Marxisms: 

Contradictions and Anomalies in the Development of Theory, London, p. 357. 
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a social group exercises over the whole of society, as the ethical content of the 

State’
86

. 

So far only European thinkers concerned mostly with European issues 

have been presented here. At the same time, ever since the 19
th
 century, the USA 

have been one of the leading examples where indigenous civil society has deve- 

loped as well as the locus where the first modern democracy has evolved. The 

‘political pilgrim’ Alexis de Tocqueville was the first European philosopher  

to ‘discover’ Americans’ ‘habits of the heart’. In his famous work Democracy  

in America Tocqueville underlined the crucial importance of ‘free civil and 

political associations’ in America’s civic life. He argued that the federal 

organisation, the judicial power and communal institutions form the three main 

factors which maintain the democratic republic in the US. The function 

communal institutions play is that they ‘moderate the despotism of the majority 

and give the people both a taste for freedom and the skill to be free’
87

. 

Tocqueville was by no means a blinded enthusiast of the American way. He 

rightfully recognised that this mass – though by other standards civil – society 

represented at the same time the underside of American democracy
88

.  

In any way, it is the modern sociological variant of civil society, which 

clearly differentiates among the state, the economy, the private household and 

the civil society, that is the most relevant to this study. This distinction also  

informs the normative dimensions of civil society. It is a difficult – and, for the 

purposes of this book – unnecessary task to enumerate all the significant works 

written in the last decades and dedicated to the concept of civil society and/or its 

empirical dimensions. It would be instructive, however, to present here some 

examples of the proponents of disparate views concerning this topic. By doing 

so, I will not only indicate the ‘weak’ points of the mainstream understanding of 

civil society, but also broaden the perspective of looking at this phenomenon and 

thus sensitise readers to the multifaceted character of this idea.  

 

 

1.3.  Contemporary debates 
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Just like democracy, civil society is not a panacea, but a better medicine 

to the modern civilised human condition has not been invented yet. Indeed, 

civil society is but an ‘intellectual project’
89

. It should be kept in mind, 

however, that uncritical laudatory accounts of civil society only have the 

quality of a wishful thinking. At the same time, the optimistic view that in 

times of wide-spread unwillingness to participate in traditional politics, the 

future belongs to the idea of civil society
90

, seems to wrongly position the role 

of civil society. Among its other aims, civil society should strive at educating 

citizens and let them learn how to function in democracy. It is this ‘learning by 

doing’
91

 or ‘action learning’
92

 that has the capacity to bring citizens back to 

traditional politics as well as to involve increasing number of participants in 

solving common for their community or society problems. 

A distinction that can be dubbed ‘culture-specific’ seems to be an 

appropriate point of departure for this analysis. For Western scholars the 

family – or, more generally, the intimate sphere – is often included within the 

boundaries of civil society
93

. As empirical studies suggest, there is an 

observable  

divergence between the lifestyle as well as the norms and cultural practices  

of ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ societies
94

. The functions of family represents but 

one of the differences between the West and the East. For more traditional 

cultures, albeit, it is important to note that the family does not comprise  

an integrated part of civil society, which is made up of secondary groups. The 

family as a primary group per se has the very important function to bring  

up future citizens.  

                                                
89  J.L. Cohen and A. Arato op. cit., pp. xiii. 
90  J. Szacki 1997 „Wstęp. Powrót idei społeczeństwa obywatelskiego.” in J. Szacki ed. Ani  

książę, ani kupiec: obywatel, Kraków, p. 62. 
91  R. Putnam after John Friedman in Making Democracy Work. Civic Traditions in Modern Italy 

(1993 New Jersey, p. 184). 
92  See W.W. Gasparski and D. Botham eds. 1998 Action Learning Praxiology: The International 

Annual of Practical Philosophy and Methodology, Vol. 6, New Brunswick and London,  
pp. 13–32. 
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However, the role of the family calls not only for positive connotations. 

For example, ‘amoral familism’
95

 presents a serious obstacle to civil society 

because it entails ethical dualism. This negative phenomenon corresponds to and 

is closely related to corruption when political and economic interests are at 

stake. In the case of Poland this ‘amoral familism’ was a side effect of the 

shrinking of the public sphere, where normally different interests are enacted, to 

the limits of the extended family’s relations. ‘Amoral familism’ implies double 

standards and it involves the condition that moral and ethical norms oblige only 

among the members of small groups. When individuals act outside this circle, 

their conduct is guided by other, different norms.  

Gerd Meyer calls this phenomenon ‘unpolitical privatism’
96

. His account 

of the small life worlds’ experiences of ordinary people living in real socialism is 

very instructive, because it takes into account the systemic conditions that have 

prompted people to fall in the ‘particularism of the family’. His idea is not to 

exonerate their conformity with the oppressive political system, but to provide  

a deeper understanding of this forced compliance. Meyer argues that this 

phenomenon ‘is not favourable for the growth of communitarian orientations 

and participation in a civil society’
97

. 

In the 1980s this was a situation which was (rein)forced by the lack of 

honest communication between the governed and the governing in communist 

Poland as well as by the absence of freedom. As Michal Buchowski puts it, ‘one 

can imagine Polish society in the 1980s as a whole composed of cross-cutting 

units based on extended families’
98

. In Poland the family has been and still is 

positioned among the top values people cherish. This empirical fact was 

corroborated by the famous sociological vacuum concept coined by Stefan 

Nowak in the late 1970s
99

. Nowak discovered that the majority of people in 

                                                
95  The term was coined by Edward Banfield in his The Moral Basis of a Backward Society  

in 1958. For Poland see E. Tarkowska and J. Tarkowski 1990 „Amoralny familizm, czyli  
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Poland feel solidarity solely with the extended family members, or cliques and 

with the nation in general. This situation, however, did not preclude 10 million 

Poles to join the spontaneously arisen movement in 1980. In the case of Poland 

this otherwise immoral family appears to have acted as an incubator of civic 

courage. 

The inclusion of the media as an indivisible part of civil society seems to be 

misguided, too. The means of public communication can hamper or support diffe- 

rent institutions and initiatives of civil society actors. They can be a forum for public 

discussions and facilitate philanthropic activities. The media are a constitutive part 

of what came to be known as ‘information society’, a term closely related to the 

modern condition of civil society. With their help citizens can be informed or even 

stirred to collective action. In spite of these potentials, the media is a separate force 

on the public arena, which has its economic inte-rests. Several centuries ago it was 

dubbed ‘the fourth force’ and there are good arguments this is still the case. 

Hence, civil society is a sphere of social interaction and articulation 

different from – yet staying in close contact with – the family, the economy, the 

state, and the media. It is an area enabling citizens not only to express their 

freedom, but also to self-organise and act for the common good’s sake. Although 

it is easy to agree with the argument that civil society’s practices can 

nevertheless exclude some groups, like women’s
100

, it seems that the reason for 

this is that civil society is coming from the same social fabric as any of the other 

spheres of human interaction. Actually civil society gives opportunities to such 

purportedly marginalised groups to affirm their identity and endorse their rights.  

Jerzy Szacki juxtaposes civil society with: political, repressive, ‘natural’ 

(traditional), pluralistic (in the sense of ‘segmented’), bourgeois, and ‘developed 

socialist’ society
101

. Civil society occupies a specific realm and implies certain 

relationships, shared values and norms, which sets it apart from these quasi-civil 

societies. These norms include trust, reciprocity, active attitude to issues  

of common interest, entrepreneurship and responsibility, while the most 

unquestioned value is freedom. 

Civil society is also a means for solving problems inadequately handled 

by the state authorities or just for doing things differently. The inherent need to 

co-operate both with the state and the economic enterprise positions civil society 
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initiatives in a special situation. On the one hand, civil society actors are not 

entitled to govern and, on the other, their aim is not profit making. As such, civil 

society institutions are to a measurable extent dependent on both the state and 

the market. Philippe Schmitter is one of the authors who contribute to the 

discussions on this issue important argument about the necessary conditions of 

the autonomy and the self-limitation of civil society groups.  

‘Civil society can be defined as a set or system of self-organised intermediary 
groups that: (1) are relatively independent of both public authorities and private 

units of production and reproduction, that is, of firms and families; (2) are capable 
of deliberating about and taking collective actions in defence or promotion of their 
interests or passions; (3) do not seek to replace either state agents or private 
(re)producers or to accept responsibility for governing the polity as a whole; and 
(4) agree to act within pre-established rules of a ‘civil’, i.e. mutually respectful,  
nature.’102 

 

Once the terrain and the ethics of civil society have been formulated, it is 

important to note that, ideally, civil society’s origins should be grass-roots. 

Grass-roots initiatives are usually contrasted with those which are launched  

top-down. It seems that this grass-roots condition can be found most easily  

in not yet institutionalised activities, such as those expressing protest or civil 

disobedience. In other words, the origins of a civic activity can be grass-roots 

and it can eventually be embodied in the founding of an NGO. Once an 

organisation is established and starts to function on a regular basis, providing 

some remunerated positions, the laws of bureaucracy and the rules of oligarchy 

inevitably endanger the grass-roots ethos. Nevertheless, the grass-roots condition 

is an invaluably significant variable when assessing to what extent a concrete 

civil society is indigenous.  

Other important – and distinguishing – attributes of civil society provides 

Andrzej Siciński, who introduces three binary oppositions: the 

vertical/horizontal organisation of the society; ‘withdrawn’/participating society; 

and closed/open society
103

. The former of the components in these pairs describe 

the ideal society real socialism aspired after, while the latter elements stand for 

civil society. Siciński also reminds those of us who may be inclined to think 

about civil society in terms of urban-based large organisations, that both, 
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Gemeinschaft (community) and Gesellschaft (association or society) types of 

society identified by Ferdinand Tonnies can and do characterise civil society
104

.  

The famous Tonnies’ pair corresponds to the two most general stages of 

societal development. It designates the transition from traditional to modern type 

of society, from kinship community to the more impersonal and more civic 

associations model. The transformation of the predominantly Gemeinschaft type 

of affinity and aggregation into Gesellschaft is historically connected with the 

rapid growth of urbanisation in Western countries. The city’s propensity to 

impel  

atomisation and individuation among its inhabitants also provided for greater 

freedom of expression and association. Though both Gemeinschaft and 

Gesellschaft co-exist in the real societies, it is this latter one that characterises 

modern civil society in the Western world. Hence, the distinctly civic character 

of societal relations sets Gesellschaft apart from Gemeinschaft. However, can 

civility  

be taken for granted in civil societies? 

The notion of civility, or rather its lack, has been criticised by left-wing 

writers as well as by more conservative scholars, like John Keane
105

. He 

contends that the wide incidence of violence in otherwise civil societies makes 

for their ‘uncivil’ character. Violence, poverty, diseases, racism and other evils 

that plague humanity actually call for the combined efforts of civil society 

organisations to cope with these. Such is the argument presented by Jone 

Pearce
106

: 

‘An authentic civil society must involve the poor and the weak gaining real and 
meaningful rights as citizens... Constructing civil society cannot be essentially 
about building up intermediary development organizations to represent the ‘poor’: 
it must be about empowering the poor and enabling them to fight for their own 
rights as citizens.’ 

 

The definition of civil society that sees it mostly as the self-organisation 

of independent groups which are able to balance the state should be 

complemented by one more very important condition. As John Hall puts it, 

‘membership of autonomous groups needs to be both voluntary and overlapping 
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if society is to become civil’
107

. What Hall means is that the ‘civil’ attribute is 

contingent upon the affinity of citizens to more than one organisation. This 

condition can be better understood if we consider groups, which although grass-

roots and autonomous, can further the interests of their members at the dear cost 

of the rest of citizens. The example of some pseudo-religious, nationalist and 

counter-cultural groups, which are closed and hostile towards the society well 

illustrate this point. The tradition these groups fostered is still alive and, 

according to  

Joanna Kurczewska, Katarzyna Staszyńska and Hanna Bojar, it comprises one  

of the barriers to the development of civil society in Poland today
108

. 

One of the most uncompromising critics of civil society is Keith Tester. 

He goes as far as to view civil society as ‘an imagination’
109

. Even if civil socie- 

ty is an imagination, we know that ‘imagined communities’ activities can have 

very real consequences. A good example of this argument is Robert Putnam’s 

influential book Making Democracy Work where he discusses civic traditions  

in modern Italy in their historical context. Putnam argues that ‘voluntary co-

operation is easier in a community that has inherited a substantial stock of social 

capital, in the form of norms of reciprocity and networks of civic 

engagement’
110

. To Putnam, social capital can take different forms, and trust is 

one of its basic embodiments.  

Putnam also draws the reader’s attention to the distinction between social 

capital and ‘conventional capital’. The former of these – the argument goes – is  

a public good, while the latter characterises private good. Similarly, trust can be 

a private as well as a public trait. Putnam is equally concerned with what Hall 

dubbed ‘overlapping’ membership. Putnam differentiates between ‘bonding’ and 

‘bridging’ forms of social capital. The former of these corresponds to such ties 

that reinforce reciprocity, inclusion, and trust. The latter, albeit, is similarly 

important because bridging forms connect people across often disparate groups. 

Putnam underscores the dynamic quality of civic engagement and he also  

empirically highlights the crucial importance of culture for the understanding  

of civil society. 
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In Piotr Gliński’s words, ‘civil behaviour patterns ... may be recognised  

as the fundamental component of political culture in any society’
111

. Political 

culture is a notion partially overlapping with the sphere occupied by civil society. 

It has become a special area of interest for scholars, especially when some 

societies faced the difficult task to develop democratic political cultures. Gabriel  

Almond is one of the political scientists who systematically study this concept. 

After Talcott Parsons he defines political culture as ‘consisting of cognitive,  

affective, and evaluative orientations to political phenomena, distributed in 

national populations or in subgroups’
112

. The relations an individual or an 

institution enters in the process of enacting the particular political culture include 

exchanges of opinions and knowledge regarding the performance of different 

actors on all the levels of interaction within the polity. 

Chris Bryant attempts to provide a universal-applying matrix where the 

cross-cuttings of the determinants of political culture will allow for classifying 

its four different types. He argues that ‘the political culture of a society will vary 

according to whether the predominance of either civil or political participation 

aligns with the predominance of either a civic or an ethnic nation’
113

. For 

example, he positions Poland after 1980–81 in the ‘ethnic nation – civil religion’ 

cell, while, for instance the US and the Czech Republic fit into the ‘civic-nation 

– civil religion’ cell. Bryant also makes an important distinction between 

political and civil religion. The former of these characterises societies where 

politics has penetrated the whole social fabric, while the latter has to do only 

with the political order. 

It would be instructive to take a closer look at the notion of ‘civil reli- 

gion’, because it appears to be a concept closely related to civil society. Civil 

religion is a term coined by Jean Jacques Rousseau. In the discourse about civil 

society, however, civil religion is understood as the ‘discipline for the healing  

of divisive memories, so as to render possible the forging of new bonds of 

solidarity ... (which) transcend the division between believer and non-

believer’
114

. The memories Andrew Shanks has in mind are those of the 

totalitarian past. Shanks adds to the concept of civil society the need for a 

‘spiritual affinity’  
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between individuals. Thus he argues for a new form of civil religious culture that 

will provide the spiritual underpinning civil society reportedly requires.  

Similar to this is the understanding of citizenship as a moral agency,  

endorsed by the communitarian thinkers
115

. The idea of community as an embo- 

diment of good life can be found in the works of scholars since antiquity.  

Communitarianism advocates that the understanding of human behaviour is  

possible only when it is viewed in the respective social, cultural and historical 

contexts. The more important normative aspect of communitarian thought,  

however, draws attention to the community as a ‘desired level of human 

relationships’ and a ‘good that people should seek’
116

. Communitarianism should 

be understood as the commitment to associational principles and values but also 

as the adherence to traditions shared by the members of the community. Henry 

Tam argues that a communitarian civil society is characterised by the continuous 

nature of ‘the diverse voluntary activities of citizens in improving their 

communities’ quality of life’
117

. Unlike individualism, communitarianism is 

expected to provide a cure for the fragmentation of modern societies. I will go 

back to the distinction between individualism and communitarianism when 

analysing my research material. This distinction proves especially fruitful since 

it throws light on changes that have taken place in civic activism in Poland.  

Another concept akin to civil society and derived from Christian culture is 

subsidiarity. The principle of subsidiarity was developed by the Catholic social 

science, but it can also be traced back to 19
th
 century liberal political thinking

118
. 

For the first time the postulate of subsidiarity was formulated in 1931 by the 

Pope Pius XI in the encyclical Quadrogesimo anno, dedicated to the renewal of 

social order. The definition of subsidiarity states that officials from the higher 

ranks of government should not intervene in the internal problems of the local 

community, thus depriving people from their competence – and responsibility  

– to cope with it by themselves. By the same token, the local community is not 

supposed to intervene when a group representing a yet smaller structure (i.e. the 

inhabitants of a district in the city, a family or a single person) can deal with 

their problems. Rather, representatives from higher ranks should focus on 
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supporting the local community in case of need as well as co-ordinating between 

the deeds of one group with the activities of other social groups. The principle of 

subsidiarity forwards the idea of the grass-roots self-organisation of society.  

All of the above-mentioned conceptions of civil society and those akin to 

it point to different important aspects of the phenomenon of civil society. To my 

mind, civil society can be defined as the public sphere – distinct from the state, 

the market, the media and the family – where citizens are free to self-organise in 

order to pursue their individual and negotiate their groups’ interests, heed to the 

interests of marginalised groups, address social and humanity’s problems but 

also to practise their hobbies. This societal self-organisation exists in congruence 

with the rule of law. Participation in civil society provides the way to influence 

decision-making processes taking place in local and central governments as well 

as in international governmental organisations. It is the software that can run 

modern participatory democracy. However, it is a medium, which can be filled 

with meaning only by the activities of mature citizenry. 

As demonstrated above, the field of theorising about civil society is very 

rich and permits different interpretations, calls for the critical analysis of culture 

and history, urges scholars to examine philosophical as well as purely practical 

questions. Even more importantly, it allows social scientists to assess the state of 

civil society. Indeed, the different aspects of civil society mentioned above can 

be identified in the real life of societies. For example, the discussion about 

freedom is not but a philosophical contemplation with no allusions to practice. It 

can be analysed by investigating the constitutional guarantees of citizens in a 

given country and by studying the laws stipulating the rights to associate. 

Having  

in mind the theoretical background of the concept of civil society, it is time to 

narrow down the scope of analysis and have a closer look at the state of civil 

society in Poland. 

 

 

1.4.  Civil society in Poland 

 

A decade ago democratic freedoms and procedures as well as market 

reforms were introduced in the countries from the former communist bloc. These 

transformations, together with the dissimilar degree of development of the civil 

societies in the region, predetermined the subsequent path each society took. As 

Marcia Weigle and Jim Butterfield suggest, there have been four stages in the 



Civil society in theory and at work 

 

43 

ongoing development of civil society in Central Europe: defensive, emergent, 

mobilizational and institutional
119

. They contend that the defensive and emergent 

stages were moulded by the Communist regimes of post-totalitarian social 

systems. However, in the ‘mobilizational and institutional [stages] ... the 

character of civil society is unique to each country and depends largely on 

historical precedent, political culture ..., particular forms of nationalism, and the 

social context of institutional development’
120

. The constant threat of invasion by 

the Soviet Union’s armed forces which could crush any mass strike in the ex-

communist bloc should have limited to a significant extent the emergence of 

successful radical movements in these countries.  

Hence this, as one would call it now, Big Brother’s omnipresence must 

have had a cooling effect on the demands for changes that the Solidarity 

movement could try to foster. Although one can agree with Pełczynski’s 

argument that the application of the concept of ‘civil society’ before the 

emergence of Solidarity is a ‘piece of mystification’
121

, it is nevertheless true 

that this mass movement did not appear out of a vacuum. The roots of 

awakening civic self-consciousness can be traced back to the events in 1956 

when workers in Poznan initiated social protest and demanded ‘freedom and 

bread’
122

. Although this demonstration was broken, it had a positive side effect. 

It coincided with the disorientation in the communist party (Polska Zjednoczona 

Partia Robotnicza) caused by the death of the president Bolesław Bierut. The 

party took a tactical decision and thwarted both worker’s further protests and 

intervention on the side of the Soviet Union. As a result this same year marked 

the end of the Stalinist regime and Wladyslaw Gomułka became the new 

leader
123

. After 1956 revisio- 

nism set the new rules of the game in Poland. 

Gomułka remained at his post till 1970, when workers’ protests in 

Gdansk, Gdynia and Szczecin lead to his dismissal. Edward Gierek became the 

new first secretary. The years of his rule are known for the relative affluence 

Polish society enjoyed in the 1970s. However, the experience of the 
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consequences of the mismanagement of resources borrowed from the West 

coupled with the growing awareness among the society of the excesses party 

functiona- 

ries revelled in, whetted workers’ expectations towards the authorities. When 

victuals’ prices grew in 1976, workers again went on strike. Like in 1970, this 

strike was uncompromisingly crushed. In 1976 the Workers’ Defence Committee 

(Komitet Obrony Robotników, KOR) was established to help prosecuted workers. 

It was at this time that the Movement for the Defence of Human and Citizens’ 

Rights (ROPCIO – Ruch Obrony Praw Człowieka i Obywatela) was also 

founded. Later on KOR acted as an organ of self-defence and also as a link 

between intellectuals with workers. The Catholic Church played an important 

role in the awakening of the societal forces, too. It provided a haven for 

activities in the spheres of culture, education and self-help
124

.  

It is during these years that the most famous dissidents and theoreticians 

of the ‘Polish way’ Adam Michnik and Jacek Kuroń formulated their ideas. 

They believed in the possibility of a quasi-independent society, a society that 

would function in spite of the totalitarian state. In the late 1970s one of the 

unique to Poland ideas that can be discussed within the discourse of civil society 

was formulated. It is the ‘new evolutionism’ concept coined by Michnik
125

. This 

idea implied self-liberation of the society, but it also meant ‘self-limiting 

revolution’
126

 in the words of Kuroń. In other words, the ‘new evolutionism’ 

approach presupposed the self-organisation of the society within the limits of the 

oppressive political system. However, it postulated ‘unremitting participation in 

public life’
127

 on behalf of the democratic opposition. 

Commenting on these developments, Pełczynski maintains that the end of 

the 1970s witnessed the rebirth of political society in Poland
128

. As such, it 

prepared the ground for the emergence of the civil society, embodied by the 

Solidarity movement. Although several observers note that – unlike the Western 

movements – Solidarity had overtly political character, there is no doubt that 

back then it stood for genuine civil society. It was the totalitarian system that 
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predetermined this political aspect of Solidarity. It is difficult to imagine that any 

significant changes could be achieved by participation in counter-cultural 

activities, for instance. Nevertheless, the newly formed trade union – which 

actually was much more than trade union; it was also a political party and a mass 

movement – had to continue the policy of the self-limiting revolution. Even 

when Lech Wałęsa, the leader of Solidarity, was in the position to file requests 

with the authorities, he insisted: 

‘We do not question socialism... We surely will not go back to capitalism, neither 
will we emulate some Western model, because here it is Poland and we want to 
have Polish solutions. ... we will not further any political demands, let alone put 
such into practice.’129 

 

This model, as Pełczynski rightfully notes, echoes the Gramscian 

understanding of civil society. Although Antonio Gramsci formulated his ideas 

having in mind capitalist, though totalitarian state, they were enacted some 60 

years later in communist Poland. Succinctly, Gramsci argued for gradual long-

term actions initiated by autonomous civic organisations. As long as the party’s 

‘hegemony’ left intact Solidarity members, the Polish dissent can be said to fit 

the scenario envisaged by Gramsci. However, the attempt to achieve ‘piecemeal 

takeover of the state’
130

 and the Solidarity’s members resolution to abstain from 

violent actions were in contrast with the Gramscian understanding. The Solida- 

rity movement had more than ‘pragmatic’ aims. It also stood for a ‘moral 

crusade’
131

. It had its idiosyncratic features, which made it difficult to 

completely fit this movement into any of the analytical frameworks of civil 

society developed before. 

The point of view of civil society in this context aims at twofold reorientation. 
First, the juxtaposition of society against the state indicates ... a shift concerning 
the target of democratization, from the whole social system to society outside of 

state institutions proper. Second, the conception also indicates that the agent or the 
subject of the transformation must be an independent or rather a self-organizing 
society aiming not at social revolution but at structural reform achieved as a result 
of organized pressure from below.132 
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The ethical underpinnings of the line of action undertaken by Solidarity are 

therefore a very important factor for the understanding of the nature of this self-

limiting revolution. The Polish philosopher and priest Józef Tischner in his book 

The Ethos of Solidarity argued that Solidarity aimed at a dialogue with the 

authorities and purposefully refrained from violence. The members of Solidarity 

viewed freedom as the essence of being
133

. Similarly, Włodzimierz Wesolowski 

analyses Solidarity’s ethos within the framework of the 

Gemeinschaft/Gesselschaft dicho- 

tomy and the Weberian associative and communal relations
134

. He argues that 

Solidarity had communal character because of the egalitarian features this 

movement exhibited, the insistence on values such as human dignity, solidarity 

and national independence and the importance of personal contacts. Stefan Nowak 

likewise argued that Solidarity had become an 'ethos group'
135

. 

The ‘independent civil society’ survived during the martial law in Poland. 

Indeed, Solidarity had to go underground. During these hard times underground 

literature, discussions and lectures played the role of school for the democratic 

opposition. Several years later the self-developing democratic political culture of 

this independent society was again put to the test when it could go aboveground 

and negotiate on the round-table talks its enter to politics. Communism was 

ousted in all the countries of Eastern and Central Europe and the democratic 

oppositional movements in their initial stage of development entered history. 

The nascent democracies faced the future, which nobody guaranteed would be 

‘bright’. Once the essential condition – freedom – was granted to citizens, 

theoretically any kind of civic activity could appear. However, the nature of civil 

society also changes once it has to move out of the anti-state paradigm. 

When discussing the evolution of civil society in Poland, it is necessary to 

have a closer look at the changes that took place in the Solidarity ethos as well. 

As any mass social movement that later on entered institutionalised politics and 

the representatives of which got the opportunity to occupy leading positions in 

the governing of the country, Solidarity moved from the area of mythical 

heroism to the domain of the Establishment. Wesołowski
136

 presents a quite 
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detailed description of the transformation of the Solidarity ethos and positions it 

in the political life in Poland during and after communism. As mentioned above, 

he argues that the Solidarity of the 1980s was characterised by its strong 

communal features, which roots were in nationalism and Christianity. ‘The 

Solidarity ethos drew on elements of Polish culture, both popular and 

intellectual. This included Christian theology and the philosophy of Polish 

Romanticism. [A] strong emphasis was placed on sacrifice and the devotion of 

human values.’
137

 

To Wesołowski, when the chief aim of this movement was achieved and 

new political, social and economic interests came to the fore, it turned out that 

this ethos had become ‘inappropriate’ and ‘counter-productive’. As a result there 

has happened a gradual shift from the socialised idea of civil society towards the 

more limited classical notion, which lays emphasis on the rule of law, political 

citizenship and the freedom of economic enterprise. Joanna Kurczewska holds 

the opposite view. She asserts that it is the rooted in Polish political tradition 

operationalisation of civil society that reflects the reality in Poland
138

. According 

to Kurczewska, Polish civil society’s characteristic features imply that ‘it is  

a community rather than an association ... its nature derives from organic, stable 

bonds of co-operation which may generate local and national patriotism’
139

.  

I will go back to the individualism versus communitarianism dispute in Chapter 

Six of this book. 

Nowadays many find discordance between the noble program Solidarity 

strove to achieve and the reality of the present. However, as Aleksander Smolar 

rightfully notes, it is actually not the case that Poles have been ‘unfaithful’  

to Solidarity’s program. Besides the unquestioned role Solidarity played in  

overturning the communist system, it also facilitated the  

‘Transformation of millions of people of labour into citizens. It re-established  
the feeling of community bonds, it created the consciousness that between the 

individual lonesomeness and the mythical unity with the people and God there  
is a political community of citizens.’140 

 

These reflections concern rather the general situation of civil society  

in Poland. As far as the consciousness of the members of this trade union goes,  
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it is still the case that they see the state, which they equate with the government, 

as their chief adversary. Edmund Mokrzycki, who initially held an optimistic 

view about the future of civil society in Poland, had later on changed his mind, 

apparently influenced by the observation of some worrying tendencies in the 

evolution of Polish democracy. Mokrzycki argued that there can still be noticed 

a strong propensity to give credence to the myth of civil society in Poland,  

a myth created by Western observers
141

. In reality – the argument goes – there 

exists the unshakeable belief in the divide between ‘us’, the ordinary citizens, 

and ‘them’, the authorities. 

In Mokrzycki’s opinion, it is still the case that civil society is against the 

state. However, it should be noted that both sides have contributed to this 

situation of mutual mistrust. The state has not been treating civil society as an 

equal partner. And if any group is willing to confront the state, which is usually 

the case with politicised trade unions, this group is advancing solely its own 

particularistic interests. The problem is that the society supports these groups, 

because it believes trade unions represent the whole society. As a result, 

Mokrzycki maintained, democracy serves only the interests of some groups, 

which have learnt how to use the mechanisms of democracy to achieve their 

purposes. These are, namely, the political elite and, occasionally, the litigious-

minded protest actions of organised labour groups. These practices characterise 

the type of  

political culture that has gained legitimacy. Mokrzycki concluded that Poland 

has become ‘a welfare state for those who have political power’.  

Actually, Mokrzycki’s analysis reflected the change of the Solidarity 

ethos described by Wesołowski. Mokrzycki also underscored the fact that 

culture, including political culture, is the domain which needs a lot of time to  

undergo change. An example of this is the observation that practices carried out 

in the past are still regarded as the only working way to achieve a particular 

group’s demands. Such ‘heritages of the past’ were discussed in greater detail by 

Lena Kolarska-Bobińska. In the very beginning of the transformation era she 

argued that the Polish ‘society experiences a state of anomy’
142

. Kolarska-

Bobińska explained the ‘passivity’ and ‘slow emergence of civil society’ via the 
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‘survival of the patterns of acting and thinking acquired under real socialism’
143

. 

However, she also identified two other factors, which hamper participation in 

public life: the consequences of the process of change as well as the singularities 

of the transformation in Poland. Kolarska-Bobińska forwarded the hypothesis 

that in the future societal self-organisation will be characterised by the 

‘crystallization and representation of group interests’
144

.  

Elżbieta Tarkowska’s arguments seem to substantiate Kolarska-Bobińska’s 

hypothesis. In one of her works Tarkowska analyses the tendency to presentist 

orientation, which plagues the society and is a stumbling-block to engaging in 

activities that can effectively change the reality. It is in the ‘participation in various 

... groups and collectivities’ Tarkowska envisions the possibility to ‘widen and 

deepen the time horizon, ... enrich the remembered past and stimulate planning’
145

. 

The presentist orientation discussed by Tarkowska is part and parcel of another 

infamous phenomenon, i.e. learned helplessness. Here is how Mirosława Marody 

defined it: ‘the unwillingness, or even the inability, to initiate an autonomous 

activity in public life; holding the authorities responsible for the form of this 

participation’
146

. Marody also argued that the attitude of learned helplessness is 

coupled with the narrowing of one’s time-horizon concerning the planning and 

taking up of activities. Nonetheless, as Tarkowska and Kolarska-Bobińska 

assume, the overcoming of the presentist orientation can be achieved via 

engagement in activities, which further the interests of some group or the society 

at large. However, as the persistence of what Edmund Mokrzycki called 

‘claimants’ solidarity’
147

 has shown, the crystallisation and representation of group 

interests do not necessarily follow the pattern implied by social engineers.  

Grzegorz Ekiert and Jan Kubik
148

 made an analysis of protest events in 

post-communist Poland. They have discovered that although after 1993 the 

number of protest actions decreased significantly, Poles have increasingly 

associated this practice as an appropriate way to participate in public life. 

'Collective protest...became institutionalised as a routine means of advancing 

                                                
143  Ibid., p. 279. 
144  Ibid., p. 287. 
145  E. Tarkowska 1989 “Uncertainty of the Future and Domination of a Presentist Orientation:  

a New or Lasting Phenomenon” in Sisyphus: Society in Transition, nr 6, p. 180. 
146  M. Marody 1987 „Antynomie społecznej świadomości” in Odra, nr 1, p. 6. 
147  E. Mokrzycki 1997 „Od protocapitalizmu do posocjalizmu: makrostrukturalny wymiar  

dwukrotnej zmiany ustroju” in H. Domański and A. Rychard eds. Elementy nowego ładu, 
Warszawa, p. 43, emphasis in the original. 

148  G. Ekiert and J. Kubik 1998 “Collective Protest in Post-Communist Poland, 1989–1993:  
a Research Report” in Communist and Post-Communist Studies, vol. 31, n. 2. 



Civil society in theory and at work 

 

50 

grievances and pressing for policy change'
149

. According to Piotr Gliński, 

though, institutionalisation took place later on. It was preceded by the maturation 

process movements underwent
150

. It is important to note here that the analysis of 

protest events within the discourse of civil society should be understood as an 

expression of what the American transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau some  

150 years ago called ‘civil disobedience’
151

.  

This aspect of the contemporary method for furthering grievances by the 

public also reflects the persistent scarcity of trust in public institutions. Piotr 

Sztompka points to the crucial importance of trust as a ‘powerful cultural  

resource’ that facilitates the performance of enterpreneurship, citizenship and 

legalism alike
152

. Sztompka hypothesises that ‘the key to rebuilding robust civil 

society is the restoration of trust in public institutions, public roles, and political 

elites, as well as in the viability of a new political and economic order’
153

. In 

other words, citizens have to learn to use other institutional opportunities besides 

the old and tried means of organising protest events. 

However, it would be a simplistic generalisation to say that it is only the 

seditious legacy of Solidarity that characterises civil society in Poland today. 

Even if one agrees to consider these initiatives as pertaining to the domain of 

civic activities, there is much more beyond the collective protests that typifies 

civil society in Poland. An appropriate analytical framework for the empirical 

assessment of civil society is the distinction among four chief ‘dimensions’ civic 

activity can take. This framework has been developed by Piotr Gliński and 

Hanna Palska
154

. They define civic activity as one in which the interests, needs, 

and aspirations of a social group are put into effect, defended and articulated by 

its members in a shared and conscious way
155

. Civic activity is not just 

complementary to political or economic activities. It expresses the utmost wish 

                                                
149  Ibid., p. 95. 
150  For a detailed analysis of these and other processes, which the environmental movement  

in Poland underwent, see Gliński, P. 1996 Polscy Zieloni...  
151  For a theoretical discussion and empirical illustrations of the manifestations of civil disobe- 

dience in post –1989 Poland, see R. Skrzypiec, J. Korbel and P. Frączak’s papers in P. Gliński, 
B. Lewenstein and A. Siciński eds. Samoorganizacja społeczeństwa Polskiego: Trzeci sektor, 
Warszawa, pp. 147–177. 

152  P. Sztompka 1993 in P. Sztompka 1998 “Mistrusting Civility: Predicament of a Post-
Communist Society” in J.C. Alexander ed. op. cit., London, p. 195. 

153  P. Sztompka 1998 “Mistrusting Civility...”. 
154  P. Gliński and H. Palska 1997 „Cztery wymiary społecznej aktywności obywatelskiej”  

in H. Domański and A. Rychard eds. Elementy nowego ładu. Warszawa. 
155  Ibid., p. 365. 
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of the individual to actively participate in the creation of the surrounding reality 

as well as to initiate changes at the grass-roots level. In their analysis Gliński and 

Palska come up with a typology of civic activity’s dimensions observed in 

Poland. Namely, they argue that civic activity can be of a verbal, potential, 

enclave, and empirical kind.  

The verbal dimension is confined to individual 'civic' interventions in the 

mass media or such addressed to the central government. Gliński and Palska 

suggest that this type of politicising is often of a litigious, populist, particula- 

ristic, and demanding character. It has mainly expressive functions and it takes 

place predominantly in discussing politics or 'popular' issues. Gliński and Palska 

argue that 'civic problems' are a 'less attractive' topic for discussion among 

common people because they are less known, difficult, and require efforts
156

. 

However, filing petitions to the central government may signal high ‘functional 

literacy’
157

 and active civic attitude. It may stand for well-informed understand- 

ing of the functioning of democracy and not necessarily involve a litigious  

or petty-minded attitude to institutions. 

Potential civic activity is expressed in the concern people disclose in 

public opinion polls that there is a lack of institutions, which represent their 

interests as well as in the declared willingness to take part in such organisations, 

if they arise. Potential activity has been quite high in the last decade despite the 

esta- 

blishment of numerous NGOs of differentiated objectives. A longitudinal  

research done in 1992, 1995 and 1999
158

 discovered that stable half of the 

respondents think there does not exist an organisation representing their interest. 

Even more telling is the fact that the proportion of these who feel themselves 

represented has been declining, respectively, from 26 per cent to 24 per cent  

and 22 per cent. At the same time, however, after 1995 there can be observed  

decrease in the declared willingness to participate if new organisations arise.  

The percent of those who state they would be interested in joining such new 

establishments grew from 44 per cent to 51 per cent in 1992 and 1995, but then 

dropped to 42 per cent in 1999. 

Third comes the enclave or niche type of civic activity. It evolves around 

certain, partially isolated social circles as well as in response to some social 

                                                
156  Ibid., p. 387. 
157  See I. Białecki 1996 „Alfabetyzm Funkcjonalny” in Res Publica Nowa  nr 6. 
158  IFiS PAN survey Polska i Polacy w końcu lat dziewięćdziesiątych in P. Gliński 2000  

„O pewnych aspektach obywatelskości...”, p. 366. 
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problems, but also around narrowly defined groups' interests. This type of civic 

activity characterises participation in NGOs. After 1989 there has been observed 

a dynamic growth of NGOs in Poland. The 'baby-boom' of NGOs continued till 

1993 and then this quantitative growth became less avalanche-like. Depending 

on the definition we take of what constitutes an NGO, according to one 

estimation in 1997 there were some 48 000 organisations officially registered, of 

which some 30 000 were then really active
159

. In 2000, using the same 

methodology, some 40 000 NGOs were identified in Poland. In 2002 the first 

representative survey was conducted. According to this survey, in 2002 there 

were registered more than 36 500 associations and 5 000 foundations, among 

which at least 58 per cent were active
160

. Nevertheless, neither the number of 

registered nor this of really active NGOs alone can be said to indicate the extent 

of civic activity.  

Last, but not least, comes the empirical activity of citizens. According  

to Gliński and Palska, it stands for civic activity per se. It concerns the whole 

society, not just those people who are engaged in NGOs. The studies of 

empirical activity show that as a whole the society is passive and citizens 

generally are not willing to engage in self-organisation. In 1999 only 7.5 per cent 

declared to 'do something for the society'
161

. A significant proportion of those 

who said they did something for their local community were actually engaged in 

fund-raising for charity purposes. For example, in the year 2000 20 per cent of 

Poles declared to have donated money to NGOs or to the Catholic Church
162

. In 

2002, already 50 per cent reported they have supported financially these 

institutions, although the average sum donated did not exceed 100zł
163

. 

Besides the active engagement in NGOs, participation in solving local 

problems also counts as civic activity. In 1999 20.3 per cent of respondents said 

they have done something for their local community
164

. Another survey shows 

that in 2000 36 per cent have participated in solving problems of their local 

                                                
159  Jawor survey 1996/1997 in Non Governmental Sector in Poland. Basic Information and  

Reports. 1998, Warsaw. 
160  J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański 2002 Podstawowe fakty o organizacjach 

pozarządowych – raport z badania 2002 Warszawa, p. 3. 
161  Survey Polska i Polacy w końcu lat dziewięćdziesiątych (IFiS PAN 1999). 
162  Komunikat ze wspólnych badań SMG/KRC oraz KLON na temat przeznaczenia darowizn, 

March 2001. 
163  J. Dąbrowska and J.J. Wygnański 2001 Wolontariat i filantropia Polaków w liczbach,  

Warszawa, pp. 10–13. 
164  IFiS survey 1999 in P.Gliński 2000 „O pewnych aspektach obywatelskości...”, p. 366. 
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community or in some non-governmental initiative
165

. Some other studies come 

up with slightly different picture of the empirical activity of citizens in Poland. 

Naturally, depending on the methodology applied as well as on the definition  

of ‘civic activity’ researchers utilise, there is some divergence in the results  

acquired.  

The account presented above fully supports the argument that 

contemporary civil society in Poland functions only in certain areas. One can 

only agree with Piotr Gliński, who argues that ‘civil society ... appears in Poland 

predominantly in some local communities well integrated with their properly 

performing local self-governments, partially in the non-governmental sector as 

well as in the sphere of weakly formalised social movements’
166

.  

At this juncture it would be instructive to see to what extent participation 

and/or membership in NGOs is embedded in Polish society. How can this be 

measured? Just as there is no unanimous agreement about which types of 

organisations qualify as NGOs, there are also numerous ways to gauge the 

society’s civic activity. It is possible to count only participation in the work of an 

NGO  

or to take into account nominal membership in such organisation or non-

institutionalised movement. The methodological tools employed in studying 

‘civic engagement’ can vary, too. In what follows I will present the outcomes  

of three studies utilising different methodologies and covering diverse scope  

of organisations.  

 

 

1.5.  Polish society’s involvement in NGOs 

 

As it can be seen on the following table, it is difficult to come up with  

a uniform tendency of engagement in NGOs that is confirmed by all the surveys 

quoted. Nevertheless, it can be argued that the level of membership is somewhat 

more stable than that of participation in these organisations. However, 

membership can be just formal or it can simply have declaratory nature. As far 

as participation only is concerned, it is not dramatically decreasing, though its 

progress has certainly been halted. The ‘normalisation’ processes that are taking 

                                                
165  CBOS 2000 „Społeczeństwo obywatelskie? Między aktywnością społeczną a biernością”, 

Warszawa. 
166  P. Gliński 2000 „O pewnych aspektach...”, p. 364. 
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place in institutionalised civic initiatives can account for this tendency. As it will 

be seen later on, when the statistics concerning the NGO sector will be 

presented, the decelerated development of organised civic initiatives is part and 

parcel of the overall trend of comparable drop in the number of newly-

established NGOs. 

The following table shows in a comparative way the findings of four  

longitudinal studies. This table clearly demonstrates the observed tendency of 

slowing down in the figures concerning membership and participation in NGOs. 

According to other surveys, in 2001 the declared membership in NGOs is 4.5 per 

cent, while in 2002 it dropped to 4.1 per cent
167

. Due to the very broad definition 

utilised in some of these studies, it is difficult to compare them. The idea is to 

illustrate the argument of the (temporary) decrease in engagement in NGOs. 

Besides, even if it is possible to quantitatively measure what part of Polish  

society has been participating in the work of the NGO sector, assessment of this 

kind will not inform us about the quality of this engagement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
167  J. Dąbrowska and J.J. Wygnański 2001 Wolontariat i filantropia Polaków..., p. 23. 
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IFiS PAN168 
+ + + + + + + + +  V   28.6%   21%  
+ + + + + + + + +   V  13.7%   12.6%  
+ +          V 5.5% 13.3%   9%  

CBOS169 
(widest scope of 
organisations) 

+ + + + + + + + + +  V    23% 24%  

+ +   + + + + + +  V   16% 21%   

Leś and Nałęcz170 
(on the basis of 
OBOP ’98 and 

Poles ’90 and ‘95) 

+ + + +  + + + +  V  27% 22%  26%   

Klon/Jawor171 + +         V       4.1% 

                                                
168  P. Gliński 2001 „Dziesięć lat współpracy...”, p. 22. 
169  CBOS 1998 Zbiorowa aktywność społeczna Polaków and CBOS 2000 Społeczeństwo obywatelskie? .... 
170  E. Leś and S. Nałęcz 2000 „Infrastruktura społeczeństwa obywatelskiego – wstępne wyniki międzynarodowych badań sektora non-profit  

w Polsce”, Warszawa. 
171  J. Dąbrowska and J.J. Wygnański 2001 Wolontariat i filantropia Polaków..., p. 23. 
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It is also instructive to see how active and passive citizens are 

differentiated on the basis of their age, vocation, place of residence, and 

education.  

According to the IFiS PAN survey, in 1995 as well as in 1999 civic activity  

depended mostly on the education and the vocation of the respondent. In 1999 

19 per cent of people with higher education were active – compared to 9 per cent 

with high and 7 per cent with primary education. Accordingly, 28 per cent of the 

intelligentsia, 7 per cent of the qualified workers and only 4 per cent of the 

agricultural workers were found to participate in an NGO. Interestingly, what 

has changed recently is the connection between the place of residence and the 

civic engagement. In 1995 18 per cent of people living in cities with over 100 

000 of population and only 11 per cent of those in villages were engaged, while 

in 1999 these figures were, respectively, 8 per cent for cities and 10 per cent in 

villages. According to the CBOS surveys higher status of the respondent and 

residence  

in a city are indicative of higher involvement in civic activities.  

Nevertheless, it would be a simplistic generalisation to say that the most 

common type of active citizen is the well-educated urban member of the 

intelligentsia. As the CBOS surveys indicate, people belonging to different 

demographic categories are accordingly interested in specific issues. Certain 

material stability contributes to engagement in civic activity, too. Gender is a 

category that somewhat differentiates active from passive citizens. According to 

some studies, men appear to be more occupied in work in NGOs than women. 

Perhaps the prevalence of men on the NGOs’ boards can partially explain this 

observation
172

. Still, among the financially underprivileged groups it is women 

who are especially active. One of the often-cited explanations of the allegedly 

smaller involvement of women in NGOs’ work is their over-burdening with 

domestic duties
173

. Interestingly, when in 1997 a 10 per cent growth of civic 

activity of women was registered, it turned out it was due to the increased 

participation in religious practices mainly by elderly women, who comprised the 

audience of the ultra-Catholic Radio Maryja
174

.  

                                                
172  See J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański 2002 Podstawowe fakty..., p. 25. 
173  I have discussed this and other related issues in “Bulgarian and Polish Women in the Public 

Sphere: A Comparative Analysis” in International Feminist Journal of Politics, Vol. 5, nr 1, 
2003. 

174  E. Kalinowska 1998 „Udział kobiet w życiu publicznym” in A. Zakrzewska, J. Regulska and 
A. Graham eds. Jak być aktywną w życiu publicznym. Przewodnik dla kobiet, Warszawa, p. 17. 
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Indeed, the involvement in religious activities is positively correlated with 

taking part in civic such in the case of women. What more, it seems that the 

systematic participation in religious practices is stronger explanatory factor for 

the involvement in civil society than the active attitude towards politics is
175

. 

Most worrying, however, is the lack of interest in civic activities exhibited  

by young people. In 1999 most active was the age group over 56, followed by 

the 26–30 years old. To similar conclusions have come Grzegorz Gorzelak and 

Bohdan Jalowiecki, who have been carrying out researches of local success in 

Poland
176

. They have discovered that some 75 per cent of youngest respondents 

exhibited lack of trust in people and their intentions – compared to two-thirds  

of sceptics among the middle-aged categories and only half of those over 50. 

The CBOS and the SMG/KRC surveys likewise discovered that pupils and 

students were among the least active citizens. 

It is also possible to measure to what extent Polish citizens are civic-prone 

by looking at the money they donate or the unpaid services they provide to 

NGOs. The survey made by SMG/KRC in 2002
177

 discovered that only 11.1 per 

cent of the respondents had dedicated some time to volunteer work in an NGO 

during the last year. The same survey came up with 50 per cent of respondents 

who had declared financial contribution to some NGO during the last year.  

Interestingly, 37.8 per cent of respondents who have no income and 51 per cent 

of those who do not work for remuneration declared to have made donations to 

NGOs, but are at the same time the category which is the least involved in  

volunteer work. Despite this singularity, the propensity to support an NGO either 

by dedicating time or supporting it financially seems to increase with the age, 

level of education and income of the respondent.  

Perhaps the only civic initiative aiming at raising funds for noble aims, 

which successfully refutes the relevance of most of the cleavages characterising 

involvement in NGOs, is the Great Orchestra for Yule-tide Help (Wielka  

Orkiestra Świątecznej Pomocy, WOŚP). The Orchestra is a charity-oriented 

initiative, which author and leader is Jerzy Owsiak. It is an undertaking unique 

to Poland and to Europe. Since 1991 Owsiak has been activating on an annual 

basis thousands of volunteers, who engage in fund-raising throughout Poland. 

More than 80 per cent of Poles participate in this initiative and contribute their 

                                                
175  See the surveys CBOS 2000 Społeczeństwo obywatelskie?... and SMG/KRC XII. 2001. 
176  G. Gorzelak, B. Jalowiecki et al. 1999 Dynamics and Factors of Local Success in Poland, 

Warsaw. 
177  J. Dąbrowska and J.J. Wygnański 2001 Wolontariat i filantropia... Warszawa. 
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time and money for the sake of the common good
178

. WOŚP is an enterprise 

supported by the young and elderly alike. Both people with higher education and 

such who have finished primary school take part in it. In 1993 Owsiak managed 

to raise more than 1.5 million $, whereas in 2002 WOŚP’s volunteers gathered 

about 12 million $. The donations are distributed to medical centres or families 

and are usually spent buying medical equipment for ill children.  

It is also possible to look at civic involvement from the negative point of 

view. From 1991 to 1997 the percent of citizens not participating in any civic 

activity (broadly defined) increased from 69.5 per cent to 84.4 per cent
179

. Such 

high level of non-engagement seems to be typical of post-communist societies. 

In Romania it is 81.7 per cent and in Hungary – 68 per cent. However, some 

developed countries also have a significant proportion of passive citizens (68 per 

cent in Japan, 66.3 per cent in Italy, though 19 per cent in the US). These 

evaluations, however, do not tell us anything about the country-specific context  

in which civic initiatives thrive nor it is clear what type of involvement this is 

(i.e. whether it is grass-roots or the NGO sector is competitive enough to attract 

people to work in it for remuneration). Therefore on the basis of such figures one 

cannot endorse the view that, for example, the more well-off the society, the 

more uninhibited its citizens feel to be active in the public sphere. These figures 

solely demonstrate that even in developed and affluent states engagement in 

civic activities is a choice made by a limited segment of the society. Those who 

participate in civic activities, however, can establish or join an NGO. The cha- 

racteristic features of the Third sector and the people involved in it will be 

analysed in the following two chapters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
178  According to Pentor in A. Filas and M. Klimkowski 2002 „Róbta co trzeba” in Wprost, p. 67. 
179  R. Inglehart 1989-1993 and CBOS 1997 in J. Bartkowski 2002 “Społeczne determinanty 

geograficznego rozmieszczenia organizacji pozarządowych w Polsce” in P. Gliński,  
B. Lewenstein and A. Siciński eds. Samoorganizacja społeczeństwa... 
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Chapter Two:  

Non-governmental organisations – civil society’s medium 
 

 

Abstract: In this chapter I will deal with the relationship between civil society 

and NGOs. I will present some possible definitions of the phenomenon ‘NGO’ 

and the definition accepted in this book. Then I will make an overview of the 

theories regarding the voluntary sector. The Third sector in Poland will be  

juxtaposed with the NGO sectors in other post-communist countries. After that  

I will make a review of the genesis and history of NGOs in Poland. Some basic 

statistics of the Third sector and the people engaged in it will be set out.  

The legal atmosphere in which institutionalised civic initiatives thrive will be  

described as well as the interactions the Third sector enters with the other  

sectors. I will focus on some chosen facets of the NGO sector in Poland. 

 

 

2.1.  Conceptualising civil society and defining NGOs 

 

One of the crucial steps a scholar willing to study civil society has to take 

is to identify a social phenomenon that stands for civil society. Such a decision 

necessitates the conceptualisation of civil society. How can civil society be 

conceptualised? Which of the forms civil society takes should be selected as the 

most appropriate for representing the whole phenomenon? As Kimberley 

Stanton notes, whereas Alexis de Tocqueville laid emphasis on the process of 

associative life and traditional democratic theory focused on party and electoral 

systems as the primary mechanisms enabling popular participation, at present 

civil society is viewed more instrumentally
180

. Today it is NGOs that are 

legitimately believed to be the ‘agents of civil society’
181

.  

One can only agree with the accuracy of this observation. The evolution of 

the conceptualisation of civil society has been a natural one, since it was not only 

‘civil society’ that has been undergoing change, but the political systems and the 

human societies themselves have been going through transformations. However, 

some scholars maintain that not all NGOs are standing for civil society. For  

                                                
180  See K. Stanton 1999 “Promoting Civil Society: Reflections on Concepts and Practice”  

in M.G. Schechter ed. The Revival of Civil Society..., Great Britain, pp. 246–248. 
181  Ibid., p. 248. 
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example, John Clark contends that only these NGOs that are ‘moving beyond  

a “supply-side” approach, concentrating on the delivery of services ... to  

a “demand side” emphasis, helping communities articulate their preferences and 

concerns so as to become active participants in the development process’
182

 are 

emerging as crucial ingredients of civil society. This same argument can be found 

in the communitarians’ conviction, which favours the ‘doing with’ over the  

‘doing for’ approach voluntary organisations assume when working with their 

members and beneficiaries. 

Depending on the circumstances in which NGOs appeared, different  

aspects of their activities have been emphasised. For instance, in the United 

States where the evolution of civil society is said to have been the precondition 

for the emergence of democracy as we know it today, the ‘civic’ and ‘voluntary’ 

aspects of these organisations have been underlined. The other countries, 

especially those which for several decades formed the communist bloc in 

Europe, have had different experiences with democratic rules as well as with the 

opportunities to develop civic initiatives other than the movements for liberation. 

What more, whereas the framework for the evolution of the voluntary sector in 

the US has been the common law tradition, in the countries from Central and 

Eastern Europe the civic code tradition delineates the functions and internal 

structure of this sector
183

. In former communist countries the distinctiveness 

from the state and the business sectors is providing the milestone for the identity 

of NGOs. Although historically there existed organisations corresponding to 

some of the contemporary types of NGOs, like for instance philanthropic 

initiatives or hobby circles, it is generally the case with post-communist 

countries that the wide-spread phenomenon of institutionalised self-organisation 

of some segments of the society was conditioned by the introduction of 

democratic rules and the freedom to associate. 

It is necessary to underscore the fact that the discussion about the 

relationship between civil society and NGOs is relevant only in the context of 

democratic states, where the freedom of association is guaranteed. It is equally 

important to highlight the all too obvious, yet sometimes overlooked truism, that 

‘civil society’ as well as ‘NGOs’ are concepts originating in the West and as such 

they do not necessarily grasp the reality in other cultures, especially in traditional 

                                                
182  J. Clark 1991 Democratizing Development. The Role of Voluntary Organizations, London, p. 593. 
183  B. Synak and M. Ruzica eds. 1996 Sektor pozarządowy w zmieniającym się społeczeństwie: 

dialog polsko-amerykański, Gdańsk-Indianopolis, pp. 147–150. 
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ones. Sometimes these concepts have to be defined in a different way to describe 

their counterparts in non-democratic states and in traditional cultures. Moreover, 

scholars have to be aware of the contested relationship between NGOs and civil 

society and therefore avoid fully equating the former with the latter concept. Given 

these limitations, the discourse about civil society and indigenous NGOs needs to 

be positioned in time and place. 

In democratic states, though, it is difficult to imagine the deliberative or 

participatory aspects of democracy without the input of civil society’s initiatives. 

Civil society’s institutions stand for the content of democracy, whereas formal 

rules and institutions represent the democratic form. Nowadays the study of the 

institutionalised forms of collective actions has gained legitimacy as one of the 

feasible ways of empirically probing into the nature of particular civil societies. 

Furthermore, in the case of Poland, which is the principal case of interest in this 

book, NGOs may very well be the most legitimate object of study. As Jakub 

Wygnański correctly assumes, the other actors of civil society – trade unions and 

political parties – have drifted away from the civil society sphere. Currently 

NGOs are the only groups of institutionalised civic activity that can still boast 

high level of public participation
184

. 

Piotr Gliński is of the opinion that ‘non-governmental organisations in  

Poland fulfil all the major characteristics of civil society’
185

. He also argues that  

it is the liberal version of civil society these organisations embody
186

. By contrast, 

as mentioned in the previous chapter, Joanna Kurczewska prefers to think about 

‘national civil society’, which consists of ‘a network of local civil 

communities’
187

. She points to the prominent role played by traditional social 

actors, such  

as the Catholic Church and the intelligentsia, in the public sphere especially in  

the former Russian territories of Poland. Kurczewska illustrates the ways these 

collective agents act not only as ‘organisational pillars’, but also as ‘moralities 

                                                
184  J.J. Wygnański 2002a „Kryzys wzrostu” in P. Gliński, B. Lewenstein and A. Sicinski eds. 

Samoorganizacja społeczeństwa Polskiego: Trzeci sektor, Warszawa, pp. 251–257, p. 252. 
185  P. Gliński 1999a “The Development of the Third Sector in Poland...”, Prague. 
186  P. Gliński 2000 „O pewnych aspektach obywatelskości...” ” in H. Domański, A. Ostrowska 

and A. Rychard eds. Jak żyją Polacy, Warszawa, p. 372. 
187  J. Kurczewska 2002 “Local civil societies in the nineties” in Polish Sociological Review, nr 3, 

pp. 298–302. 
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guards’
188

. She acknowledges that these actors are contributing to the 

implementation of the ‘elitist model of local civil society’
189

.  

Nevertheless, in another paper by Joanna Kurczewska and Jacek 

Kurczewski, they argue that ‘1989 is ... the date of the restoration of civil society 

in its full meaning’
190

. Jacek Kurczewski and colleagues studied associations 

formed at the grassroots level and uncovered that it is not only post-1989 

organisations that are active in local civil societies, but also pre World War II 

and such that were established during the People’s Poland times
191

. These 

studies can  

be summed up to support the hypothesis that despite the fact that different kinds 

of society’s self-organisation were existing before, during, and after the regime 

of state socialism, it is after 1989 that civil society could start fully developing in 

Poland. In other words, the granting of the formal freedom to associate provided 

the milestone in the history of civil society in Poland. The existence and 

importance of different collective actors on the public sphere notwithstanding, 

NGOs are a legitimate and understudied phenomenon in Poland.  

Having in mind that the examination of civil society and NGOs refers to  

a certain context, it is possible to explore these issues in terms of several methods. 

Different disciplines have elaborated distinct approaches when studying the 

associative dimension of civil society. The political scientist can opt for analysing 

mass organisations – such as trade unions – within the context of democracy. The 

sociologist may choose to research social movements or individual actors engaged 

in civic activities. The economist can concentrate on juxtaposing for-profit and 

non-profit firms. The psychologist can decide on unravelling the motivational 

factors behind the engagement of volunteers or the personality traits of leaders in 

NGOs. The survey-oriented scholars would probably rely on counting and  

comparing instances of membership in civic organisations, whereas those willing 

to conduct an in-depth research on the phenomenon could settle on field study. 

Within this diversity of approaches, David Lewis has singled out ‘two 

parallel research universes’
192

, one dealing with NGOs and the other with non-

                                                
188  Ibid., p. 304. 
189  Ibid., p. 310. 
190  J. Kurczewski and J. Kurczewska 2001 “A Self-Governing Society Twenty Years After:  

Democracy and the Third Sector in Poland” in Social Research, Vol. 68, No. 4, p. 944. 
191  J. Kurczewski, K. Dzieniszewska-Naroska, B. Łaciak, J. Smigielska and L. Zakrzewski 2000 

Local civil society, elections and governance. 
192  D. Lewis 1996 in “Introduction: The Parallel Universes of Third Sector Research…”  

in D. Lewis ed. International Perspectives on Voluntary Action, London, p. 1. 
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profit firms. Scholars perusing the literature deriving from any of these universes 

are likely to experience deja-lu while getting acquainted with studies, which 

sometimes share the same object of research, but apply various concepts to 

describe similar or identical issues. For example, NGOs-oriented studies often 

focus on the relationship of these organisations with the state, on developmental 

issues, on international NGOs, etc. By contrast, as David Lewis contends, the 

non-profit literature usually deals with theoretical issues as well as with policy 

and management questions.  

Similarly, when exemplifying the NGOs and non-profit firms, the former 

are reckoned to include organisations dealing with education, advocacy, social 

services and so on, while the latter are thought to be predominantly service-

delivery organisations. Nevertheless, a considerable amount of overlap concer- 

ning the subject of study is also taking place. For example, scholars from the 

NGO-based tradition write about ‘social activists’
193

, while those assuming the 

non-profit approach prefer the term ‘religious’, ‘ideological’ or ‘social’ 

entrepreneurs
194

. Although these two expressions are fraught with distinctive 

meanings, they refer to the same phenomenon, i.e. the human agent involved in 

the activity of the NGO/non-profit firm. At the same time, defining people in 

NGOs as ‘activists’ or ‘entrepreneurs’ can entail thinking about the individual 

actors either in terms of citizens or as customers. This is due to the fact that 

social  

scientists understand ‘citizens’ when they analyse the behaviour of individuals, 

whereas economists view these same people as ‘consumers’.  

Remarkably, the difficulties connected with the conceptualisation of civil 

society are not exhausted by the acknowledgement of the above-mentioned 

dichotomy of approaches. Civil society has been conceptualised in different 

ways by scholars. Still, it is possible to make a general taxonomy, which 

incorporates civil society organisations and defines their relationship with the 

other players on the public sphere. Jerzy Szacki makes a distinction between the 

private and public subject initiating the activity, and accordingly between the 

private and public aim this activity strives to achieve. Thus he, among other 

writers, diffe- 

                                                
193  J. Koralewicz and H. Malewska-Peyre 1998 Człowiek człowiekowi człowiekiem. Analiza  

wywiadów biograficznych działaczy społecznych w Polsce i we Francji, Warszawa. 
194  E. James 1987 “The non-profit sector in comparative perspective” in W.W. Powell ed.  

The Nonprofit Sector: A Research Handbook, New Haven-Connecticut; P. Grenier 1997 Social 
Entrepreneurs – Vision and Action, unpublished MA thesis, London: LSE. 
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rentiates between four sectors in the broadly understood public sphere. These 

can be positioned as shown in the following table
195

: 

 

 

 

Aim of  

the  

activity 

 
Subject of the activity 

private public 

private I sector: market IV sector: corruption 

public III sector: civil society II sector: government 

 

 

The organisations pertaining to civil society are said to constitute the 

Third sector, while those embodying the ‘dark’ side of social capital belong to 

the Fourth sector. However, there are dissenting voices regarding this contention 

as well.  

Piotr Żuk, for instance, differentiates between a Third and a Fourth  

sector, both of which are conventionally thought to constitute civil society. He 

argues that movements and organisations belonging to the latter of these sectors 

are such, which ‘postulate radical changes and cherish a hope that social reality 

can be changed’
196

. By contrast, according to Żuk, Third sector’s initiatives and 

organisations assume a conformist attitude to the social system. The novelty of 

the distinction Żuk proposes appears to be one of degree, not of kind. 

Organisations and civic initiatives belonging to civil society may bear 

revolutionary ideas and potentials at a certain stage of their development. Yet 

the overturning of the social order which, according to Żuk, seems to be the 

‘real’ civil so- 

ciety’s objective, remains in contrast with the rationale of civil society. Civil 

society and its institutionalised forms embody pluralism and aim at negotiating 

differences rather than imposing one vision on the multitude of interests, tastes, 

needs, preferences. Żuk’s proposal only seemingly reminds us of Antonio 

Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony advocated by ‘organic intellectuals’. 

Squatters, feminists and environmental activists studied by Żuk are not 

necessarily intellectuals aiming at derailing the train of history. Being a 

                                                
195  This table has been created on the basis of J. Szacki 1997 “Wstęp. Powrót idei społeczeństwa 

obywatelskiego” in J. Szacki ed. Ani książę, ani kupiec: obywatel, Kraków, p. 52. 
196  P. Żuk 2001 Społeczeństwo w działaniu. Ekolodzy, Feministki, Skłotersi. Socjologiczna analiza 

nowych ruchów społecznych w Polsce, Warszawa, p. 119. 



Non-governmental organisations – civil society’s medium 

 

63 

squatter, for example, may very well be a matter of life-style and not an 

expression of revolutionary attitude to reality.  

The term Third sector, although not unanimously accepted by scholars, 

appears to be one of the appropriate expressions used to describe civil society’s 

organisations. Peter Drucker applied this term to characterise a wide variety  

of organisations, which are both non-governmental and not-for-profit, and aim  

at bringing about change in people
197

. This sector is also known in the literature 

as the citizen, associational, independent, non-profit, non-governmental, 

charitable, people’s, philanthropic, public benefit or voluntary sector
198

. 

Accordingly, the organisations, which comprise the Third sector also bear 

different names. For example, Robert Putnam differentiated between the so-

called primary, secondary and tertiary associations
199

. The first of these stands 

for the private sphere and the family, the second includes traditional voluntary 

associations known since de Tocqueville’s time. To Putnam, tertiary associations 

are modern foundations and lobbing organisations, which – unlike secondary 

associations – are not based on the place of residence and are not reliant on face-

to-face relationship among the members. In the context of the UK there exists 

separate literature dealing exclusively with charities
200

.  

Some scholars keep inventing new labels in the attempt to grasp the 

sometimes eluding reality of Third sector organisations. For example, Wojciech 

Sokołowski coined the term ‘social proximity organization’ to denote a certain 

type of voluntary associations
201

. Similarly, Anthony Judge invented the term 

                                                
197  See P. Drucker 1995 Zarządzanie organizacją pozarządową. Teoria i praktyka, Warszawa.  

It is necessary to distinguish between what Ryszard Stocki called ‘self-transforming’ 
(transformacyjna) and ‘other-transforming’ (transformująca) organisations. According to 
Stocki, the former of these represents the model NGOs should aspire after. Both types of 
organisations are oriented towards changing the world. However, people engaged in ‘other-

transforming’ organisations are reluctant to change themselves, if this would be necessary, 
whereas people from ‘self-transforming’ organisations are willing to adapt to the needs of the 
mission of the NGO  
(R. Stocki 2002 “Mentalność służby” in A. Juros ed. Organizacje pozarządowe w społe- 
czeństwie obywatelskim – wyzwanie dla środowisk akademickich, Lublin: p. 109). 

198  A. Najam 1996 “Citizen Organizations as Policy Enterpreneurs” in D. Lewis ed. op. cit.  
pp. 145–146; D. Ilczuk 1997 „Sektor pozarządowy: w poszukiwaniu odpowiedniego terminu”, 
typed text, Warszawa. 

199  R. Putnam 2000 Bowling Alone. The Collapse and Revival of American Community, New York. 
200  Some recent publications include Suzanne Horne and Avril Maddrell 2002 Charity Shops, 

London: Routledge; Frank K. Prochaska 2002 Schools of Citizenship: Charity and Civic  
Virtue, London: Civitas: Institute for the Study of Civil Society. 

201  See W. Sokolowski 2000 “The Discreet Charm of the Nonprofit Form: Service Professionals 
and Nonprofit Organizations (Poland 1989–1993)” in Voluntas, Vol. 11/2, p. 148. 
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‘Necessary-to-Governance Organisations’ in order to give a new meaning to the 

widely used acronym ‘NGO’
202

. To Judge, the term ‘non-governmental 

organisation’ has emerged to encompass ‘contrasting forms of NGOs’. He lists 

thirty such forms, including the media, secret societies, electronic organisations, 

transnational movements, trade associations and cartels, lobbies, political 

parties, informal networks, terrorist groups and liberation movements. Although 

one may dispute with this author whether his typology is correct, it is easy to 

agree with Judge’s argument that ‘it is not what a particular approach includes 

that  

is as significant as what is effectively excluded and why’
203

. 

After Lester Salamon and Helmut Anheier
204

, the organisations belonging 

to the Third sector can be defined as institutionalised self-governing voluntary 

entities, promoting non-political and non-religious values. Other researchers
205

 

are prone to include trade unions and political parties as part of the Third sector. 

Third sector organisations do act in the sphere of non-institutional policy, albeit 

they promote civic values
206

. At this point it would be relevant to present some of 

the definitions of NGOs and non-profit firms, since both terms are used to signify 

the Third sector. These definitions as well as the description of the functions they 

fulfil in democratic states point to the functions of civil society itself. They 

represent the instrumentalised version of the ideal called civil society.  

Estelle James and Susan Rose-Ackerman define non-profits as ‘private 

organizations that are prohibited from distributing a monetary residual’
207

. 

Moreover, these organisations are legally and structurally non-profit, provide 

‘socially useful’ services and derive part of their revenues from tax-deducible 

contributions
208

. According to these authors, non-profit organisations are active 

in the fields of health care, social services, community development, education 

and research, arts and culture, and religion. This definition views nonprofits 

                                                
202  A. Judge 1995 “NGOs and Civil Society: Some Realities and Distortions” in Transnational 

Associations, Vol. 47/3, pp. 156–180. 
203  A. Judge 1994 in A. Judge ibid. 
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in Social Research, Vol. 52/4. 
207  E. James and S. Rose-Ackerman 1986 The Nonprofit Enterprise in Market Economics, Chur 
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from the perspective of market economics and as such it juxtaposes these 

organisations  

to profit-maximising firms. Yet these type of organisations can also fit in the 

alternative term, that of NGOs.  

Kerstin Martens’ is the most comprehensive recent attempt at providing  

a historical overview of the evolution the definition of non-governmental 

organisations has undergone. He singles out two major tracks of interpreting 

NGOs: the juridical and the sociological approaches. The very term ‘NGO’ was 

coined by the United Nations in 1945 and was meant to embrace international 

institutional bodies dealing, for example, with human rights issues
209

. Later on 

the term’s use was extended to include virtually any type of private organisation 

that is active not only on the international arena. Concomitantly with this 

development, the type of organisations known as NGOs started to be dubbed by 

alternative terms. Unlike other national societal actors, which are also non-

governmental, NGOs are said to be ‘nonprofit making entities’ of nonviolent 

character that are also nonpolitical
210

. The positive definition this author 

provides is: ‘NGOs are formal  

(professionalized) independent societal organizations whose primary aim is to 

promote common goals at the national or international level’
211

. Although the 

literature on NGOs is predominantly viewing them in a positive way, there are 

also critical voices
212

. 

It can be easily noticed that however broad, each of the above-presented 

definitions tends to include certain types of organisations that are excluded by 

the other definitions. For example, religious or political organisations can be 

considered nonprofits, but are not necessarily thought to be non-governmental 

organisations. If one juxtaposes NGOs and nonprofits with voluntary or 

grassroots organisations, the confusion might only increase. If definitions vary, 

what is the situation with the subgroups which exemplify what kind of 

organisations are thought to constitute any of these general types? In reality 

                                                
209  K. Martens 2002 „Mission Impossible?…” in Voluntas, Vol. 13/3, p. 271. 
210  Ibid., pp. 278–281. 
211  Ibid., p. 282. 
212  See for example P.J. James, who argues that ‘voluntary agencies ... were born and nurtured  
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virtually every author working on this subject provides his/her own typology of 

these organisations. There follow some examples of such taxonomies. 

Voluntary organisations, according to Charles Handy, fall into the follo- 

wing categories: service providers, research and advocacy organisations, self-

help groups, clubs and societies for leisure interests, and intermediary bodies
213

. 

Non-profit organisations can belong to any of the following three classes: public 

benefit, mutual benefit organisations, and pressure groups
214

. To Zbigniew 

Woźniak, NGOs’ typology based on their functions runs as follows: provision of 

services, self-help, pressure groups, welfare, organisations offering alternative 

services, advocacy, and NGOs-‘guardians of virtues’
215

. In other words, each of 

the two ‘research universes’ mentioned previously appears to be further 

fragmented into sub-universes, which bear considerable overlap but also differ in 

meaningful ways. 

If we look at each of these categories, classes or schools, we can see that 

they embody different facets of civil society and they point to the different civic 

functions these organisations provide. First and foremost, these are organisations 

initiated by citizens. The incentives that encourage these citizens to get involved 

in this particular type of organisation are subject to a separate discussion. The 

fact is that engagement in these organisations allows active citizens to pursue 

goals they share with similar-minded fellow-citizens. Participation also makes 

possible the implementation of the subsidiarity principle. These organisations 

provide citizens with an opportunity to be active in accordance with their 

personal interests and needs. Furthermore, they offer an alternative to the 

provision of services by the government or profit-oriented firms. These 

organisations also make possible the participation of their rank-and-file members 

in the public sphere. And last but not least, they are able to monitor the 

government, to lobby, to advocate, to intervene, to speak on behalf of minorities. 

The functions civic organisations fulfil in the democratic state can  

likewise be arranged according to different typologies. Małgorzata Załuska
216

 

enumerates several such taxonomies. The first of these is based on the hierarchy 
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215  Z. Woźniak 2001 „Organizacje pozarządowe w procesie budowy społeczeństwa 
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of human needs. This taxonomy underlines NGOs’ affiliative, integrative, and 

expressive functions. According to another typology quoted by the same author, 

NGOs foster the biological, social and cultural development of the individual; 

they prepare their members or beneficiaries to perform social and vocational 

roles; NGOs enrich human life, they distribute knowledge, and embody the idea 

of democracy. Yet another typology, presented by Adil Najam, implies that 

citizen organisations can function as monitors, advocates, innovators, and 

service providers
217

. The presented taxonomies do not exhaust the functions of 

NGOs; albeit, they give an idea of the potential for expression of interests and 

citizens’ empowerment these organisations can realise. 

Clearly, the functions NGOs fulfil can be argued to correspond to  

the tasks of civil society. NGOs constitute one of the media of civil society  

and as such they represent a legitimate object of study the outcomes of which 

can be generalised in order to reach a conclusion regarding the state of civil 

society. Given this contention and the multitude of definitions of NGOs, one 

has to decide on criteria for selecting organisations, which would represent the 

state of civil society in the given country. Each of the definitions used to 

describe NGOs, nonprofits, voluntary organisation, and so on, highlights some 

different facet of the phenomenon, which can broadly be called institutionalised 

civic activity.  

I define non-governmental organisations as originating from the 

grassroots institutionalised entities – not propelled by and not dependent upon 

other organisations or powerful individuals – where citizens come together at 

will and in order to exercise common interest, attend to some mutual concern, 

advocate neglected issues, or get engaged for the benefit of others. NGOs 

pertaining to civil society can be ideological; albeit, their ideological convictions 

and actions should agree with the ‘do as you would be done by’ maxim. 

Traditional churches and political organisations are not part of the Third sector. 

The same applies to terrorist groups, the Mafia or other criminal societies. The 

Mafia is, obviously, neither legal nor civic organisation. Political parties aspire 

after direct participation in the governmental sector and as such they do not fit 

into the group of Third sector organisations.  

Traditional churches are not non-governmental organisations first of all 

because NGOs are phenomena characteristic of modern times. Christian 

Churches’ origins date back at least to the beginning of the 4
th

 century. Indeed, 

                                                
217  A. Najam op. cit., pp. 154–163. 



Non-governmental organisations – civil society’s medium 

 

68 

the situation in Poland is quite specific, given that the popular understanding 

views the ‘Pole-cum-Catholic as the model of the “good citizen”
218

. To Joanna 

Kurczewska, ‘nowadays church institutions ... assume the role of not only 

manifest but also privileged arbiters and co-organizers of local public space in 

local civil societies’
219

. Without denying the role played by the Catholic 

Church and affiliated to it institutions in the public sphere, I would like  

to highlight the fact that religious organisations are non-governmental just 

nominally. As such, they do not fit the scope of organisations accepted in this 

study. Besides, traditional churches are non-democratic. That is, the leaders 

(the clergy) are neither elected nor always accountable to their constituents 

(the believers). Furthermore, women are often – by definition – banned from 

joining the clergy. Churches are characterised by strict separation of power; for 

example, the clergy are in the position to define and impose on believers 

standards of morality and righteous behaviour, whereas the opposite can 

seldom happen. Although believers voluntarily participate in such institutions, 

they are not in the position to interact and generally influence the policy and 

the philosophy of the church.  

My working definition of NGOs I studied differs from this general 

definition provided above. In my project I am concerned with grass-roots, non-

profit and civic-oriented organisations that provide a broadly understood public 

benefit. Public benefit should be understood as an activity that either aims at 

satisfying the common good or furthers the interests of marginalised or 

disadvantaged groups. Apparently, this definition reflects the three types of 

activity that constitute the narrow understanding of the term used in Polish law 

‘organizacja pożytku publicznego’, that is ‘public benefit organisation’
220

. I am 

interested in those NGOs, which work for the common, public good rather than 

for a narrowly defined group interest (like choirs, philatelists’ circles, 

professional groups, sports clubs, or other associations formed on the basis of 

                                                
218  J. Kurczewska 2002 “Local civil societies ...”, p. 303. 
219  Ibid., p. 304. 
220  According to Ustawa z dnia 24 kwietnia 2003 r. o działalności pożytku publicznego i o 
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philanthropic activities, social assistance, science, culture, education, and so on (Art.4). In this 
book, however, I am limiting the scope of NGOs to such that pertain to the ‘narrow’ definition  
of public benefit’, which is described in Art. 20. 
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shared hobbies or interests). No strict distinction between ‘common good’ and 

‘public good’ is made in this book. Following Paweł Śpiewak, it appears that the 

most succinct definition underscores that ‘the good of each person and the 

benefit of all people make for the common good’
221

. Thus, common good is 

understood as any activity that at least potentially contributes to all people’s 

benefit, irrespective of the fact that not all people might be interested in 

personally promoting or contesting the particular issue. NGOs I have included in 

my research were expected to be structurally – and, to a feasible extent, 

financially – independent organisations of grass-roots origin.  

Undoubtedly, NGOs of the ‘serious leisure’ type
222

 can also be critical 

ingredients of civil society provided that they constitute forum for citizens who 

share a mutual passion, hobby, sport or some other common interest. 

Recreation-type NGOs are not included in this research, because they do not 

necessarily contribute to the common good. It is necessary to acknowledge that 

this differentiation between common-good and group interest organisations is 

not that clear-cut since NGOs where people come together to develop or 

exercise  

a particular activity might, at the end of the day, contribute to the more broadly 

defined public good. For example, NGOs working on behalf of marginalised 

and disadvantaged groups could be considered ‘group interest’ organisations. 

Still, by helping those encumbered by fate or circumstance, these NGOs 

contribute to the common good, because the society as a whole benefits when 

more citizens are given better chances to live, work and develop their skills 

and interests. 

The working definition I have provided also excludes some types of 

NGOs, which have emerged in order to represent the interests of the Third 

sector. Organisations that have been found in order to facilitate the work  

of other NGOs and sometimes to act on behalf of all NGOs are those, which 

constitute the infrastructure type as well as all ‘umbrella’ organisations,  

federations, coalitions, and so on. I am not going to deal with these types of 

networks in my research, because their function is by definition different from 

that of NGOs which directly work with beneficiaries. This is not to say that 

infrastructure NGOs do not serve the public interest. NGOs that were set up in 
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order to represent or unite other organisations sometimes engage in activities 

common to the rest of NGOs. 

Just as there is no unanimous agreement concerning which type of orga- 

nisations are NGOs and which NGOs constitute civil society per se, there are 

numerous theories that try to account for the development of the Third sector in 

democratic polities. The review of these theories merits attention, because it will 

complement the understanding of the emergence of NGOs as the civil society’s 

medium. 

 

 

2.2.  Theoretical discussions 

 

What follows is a brief overview of the existing theories dealing with the 

origins and functions of the voluntary sector. The theories of civil society 

presented in the previous chapter inform about the evolution of the phenomenon. 

Like civil society, NGOs are also regarded in terms of their relation to 

organisations pertaining to the other two sectors. However, NGOs are a 20
th

 

century  

phenomenon. The origins of NGOs might be said to have their predecessors in 

voluntary associations in 19
th
 century US, as de Tocqueville saw and described 

them
223

. Contemporary NGOs are likewise akin to charities functioning since 

medieval times in Europe. Several scholars have argued – or have agreed with 

this contention – that the history of NGOs in Poland, for example, dates back to 

the 14
th
 century

224
.  

However, it is an instance of presentism to claim that a phenomenon  

of the middle ages corresponds to the modern forms of civic, secular activity. In 

the middle ages ‘foundations’ were run by churches, i.e. they were not secular. 

As Elżbieta Mazur correctly observes, ‘charity’ has its origins in Christian,  

Judaic and Islamic religions and its essence was ‘giving’ as an obligation  

to God. By contrast, the modern term ‘philanthropy’ is secular in nature and 

places emphasis on the recipient, the human being
225

. Thus, it is not only  

the legal form, but also the philosophy behind the functioning of foundations in 

                                                
223  See A. de Tocqueville Democracy in America. 
224  For example, Michał Guć (Razem. O współpracy samorządu terytorialnego z organizacjami 

pozarządowymi 1996: 34), Ewa Leś op. cit., Joanna Regulska 1999 (“NGOs and Their Vulnera- 
bilities During the Time of Transition: The Case of Poland” in Voluntas, Vol. 10/1). 
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the middle ages and modern times that differs significantly. This is not to deny 

the noble mission and unquestionable contribution of religious charities in  

relieving the straits of the needy. NGOs are a modern phenomenon that has to be 

addressed by the respective theories. 

In the literature there have been several attempts to come up with a taxo- 

nomy of theories on NGOs/non-profit firms. Here I will try to present these 

theories in the chronological order they appeared. All accounts of such theories 

start with Burton Weisbrod’s ‘theory of the voluntary nonprofit sector’. 

Weisbrod set out to explain the existence of non-governmental enterprises 

providing public-type, collective-consumption goods. Weisbrod argued that the 

‘development of a voluntary sector will be posited as an adjustment to the 

restricted  

capabilities of the other two sectors’
226

. His approach came to be known as the 

‘government market failure’. Weisbrod maintained that 

The supplementation of public-sector provision (that is, financing) of any good, 
will either be overwhelmingly in the voluntary sector or overwhelmingly in the 

private, for-profit sector, depending on whether the publicly provided good is 
primarily a collective or an individual-type good227 

 

Weisbrod’s theory is an intermediary case, which links the political and 

the economic theories of nonprofits. The following approaches, however, are 

such which can be said to be ‘purely’ economic ones.  

One line of economic theoretical analysis claims that nonprofits arise as  

a result of the greater trustworthiness they have in the eyes of the customers, 

who prefer the non-distribution firms – like nursing homes – over the for-profit 

ones to provide services to them. This approach has been elaborated upon  

by Henry Hansmann and dubbed by him the ‘contract failure’ theory
228

. Yet,  

as the author of this theory admits, there are some types of nonprofits that cannot 

be explained by the contract failure theory. He mentions exclusive social clubs, 

the formation of which is intuitively connected with the mutual benefits 

members receive by participating. Another branch of economic reasoning 
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represents the ‘subsidy theory’, which is based on the argument that some 

nonprofits arise in order to benefit from various subsidies available to them
229

. 

The above-mentioned theories assume that non-profit organisations are set 

up to meet a demand, which has not been (or cannot be) satisfied by profit-

maximising firms. By contrast, supply-side economic theories lay emphasis on 

the contribution of individuals engaged in such firms or on the behaviour of 

nonprofits. Estelle James argues that in the social service industry it is the 

nonprofit entrepreneurs’ motivations and background that provide the major 

explanatory variable for the formation of non-profit firms
230

. The second body of 

literature deriving from supply-side theories is described by Hansmann. One of 

these theories is called the ‘optimizing model’. According to this model, 

nonprofit firms – like universities, hospitals and performing arts organisations – 

strive to maximise the quality of the service they provide
231

. However, as Estelle 

James and Susan Rose-Ackerman contend, ‘empirical observations give limited 

support to the theories that emphasise nonprofits as key providers of quality, but 

are  

generally consistent with theories that stress philanthropy, public goods and 

financing, and religious or ideological enterpreneurship in the nonprofit 

sector’
232

. 

Another pertinent approach embedded in economics is Mancur Olson’s 

theory of groups and organisations. His major contribution to the field is the 

argument that various factors explain participation in different groups. Whereas 

the traditional theory presupposes that all rational individuals have a propensity 

to belong to a group that furthers their interests, Olson’s theory assumes that the 

large (‘latent’) groups and the small ones (where face-to-face interactions are 

possible) differ not only in degree, but in kind as well
233

. Olson argues that only 

‘selective incentives’ (that is, social rewards or sanctions) can induce individuals 

to participate in a large group, whereas ‘social incentives’ (i.e. social status, 

prestige, self-esteem, social acceptance) are operative in small-size groups
234

. As 

far as philanthropic organisations are concerned, Olson believes that it is the 
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individual, non-collective satisfaction (or, a social incentive) a person gets that 

explains why s/he participates. 

The above-mentioned theories naturally assume a perspective 

characteristic of the discipline they derive from. According to the logic of 

economics,  

a decision concerning the form an organisation will take is based on the 

assessment of the usefulness of that particular form. However, as James Douglas 

notes, political institutions cannot be measured by a single criterion
235

. Thus 

political theories are prone to concentrate on the non-profit organisations’ 

contribution to the public good, while at the same time assuming that these 

institutions will heal the basic problem of the democratic system of government. 

Namely, non-profit organisations allow citizens to pursue their individual, often 

minority, interests. By contrast, the state is obliged to abide by the will of the 

majority. By this  

token, Douglas maintains that voluntary organisations are not expected to treat 

all citizens equally, as the state is supposed to. This allows nonprofits to arise 

spontaneously and address specific needs.  

Another advantage nonprofits have over governmental institutions is that 

voluntary organisations embody the pluralist ideal of democracy. Both the quality 

and the quantity of the heterogeneity of interests can be fostered via participating 

in voluntary organisations. In support of this argument Douglas persuasively 

contends that ‘the voluntary sector enables us to achieve a sort of diversity that 

would require the impossible combination of a secular, Catholic, Protestant,  

Jewish, Moslem, rightist, leftist, and centrist government operating simultaneously 

in the same jurisdiction’
236

. And last but not least, while the government is least 

expected to proceed in the trial-and-error fashion, nonprofits are rather free to test 

different modes of action in reality. 

Whereas the advantages of nonprofits over governmental institutions have 

been proposed by Douglas to explain the emergence of voluntary organisations, 

Lester Salamon used to maintain the opposite argument. In 1987 he developed 

the so-called ‘voluntary failure’ theory according to which governmental action 

is seen as a corrective to the four philanthropic failures: insufficiency, particula- 

rism, paternalism and amateurism
237

. Remarkably, in this theory Salamon draws 
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attention to the fact that both the voluntary and the governmental sectors show 

weaknesses and thus they can be viewed as complementary sides of the same 

process of responding to the various interests citizens have. This 

‘interdependence’ theory does more justice to the voluntary sector than the so-

called ‘welfare state’ theories. These latter doom nonprofits to extinction as it is 

foreseen that the wealthy welfare state will gradually begin to oust the voluntary 

organisations, because it will take over the services nonprofits used to provide in 

pre-modern times
238

. 

Recently Lester Salamon and Helmut Anheier came up with a new theory, 

which tries to break up with the economic/political divide that sets apart the 

previously mentioned attempts to theorise about the origins of voluntary 

organisations. They authored the ‘social origins’ theory, which views the non-

profit sector as ‘firmly “embedded” in prevailing social and economic 

structures’
239

. On the basis of the John Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector 

Project – which was launched in 1991 and in 2001 covered 26 countries from 

Europe, the Americas as well as Australia, Israel and Japan – Salamon and 

Anheier identified four ‘models of non-profit development’. These authors 

differentiated between low and high nonprofit scale and between low and high 

government social welfare spending in the studied countries. Thus they 

distinguished between what they called statist, social democratic, liberal, and 

corporatist 'nonprofit regimes’
240

.  

The theoretical approaches presented so far consider the appearance and 

specific developments of NGOs by looking mostly at structural factors. This 

seems to be natural given that these theories aim at accounting for organisations 

and not for individual actors. Indeed, the above-mentioned supply-side economic 

theories and Olson’s theory of collective action allow for the input of the human 

agent. Instructively, when thinking about civil society and its institutionalised 

forms, it is necessary to reckon with the human agent’s perspective. Civil society 

enables the groups, collectives or communities to further their interests, but it 

also makes possible the individual citizen’s initiative. Charles Handy proposed 

the intuitive – yet sometimes overlooked – argument that ‘organizations are pe- 
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ople’
241

, thus drawing attention to the fact that voluntary organisations are 

founded and run by people. One has to recognise the role the individual citizen 

plays when studying civil society and its institutions. To sum up, the socially 

accepted norms, the rules of the game established by the political system, the 

laws governing economic life, the connections between individuals, and the 

incentives propelling citizens to act can be argued to influence the emergence 

and development of voluntary sectors in different countries.  

Thus all of the above-presented theories appear to be useful for the 

analysis of the voluntary sector, since they assume different approaches and 

provide various insights into the nature of the studied phenomenon. It is 

important to underscore the fact that in most of the cases these theories have 

originated in the West, although some of them try to enlarge the scope of their 

arguments to include voluntary sectors from other countries as well. 

Accordingly, the reviewed theories reflect the unobstructed development of 

voluntary sectors in old demo- 

cracies. Naturally, they try to explain the emergence and specific evolution of 

nonprofits within the context of market economy where ideological constraints 

did not inhibit the free association of citizens. Theoretical accounts of the rise  

of voluntary organisations need to incorporate cases, when the natural evolution 

of such institutions was hampered or immensely influenced by ideological  

concerns. The intuitive argument implied in the social origins theory that history 

matters seems to be the most informative theme that can provide clues to 

understanding voluntary sectors appearing in different cultural settings.  

To an extent that structural and purely individual factors merge to shape 

the history of a country, these very circumstances affect the behaviours and 

attitudes of its citizens. Thus I would argue that the Third sector arises as a 

response to circumstances, which are indigenous to the particular nation-state, 

and thanks to the engagement of individuals, who were the right people in the 

right place or in the right time to initiate or join civic organisations. These 

circumstances include the historical state of affairs, which predetermine the 

dynamic of Third sector development. For example, in oppressive regimes, civil 

society organisations are most likely to aim at changing the whole political 

system. NGOs are not always and everywhere need-driven. However, they can 

function as a litmus test to the actions of the other two sectors as well as of the 

particular needs and interests prevalent in the society. 
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In a world where fast communications and foreign or international 

organisations often have decisive influence on the changes taking place in 

different countries, it is necessary to acknowledge the impact of such supra-

national institutional bodies when identifying the sources that could foster, 

inhibit, or give particular shape to the Third sector. I am not going to deal here 

with the ‘transnational’ or ‘global’ civil society phenomenon. This topic merits a 

separate analysis. In what follows I will present the development of the Third 

sector in post-communist countries. 

 

 

2.3.  The NGO sector in post-communist countries 

 

The NGO sector in Poland shares some of its features with the respective 

sectors in other former communist countries, although it also differs from them 

in meaningful ways. The analysis of the Polish Third sector on the background 

of other non-governmental sectors in Central and Eastern Europe needs to be 

studied, because of these countries’ common past and current comparable pro- 

blems and successes. There have been several attempts at comparative analyses 

of the voluntary sectors in post-communist countries. It should be noted that 

each of these studies takes into account some states and omits other. The same 

applies to the choice of terminology and the types of organisations that are 

considered. For example, Daniel Siegel and Jenny Yancey opted for analysing 

the Western assistance to the NGO sector in the Visegrad countries in the 

aftermath of the toppling of communism
242

. The first comparative analysis 

incorporating  

a larger group of post-communist countries is written by Ewa Leś
243

. Her report 

pictures the state of affairs in the first years of the transition in 11 states from the 

ex-communist bloc, including the Visegrad countries, Russia as well as some  

of the Balkan and Baltic states.  

This pioneer attempt at providing a detailed description and analysis  

of the developing volunteer sectors basically points to the variance within the 

ex-communist bloc, though at the same time its author manages to grasp some 

common features of the citizens’ sectors. Leś argues that in Hungary, Poland, 
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and the Czech Republic, where the systemic transformations were initiated early 

enough and with relative success, the development of the respective voluntary 

sectors and their legal framework has been more accelerated. Naturally, these 

differences are not due solely to the more rapid pace of post-1989 reforms in the 

Visegrad countries. Rather, the inner dynamic of the development of their Third 

sectors seems to be contingent upon historical precedence of the society’s  

self-organisation, the geopolitical location of the country, and the general socio-

political situation.  

Leś attributes the growth of the voluntary sectors in the countries from 

Central and Eastern Europe to several factors, some of which are specific to the 

former communist countries. The crisis of real socialism coupled with the 

deterioration of the welfare state are certainly among the major circumstances 

that have prepared the ground for the emergence of the ‘alternative’, ‘parallel’, 

or ‘second’
244

 societies in the 1970s and 1980s in most of these countries. It 

seems to be a natural development that informal networks existed rather than 

institutionalised civic initiatives, given that the communist regime was hostile to 

any attempts at autonomous self-organising of the society. The ‘social 

organisations’ supervised by the party-state were neither voluntary nor grass-

roots nor independent. As a result, this only indigenous to the region term has 

become dispa- 

raged in the eyes of ordinary citizens and NGO activists alike.  

Although most analysts are unanimous about the crippling effect the 

communist regime had on existing social organisations, one dissenting view 

merits attention. Wojciech Sokołowski has developed the so-called 

‘organizational uses and gratification model’ to reckon with the growth in 

human service organisations after 1989
245

. Sokołowski argues that social 

organisations that existed before 1989 were autonomous and authentic. To 

Sokołowski, these  

organisations served as incubators of citizens’ initiatives up to 1989. He arrived 

at this conclusion after comparing the size of organisational population before 

and after 1989. Sokołowski’s model apparently favours formal continuity  
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of self-organisation measured in numbers over matters of genuine, non- 

circumscribed, grass-roots engagement. Nonetheless, his work should be cre- 

dited for taking into account the legacy of ‘old’ social organisations, rather than 

sticking to the roots of Solidarity and underground society when thinking about 

the origins of present-day NGOs. According to Krystyna Siellawa-Kolbowska, 

in the second half of the 1980s there were two types of societal self-

organisations: community of needs (self-help groups) and community of values 

(ethos groups)
246

. 

The veracity of the contention regarding the pre-1989 existence of diffe- 

rent forms of societal self-organisation notwithstanding, during the communist 

times functioning foundations were simply dismantled and the establishment of 

new ones was banned. Only some quasi-civic associations were allowed to exist. 

Since 1948 till 1984 the ‘association’ was the only legal form of NGOs in the 

former Soviet bloc. In Poland and Hungary the law on foundations was re-

activated in 1984 and 1987 respectively, and in 1989 the Association Law was 

changed. Interestingly, the constitutions of Poland and Hungary were changed 

several years after post-communist constitutions were introduced in the rest  

of the countries. Nevertheless, the civic initiatives in Poland and Hungary  

are usually reckoned to be the most developed ones. It seems the formal rights 

guaranteed by the constitution are necessary, but not the most vital conditions 

that can foster the evolution of the NGO sector. More important for this process 

appears to be the legislative acts directly regulating the establishment and  

functioning of NGOs. Besides the transformation of underground initiatives, 

other factors that have contributed to the growth of the voluntary sectors include 

the legacy of religious, philosophical, cultural, and legal traditions, as well as the 

political and economic changes that were introduced in these countries.  

The roles these organisations play in the countries from Central and Eastern 

Europe basically overlap with those NGOs perform in older democracies.  

Jonathan Bach and David Stark argue that in the case of post-communist states, 

‘NGOs are potential innovators that can play the role of social entrepreneur’
247

. 

These authors examine the consequences of the fact that voluntary organisations in 

Eastern Europe started to develop concomitantly with the spread of the digital 

revolution. They argue that NGOs function both as ‘safety valves’ since they 
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channel dissent and as ‘safety nets’ for providing the means to deal with social 

inequalities
248

. In Eastern Europe, the authors conclude, NGOs can in addition 

serve as facilitators in intersecting networks of organisations and people in the 

region thus contributing to the formation of a global civil society. Besides the  

unquestionable role NGOs assume by being true social innovators in Central  

and Eastern Europe, they also function as ‘first line soldiers’. NGOs are the first  

to bring to public attention and also try to deal with ‘new’ problems like 

homelessness, child abuse, women’s issues, and so on
249

. 

The conclusions Ewa Leś arrives at are mostly consistent with Anna 

Vari’s book from 1998 Civil Society and Public Participation: Recent Trends in 

Central and Eastern Europe. Vari’s research covers seven countries from the 

region. According to Vari, the largest non-profit sector is to be found in 

Hungary. In all of the countries considered by her, it is environmental protection 

that is argued to be the strongest and most influential area of civic activism
250

. 

Vari maintains that while in the beginning of the transformation it was 

politically motivated advocacy groups that were prevalent in the region, later on 

the importance of these organisations decreased and interest and self-help groups 

became the predominant form of civil society organisations in the region. In 

accordance with other researches, Vari contends that most of the organisations in 

these seven countries share financial difficulties and experience lack of technical  

expertise to sustain their activities. Nevertheless, Vari reckons that civil society 

organisations are becoming more mature and professional. 

This last contention is largely corroborated by the studies commissioned 

by the USAID Nations in Transit and the NGO Sustainability Index. The 1997 

and 2001 editions
251

 of the former of these surveys cover 25 and 27 countries 

respectively from Central and Eastern Europe and the Newly Independent States 

(NIS). The seven-scale marks attributed to the growth of civil societies in these 

countries measure the development of NGOs and the factors that influence 

NGOs and trade unions. According to these surveys, the most advanced civil 

                                                
248  Ibid., p. 6. 
249  E. Leś 1994 The Voluntary Sector in Post-Communist..., p. 18. 
250  A. Vari 1998 Civil Society and Public Participation: Recent Trends in Central and Eastern 

Europe, available in electronic version at the LSE campus. 
251  See A. Karatnycky, A. Motyl and B. Shor eds. 1997 Nations in Transit 1997. Civil Society, 

Democracy and Markets in East Central Europe and the Newly Independent States, New 
Brunswick: Transaction Publishers and A. Karatnycky, A. Motyl and A. Schnetzer eds. 2001 
Nations in Transit 2001. Civil Society, Democracy and Markets in East Central Europe and 
the Newly Independent States, USA: Transaction Publishers. 



Non-governmental organisations – civil society’s medium 

 

80 

societies are to be found in Poland and Hungary, to be followed by the other 

Central European countries, the Baltic states, the Balkan countries, the NIS  

located in Europe, while Russia and the NIS in Asia fare worse in this respect. 

The outcomes of the 1995 survey are highly consistent with the study conducted 

five years later. This continuity concerns countries, which have already acquired 

the highest marks in 1995 as well as those, which have rudimentary civil 

societies and thus bring up the rear in this classification. 

The 2000 NGO Sustainability Index compares scores of indicators from 

28 countries, which do not entirely overlap with those included in the Nations  

in Transit surveys. This Index gauges the following dimensions of these NGO 

sectors: their legal environment, organisational capacity, financial viability,  

advocacy, public image, service providing, and infrastructure. The NGO susta- 

inability indexes are highest in the so-called ‘Northern Tier’ countries, which 

include the Visegrad and the Baltic states. Next come the ‘Southern Tier’, which 

comprises of Balkan and ex-Yugoslav states. The ‘Eurasia’ countries bring  

up the rear. 

The above-mentioned studies commissioned by USAID do take into  

account the state’s encouragement for the development of civil societies,  

although they largely concentrate on the Third sector’s dynamics. Another 

comparative study was done recently by Andrew Green, who measured the 

state’s support (or lack of it) in 22 post-communist states by applying his 

‘indicator  

of the non-profit sector’
252

. He evaluated and coded the organisational diversity, 

registration procedures, favourable tax treatment, and political advocacy to be 

found in each of these states in between 1991 and 1998. According to this study, 

Slovakia (which was the leader in the previous survey) received the lowest grade 

together with some NIS countries, Bulgaria and Croatia. At the same time,  

Armenia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland 

were given the highest marks
253

. Green concludes that ‘statistical analyses de- 

monstrate that the indicator ... is strongly associated with democratic development, 

and that there are clear differences between Commonwealth of Independent 

States (CIS) members and non-CIS states’
254

. 
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On the basis of the reviewed studies one can draw the intuitive conclusion 

that in the countries from Central and Eastern Europe and the Baltic states  

the NGO sector is more developed, while the rest of post-communist countries 

experience difficulties, which are especially pronounced in the NIS and Russia. 

It should be borne in mind that the methodological approaches utilised in these 

studies only allow for arriving at tentative conclusions regarding the NGO  

sectors in former communist countries. While these studies are not unanimous  

in pointing to the most developed voluntary sector, they present evidence that 

Central Europe provides the most beneficial context for the emergence and 

growth of institutionalised civic activities.  

It is a moot question whether only one of the Visegrad countries is the 

leader in this respect. Joerg Forbrig, who analyses civil societies in these four 

countries, writes that the Czech Republic and Hungary appear to exhibit ‘higher 

levels’ of civil society development compared to Poland and Slovakia. However, 

he acknowledges that actually each of these civil societies has taken ‘country-

specific course of development’
255

. In other words, although in some respects the 

NGO sector in one of these four countries may appear to be the most developed, 

according to other criteria it may turn out to be a laggard.  

It is noteworthy that the Visegrad countries enjoyed more liberal regimes 

compared to the other former communist states; albeit, they also experienced the 

uncompromising might of the Soviet state as a result of the civic initiatives their 

citizens engaged in. One can easily notice that because of its size, Poland 

represents a unique case among the Visegrad countries. On the other hand, small 

countries like Slovenia and the Baltic states fare well according to the rankings 

discussed above. Hungary and the Czech Republic, like Poland, have proved 

their civic potential before 1989. Yet, despite certain obvious similarities 

between these countries, tenable inferences about some common paths of deve- 

lopment of their non-governmental sectors cannot be drawn. 

On the background of all post-communist states, Central European 

countries stand out as the most ‘civic-minded’. This picture becomes blurred if 

the context of comparison changes. Marc Morjé Howard, for example, expounds 

on the reasons for the weakness of civil society in post-communist Europe and he 

fails to discern any significant differences between the separate states. His 

analysis is based on the 1997 edition of the World Value Survey (which, by the 
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way, was not conducted in Poland), where respondents were asked about their 

membership in nine types of voluntary organisations. Compared to post-

authoritarian states and older democracies, Howard finds out that these states 

exhibit ‘consistently low levels of post-communist participation’
256

. What more, 

Howard discovers that the similarities among the former communist states are 

still striking and he predicts bleak future for the creation of civil society in the 

region. One can experience legitimate doubts whether the data on the basis of 

which Howard  

arrived at his discovery suffices for such far-reaching conclusions. Moreover, 

there seem to be no justification for his view that civic engagement in these 

countries will further decline and citizens will become more and more distrustful 

and less and less willing to enrol in voluntary organisations. 

Howard’s finding that the voluntary sector in European post-communist 

countries is weaker in comparison to old democracies is corroborated by the 

John Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project
257

. This project takes into 

account countries from almost every continent. According to Lester Salamon 

and Helmut Anheier, the basic characteristic of the nonprofit sector in Central 

and Eastern Europe is ‘ambiguity’
258

. To Salamon and Anheier, this ambiguity is 

caused by the legitimacy problems the sector experiences, the need for capacity 

building and resource development. Compared to other Third sectors, the non-

profit sector in post-communist Europe ‘remains a pale reflection of its 

counterparts elsewhere in the world, including Latin America as well as Western 

Europe’
259

. While it could be interesting and informative to analyse the Third 

sector in former communist countries on the background of consolidated demo- 

cracies’ experience, effort of this kind is not much illuminating when it comes to 

explaining differences and similarities among former Soviet bloc’s states. 

Smaller-scale comparative studies provide more insight into the nature of the 

phenomenon. For example, Helmut Anheier together with Wolfgang Siebel 

analyse the non-profit sectors in East Germany, Poland, and Hungary.  

Their study deals with the often shunned case of former East Germany and 

compares it to other ex-communist countries. Moreover, Anheier and Siebel draw 
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attention to the different contexts in which non-profit initiatives thrive in the US 

and in Europe. While in the US competition is the main ‘rule of the game’, the 

corporatist regimes in Europe encourage the non-competitive distribution of tasks 

between the state and the voluntary sector. Anheier and Siebel highlight the 

importance of the differences in the speed of development of the Third sectors, 

but also of the ‘patterns of social stratification and elites’, the spread of pluralistic 

values in the society, and the organisational structures of these sectors
260

.  

A common problem shared by former communist states is the disappearance  

of the main enemy, the one-party-state. Thus civic initiatives had to urgently  

re-define their identities and learn to recognise and address other, pertinent issues. 

Anheier and Siebel also point to the fact that learned helplessness and scape- 

goating obstruct civic activism
261

 in East Germany, Poland and Hungary alike. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, these phenomena have been analysed and 

described in detail by several Polish sociologists since the late 1970s.  

One specific feature characterising the cultural patterns that allegedly 

obstruct civic activism in Poland merits discussion. As early as 1987 Mirosława 

Marody described the seeming ‘social schizophrenia’
262

 that appears to plague 

the Polish society. She argued that the behavioural attitudes of Poles are cha- 

racterised by a certain duality. Namely, whereas learned helplessness and  

mediocrity were the preferred attitudes Poles assumed on the public realm,  

resourcefulness, entrepreneurship and self-reliance characterised their 

participation in the private sphere. Marody claimed that this axiological 

separation  

of individuals’ public and private roles entailed the augmentation of the state  

of anomie. However, her finding is indicative of a trend that has potential 

beneficial consequences. Namely, provided that learned helplessness (among 

other inhibiting attitudes) was an assumed – though never really internalised – 

attitude, its effect on the mores of people in contemporary Poland should be 

consi- 

dered at least partially curtailed.  

Coming back to Anheier and Siebel’s analysis, they consider volunteering 

and non-profit entrepreneurship insufficient to propel the civic institution-
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building process in this country. Thus they envisage fragmented and financial 

problems-stricken nonprofit sector, where organisations will emerge around the 

personality of charismatic leaders. While Anheier and Siebel are not the only 

ones to recognise the enfeeblement of civil society organisations in the post-

1989 era, the predictions they come to are not shared by other scholars interested 

in this topic. For example, Michael Bernhard believes that the problems, which 

Poland and by extension other post-communist countries are having, are not 

lethal. Bernhard acknowledges four factors that weaken civil society in the  

region
263

. All former communist countries have to overcome the homo 

sovieticus
264

 syndrome and the difficulties economic transformation entails. 

However, Poland and Hungary appear to fare better in this respect, since they 

share the positive side-effects of liberalisation, which in these two countries 

started earlier than in the other states from the former Soviet bloc. This factor 

coupled with the Solidarity-type of experience may explain the comparatively 

more advantageous position these countries had in the beginning of the 

transition. After 1989, ho- 

wever, Bernhard argues that certain demobilisation of civic engagement took 

place as well as what he calls ‘decapitation through success’
265

. This latter  

simply means that the leaders of pre-1989 civil society moved to politics, thus 

leaving a void in the ranks of civic organisations.  

To Bernhard, these two conditions are transitory. It is possible to extend 

his argument and propose that whatever difficulties civil society in post-

communist countries is undergoing, these are not insurmountable and are actually 

natural. It is only logical to suggest that the nature of civil society is changing. 

Whereas before 1989 mass social movements used to stand for civil society, 

nowadays this no longer has to be the case. As Andrzej Rychard maintains, ‘the 

growing inadequacy of the mass, “Solidarity-type” participation in the public 

sphere’ coupled with the ‘importance and role of individual actors operating 

chiefly at the local level’ entail the emergence of ‘a new type of active but 

                                                
263  M. Bernhard 1996 “Civil Society after the First Transition” in Communist and Post-

Communist Studies, Vol. 29/3, p. 323. 
264  The term ‘homo sovieticus’ was coined by Józef Tischner (1992 Etyka Solidarności oraz Homo 

Sovieticus). To Tischner, homo sovieticus is communism-dependant and is not able to 
differentiate between his/her private interest and the common good. Homo sovieticus is 
characterised by a certain type of irresponsibility: always holding a grudge against the others, 
never admitting to his/her personal fault, pathologically suspicious, permeated with the 
consciousness of unhappiness, unable to sacrifice him/herself (1992: 125, 129, 167). 

265  M. Bernhard op. cit., p. 313. 
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nonpolitical participation’
266

. One should not look for the leftovers of political 

society in order to evaluate civil society after 1989. The decapitation effect 

mentioned by Bernhard has actually opened space for new leaders to come forth 

and start civic activity from scratch.  

Rather than mourn over the decrease of importance of Solidarity-type 

participation or focus on the study of ‘rebellious civil society’ by analysing 

protest events, as Grzegorz Ekiert and Jan Kubik did
267

, one can try to 

understand how day-to-day civic activity looks like. The dynamic of the 

development of institutionalised civic activity is not solely contingent upon the 

genuine wish of citizens to found or join already existing NGO, but also on the 

legal conditions, on the will of those in power to co-operate with NGOs, on the 

availability of funds, and so. In what follows I will present an analysis of the 

factors that influence the growth and determine the type of the NGO sector in 

Poland. I will also make an overview of the existing literature on the subject and 

describe the main features of the Third sector. 

 

 

2.4.  NGOs in Poland: what? where? when? 

 

The growth of the Third sector in Poland was not left unnoticed by social 

scientists in Poland and abroad alike. However, at least in Poland, this research 

object was initially approached with certain scepticism by some scholars, which 

was due to what Piotr Gliński called ‘theoretical conservatism’
268

. The pio- 

neering researches on the Third sector were conducted by some NGO activists, 

notably by Jakub Wygnański and others engaged in the foundation Irrespective 

of the Bad Weather, which is the predecessor of what became the Klon/Jawor 

association. Later on social policy analysts like Ewa Leś, Małgorzata Załuska 

and Jerzy Boczoń likewise got interested in NGOs. The Civil Society 

Department at the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, Polish Academy of 

Sciences, initiated a series of studies dealing with institutionalised civic 

initiatives in Poland. This Unit also organised monthly seminars, which served 

                                                
266  A. Rychard 1998 “The Vanishing Legacy of Communist and Solidarity Types of Participation 

in Poland” in D. Rueschemeyer, M. Rueschemeyer and B. Wittrock eds. Participation and 
Democracy East and West: Comparisons and Interpretations, New York, p. 31. 

267  G. Ekiert and J. Kubik 1999 Rebellious Civil Society. Popular Protests and Democratic 
Consolidation in Poland 1989–1993, Ann Arbor. 

268  Piotr Gliński’s opinion expressed during a private conversation. 
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as a link between scholars interested in the issue and practitioners of the Third 

sector. 

As it was pointed out, Poland used to enjoy relatively progressive 

legislation concerning institutionalised civic activities, compared to some other 

former communist countries. Since the very beginning of the transformation 

Poland has laws regulating the registration and functioning of NGOs. Most 

NGOs take the form of associations and foundations, though some are affiliated 

to the church (i.e. Caritas) or their activities are determined by separate 

legislative acts or international agreements (like the Volunteer Fire Brigade 

(Ochotnicza Straż Pożarna
269

) and the Polish Red Cross). Since 2001, 

associations and foundations have to register in the National Court Register 

(Krajowy Rejestr Sądowy). Both foundations and registered associations can 

engage in economic activities,  

although the latter are required to allocate their profit for statutory aims. 

In Poland for the first time the term ‘non-governmental organisation’  

appeared in legal terminology in 1997
270

. During the last several years, there 

have been prepared several drafts regulating the functioning of ‘public benefit 

organisations’. The Sejm passed the Bill regulating the activity of public benefit 

organisations and volunteers on the 24
th
 of April 2003

271
. As Klon/Jawor unco- 

vered in their 2002 survey, more than 60 per cent of NGOs in Poland intended to 

apply for the status of public benefit organisation
272

. Since 2004 Polish taxpayers 

have been able to earmark 1 per cent of their personal income tax for a chosen 

                                                
269  Voluntary Fire Brigade is one of the oldest as well as most numerous social organisation in 

Poland. The scope of their activity goes beyond the ‘mere’ extinguishing of fires. Voluntary 
Fire Brigades traditionally engage in different activities in their local communities. Due  
to their pre-communist times roots, at present these organisations seem to be dominated by 
Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe (the Polish Peasant Party – PSL). 

270  In the Act concerning vocational and social rehabilitation, and the employment of the disabled 
(see B. Iwankiewicz-Rak 2002 „Słabe Państwo – silny trzeci sektor? Wybrane problemy  
rozwoju i funkcjonowania organizacji pozarządowych” in P. Gliński, B. Lewenstein and  
A. Siciński eds. op. cit., p. 123, footnote 1). 

271  USTAWA z dnia 24 kwietnia 2003 o działalności pożytku publicznego i o wolontariacie.  
For analyses of this Bill see J. Hrynkiewicz 2002 „Rola organizacji obywatelskich w polityce 
społecznej”, pp. 69–71 and M. Rymsza 2002 „Szanse i zagrożenia inicjatyw obywatelskich  
w świetle przygotowywanych prawnych regulacji działalności pożytku publicznego”,  

pp.85–88. Both papers are published in J. Hrynkiewicz ed. Przeciw ubóstwu i bezrobociu: 
lokalne inicjatywy obywatelskie, Warszawa). 

272  J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański 2002 Podstawowe fakty o organizacjach 
pozarządowych – raport z badania 2002, Warszawa, p. 45. In the following paragraphs the 
five Klon/Jawor surveys from 1994/1995, 1997, 2000, 2002 and 2004 will be quoted.  See 
http://www.ngo.pl. 

http://www.ngo.pl/
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public benefit organisation, religious association or the Catholic church. Accor- 

ding to one survey conducted in 2001, most respondents declared they would 

assign this 1 per cent to large, well-established or well-known organisations like 

Caritas and the Great Orchestra for Yule-tide Help (Wielka Orkiestra Świątecz- 

nej Pomocy) as well as to some local NGOs
273

. The same survey found out that 

one-third of respondents intends to earmark their 1 per cent to the Catholic 

church or to religious associations. It was estimated that in 2002 1 per cent of all 

income taxes amounted to some 310 million PLN.  

The Polish Central Statistical Office (GUS) and the NGO Klon/Jawor, 

which runs the Data Bank on Non-governmental organisations, are the two  

major sources providing statistical information concerning the Third sector in 

Poland. Klon/Jawor pioneered the surveys on NGOs; GUS initiated their own 

researches later on. Before presenting the outcomes of the studies conducted by 

these two institutions, it is necessary to highlight the different definitions GUS 

and Klon/Jawor have employed in their studies. The Central Statistical Office 

makes surveys among registered organisations and institutions, including 

associations and other social organisations, foundations, political parties, 

employers’ and labour unions’ organisations, business and vocational 

organisations and  

such affiliated to the Catholic Church. In 1997, according to GUS, there were  

33 300 active NGOs. If Voluntary Fire Brigades are also counted, the number  

of organisations in 1997 would rise to 50 300
274

. Three years later the total of 

registered organisations estimated by GUS amounted to almost 96 000
275

. As of 

2004, there were some 53 101 registered associations and foundations
276

. The 

analysis of the consecutive surveys done by GUS points at the relatively high 

‘birth-rate’ of associations and foundations, although this does not necessarily 

translate into high ‘life-expectancy’ of these organisations.  

The Klon/Jawor studies did not include some ‘old’ types of NGOs as well 

as trade unions, religious and political organisations. Instead, they took into  

account Polish associations and foundations, representatives of foreign 

                                                
273  Komunikat ze wspólnych badań SMG/KRC oraz KLON na temat przeznaczenia darowizn, 

March 2001, downloaded from http://www.ngo.pl/html/teksty.html 
274  See E. Leś and S. Nałęcz 2001 Sektor non-profit. Nowe dane i nowe spojrzenie na społe- 

czeństwo obywatelskie w Polsce, Warszawa. 
275  J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański 2002 op. cit., p. 7; see also J.J. Wygnański 

2002 b in Juros. A. ed. op. cit., p. 35. 
276  M. Gumkowska i J. Herbst 2005 Podstawowe fakty o organizacjach pozarządowych 2004  

– raport z badania. 

http://www.ngo.pl/html/teksty.html
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organisations and some others. The KLON 2000 study found out that about two-

thirds of the 45 000 registered associations and foundations were really active. 

Currently  

it is almost impossible to take a census of active NGOs in Poland. Nevertheless, 

the numerical growth of newly-established NGOs is clearly a result of the energy 

set free by the regaining of civic liberties, whereas the ‘life-span’ of NGOs  

is contingent upon other factors. These can be the circumstances that hamper or 

facilitate the functioning of the NGO, the ability of the founders to run the 

organisation, and in general the legal conditioning and the social, political, and 

economic situation in the country.  

The thesis of the ‘baby-boom’ of NGOs finds firm evidence when the 

dynamic of the newly-established organisations is considered. However, since 

there is no obligation to inform the authorities about the disbanding of the  

organisation, it is difficult to assess how many NGOs are not defunct. It is 

estimated that between 80 and 95 per cent of all NGOs in Poland are less than 

ten years old
277

. At the same time, according to the Klon/Jawor survey done in 

2002, as much as 70 per cent of disbanded NGOs did not come to the age of 3. 

The same survey unveiled that the reasons that brought about the disbanding of 

the NGOs were most often said to be the scarcity of financial resources, the 

using up of the founders’ motivation, and the fulfilling of the initial aims of the 

NGO. Nevertheless, the general ‘demographic’ picture remains optimistic. 

Despite the certain wavering in the numbers of newly established organisations 

since the middle of the 1990s, this process of ‘normalisation’ appears to be 

natural.  

The regional differentiation of new (post-1989) and old (pre-1989) NGOs 

alike is also telling of the factors that are favourable to the establishment and 

functioning of social organisations. Not surprisingly, one-fifth of all NGOs were 

registered in the capital of Poland. Klon/Jawor surveys also found out that the 

majority of NGOs are located in large urban areas. These results are 

corroborated by Jerzy Bartkowski’s research. According to Bartkowski, ‘the 

larger the city, the greater the density of activity of associations’
278

. Bartkowski 

studied the social determinants of NGOs’ geographical distribution. He 

                                                
277  Jakub Wygnański in T. Potkaj 2001 „Sektor filantropii” in Tygodnik Powszechny, nr 48, 02.XII., 

p. 3 argues for the former of these figures, while Piotr Gliński („O pewnych aspektach obywa- 
telskości...” 2000: p. 369) contends that 95 per cent of active NGOs were established after 1989. 

278  J. Bartkowski 2002 „Społeczne determinanty geograficznego rozmieszczenia organizacji 
pozarządowych w Polsce” in P. Gliński, B. Lewenstein and A. Sicinski eds. op. cit., p. 39. 
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uncovered two types of differences: centre-periphery and division according to 

the historical regions in Poland. Bartkowski argues that in the case of gminas
279

, 

the number of NGOs is contingent upon the location of the commune in the 

respective viovodship
280

. Otherwise put, if the commune is situated nearer to the 

administrative centre (the capital of the voivodship), which capital is in addition 

readily accessible by railway, the probability that there will be active NGOs in 

the commune significantly increases
281

. 

Bartkowski also tried to unravel the differences in the incidence and in the 

type of local civic activities in the separate historical regions. He distinguished 

between five such regions
282

. The distinctive cultural traditions in these regions 

have their roots in the past and the historical legacy specific to each region. The 

partition of Poland in the 19
th
 century is argued to have left the most significant 

imprint on local traditions. Thus, Bartkowski remarks, in each of these five  

regions certain type of local civic activity has become prevalent. For example, in 

Wielkoploska i Pomorze newspapers and regional associations are well-

developed, while in Galicja it is sports and folklore organisations that are 

predominant. Bartkowski concludes that local traditions and social bonds can  

account for the prevalence of old types of associations, while those NGOs, 

which appeared after 1989 are based on a Western model.  

Another research on regional differences was initiated by Grzegorz  

Gorzelak. He studied municipalities of less than 50 000 inhabitants in 1995, 

1996, and 1997
283

. Gorzelak discovered strong regional variations in the four 

regions he singled out: Western and Northern Lands, Wielkopolska, Galicja, 

and the Congress Kingdom of Poland
284

. He took into account 27 indicators  

of the socio-economic activity of citizens, including engagement in social 

organisations and other types of public participation. Gorzelak found out that 

those lands, which belonged to Germany or were under German and Austrian 

                                                
279  Gmina (commune) is the smallest administrative unit in Poland and there are almost 2500 such 

units. 
280  Accordingly, voivodships (or, provinces) are the largest administrative units in Poland.  

Provinces consist of counties, while counties incorporate communes. There used to be 49 
voivodships; after the administrative reform their number was reduced to 16. 

281  J. Bartkowski op. cit., p. 39–42. 
282  Królestwo Polskie, Galicja, Wielkopolska i Pomorze, Górny Śląsk, Ziemie Zachodnie i Północne. 
283  G. Gorzelak, B. Jałowiecki et al. 1999 Dynamics and Factors of Local Success in Poland, Warsaw. 
284  The Western and Northern Lands are composed of areas that formerly belonged to Germany. 

Wielkopolska, Pomerania and parts of Upper Silesia used to be under German administration. 
Galicja represents the former Austrian sector. The Congress Kingdom of Poland stands for the 
former Russian sector in the East. 
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administration (i.e. Wielkopolska, Pomorze and Galicja) fare better than those 

that used to constitute the Congress Kingdom of Poland (Królestwo Polskie). 

These results corroborate the dependencies that Polish historians and social 

scientists have long discovered. Gorzelak’s and Bartkowski’s studies underline 

the continuous influence of historical tradition from the pre-communist era on 

the mores and habits of these regions’ inhabitants. Another proof of this 

argument is provided by Jacek Kurczewski and Joanna Kurczewska. They 

argue that in the former Russia territories of Poland the intelligentsia still 

enjoys special and safeguarded role
285

. 

Wisła Surażska’s study likewise merits discussion. Her research focused 

on powiaty
286

 and she was interested in the inhabitants’ entrepreneurship, their 

civic activity, the local government’s investments and the quality of local 

infrastructure. Surażska’s study confirms the differences between the East and 

West of Poland as well as those between urban and rural areas. Surażska’s 

classification of voivodships does not entirely coincide with Klon/Jawor’s. 

Nevertheless, both studies establish that the voivodships, which administrative 

centres are Warsaw, Cracow, Poznan, and Gdansk have the largest number of 

registered NGOs. These regions share the highest number of organisations per 

10 000 citizens together with the voivodships which capitals are the cities 

Olsztyn, Szczecin, and Katowice.  

As far as the fields of activity are concerned, after 1989 the most 

significant growth among newly established NGOs was registered by the 

Klon/Jawor 1993 survey in the fields of social assistance and health services, but 

also in the areas of human rights and protection of minorities. This trend was 

observed in their 1997 study as well, although at that time a significant increase 

in NGOs declaring ‘education’ as their core and/or supplementary activity was 

also noted. These results can be interpreted in the light of the decreasing 

capacity of the state to provide welfare services to its citizens, but they can also 

be due to the increased awareness of whole area of problems encompassing 

social, economic, political, but also moral and ideological issues. Entirely new 

market of ideas was imported from the West or was no longer suppressed by the 

totalitarian regime. The binding decisions of the democratically elected 

representatives of the people also provided citizens with incentives to get 

                                                
285  J. Kurczewski and J. Kurczewska 2001 “A Self-Governing Society...”, pp. 955–956. 
286  W. Surażska 2000 „Gwiazdy na ciemnym tle” in Rzeczpospolita, 06 September. County, or 

‘powiat’, is the middle administrative unit in Poland. There are about 310 counties in Poland. 
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together. The law that banned abortion is one such example. Another salient 

trend that should be mentioned is the decline of growth of the number of NGOs 

dealing with science and culture.  

Interestingly, when Klon/Jawor conducted their survey on a representative 

sample of NGOs and included sport clubs in the sample, it came out that as 

much as half of NGOs were active in the fields of sports, recreation, and tou- 

rism. This predominance of sports clubs does not seem that surprising when one 

reckons with the fact that sports associations receive state funding from sources 

apart from the state budget
287

. Besides, as Piotr Gliński maintains, some sport 

associations together with other NGOs – the origins of which can be traced to 

communist times – still enjoy privileged position due to the enormous material 

and other assets ‘inherited’ from the past
288

. Clearly, it is not only the infamous 

learned helplessness and scapegoating phenomena that obstruct civic activity 

and determine its predominant types, but some less spectacular factors are also at 

play. The old habits and personal connections are powerful factors influencing 

the well-being of some organisations. What more, the legal framework concer- 

ning NGOs’ financing has not been reformed yet. This allows some NGOs  

to derive quite tangible benefits from legal practices originating in the past.  

At the same time it is necessary to highlight the fact that it is not only 

sport clubs and some other organisations, currently enjoying privileged status, 

that have ‘benefited’ from the communist times. The evolution, growth and 

consequent institutionalisation of the Polish environmental movement represent  

a perfect example of an unexpected ‘positive’ effect of the communist regime. 

Piotr Gliński provided evidence for the fact that Polish Greens played a crucial 

role in the formation of civil society both during the socialist times as well  

as after 1989
289

. Thus it can be said that the pre-1989 experience served as  

schooling in extreme situation for environmental activists, some of whom later 

                                                
287  E. Chojna-Duch 2001 „Udział podmiotów non-profit w systemie finansów publicznych”, 

Warszawa. 
288  P. Gliński 2001 „Dziesięć lat współpracy sektora publicznego i obywatelskiego: stan 

posiadania” in M. Warowicki and Z. Woźniak eds. op. cit.; The proliferation of sport 
association and their seemingly privileged position can also be explained by the fact that many 
sport clubs had to split into sections after 1989, which led to increase in the numbers of sport 
associations. 

289  P. Gliński 1996 Polscy Zieloni. Ruch społeczny w okresie przemian, Warszawa, p. 412. 
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on established their own NGOs. The Polish environmental movement represents 

an example of the previously mentioned ‘action learning’ phenomenon
290

.  

The numerical disproportion between NGOs, which used to be supported 

by the communist regime, and newly established organisations, may explain 

why, as a whole, the Third sector in Poland appears to be of predominantly 

‘expressive’ type. This legacy from the past can also account for the fact that the 

number of associations in Poland exceeds ten times that of foundations. 

Generally speaking, NGOs can be said to either engage in service-provision, or 

take on an expressive role. The service function is performed by organisations 

dealing with education, social services, health, community development and 

housing. The expressive role is assumed by NGOs in the fields of culture, sport, 

recreation, environmental protection, civic and advocacy issues. Whereas 

elsewhere (in developed countries as well as in Latin America) the service role 

was found to be predominant, in Central Europe it is the expressive function 

NGOs perform that appeared to be prevalent
291

. 

The surveys concerning the forms of activity NGOs engage in do not 

come up with unanimous results. The Klon/Jawor 1993 and 1997 studies found 

out that it is education and the influencing of the public opinion that most often 

characterise the NGOs’ forms of activity. Co-operation with other NGOs, both 

Polish and foreign, came next, while financial support to other NGOs brought up 

the rear. According to their representative survey, albeit, it came out that most 

NGOs engage in service-provision, to be followed by such forms of activity as 

co-operation with other organisations, mobilisation and education of the public, 

and advocacy. What is common among the findings arrived at by these surveys 

is that NGOs are much less self-centred than one may initially presume. Indeed, 

service-provision is often directed to some concrete beneficiaries. However, 

these are not necessarily the members of the organisation.  

NGOs in Poland are ‘extrovert’ and they address the public as a whole, 

the local and central governments as well as other NGOs. What more, NGOs do 

not only ‘speak to’, but also attempt at conversing with the other actors in the 

public arena. The relations of NGOs with the other sectors have been described  

at length by Polish and foreign scholars, most notably by Jakub Wygnański, 

Piotr Gliński, Michał Guć, Piotr Marciniak, Ewa Leś, Joanna Regulska, Joanna 

                                                
290  See P. Gliński 1998 “Learning by Action. The Case of the Polish Environmental Movement” 

in W.W. Gasparski and D. Botham eds. Action Learning Praxiology, New Brunswick and 
London. 

291  S.W. Sokołowski 2001b „Sektor non-profit w Europie Środkowej”, Warszawa. 
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Kurczewska, Jacek Kurczewski, Krzysztof Szczerski and so on. The co-

operation (or lack of it) between the citizens’ sector, on the one hand, and the 

local and central governments, the parliament, the business sector, the media, the 

Catholic Church, the academic community, on the other, were expounded on at 

length by practitioners and scholars alike. These relations are sometimes 

strained, in certain cases – immature or hostile, but eventually improving. In any 

case, in order to understand the position NGOs assume towards the other actors 

in the public sphere, it is necessary to reckon with the capacities of the sector, 

that is its financial and human resources. Having briefly described the statistical 

dimensions of NGOs, I will now move to presenting their potential. 

 

 

2.5.  The Third sector in Poland: resources and potential 

 

As much impressive statistically it may appear, the NGO sector in Poland 

is not that potent economic force. The sector exhibits diversity concerning not 

only the NGOs’ size, scope, and sphere of activity, but also the 

professionalisation and financial viability of these NGOs. How significant 

economically is the Third sector? Ewa Leś and Sławomir Nałęcz have estimated 

that in 1997 NGOs provided for 1.2 per cent of non-agricultural paid 

employment in the country
292

, which percentage is five times lower than the 

corresponding employment in the NGO sector in developed countries. 

According to the Klon/Jawor 2004 study in 2004 this share was 0.6 per cent. The 

fact that sports associations in Poland employ the highest share of paid workers 

in NGOs, which is clearly not the case in developed industrial countries, merits 

attention, too.  

The Klon/Jawor survey in 1997 found out that up to 63 per cent of 

associations and foundations do not employ anyone, whereas their studies done 

in 2000, 2002 and 2004 came up with respectively 46 and 55 and 67 per cent 

organisations functioning on a volunteering basis. Apparently, NGOs in Poland 

often cannot afford to pay for the services provided by their workers or other 

organisations. The scarcity of financial resources available to NGOs, which is 

further exacerbated by NGOs’ activists’ limited knowledge about the different 

ways of applying for funds, can supply some clues to the understanding of the 

difficulties experienced by these organisations. Besides, the money seemingly 

                                                
292  E. Leś and S. Nałęcz 2001 Sektor non-profit... 
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available to all NGOs in reality goes to a selected group of organisations. It is no 

secret that the so-called ‘capital of personal connections’
293

, which played a sa- 

lient role in the underground self-organisation of society before 1989, currently 

puts at disadvantage some organisations. Indeed, this capital of personal 

connections is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it fosters networking 

thus comprising one of the fundamental components of social capital. On the 

other hand, however, it may result in favouring the financing of some NGOs 

over others, for example. This especially concerns the access to public funds.  

According to the Klon/Jawor survey conducted in 2004, the largest share 

of the Third sector’s income came from commercial activities (20.7 per cent)  

to be followed by sources from the local self-governments (16.5 per cent) and 

governmental subsidies (13.1 per cent). Members’ fee accounted for 8.1 per 

cent. In advanced industrial countries the share of the public sector is higher than 

it is in Poland and other former communist countries. What more, in Western 

Europe and the US public finances are mostly channelled through NGOs dealing 

with education and social assistance, while in Poland sports clubs receive the 

cream of this capital.  

According to the former deputy minister of finance Elżbieta Chojna-Duch, 

the resources allotted by the government to NGOs have been steadily decreasing 

during the last few years (while, for example, the Catholic church’s funds have 

been growing)
294

. Chojna-Duch also presented the outcomes of the Supreme 

Chamber of Audit’s (Najwyższa Izba Kontroli, or NIK) evaluation of the 

government’s contracting of services
295

. NIK assessed negatively the majority of 

these contracts and criticised both the methods employed for the distribution  

of these resources and their expenditure by NGOs. NIK’s audit also revealed that 

it was mostly large, well-organised NGOs that took the lion’s share of this 

capital. These estimations clearly indicate how unequal the resources available 

are to different organisations in the Third sector. Public finances remain the most 

often relied on source of capital for NGOs. Maciej Kozakiewicz argues that the 

access to public funds conditions the existence and functioning of environmental 

                                                
293  K.E. Siellawa-Kolbowska op. cit., p. 80, emphasis mine. 
294  E. Chojna-Duch op. cit. 
295  See Informacja o wynikach kontroli finansowania za środków budżetu państwa zadań  

zleconych do wykonania jednostkom nie zaliczonych do sektora finansów publicznych 2001, 
Warszawa: Najwyższa Izba Kontroli, Departament Budżetu Państwa, Departament Zdrowia  
i Kultury Fizycznej. 
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NGOs
296

. Chojna-Duch concluded that ‘while institutions are growing, the 

public financing is shrinking’. For example, whereas in the framework of 

PHARE 2000 and 2001 some 5.6 and 5 million Euro respectively were 

earmarked for NGOs, the current government eventually agreed to apply for 1 

million Euro for the year 2003.  

Although practitioners and analysts alike have acknowledged the vital role 

international donor grants have played, especially in the beginning of the 1990s, 

the issue of Western funding has become a controversial one. For example,  

Joanna Regulska studied the ‘delayed commitment’ of US public donors to 

building local democracy in Poland. She argues that the US Agency for 

International Development (USAID) and other donors failed to establish early 

enough the right priorities for reinforcing local democracy via supporting NGOs. 

She maintains that the NGO sector began to receive more financial support from 

US public donors only in 1994, and this attention did not provide equal 

opportunity for all NGOs in Poland. Regulska admits that actually many NGOs 

lacked the skills to apply for foreign funds as well as to mobilise fellow-citizens. 

However, even if these organisations had had access to information about 

foreign grants and knew how to apply for financial aid, some NGOs were likely 

not to be eligible for these grants. US public donors’ delivery mechanisms 

turned out to be selective, thus depriving some NGOs of opportunities to request 

funding. In effect, ‘rather than having a flexible approach that can be derived 

from local circumstances and localized needs, public donors had a standard 

“menu” from which potential providers could choose when applying for 

funding’
297

.  

Regulska’s conclusions regarding USAID are also pertinent to other fo- 

reign foundations’ assistance in Central Europe. This becomes apparent in Kevin 

Quigley’s study of Western European, North American, and Japanese 

foundations’ financial support in Central Europe during the first five years of the 

transition. However, Quigley’s research provides a ray of hope. He argues that 

the foundations, which did not withdraw from the region, learned their lesson 

and are evolving to become increasingly engaged in supporting grass-roots 

initiatives outside the capitals and the larger cities. An example of a common, 

                                                
296  See M. Kozakiewicz 2002 „Finansowanie działalności pozarządowych organizacji 

ekologicznych w Polsce na wybranych przykładach” in P. Gliński, B. Lewenstein and A. 
Siciński eds. op. cit., pp. 212–233. 

297  J. Regulska 1998 “Building Local Democracy: The Role of Western Assistance in Poland”  
in Voluntas, Vol.9/1, p. 74. 
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American-Polish initiative is the founding of the Polish-American Freedom 

Foundation. This NGO was established in 1999 in the US and since the year 

2000 it is also functioning in Poland, although some of its projects are aimed at 

countries from the former communist bloc (and especially Poland’s eastern 

neighbours). 

It should be noted here that Poland and Hungary received the largest share 

of foreign foundations’ involvement with democracy assistance
298

. What more, 

Quigley provides ample evidence to support the argument that ‘Poland has been 

the principal Central European beneficiary of Western attention’
299

 in the form 

of grants, loans, and debt relief. Interestingly, although the amount of foundation 

assistance earmarked for NGOs comes only third (after support for higher 

education and economic reforms), Quigley contends that it is the investments in 

NGOs and local governments that have had the most noteworthy effect. This 

contention can be illustrated by the establishment and functioning of a dozen of 

community foundations initiated by the Academy for the Development of 

Philanthropy in Poland
300

. 

Quigley also draws attention to one very important – though sometimes 

under-appreciated – side-effect of the co-operation between Polish and foreign 

organisations. Although he acknowledges that a ‘small, elite population’ has 

mostly benefited from the common enterprises and training sessions, ‘these 

projects, with varying degrees of success, have exposed Poles to new ideas and 

approaches, as well as connecting a variety of individuals with common inte- 

rests’
301

. Piotr Gliński points to some other beneficial effects of foreign non-

financial aid. Besides furnishing local NGO activists with professional and 

organisational skills, foreign foundations have also contributed to the fostering 

of volunteer culture in Poland. Besides, Gliński contends that it is due to these 

foreign organisations’ efforts that Polish governmental institutions have 

become increasingly aware of the problems of the fledgling Third sector
302

.  

Another side-effect of Western know-how introduced to Poland is examined 

                                                
298  See K. Quigley 1997 For Democracy’s Sake: Foundations and Democracy Assistance in 

Central Europe, Washington DC. Poland and Hungary got 21.68 and 21.43 per cent respecti- 
vely of the resources earmarked for the whole region. 

299  Ibid., p. 46. 
300  See T. Schimanek 2002 „Fundusze lokalne – nowa forma finansowania organizacji 

pozarządowych w Polsce” in P. Gliński, B. Lewenstein and A. Sicinski eds. op. cit., pp. 189–
193. 

301  K. Quigley op. cit., p. 54–55. 
302  See P. Gliński 1999a “The Development of the Third Sector in Poland”. 
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by Wojciech Sokołowski. He highlights the far-reaching consequences of 

‘organizational isomorphism’, i.e. the selective emulation of organisational 

forms, for the Polish non-profit sector. He illustrates his point by analysing 

professional innovation, which – in his opinion – has been brought about by 

Western health care and social service professionals
303

. 

As the 2000 NGO Sustainability Index found out, although many NGOs in 

Poland remain financially dependent on foreign grants, more and more 

organisations are turning to local governments to support them financially. 

According to the Klon/Jawor 1997 study, NGOs had used local governments’ 

fund twice as frequently as they did in 1993. Some other, more recent studies 

confirmed that the co-operation between local NGOs and local governments 

have achieved certain ‘quantitative and qualitative level of development’
304

. 

Nonetheless, Piotr Marciniak suggests that these relationships should be best 

described by the term ‘unfulfilled partnership’. Some of the reasons for this 

partial success are revealed by Magda Nowakowska and Jakub Nowakowski. 

They conducted a study of the legal regulations concerning the allocation of 

financial resources to NGOs on a voivodship level. They were struck by the wide 

range of tasks local  

governments had singled out for financing. However, it was culture, social 

assistance, sport and tourism that were most often mentioned among the spheres  

earmarked for financing; education and health were seldom considered, while 

environmental issues were almost entirely neglected
305

. It is not surprising, then, 

that on the level of communes (gminas) and voivodships it is mostly sports 

associations that are supported financially
306

.  

As far as private philanthropy is concerned, the CBOS survey in 1997 

found out that more than two-thirds of the sources coming from private giving 

went to the Catholic church and the nation-wide annual charity initiative the 

Great Orchestra for Yule-tide Help. In other words, despite the fact that the 

relationship between NGOs and state agencies is fraught with difficulties, 

                                                
303  S.W. Sokołowski 2000 “The Discreet Charm of the Nonprofit Form: Service Professionals and 

Nonprofit Organizations (Poland 1989–1993)” in Voluntas, Vol. 11/2. 
304  P. Marciniak 2000 „Samorząd a organizacje pozarządowe – niespełnione partnerstwo?”  

in P. Marciniak ed. Samorząd a organizacje pozarządowe – niespełnione partnerstwo?, 
Warszawa, p. 19. 

305  M. Nowakowska and J. Nowakowski 2000 „Uwagi do prawnych regulacji zasad finanso- 
wania zadań samorządów wojewódzkich realizowanych przez organizacje pozarządowe”  
in P. Marciniak ed. op. cit, p. 123. 

306  P. Marciniak 2000 „Samorząd a organizacje pozarządowe...”, p. 11 and p. 18. 
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financing from the state still provides a significant share of all funds available to 

NGOs. However, as Mark Levinson correctly observed, NGOs ‘will need more 

than money’
307

. Still, it seems to be premature to strive to wean all NGOs from 

the financial support of other institutions, no matter whether these are foreign or 

national, governmental or non-governmental. More transparent and fair rules for 

the distribution of scarce funds would help NGOs to become financially self-

sufficient in the long run. For the time being, NGOs have to compete knowing 

that ‘the strongest will survive’.  

The access of Poland to the European Union has opened new 

opportunities for Polish NGOs. According to the Klon/Jawor 2004 survey, 

although only 14 per cent of NGOs had applied for pre-accession funds, 

currently as much  

as 70 per cent of NGOs reports they intend to tap European funds available  

to NGOs. However, this is still a declaratory potential having in mind that some 

67 per cent of NGOs admitted they need to receive training that would help them 

apply for financial resources in general. 

NGO practitioners themselves most often identify the financial difficulties 

they encounter as the most pressing problem hampering their activity, the 

Klon/Jawor 2004 survey found out. The respondents also pointed to the lack of 

interest on the part of the rest of the society to join NGOs as a significant 

obstacle. Those who participate, however, enjoy work in NGOs because of the 

strong motivational basis of people active in these organisations as well as 

thanks to the friendly relations that characterise the team of workers. Apparently, 

NGO  

activists do not feel encumbered by insufficient professional skills. Analysts, 

however, used to be of different opinion. Otherwise put, not only public 

administration officials sometimes happen not to know how to treat civic 

organisations, but NGO practitioners themselves may be wanting in knowledge 

how to run most effectively their organisations and co-operate with the other 

actors on the public sphere. The ‘Boży szaleniec’ (God’s mad-person) type of 

NGO activist may be successful in mobilising people, yet s/he is clearly counter-

productive in terms of establishing the image of NGO activists as equal partners 

to state and business organisations.  

                                                
307  M. Levinson ed. 2000 The 2000 NGO Sustainability Index (4th edition), downloaded from 

http://www.ngo.pl, to be also found in http://www.usaid.gov. 

http://www.ngo.pl/
http://www.usaid.gov/
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Nevertheless, although there are indications that Joanna Regulska’s 

observation that ‘a basic lack of organisational and professional skills hinders 

many groups’
308

 is still valid, there are signs pointing to the positive 

developments in the Third sector. Andrzej Juros distinguishes between three 

phases of the development of NGOs in Poland
309

. He argues that the 1989–1995 

phase was characterised by high civic activity coupled with non-formalised 

modes of action and methods of acquiring grants. Civic activity during this first 

stage was based on either moral and religious or humanitarian values. The 1996–

1998 phase marked the first more formalised and creative attempts to find 

alternative sources of financing. Besides, in 1997 the new Constitution was 

adopted, which also introduced constitutional guarantees for civic activism. The 

1999–2002 stage is characterised by increasing institutionalisation and the need 

for further professionalisation of NGO staff.  

Juros’ thesis is corroborated by Piotr Gliński, who likewise argues that 

NGOs in Poland are undergoing ‘gradual maturation and professionalization’
310

. 

Gliński points to the increasingly prevalent constructive attitude NGOs assume 

when dealing with certain issues. What more, NGOs are learning how to address 

the local and central governments as well as the businesses. The creation of 

formal networks which unite different NGOs can also be considered as an 

inevitable element of the development of the Third sector. Organisations are 

gathering firsthand experience, which helps some of them to become established 

partners to other institutions. Gliński also reckons with the phenomenon of 

‘oligarchization’, which is arguably taking place in the Third sector. Indeed, it is 

crucial to acknowledge both the positive and the negative implications of the 

‘maturation’ process in order to be able to adequately tap this subject.  

NGOs in Poland vary in terms of maturity and financial viability, but also 

according to their ability to attract members and engage citizens in their 

activities. As it was pointed out in the previous chapter, there is a disparity 

between the number of nominal and active members. According to the 

Klon/Jawor surveys, whereas the majority of associations have in between 15 

and 150 members, NGOs with up to 50 active members are predominant. Most 

NGOs employ less than five people and have up to 15 volunteers. Volunteers, 

who at the same time are not members of the organisation, participate in the 

                                                
308  J. Regulska 1999 “NGOs and Their Vulnerabilities...”, p. 62. 
309  See A. Juros 2002 „Zarządzanie w polskich organizacjach pozarządowych” in A. Juros ed.  

op. cit., pp. 118–130. 
310  P. Gliński 1999 a “The Development of the Third Sector...”, emphasis mine. 
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work of 47 per cent of all NGOs
311

. It is equally important to bear in mind that 

often NGOs employ accountants, whose role is not related to the tasks of the 

organisation. Some NGOs associate thousands of nominal members (like the 

Polish Red Cross), or activate volunteers on an annual basis (like the Great 

Orchestra for Yule-tide Help).  

According to CBOS, despite the fact that in general the number of people 

who take part in civic organisations have declined since 1998, there are some 

changes in the characteristics of active citizens, which merit attention. For 

example, although the representatives of the intelligentsia and the higher social 

strata are still among the most active citizens, their participation has slightly 

decreased
312

. At the same time it is noteworthy that the share of farmers, 

qualified workers and self-employed businessmen has increased. Nonetheless, 

participation in NGOs, trade unions, and political parties is still contingent upon 

the education and the material status of the respondents. Better educated and 

more affluent citizens are more prone to get engaged in civic activity. Among 

volunteers, according to the Klon/Jawor 2002 survey, the employed and those 

who study are predominant. Retired people volunteer more rarely, whereas the 

unemployed almost never do this.  

Interestingly, women comprise 60 per cent of all who receive 

remuneration for their work in the NGO. However, women’s share among 

volunteers is 39 per cent. The Klon/Jawor 2004 survey also found out that men 

are prevalent on NGOs’ boards. In 2002 the 41–65 years old were the age group 

best represented in NGOs. Predictably, the share of younger volunteers is higher 

than that of older ones. What conclusions can be drawn from the above 

presented figures? First of all, it is apparent that participation in NGOs is not 

contingent upon any predetermined narrow set of demographic characteristics. 

Furthermore, not only organisations disband, but it also happens that people 

come and go. Klon/Jawor estimated that the average life-expectancy of NGOs is 

four years. None of the available studies is able to establish the average span of 

time people participate in NGOs. Given the relative volatility of organisations 

and people, perhaps only a longitudinal study would be able to capture the 

common denominator that characterise people in NGOs in Poland as well as to 

understand the inner dynamic of NGOs.  

                                                
311  J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański 2002 op. cit., p. 21. 
312  CBOS 2002 Przemiany grupowej aktywności społecznej Polaków w latach 1998–2002. 
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Data available for Poland seems to suggest that engagement in the work of 

NGOs reflects the social status of the person. Thus, it is no surprise that the 41– 

65 years old represent the majority in NGOs’ boards and paid staff. Accor- 

dingly, those who are outside the paid work force gradually become 

‘disconnected’ from social life, which fact further diminishes the probability that 

they will be active in the public sphere. Were the retired and unemployed more 

often engaged in NGOs, it would be possible to argue that NGOs associate 

mostly civic-minded people who have free time and need a hobby, a pass-time, 

or look for a way to be useful. However, this is rather rarely the case. The recent 

rise of participation by farmers and qualified workers may point to the increased 

civic knowledge of these social groups. These changes create the image of a 

patchwork of trends, which characterise the Third sector. One pronounced 

tendency seems to be at work, though: the practice of participation in non-profit 

organisations is becoming embedded in the social structure in Poland and more 

and more people are learning how to make use of it.  

It is possible to argue that engagement in NGOs is inextricably connected 

with the other public and sometimes private roles of the individual. Thus, 

participation in NGOs is arguably an extension of the public selves of people 

and it may also be an effect of their vocational interests. This is not to say that 

these people’s idiosyncratic features do not matter. Quite on the contrary, as the 

present study will try to demonstrate, the individuality of NGO activists can be 

one of the crucial factors that explains why they join these organisations. 

Naturally, these people differ, yet a common theme connects their stories of 

engagement. In other words, in order to understand the nature of the Third sector 

in Poland,  

it is necessary to reach its constituents. 

In old democracies it is the middle class that is traditionally thought to 

have tended the seedbeds of civic virtue. The middle class in Poland is still in  

a fledgling stage
313

. Henryk Domański illustrates this point well and also  

highlights the differences that exist between the newly emergent middle class  

in Poland and that of Western societies. These differences include, but are not 

limited to, matters of occupational structure, tastes, health orientations, 

consumption, recreational habits, risk-taking attitudes. The history of pro-social 

                                                
313  See, for example, H. Domański 1996 Na progu konwergencji. Stratyfikacja społeczna w 

Europie Śródkowo-Wshodniej, Warszawa; E. Mokrzycki 1995 “A new middle class” in C. 
Bryant and E. Mokrzycki eds. Society and Pluralism in Comparative Perspective, Warszawa;  
J. Kurczewski 1994 “Poland’s Seven Middle Classes” in Social Research, Vol. 61, Issue 2. 
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activism in Poland has been attributed to the intelligentsia and the Catholic 

church, which have provided the leadership of initiatives aimed at benefiting the 

public good. The Polish intelligentsia might have assumed the role of the middle 

class in establishing and joining NGOs. However, studies on intelligentsia  

suggest that its traditional role as a self-sacrificing enlightener is undergoing 

dramatic changes. The leadership role of the Catholic church in general and the 

religiosity of Poles in particular have also altered
314

. The traditional or 

romanticised versions of the civic activist seem to no longer stand for the rule. 

At the same time the difficult financial situation that characterises the majority 

of NGOs is not attractive for people looking for high remuneration.  

Thus the question arises: given the dynamic of changes the Third sector is 

undergoing and the presumed alterations in the mentality and behaviour of 

citizens the post-1989 transformation has brought about, which are the factors 

that facilitate – or hamper – engagement in NGOs? Is there a set of traits that 

characterise the person likely to join public benefit organisations? What are the 

circumstances that are instrumental in bringing a person to take part in a Third 

sector organisation? Arguably, every era calls for different personalities. The 

post-partition Poland needed the intelligentsia and sometimes the aristocracy to 

address urgent social issues. During communist times, the Catholic church 

served as an umbrella, making possible the communing of people outside the 

strictly supervised by the one-party-state pseudo-public sphere. The 

establishment of Solidarity would not have been possible without the 

involvement  

of workers. It was thanks to the engagement of women, among others, that the 

underground society in the late 1980s could thrive. The founding and later on 

banning of Solidarity were the major incentives that spurred the development of 

the environmental movement in Poland
315

. Participants in this alternative 

counter-cultural movement played crucial role in the formation of civil society 

and establishment of NGOs. The early 1990s called for the ‘God’s mad-person’ 

type to initiate NGOs and allowed all those, who longed to take active part in the 

changes, to establish NGOs. The ‘baby-boom’ of NGOs is over and enthusiasm 

                                                
314  Church-goers are allegedly more prone to participate in civic activities. For a more detailed 

analysis of the relationship between Poles’ religiosity and their participation in politics see 
Chapters 3 and 6 in M. Grabowska and T. Szawiel 2001 Budowanie demokracji: podziały  
społeczne, partie polityczne i społeczeństwo obywatelskie w postkomunistycznej Polsce,  
Warszawa. 

315  P. Gliński 1996 Polscy Zielony..., pp. 149–150. 
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and good-will do not suffice for sustaining long-term activity. The following 

chapters will try to provide an answer to the question: what characterises people 

actively engaged in NGOs at present?  
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Chapter Three:  

People in NGOs 
 

 

Abstract: In this chapter I am going to make an overview of theories and 

empirical studies directly related to my research. Both existing theoretical 

orientations and empirical investigations usually deal with one type of pro-

social behaviour. The most voluminous literature focuses on volunteers and their 

motivations. Other pertinent studies have been conducted on the basis of the 

various functions people perform in NGOs, i.e. as volunteers, employees, 

leaders, professionals, activists, entrepreneurs, practitioners, philanthropists, 

etc. In this chapter I will present some theoretical approaches, which assume the 

perspective of the individual actor in explaining the decisions of people to found 

or join NGOs. Relevant typologies of NGO activists will be discussed as well.  

 

According to the resource mobilisation theory
316

, which highlights the 

organisational aspects of social movements and as such provides important 

clues for this research, people stand for just one of the types of resources needed 

to run a social movement. The other resources include – but are not limited to – 

money, time, organisational structure, goods and services, work, social bonds, 

social support, legitimacy, and so on. However, the proposition that people are 

the most important resource needed for a common initiative to take place seems 

to be a justifiable one. If we agree that people are the crucial prerequisite for  

an organisation to come into being, we should nonetheless acknowledge the 

diversity within the group of people engaged in this undertaking. Mayer Zald 

and John McCarthy have developed a classification of human resources, which 

distinguishes between adherents and constituents, the former of which are truly 

involved and believe in the mission of this common initiative, while the latter 

are merely members
317

. Non-adherents are either ‘bystander public’ or are  

‘opponents’ to the idea propagated by this enterprise.  

Indeed, people involved in organisations or social movements (or, at least, 

aware of their existence and activities) can be to a different extent engaged in their 

work and can have dissimilar attitudes towards it. Still, one common feature these 

                                                
316  This theory was developed by Bert Klandermans, Sidney Tarrow, Jo Freeman, John McCarthy 

and Mayer Zald (in P. Gliński 1996: p. 82). For a detailed overview of this theory  
see P. Gliński 1996 Polscy Zieloni. Ruch społeczny w okresie przemian, Warszawa, pp. 79–88. 

317  Ibid., p. 83; the same classification applies to organisations as well. 
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people share is that all of them can be described in terms of their attitude towards 

the idea propagated by the organisation. The researcher of the social base of  

organisations is therefore entitled to ask: what makes some individuals become 

‘adherents’, while others remain untouched or simply uninterested? Why some 

people are susceptible to certain ideas and wish to dedicate their time and efforts 

to promote them, while others – even if they may be genuine ‘opponents’ to this 

particular idea – would not bother to actively voice their opinions? How does the 

transformation of a ‘bystander’ into an ‘adherent’ or at least a ‘constituent’ takes 

place? Most importantly, which are the factors that explain people’s engagement 

in a pro-social activity for the public benefit’s sake?  

This research draws on relevant theories and studies dealing with what has 

been generally called ‘pro-social behaviour’. This term is often used as an 

alternative to altruistic or helping behaviour. However, I am interested here in 

pro-social behaviour sustained over time. Spontaneous or one-time aid is not the 

subject of this research. It should also be acknowledged that commitment to pro-

social activities has wider meaning and is not limited to participation in NGOs. 

Furthermore, in the context of engagement in the Third sector, pro-social beha- 

viour is meant to distinguish certain types of volunteering from informal care-

giving for relatives. I will use the more general term ‘volunteering’, although in 

some cases it may correspond to the phenomenon known in the US as 

‘community service’. 

In this chapter the terminology that encompasses ‘pro-social behaviour’ 

refers to both organisational volunteers and paid staff, professionals and 

amateurs, social entrepreneurs and activists, philanthropists, leaders, and 

practitioners. The scope of this book incorporates the different types of 

engagement in the Third sector, whereas the existing literature usually deals with 

only one kind of NGO activists. Besides, studies of volunteers or leaders, for 

example, much too often deal with a concrete type of organisational activity, i.e. 

AIDS volunteers, volunteers in hospitals, fire brigades, serious leisure 

volunteering, leaders of feminist organisations, and so on. While this approach 

makes possible the establishment of dependencies valid in the particular case, 

such studies’ findings can rarely be generalised and used to increase our 

understanding of the phenomenon as it appears in different ideological and 

organisational settings.  

The exploratory nature of this research notwithstanding, both related 

theories and studies are taken into consideration in the attempt to link its 

findings to broader theoretical issues. The need for exploratory research of this 
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kind rests on the premises that the available approaches’ scope of study is 

limited and fails to recognise the common features that characterise all these 

actors, irrespective of the position they take in the organisation. In addition, the 

existing empirical studies take for granted the current position of the participant 

in the research. That is, by focusing on one or two types of pro-social 

commitment, these studies do not reckon with the possibility that today’s 

volunteer may be tomorrow’s employee, leader, or professional. As mentioned 

previously, the most extensive relevant to this study literature deals with 

volunteers and it tries to fathom out volunteers’ motivations, attitudes, and so on. 

By contrast, this research aims at understanding how NGO activists’ motivations 

relate to the rationale behind NGOs’ activity. Eventually, this research might 

also establish a common pattern of engagement and personal traits that 

characterise the different actors that are to be found in the Third sector.  

 

 

3.1.  Volunteers and Their Motivation 

 

Volunteering is one of the distinct types of civic participation, although 

not each type of volunteering can be termed in such a way. Undoubtedly, there 

are similarities between volunteers affiliated to NGOs and social activists. Ne- 

vertheless, these two types of ongoing behavioural commitment do not entirely 

overlap. However, in the case of Poland it is possible to argue that some 

volunteers have become such by force, not by their free will. Their volunteerism 

– in some cases – was a side-effect, or an inevitable circumstance given the 

scarcity of financial resources which can be earmarked for the organisation’s 

active members’ salaries. Hence, becoming a volunteer is not always a 

premeditated action. In other cases, however, being a volunteer helps NGO 

activists find paid work at a later stage in their career. Nonetheless, it can be said 

that in Poland many volunteers are social activists and vice versa.  

At the same time, it is necessary to admit that a significant proportion of 

‘volunteers’ are members of the organisation, who pay their fee, but rather rarely 

participate actively in their NGO’s initiatives. What more, the statistical majority 

of volunteers (members) are to be found in group interest organisations, like 

amateur orchestras, fans of certain type of cars or city districts, hobby circles, 

scholars’ associations, and so on. By contrast, as aforementioned this research 
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deals with organisations of the ‘public benefit’ type. Furthermore, some 

volunteers are simply exercising serious leisure activity. 

This last contention is substantiated by the finding that in Eastern Europe, 

in contradistinction to old democracies, the predominant type of volunteering 

was found to be the expressive one
318

. Since the service type of volunteering is 

underdeveloped, it is not justifiable to study only volunteers if one wants to 

understand what kind of people establish or join public benefit organisations and 

why. Therefore, having in mind the fluidity of terms that describe different types 

of engagement in NGOs in Poland, it is not feasible to limit the analysis to  

volunteers or to paid staff or to leaders only. A study focusing on solely one type 

of NGO activists would not provide sufficient ground for judging about the 

origins of the Third sector, and – by extension – about the nature of civil society 

in Poland.  

As it was argued above, the most copious literature, which refers to  

a certain kind of pro-social behaviour classifiable as civic participation, deals 

with volunteers. This is certainly not surprising, given that volunteers are 

traditionally thought to be altruistic personalities, which allegation contradicts 

the well-established common belief that humans are rational beings and as 

such are expected to pursue their own self-interest. Thus, altruists’ seemingly 

counter-intuitive behaviour has long fascinated and intrigued both scholars and 

ordinary people. This might also be due to the idiosyncrasy of organisational 

volunteering, which – as Jone Pearce put it – is ‘inherently contradictory in 

nature’
319

. Comparative surveys have provided evidence for the fact that 

volunteers – in contradistinction to non-volunteers – emerge as ‘untypical in 

their attitudes and beliefs’
320

. This last argument points to the prevailing 

approach in studying volunteers. Namely, volunteers are usually compared to 

non-volunteers, or to everybody else in the particular society. David Horton 

Smith even coined the term homo voluntas to highlight the special nature of 

volunteers
321

.  

Yet, however different or untypical volunteers might be, this does not 

mean that they should necessarily be ‘better’, more compassionate, more 
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320  D.G. Barker 1993 “Values and Volunteering” in J.D. Smith ed. Volunteering in Europe.  

Opportunities and Challenges for the 90s, London, p. 25. 
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dedicated or enlightened individuals than non-volunteers. Indeed, David Barker, 

who analysed the outcomes of the European Values Survey conducted in 1990, 

found some proofs for the claim that volunteers are different (from non-

volunteers).  

As he sees it, although ‘the data are merely suggestive’, volunteers – compared 

to the population at large – seem to be ‘more trusting’, ‘more reflective’, ‘less 

materialistic’, ‘slightly more traditional’ and their attitude to abortion, euthanasia 

and suicide ‘appears stricter than average’
322

. However, these observed diffe- 

rences were found to be contingent upon the type of activity the volunteer is 

engaged in.  

Another study, conducted by Dennis Hettman and Elizabeth Jenkins, 

compared volunteers and non-volunteers in the US according to the degree of 

‘social interest’ individuals from these two groups exhibited. ‘Social interest’ 

is understood as ‘interest in the interest of mankind’
323

. They found out that 

volunteers more often report a higher level of social interest values than non-

volunteers, although their other hypothesis that ‘social interest was a more 

important causal factor than the availability of leisure time in explaining 

participation in volunteer programs’
324

 was not supported by their research. In 

other words, even if volunteers’ values differ from non-volunteers’, this fact 

does not offer sufficient explanation for some volunteers’ ongoing 

commitment to pro-social activity. 

Similarly equivocal are the outcomes of studies dealing with philanthropic 

behaviour. According to an OBOP
325

 survey conducted in 1998 in Poland, 

almost 70 per cent of respondents declared that were they asked to do so, they 

would support financially sick children. Yet, solely one-fourth said they would 

donate money for the sake of children from poor or dysfunctional families, the 

homeless and the elderly, whereas only 16 per cent reported they would do this 

for people infected with HIV
326

. One cannot avoid the impression that potential 

donors are subject to prejudices akin to those characterising the population  

at large. Another plausible interpretation may be connected with the ‘social 

desirability’ effect on respondents’ declarations. In the case of Poland it could be 
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that the public opinion on these issues reflects the official standpoint of the 

Catholic Church, although – on the other hand – it is also possible that it is the 

Catholic priests themselves who are the ones who mirror popular opinions held 

by their fellow citizens. Clearly, more research needs to be done in order to 

understand how volunteers differ from non-volunteers as well as to uncover the 

origins of the ‘social desirability’ phenomenon. 

The well-documented studies dealing with volunteers’ motivation all try 

to tackle the ostensible cognitive dissonance, which characterises voluntary 

activity: why dedicate one’s time and efforts for no remuneration given that pure 

altruism
327

 is perhaps a fiction and self-interest does not presuppose willing 

engagement in unpaid activity for the benefit of strangers? This same question 

can be paraphrased and extended to include all activity in the Third sector: why 

found or join an organisation, dealing with novel, difficult or sensitive issues, 

given that financial resources can be scarce (especially in less affluent societies), 

any pecuniary profit is not supposed to be distributed among the members of the 

NGO, the general public does not always approve of your work or understand it, 

one may have to undergo further education, and so on and so forth. Apparently, 

there must be some advantages of volunteering over other types of work or 

serious leisure activities. By the same token, there must be something that 

propels people to get engaged in NGOs, be it for remuneration or without pay. 

Without hypothesising that it is invariably pro-social motivation that explains 

why some people join or found NGOs, it is necessary to examine the specific 

circumstances as well as the (particular mix of) instrumental and altruistic 

reasons that make them become NGO activists. 

The topic of volunteering has been addressed by psychologists and social 

scientists alike, yet the respective studies originating in these different 

disciplines sprang independently from each other. As a result, psychologists 

rarely acknowledged the findings arrived at in sociological studies. Sociologists 

more readily made use of the psychological analyses’ output. It should be 

pointed out that psychologists most often ascribe different meaning to volunteer 

action than sociologists do. Psychologists were very seldom interested in the role 
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individuals as ‘unselfish’ or ‘altruistic’ when ‘they feel and act as if the long-term welfare  
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played by social factors, such as shared norms and values, historical tradition, 

community standards, ideological market, the impact of the presence or lack of 

formal freedom to associate, travel, protest, express one’s interests, and so on. 

Whereas psychologists traditionally referred to any kind of helping behaviour, 

sometimes irrespective of the fact whether it was pre-mediated or spontaneous, 

aimed at  

a stranger or a relative, sustained or one-time, sociologists’ definition 

significantly narrows the scope of acts, which can be labelled ‘voluntary’. 

Indeed, in recent times social psychologists have also started to be interested in 

organisational volunteering directed to beneficiaries outside the volunteer’s 

immediate family. This empirical research, however, is grounded in social 

science. For this reason I take into account only some pieces of the relevant 

literature originating from social psychology. 

In the copious literature dealing with organisational volunteering one can 

identify several common themes, which dominate the definitions of voluntary 

activity. As Justin Davis Smith correctly observed, ‘volunteering means different 

things to different people’ and the predominant form of volunteering is 

contingent upon the type of society in which it takes place
328

. Smith’s taxonomy  

of volunteering identified four types: mutual aid or self-help, philanthropy or 

service to others, participation, and advocacy or campaigning. Another 

classification of volunteering is developed by Robert Stebbins, who 

distinguished  

between three typological pairs of volunteering: career and casual, formal and 

informal, and occupational and nonoccupational
329

. Despite the varieties of  

understandings of the term and the rich palette of practices identified as 

volunteering in different cultures
330

, there are several common notions that merit 

discussion. The most often emphasised aspects of volunteering refer – but are 

not limited – to the free will of the individual, who is affiliated to an 

organisation and dedicates his/her time and efforts to provide direct services or 
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unpaid work done for the benefit of others
331

. Volunteers, who participated in a 

study conducted in the UK, have formulated a definition, which enriches the 

scholars’ understanding by incorporating the issues of commitment and help, as 

well as the use of skills and abilities while doing something one wants to do
332

. 

Studies of volunteers’ motivation have come up with the understanding of the 

phenomenon as ‘purposeful human activity’, while volunteers were found to 

‘satisfy important personal and social needs’
333

.  

Given that volunteers share some common experiences, it is pertinent to 

ask: who is the typical volunteer? In Western European and North American 

countries volunteers’ demographic characteristics appear to be similar to those in 

Poland. Thus, the European Values Survey in 1990
334

 revealed that on average 

more men than women are to be found among volunteers. People in their late 

thirties and forties are more active than the other age groups. The better educated 

and the more affluent are over-represented among volunteers. These findings are 

consistent with the outcome of studies conducted in Poland
335

, although in the 

case of Poland religiosity measured as church-attendance was also found to  

account for volunteering. Nevertheless, one has to look closer at the distribution 

of people from various demographic and social groups according to the type  

of activity they exercise in order to understand the reasons for the predominance 

of certain people in particular types of NGOs.  

Thus, in old democracies men happen to be over-represented in sports 

associations, political and professional groups, whereas in Poland they occupy 

most of the positions on the boards. Predictably, since more women than men 

are informal care-givers in their families, in the public sphere they are also 

mostly active in the areas of social assistance, aid for the elderly, disabled, 

deprived and, of course, in religious groups. As far as the age of volunteers is 

concerned, a study of volunteering and life course found out that younger 
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volunteers tend to be motivated by interpersonal relationships, while older ones 

are more likely to volunteer due to service and community obligation 

concerns
336

. Another study revealed that male volunteers in hospitals were 

motivated by ‘significantly different’ factors than female ones
337

. Although some 

dependencies might be observed, it seems that they reflect general socio-cultural 

factors rather than some singularity of volunteers belonging to certain 

demographic or occupational group. One can safely argue that volunteers’ 

demographic characteristics and their reasons for engagement mix in a way 

related to the type of work done by the volunteer. 

Given that person’s engagement as a volunteer is an extension of his/her 

other social roles and it reflects the type of involvement of that person both in 

private and public life, it is feasible to ask to what extent volunteering is related 

to civic activism. While getting acquainted with the literature dealing with vo- 

lunteerism, one cannot avoid the impression that despite its apparent contiguity 

with civic activism in voluntary organisations, voluntary activity represents  

a distinct subject area. A study of volunteers has to invariably focus on the 

ramifications ensuing from the fact that they receive no remuneration. As a 

result, the question of volunteers’ relation to civil society remains only 

secondary of importance and in a way is often taken for granted. Nevertheless, 

the theoretical and empirical studies dealing with volunteers’ motivation bear 

salient implications for this research. Before continuing with the studies dealing 

with volunteers’ motivation, I will briefly present some theoretical standpoints 

dealing with the motivation process. 

The domain of motivation theory has been of interest for social psycho- 

logists and sociologists alike. When studying human motivation, the former 

differentiate between ‘social motivation’ (which lays emphasis on external and 

situational factors) and ‘learned motive states’ (which refer to the internal, endu- 

ring characteristics of the individual)
338

. Sociologists do borrow from 

psychologists’ insights, yet they have tried to develop an understanding of the 

motivation process, which would also incorporate the complex reality the 

modern human being lives in. Thus, for example, in 1940 Talcott Parsons set out 
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to develop  

a theory dealing with the motivation of economic activities. He forcefully argued 

that in a capitalist economic system ‘the treatment of the concrete differences  

of behaviour as direct manifestations of differences of ultimate motivation alone 

is clearly illegitimate in that it fails to take account of the institutional factor’
339

. 

Parsons maintained that it is social institutions around which – what he calls  

– the ‘typical motivation’ is organised. His analysis clearly operates on the level 

of an institutionally integrated social system. To Parsons, individuals follow 

‘institutionally approved patterns’, irrespective of the extent to which they are 

propelled by disinterested and/or self-interested motivation
340

. 

Charles Handy’s overview of motivation theories seems to be the one 

most related to the perspective this book takes on, because he focuses on the 

motivation to work. Handy classifies the ‘early motivation theories’ as 

‘satisfaction’, ‘incentive’, and ‘intrinsic’ theories
341

. Succinctly, satisfaction 

theories assume that a satisfied worker will work harder. Incentive theories 

presume that the individual will work in order to receive a reward. All intrinsic 

theories originate from Abraham Maslow’ concept of the hierarchy of human 

needs
342

. Maslow distinguished between base and meta needs. According to his 

theory, needs that have already been satisfied do not motivate the individual to 

pursue the filling of these same needs. For instance, once base needs have been 

met, one would aspire after satisfying his/her meta needs. Succinctly, the idea is 

that needs satisfaction propels human behaviour in general. By extension, this 

logic of behaviour can account for motivation to work, too.  

Handy proposes an alternative model of the motivation process. He 

maintains that each individual has a set of needs and of desired results, both of 

which are mediated by the ‘motivational calculus’, or what he calls the ‘E-

factor’ (which stands for effort, energy, excitement, expenditure, and so on)
343

. 

This ‘internal decision process’ naturally operates ‘within the litmus of a ... 

psychological contract that each individual has with each group that plays any 

part in his or her life’
344

. This contract, in turn, is usually a mixture of coercive, 
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calculative, or co-operative types of relationship in the group(s)
345

. With the 

exception of the last argument, these seem to be general enough statements to 

account for both ‘serious leisure’ and work-related types of involvement in the 

Third sector. Clearly, what Handy called coercive psychological contract must 

be a much more rear practice in NGOs than in other work environments.  

However, it should be borne in mind that ongoing commitment to pro-

social activity need not necessarily be regarded as either ‘work’ or ‘serious 

leisure’ by volunteers or other NGO activists. There is yet another dimension of 

engagement in an NGO that merits attention. Namely, being part of an NGO can 

fulfil the function of a reference group for the individual. The social 

psychologist Herbert Hyman coined and developed the concept of reference 

group in the early 1940s
346

. Later on this theory was elaborated upon by scholars 

from the functionalist’s and symbolic interactionist’s schools. Reference group 

theory is relevant to this study, because it aims at accounting for the relationship 

of the individual to his/her social environment. A reference group need not be a 

membership one. Reference group is one against which the person assesses 

his/her status or behaviour. The moment an individual internalises certain group 

as  

a reference point, this group becomes part of his/her psychological field.  

In his book Jan Turowski provides a most useful account of the emergence 

and development of reference group theory. Following Harold Kelley, Turowski 

differentiates between ‘comparative’ and ‘normative reference groups’. The 

former of these refers to groups, values or patterns of behaviour, to which the 

individual compares oneself. Normative reference group, on the other hand, is  

a group, which the individual views as a source of values, norms or patterns of 

behaviour. Participation in an NGO can fulfil the function of either comparative or 

normative reference group for some social activists. Clearly, then, reference group 

theory can also help us understand why some people become volunteers or join 

NGOs. For example, in the case of organisations which promote certain 

philosophy of life (feminism, environmentalism, anarchism, veganism, and so on), 

it can be expected that its members or sympathisers regard it as a normative 

reference group. For other social activists, establishing an NGO can be a means to 

‘join’  

a comparative reference group. Otherwise put, if one aspires after achieving or 

maintaining higher social status, participation in an NGO could facilitate his/her 
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desire to identify him/herself with the particular reference group. Perhaps it is 

normative reference groups that have higher explanatory potential as far as public 

benefit groups are concerned. NGOs which affiliate people who share some social 

or professional position can fulfil the function of comparative reference groups. 

Reference group theory (especially this part, which deals with normative groups) 

also seems to be related to the process of crystallisation of ethos groups, which 

will be described later on in this chapter.  

At this point it is necessary to introduce one more concept, which has 

relevance both to reference group theories in particular and to motivational 

theories in general. Whereas the concept of the reference group lays emphasis on 

the importance of the milieu for the choices the individual makes, the self-concept 

focuses on the other side of the problem, i.e. on the individual’s conception of 

what s/he could be. This ‘pull of the ego-ideal’ (that is, the self-concept) is argued 

to be the basic motivating drive
347

. The self-concept corresponds to the “me”. The 

social psychologist and behaviourist Herbert Mead
348

 introduced this distinction 

between the “me” and the “I”. According to Mead, ‘the “I” is the response of the 

organism to the attitudes of others; the “me” is the organized set of attitudes of 

others which one himself assumes... [T]he “me”...is the self [one] is aware of.’
349

. 

Thus, whereas the “I” is subjective and spontaneous (yet, the “I” is not the self we 

disclose to others!), the “me” is ‘essentially a member of a social group, and 

represents, therefore, the value of the group’
350

.  

This brief presentation of the differences between the “me” and the “I” was 

necessary in order to back the argument that the scholar can study the “me” (or the 

self-concept of the interviewee). The “me” – as aforementioned – is the self one is 

aware of as well as the self one would disclose to others (in order to comply with 

the expectations of what Mead called ‘the generalized other’
351

). Erving Goffman 

also highlighted this feature characterising virtually all human beings: the way one 

presents him/herself to other people is an expression of one’s identity (or self), 

though whether this ‘self’ is authentic or not is a question difficult to tackle
352

. 
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Thus, in my research I tried to find out what is the self-concept (the “me”) of 

social activists I interviewed without implying that what I have discovered is their 

‘authentic selves’. Research participants’ self-concept will be analysed in Chapter 

Six. Here I would like to point out that the reference group can provide a model 

for the self-concept of the individual. However, it is the individual, who is in the 

position to make choices that is of interests in this research. 

Having briefly presented the theoretical underpinnings of the more 

general motivation theories, I will now discuss several pertinent theories and 

empirical studies involving their own typologies of motivations. Interestingly, it 

seems that each theoretical standpoint or empirical study is endorsing its own 

typology of motivation. For example, the social psychologist Janusz Reykowski 

differentiates between three types of ‘pro-social motivation’: axiological (one 

expects to be awarded or to avoid punishment), normocentric (implies 

responsibility, honour, the wish to avoid stings of conscience), and allocentric 

(out  

of compassion or selfless love)
353

. Another taxonomy differentiates between 

‘private good’ and ‘common good’ sub-types of motivation, which account for 

pro-social behaviour
354

.  

Often typologies elaborated by psychologists are based on the above 

mentioned Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs, which concept forms the basis 

of his theory of self-actualisation. Craig Pinder
355

, among others, ‘married’ the 

theory of human needs with the motivation to volunteer and developed a 

typology of motivations. As Pinder sees it, different types of needs fall into three 

kinds of motivation: extrinsic, intrinsic, and motivation based on the need for 

power. He exemplifies extrinsic motivation by existence and relatedness needs. 

The former of these stand for the pursuit of food, sleep, safety, whereas the latter 

are concerned with the social side of human behaviour, i.e. gregariousness and 

affiliation. By contrast, intrinsic motivation satisfies the needs for self-

actualisation
356

, self-esteem, competence and self-determination, and 

achievement. Unlike intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, the need for power is 
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not socially desirable motivation and as such it might be under-reported. Pinder 

also argues that frustration can be responsible for much of the motivation of 

volunteers. As the analysis of the empirical research in the second half of this 

book will demonstrate, these sources of motivation (save for the satisfaction of 

existence needs) can explain participation in NGOs. However, NGO activists’ 

scope of motivations is wider than that of volunteers. 

There are several other propositions regarding the motivation to volunteer 

that merit attention. A group of American social psychologists developed the  

so-called functional approach to volunteering, which has later on been tested in 

several empirical studies. According to Allen Omoto and Mark Snyder, the 

‘central tenet of functionalist theorizing is that different people can and do 

engage in the same behaviors for different reasons, in pursuit of different ends, 

and to serve different psychological functions’
357

. Clary Gil identified six 

motivational functions served by volunteerism: values (one can express values 

related to altruistic and humanitarian concerns for others), understanding (new 

learning experiences, exercise of skills and abilities), social (opportunities to 

spend times with people one likes), career (career-related benefits), protective 

(may appease consciousness or may help to address one’s personal problems), 

and enhancement (involves positive strivings of the ego)
358

. Again, people 

engaged in NGOs appear to be motivated by a wider scope of motivations than 

those responsible for volunteers’ involvement. 

As it was argued and later on illustrated with concrete examples, 

psychological analyses of volunteering focus predominantly on internal factors. 

As such, they present a partial picture of the phenomenon. Sociological studies 

have identified more varied set of forces that are responsible for the individual’s 

involvement in organisational volunteering. It is worth noting that whereas many 

scholars tend to concentrate on exploring the initial phase of volunteering, it is 

equally important to recognise the incentives, which are responsible for sus- 

taining one’s engagement. Incentives concern the reward(s) one receives for 

his/her work, whereas motivation is limited to the set of forces that urge the  

individual to initiate, join, or leave an organisation.  
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Nevertheless, motivation and incentives appear to be related, or at least in 

the context of social psychology. Namely, ‘incentives refer to objects, such as 

rewards, or to situations and conditions, such as knowledge of results, 

competition, and cooperation, which are used for purposes of arousing the 

motivation to perform’
359

. Clearly, social psychologists’ perspective focuses on 

the conscious and purposeful usage of incentives to trigger the respective 

motivation. An  

incentive might be needed to perpetuate the involvement or it can effect the 

initial motivation. Some analysts, as Mancur Olson (whose theory of groups and 

organisations has been reviewed in the previous chapter) focus on incentives 

only. Like motives, incentives are also either personal or social. Unlike 

motivations, incentives are easier to depict. In Chapter Five I will present 

research participants’ motivations, while the rewards (or, incentives) they 

receive via their engagement in an NGO are discussed separately in the same 

chapter.  

The main reasons to volunteer were given different labels in separate 

studies, but in general referred to several major sets of motivations (and 

incentives). Sheila Puffer and James Meindl’s typology is a good example. They 

differentiated between normative, rational, affiliative, and status motives and 

incentives
360

. The normative one implies altruistic attitude towards the task or a 

group of people. The rational motive means that the actor is conscious of some 

benefit s/he might gain from participating, like career-advancement. Affiliative 

motives reflect the desire to spend time with people one likes or identifies with. 

Status motive is naturally based on the wish to achieve as well as maintain 

(higher) status. This theoretical typology is backed up by the outcomes of 

several empirical studies. 

For instance, David Barker found out four clusters of motives for voluntary 

work. He classified all reported motives under the labels: altruistic, instrumental, 

obligation and other
361

. However, he also uncovered marked differences among 

volunteers from separate countries and engaged in different types of activity.  

A qualitative research conducted in the UK provided evidence for the importance 

of external factors, which significantly increase one’s susceptibility to volunteer. 

Encouragement from others, personal circumstances, continuing an existing 
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association, and personal or moral beliefs were the four major sets of motives that 

provided the initial urge to become volunteer
362

. Surveys conducted in Poland 

generally confirm these tendencies, although the extent to which one set of factors 

prevails over the others may be dissimilar in the different contexts. A mixture of 

instrumental and altruistic reasons explains why people volunteer in Poland.  

For example, in 1997 some 170 volunteers affiliated to the Volunteer 

Centre in Warsaw reported that they are involved in volunteering, because they 

want to help people in need (61%), hope to acquire new skills (46%), want to 

have something to do (41%), do it for their own satisfaction (31%), wish to meet 

new people (29%)
363

. In 2001, again most of volunteers said they believe people 

in need should be helped (84%), many declared they enjoy this activity or they 

just cannot turn down requests (67%), others relied on reciprocity (in case one 

day they themselves will need support) and half of respondents reported they 

wanted to acquire new skills
364

. Interestingly, in Poland as well as in the UK 

non-volunteers said they would have volunteered were they asked to do so
365

. 

This opinion points to the potentially unpremeditated nature of organisational 

volunteering. However, this finding also indicates that according to non-

volunteers one becomes a volunteer not out of one’s own initiative and free will, 

but as  

a response to a request. 

To sum up, studies of volunteering have identified several different sets  

of circumstances that explain how and why people become volunteers. These  

variables can be broadly defined as context, social background, situation, attitude, 

and personality
366

. Thus, it can be volunteers’ social background as well as their 

psychological orientations and attitudes or some particular circumstances which 

exist independently of people’s will or preferences that can account for their vo- 

lunteering. The combination of several different sources of motivation seems to 

comprise the strongest predictor for that person’s engagement. For example, some 

people volunteered to clean up oil pollution on the Spanish coast after the tanker 

Prestige sank in November 2002. However, this tragic accident alone cannot  

explain their decision to clean the coast. Similarly, a person who is explicitly 
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asked to volunteer, may comply; yet, this does not mean s/he would necessarily 

continue this engagement and turn unpremeditated, one-time participation into 

planned and sustained one. Also, the analysis of literature on volunteers and 

motivation presented in this sub-chapter may have only limited application in 

expla- 

ining why some people join counter-cultural activities like organised anti-globalist 

protests. Such protests are cyclical and depend on the activity of international  

organisations. Thus, it can be argued anti-globalist volunteers’ initiatives are 

contingent on their adversaries’ activities. However, anti-globalists’ voluntarism is 

specific and requires separate empirical inquiry. 

Whereas most studies tend to regard organisational volunteers as 

individuals primarily impelled by personal reasons or influenced by some 

limited set of local circumstances, the comparative quantitative study analysed 

by Lester Salamon and Wojciech Sokołowski forwards a dissenting (in this 

respect) view. They strongly argue that  

Volunteering is not just an individual choice or spontaneous outburst of altruism, 
but is affected by larger social and institutional forces. Countries with more deve- 
loped nonprofit organizational structures tend to have a higher volume of volunteer 
activity, because such structures are instrumental in recruiting and maintaining 
volunteer participation367. 

 

In other words, the importance of individual traits and circumstances 

notwithstanding, supra-individual – or structural – factors have as strong 

explanatory power as the person’s decision to become volunteer. The discussion 

about who volunteers and why has to be positioned in the broader context of 

sociological theorising. Namely, volunteering can be viewed as being the 

outcome of the agent’s action and at the same time being a side-effect of 

structural circumstances. Having recognised the complexity of circumstances 

that are responsible for person’s involvement in organisational volunteering, it is 

time to ask whether volunteers are different from other actors in NGOs and in 

what ways.  

 

 

3.2.  The other actors affiliated to NGOs 
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Some types of volunteering have been analysed as representing a kind of 

serious leisure activity
368

, which perspective clearly cannot be applied to paid 

work. Nevertheless, there are some similarities between paid and unpaid wor- 

kers. Kevin Bales merged the concepts of ‘volunteerism’ and ‘activism’ and 

argued that there is one, underlying ‘volunteerism-activism attitude’
369

. He found 

that a sense of effectiveness, sociability (or, generalism), idealism (or, 

philosophical commitment), and the ‘feel good’ factor are all strong predictors 

of this attitude
370

. However, Jone Pearce, who compares paid and unpaid 

workers, has persuasively argued that ‘volunteering appears to be a less 

behaviorally committing act than taking a paid job’, despite the fact that 

empirical findings consistently point to the more positive workplace attitude 

volunteers have compared to employees
371

. When she compared the job attitude 

and motivation differences of paid and unpaid workers, she found out that  

volunteers, doing the same work as employees, are more likely to report that they 
work for the rewards of social interaction and service to others, that their work is 
more praiseworthy, and that they are more satisfied and less likely to leave their 
organisation372. 

 

Interestingly, only intrinsic rewards (i.e. the ones guided by self-interest) 

turned out to be quite similar among volunteers and employees alike. 

Nevertheless, the paid-unpaid division highlights the differences in motivations 

that distinguish volunteers’ from employees’ engagement in NGOs. According 

to Jone Pearce, volunteers appear to be happier with their work and to be 

deriving more psychological as well as material benefits from it. Paid workers 

seem to be less enthusiastic about the (unrelated to their remuneration) 

advantages ensuing from their job. However, another study comparing the 

personality attributes of volunteers and paid staff engaged in similar 

occupational tasks revealed that volunteers were simply ‘more agreeable and 

extraverted’
373

. Thus, one can argue that the difference between paid and unpaid 

workers’ personality traits and motivations may derive from the latter’s happier 
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disposition, greater self-consciousness and self-appreciation volunteers need to 

possess in order to justify their engagement in the organisation. At the same 

time, a study of community mental health volunteers demonstrates how the 

personality characteristics – which are usually assumed to exist prior to 

engagement in volunteering – actually ‘emerged as  

a function of the volunteer experience itself’
374

. The empirical study presented in 

the following chapters did not aim at identifying the difference between paid and 

unpaid NGO activists’ attitudes. However, my research confirmed that some of 

the characteristics of social activists are actually the outcome of – rather than the 

reason for – their involvement in public benefit organisations.  

Even if we accept that volunteers are not that exceptional compared  

to employees, and that the latter can actually be more diligent workers than  

the former, unpaid work has undeniable advantages. However, the issue of 

professionalism may tip the scale in favour of paid workers, if we assume that 

professionals have invested more times and energy in acquiring their skills and 

therefore can expect respective remuneration. In Western countries volunteers 

are often regarded as amateurs and rarely take positions that are related to the 

running of the organisation. Although historically the terms volunteer and 

professional appear to have been linked
375

, in modern societies professionals are 

regarded as paid members of a specific expert work community, who are broadly 

competent and business-like
376

.  

Richard Goodall analysed the relationship between professionalism and 

voluntarism. He argued that the former is regarded to have corrupter the latter. 

This ‘corruption’ of voluntarism is in turn considered to have had either positive 

or negative implications for the NGOs or to be complementary to voluntarism. 

He found out that not only the word ‘professional’ is interpreted differently by 

separate actors in voluntary organisations, but the consequences of professio- 

nalisation are often ambiguous. Thus, for example, Goodall discovered that the 

alleged amateurism of volunteers is not that self-evident. Furthermore, 

voluntarism cannot be juxtaposed to professionalism thus implying that 

volunteers are not capable of undertaking content-related positions in the NGOs. 
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What more, as Barry Karli convincingly maintains, ‘there is now a genuinely 

modern form of relation between amateurs and professionals ... as professionals 

in one area are called upon to be volunteers in another’
377

. It seems there is 

significant empirical evidence for arguing that the boundaries between paid and 

unpaid workers as well as between amateurs and professionals have blurred.  

As mentioned previously, voluntary work has often been defined as 

planned helping, which implies dedicating one’s time and efforts to an 

organisation. By contrast, those who give money instead of their time have been 

dubbed philanthropists. In both cases, though, the rationale behind giving and 

volunteering is traditionally assumed to be altruism. Paul Schervish and John 

Havens make a critical overview of the theories of altruism, which theories 

‘emphasise either or both the intentional motivation to assist others and the 

relative cost to the actor’
378

. Altruism theories assume that pro-social behaviour 

is due to the individual’s commitment to serve other people’s interests, which 

attitude necessitates certain disregard for one’s own interests. By contrast, the 

competing  

rational-choice theories highlight the advantages people gain through 

participation. Clearly, in the case of philanthropic giving and voluntary service, 

it is more difficult to recognise the actors’ purely utilitarian motives. Thus, 

Schervish  

and Havens argue that neither altruism nor rational-choice theories can explain 

volunteering and giving. As it will be demonstrated in Chapter Five, my research 

also provides evidence for this claim. However, in the case of Polish social  

activists it is a mixture of altruistic and rational motives that accounts for their 

involvement in the Third sector.  

To amend the weaknesses of the altruism and rational choice theories, 

Schervish and Havens develop what they call an ‘identification theory’. Accor- 

ding to them, ‘the level of measured charitable giving, and perhaps of volun- 

teering, depends ... on the density and mix of opportunities and obligations to 

voluntary associations’
379

. Otherwise put, active involvement and participation 

either impel identification with the organisation or are actually part and parcel of 

it. The more one identifies with the cause, the more s/he gives. To my mind, 

Schervish and Havens’ model is problematic when applied to other than the US 
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cultural contexts, because it presupposes already existing networks, which make 

possible philanthropic giving and – significantly – to a lesser extent volunte- 

ering. The only intrinsic factor they hypothesise – but do not find quantitative 

support for – is what they call ‘framework of consciousness’
380

. Indeed, they 

acknowledge that ‘frameworks of consciousness’ are ‘important’, but conclude 

that it is ‘associational capital in the form of social networks of invitation and 

obligation’
381

 that explains giving and volunteering. 

Similar to Schervish and Havens’ identification theory is the 

‘microstructural theory of volunteering and giving’ developed by Wojciech 

Sokołowski. To Sokołowski, philanthropic behaviour consists of two components: 

volunteering and charitable giving, the former of which implies a more sustained 

engagement. He argues that volunteering ‘requires a more diversified array of 

inducements that includes not only social ties to voluntary organisations, but also 

altruistic orientation and the promise of self-fulfillment’
382

. Charitable giving, 

unlike volunteering, appears to be contingent upon the availability of pecuniary 

resources rather than on the donor’s ‘value system’. In spite of the acknowledged 

difference between volunteering and giving, Sokołowski’s theory sets out to 

account for both  

instances of involvement in voluntary organisations. Succinctly, he contends  

that social ties lead to participation in philanthropic activities, which involvement 

triggers change in the participant’s attitudes, thus motivating him or her for further 

giving. In other words, both Schervish and Havens’ identification theory and 

Sokołowski’s microstructural theory of volunteering and giving throw light on the 

exogenous factors that influence philanthropic giving and voluntary service.  

These models posit the existence of a network of people or institutions 

that would provide the rationale for the engagement of people in voluntary or 

philanthropic activities. In addition to the argument that the lack of (developed) 

networks in some cultural settings renders irrelevant such theories, their 

explanatory power is further limited when it comes to differentiate between the 

factors that foster the former from the latter type of pro-social commitment. 

What more, both the identification theory and the microstructural theory of 

volunteering and giving fail to reckon with the internal factors which motivate 
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people to contri- 

bute to the well-being of other people or of their community. As the research 

analysed in the following three chapters will demonstrate, the circumstances and 

motives involved in the process of becoming a social activist involve a much 

wider scope of factors that lead to pro-social commitment.  

Besides, although the two above mentioned theories acknowledge that 

there are some differences between volunteering and philanthropy, their authors 

conflate the former with the latter thus bluring the distinction between these two 

distinct forms of giving. To remedy this situation, it is necessary to consider 

studies, which focus on philanthropy. Francie Ostrower’s research of elite 

philanthropy in New York provides invaluable clues, which can help us 

understand the character, sources, and consequences of private giving for public 

purposes. By extension, her work can be used to compare this kind of activity to 

the other types of involvement in NGOs.  

Ostrower endorses the view that philanthropists donate money out of their 

free will
383

. However, philanthropists’ commitment can only be understood in 

terms of their connection to non-profit institutions. When philanthropists she 

interviewed discussed the reasons for their engagement in these organisations, 

they underscored several factors. To begin with, they explained that they live in 

a milieu in which donating is a norm. They regarded philanthropy as an 

obligation that is part of their privileged position. Some of these affluent 

individuals either reported that donations they make allow them to ‘give back’ or 

simply tied their giving to personal lifestyle. Others pointed to guilt as a 

motivating factor, while for some this activity was ‘enjoyable’. It is often friends 

and associates that are instrumental in bringing wealthy individuals to donate. 

Philanthropists themselves considered training in philanthropy as a part of 

‘proper upbringing’ and were highly disapproving of affluent non-donors
384

. 

The outcomes of Ostrower’s research are largely corroborated by studies 

concerning Poland. However, in Polish history it was not only affluent people 

that became philanthropy benefactors. In the past it was the Polish intelligentsia 

that was most engaged in helping the poor. In her excellent account of charity 

giving in 19
th
 century Warsaw Elżbieta Mazur argues that ‘we cannot be certain 

whether this [charity] activity derived from the needs of the heart or it was an 
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effect of complying with the then fashion and customs – i.e. noblesse oblige’
385

. 

In his novel Lalka (The Doll) Bolesław Prus convincingly described both the 

external and internal factors prompting the Polish aristocracy to take part in what 

we now call fund-raising for the poor. His account complies with the noblesse 

oblige hypothesis forwarded by Mazur. Ewa Leś’s recent description of the 

history of charity giving and philanthropy in Poland does not focus on the 

benefactors’ personalities. Nevertheless, she does provide some information 

concerning such individuals. For example, Leś argues that in the 19
th

 century 

participation in philanthropic activities was one of the few social roles women 

from the aristo- 

cracy, bourgeoisie, and the landed gentry could assume
386

. In other words,  

occupying certain social position increased the probability that a person would 

become benefactor. In any case, predisposition to take part in philanthropic  

activities is certainly not the only explanation of such behaviour.  

As far as the similarities alleged to characterise the motivational 

underpinnings of voluntary and philanthropic behaviour are concerned, it seems 

one should rather regard these two types of potentially pro-social activities as 

separate. Their conflation would obscure the differences that exist between 

voluntarism and philanthropy. Even if other factors coincide, philanthropists are 

more likely to have vested interests than volunteers. It is also important to have 

in mind that accidental philanthropic engagement is less behaviourally 

committing act than most of volunteering. Besides, in the literature the practise 

of philanthropy is not viewed as social activism. In my research sample I did not 

include people, who can be dubbed philanthropists. In the context of Poland 

wealthy philanthropists’ reasons for donating merit a separate study.  

My reservations concerning philanthropy’s relation to social activism 

notwithstanding, it is impossible to avoid the impression that the giving  

of money, time or work for the benefit of others are activities contingent upon 

several factors. Cultural capital, higher social status and education, adherence to 

widely accepted norms, and affiliation to an organisation are all conducive to 

committed involvement in philanthropic and volunteering activities. As the 

analysis of my research material will show, both altruistic and rational motives 

mingle to account for the engagement of these individuals. Volunteers and 
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philanthropists alike acknowledge the personal and social rewards their activity 

brings them.  

As aforementioned, according to the Klon/Jawor surveys conducted in 2001 

and 2002, as much as 44 and accordingly 50 per cent of respondents declared they 

have donated money to an institution during the last year, while only 10 and 11 per 

cent respectively gave their time and work
387

. However, 60 per cent of these 

money were collected during street fund-raising campaigns and 60 per cent of 

these donations was less than 100 zł. Interestingly, according to this same survey, 

as much as 51 per cent of respondents who take care of their houses and families, 

and almost 38 per cent of those who have no income reported to have donated 

money. At the same time these categories of people were least engaged in 

volunteering. These singularities highlight the need to distinguish between 

occasional donators and genuine philanthropy benefactors. Hence, the similarities 

between volunteering and giving concern only those social actors who might have 

been involved accidentally, yet their engagement is sustained.  

Yet another type of actors engaged in NGOs are nonprofit entrepreneurs, 

which in different studies are variously dubbed ‘social’, ‘religious’, ‘ideological’ 

or ‘public’ entrepreneurs. Clearly, each of these adjectives describes an entre- 

preneur who is different from the businesspersons to be found in the market sector. 

In his Theory of Economic Development J.A. Schumpeter coined the term 

‘entrepreneur’ and argued that entrepreneurship is characterised by a certain type 

of conduct and a type of person
388

. Social entrepreneurs can be defined as people, 

who ‘bring about innovation, create change and introduce new solutions to social 

problems’
389

. This type of activists can be paid or unpaid workers, professionals  

or amateurs. Like other actors involved in NGOs, entrepreneurs were found to 

possess particular personality traits that distinguish them from non-entrepreneurs. 

Accordingly, people with different entrepreneurial traits can be found in 

organisations practising in different areas. Quite predictably, entrepreneurs most 

often take leadership positions in their organisations, since they are the ones who 

are committed to a particular vision and possess the resources to carry out the 

mission of their organisation. Empirical studies have found out that the institution 
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run by an entrepreneur will persistently pursue the strategic directions that most 

reflect the entrepreneur’s set of life issues
390

. 

The language and terminology used to describe entrepreneurs borrow 

from economics, business and public administration as well as from community 

psychology. As it was mentioned in the previous chapter, entrepreneurship 

theories are supply-side ones. Furthermore, as Christoph Badelt contends, 

taxonomies of entrepreneurs’ personalities form the conceptual basis for 

behavioural theories of nonprofits
391

. Although Badelt’s account of 

entrepreneurship theories is critical, he nonetheless maintains that this approach 

advances our knowledge of the non-profit sector. Badelt identifies the two most 

salient contributions these theories have made to the field. First, he pinpoints the 

advantages of supply-side theories over demand-side ones. Namely, Badelth 

asserts that although demand-oriented theories can account for the establishment 

of a nonprofit organisation, it nevertheless takes ‘special types of human beings, 

with special personalities’
392

 who would make the supply happen. Also, 

behaviour-oriented theories highlight the entrepreneurs’ preferences for the 

nonprofit form over profit-oriented enterprises. Thus, supply-side theories 

complement demand-side ones and also underscore the individual agent’s 

contribution to the founding of NGOs. 

It is important to mention that entrepreneurship theories try to account for 

the setting up of nonprofits which provide services, like hospitals or libraries. On 

the other hand, studies of social activists focus on activists engaged in NGOs, 

political parties, and trade unions. Besides, social activists tend to be engaged in 

NGOs dealing with much more diverse set of issues, like conducting researches, 

activating citizens, informing and raising of consciousness about specific issues, 

like the problems of the unemployed, imprisoned, homeless, mentally retarded, 

people in exile, and so on. Furthermore, the different language used to 

distinguish between entrepreneurs and activists can be said to be indicative of 

the dichotomy described in the previous chapter as two parallel research 

universes regarding the study of nonprofits and NGOs.  

Even more importantly, however, this duality points to what has been 

described by Zygmunt Bauman as ‘the reduction of citizenship to consumerism’
393

. 
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Otherwise put, one of the problems that is increasingly argued to plague old and 

new democracies alike is the preoccupation of the democracies’ constituents with 

consumerism. Or, it might only seem to be so, given that indulging in consumption 

is more spectacular than the practising of civic duties (other than civic disobe- 

dience). In any way, the propensity to think and behave like a mature citizen in 

everyday life is less commonly observed than the joyous exercise of freedom  

reduced to consumer choice. However, consumerism as well as the participation in 

economic activities need not be regarded as a threat or an alternative to civic 

activities. On the contrary, as Andrzej Rychard maintains, the freedom people 

experience as consumers can partially make up for the perceived lack of freedom in 

their workplaces and in the public sphere
394

. What more, Andrzej Rychard contends 

that 

Many theorists do not include economic activity in the concept of civil society.  
Yet a case can be made the economic activity has important implications for civil 
society, especially during such simultaneous transformations as now change the 
social order of Poland.395 

Nevertheless, even if Bauman’s notion regarding the effects of the 

‘reduction of citizenship to consumerism’ is well-grounded and concerns 

countries undergoing transformation, too, this trend may still provide additional 

incentives to exceptional individuals to swim against the mainstream. Thus, for 

example,  

a research revealed that the dramatic rise in applications from professional adults 

in the UK wishing to volunteer overseas has been caused by ‘post-consumer 

blues’
396

. While celebrating the influx of skilled, well-to-do volunteers into some 

segments of the NGO sector, it is crucial to be aware of the fact that purely 

profit-oriented individuals can be found in the so-called citizens’ sector as well.  

As the overview of researches on the motivations of different actors in 

NGOs has demonstrated, the myth of the altruists peopling voluntary 

organisations has long been refuted. However, these studies have also 

highlighted the effect of NGOs on people already engaged, even if initially they 

were not ‘untypical’ compared to others. In other words, there is some evidence 

for Peter Drucker’s famous maxim that participation in NGOs is expected to 
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bring change to people. The practical problem in distinguishing between initial 

motives and eventual side-effects naturally lays in the uncovering of what came 

first. Usually it is assumed that personality traits, which are believed to be stable 

over time, can explain why people found or join NGOs. Still many other factors 

intervene to account for NGO activists’ self-perception and behaviour. For 

example, the study of overseas volunteer’ orientations disclosed that while 

intending volunteers exhibited primarily focus on self, the experience brought 

about a change: returned volunteers focused on others and self 
397

. Thus, there 

seems to be empirical confirmation of the hypothesis that involvement in NGOs 

makes the difference for participants themselves. Whether and to what extent 

these people have brought about change in the lives of the beneficiaries of the 

services they provided is a problem that merits a separate analysis.  

Murray Hausknecht’s case study provides clues to our understanding of 

what made people join voluntary associations in the US in the 1960s. More than 

thirty years before Robert Putnam published his provocative paper on the decline 

of civic engagement in the US, Hausknecht dispelled the myth of Americans as 

‘joiners’. Hausknecht discovered and described several sets of circumstances, 

which explained why some people do join voluntary associations. For example, 

he found out that once the individual assumed career and family responsibilities, 

s/he was more likely to get engaged in an NGO
398

. Hausknecht also argued that 

in large urban centres participation in voluntary organisations is a less attractive 

alternative than it is in smaller settlements, because in cities there is a wider 

choice of cultural activities one can take part in. The working class rarely 

participated in voluntary associations in the US, which is no surprise given that 

civil society is often thought to be an offspring of the middle class.  

If this is the case, the potential of NGOs to be the locus for the exercise of 

‘learning by doing’, or ‘action learning’, is seriously undermined. As Hausknecht 

maintains, ‘instead of being the training ground for leaders, associations become 

the contexts for the future exercise of skills learned elsewhere’
399

. Even if 

Hausknecht’s diagnosis is correct, one wonders whether it also applies to Third 

sector organisations in other countries as well. Yet, as the comparative surveys 

described by David Barker and Justin Davis Smith illustrates, there are significant 

differences among volunteers from different countries. As the analysis of my 
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research material will demonstrate, ‘learning by doing’ does take place in Polish 

NGOs, which does not exclude the possibility that once NGO activists have 

mastered new skills they will not go on practicing these in their further career as 

well. 

 

 

3.3.  Social activists: typologies and characteristics 

 

In what follows several taxonomies of NGO activists will be presented. 

Several related to social activism terms will be analysed and integrated into the 

more general theoretical framework. Besides the predominantly quantitative 

sociological surveys on volunteers mentioned previously, there have been se- 

veral – more congruous with this book – qualitative studies conducted by social 

scientists and students in Poland. In the recent years there have been written and 

defended dozens of MA and PhD theses dealing with non-governmental 

organisations, volunteers, and other related issues
400

.  

The most relevant to this research empirical study was conducted by  

Jadwiga Koralewicz and Hanna Malewska-Peyre. In their book Człowiek 

człowiekowi człowiekim (Homo Homini Homo Est) they present the outcome of 

their empirical study. In 1994 they interviewed 43 Polish and 20 French selected 

social activists. The conclusions they arrived at merit attention, despite the fact 

that Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre studied prominent social activists involved 

in trade unions, local communities, political parties and NGOs. By contrast, the 

research presented in this work sought to identify grass-roots NGO activists, 

which are not necessarily well-known leaders. Some of the more salient findings 

of Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre are that social identity can be redefined in 

times of social crisis, that big social movements make activists, and that tradition 

or continuity of social engagement is conducive to pursuing similar type of  

activity
401

. Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre also found out that in Poland pa- 

triotic and religious values, together with the positivist ethos of the intelligentsia 

(in some cases), provide the motives for social activism.  

Without entering into broad discussion about the intelligentsia and its  

unquestionable historical role in Poland, it is necessary to briefly describe the 

                                                
400  For a list of these theses, see P. Gliński, B. Lewenstein and A. Siciński eds. 2002 

Samoorganizacja społeczeństwa Polskiego: Trzeci sektor, Warszawa, pp. 307–309. 
401  J. Koralewicz and H. Malewska-Peyre 1998 Człowiek człowiekowi człowiekiem, Warszawa,  

p. 151, p. 19 and p. 10. 
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understanding(s) of the concept and its origins. The issue of the intelligentsia 

seems to be one of the favourite and most debated phenomenon in Polish socio- 

logy. Scholars rarely agree about the social background of the intelligentsia. One 

of the most widely-spread opinion is that the intelligentsia is a social stratum 

characterised by its missionary zeal to enlighten the nation and preserve the 

national values in times of foreign rule. One of the early analysts of the social 

background of the intelligentsia Józef Chałasiński argued that the intelligentsia 

(and its missionary zeal) came from the impoverished noble class (szlachta) and 

that as such its emergence as a separate class or group is a side-effect of capita- 

lism
402

. Joanna Kurczewska however contends that there are two opinions 

concerning the social genealogy of the intelligentsia. Namely, it is either 

believed to derive from the nobility or from different, lower social strata
403

. 

Chałasiński’s analysis of the origins and nature of the social type ‘intelligentsia’ 

has been criticised as being one-sided or even biased by a number of scholars. 

As Elżbieta Mazur, among others, persuasively maintains, it is difficult to 

subscribe representatives of 19
th

 century intelligentsia to any particular social 

group
404

.  

In spite of the presumably biased account Chałasiński forwards, some of his 

arguments seem to be valid. For example, one can safely assume that the leading 

role of the intelligentsia in the 19
th
 century was actually ‘leadership by default’

405
. 

This argument is corroborated by Joanna Kurczewska, who writes that ‘The 

intelligentsia is strong, when other groups are weak’
406

. The 19
th
 century 

intelligentsia traditional ethos is nicely summed up by Gordon Marshall: 

‘nationalism coupled with a Western orientation, anti-industrialism and emphasis 

upon cultural and humanistic values, criticism of the state, adherence to gentry 

style of life, and criteria of good breeding demanded of the intelligentsia 

proper’
407

. The communist times witnessed the supported by the one-party state 

emergence of a novel breed, called ‘new intelligentsia’
408

. Given that the 

composition of the intelligentsia’s corps had undergone such changes, one can 

                                                
402  J. Chałasiński 1946 Społeczna genealogia inteligencji Polskiej, Warszawa, pp. 30 and 34. 
403  J. Kurczewska 1998 „Inteligencja” in Encyklopedia Socjologii, Vol.1, Warszawa, p. 340. 
404  E. Mazur op. cit., p. 146. 
405  The term ‘leadership by default’ was coined by W. Markham, J. Walters and C. Bonjeau 2001 

“Leadership in Voluntary Associations: The Case of the “International Association of 
Women” in Voluntas, Vol. 12, nr 2 . Their work will be reviewed in the following pages. 

406  J. Kurczewska op. cit., p. 338. 
407  Dictionary of Sociology 1998 G. Marshall ed., Oxford: p. 321. 
408  See H. Palska 1994 Nowa inteligencja w Polsce Ludowej. Świat przedstawień i elementy 

rzeczywistości, Warszawa. 
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legitimately ask whether the 19
th
 century idea of the intelligentsia proper is still 

topical.  

An excellent succinct overview of the history of intelligentsia and the 

different understandings of the term was made by Joanna Kurczewska
409

. She 

singled out four concepts of the intelligentsia. It seems it is the fourth one, 

concerning the pro-social, missionary attitude of the intelligentsia, which is most 

relevant to the current analysis. It is the 19
th
 century behaviour of the intelligentsia 

that is thought of being the ‘role model’ for later generations of representatives of 

the intelligen- 

tsia as well. However, since the 1980s the Polish intelligentsia has been develo- 

ping a new, ‘modified’ ethos the most salient elements of which are the adherence 

to ‘freedom, individualism, self-reliance and responsibility for oneself’
410

. In other 

words, the contemporary member of the intelligentsia need not be one necessarily 

devoting his/her energy and time to pro-social activities. The conscientious, hard-

working member of the newly emerging knowledge class equally well qualifies for 

‘membership’ in the intelligentsia corps
411

.  

In the case of the study conducted by Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre, 

however, it is the traditional understanding of the ethos and role of the 

intelligentsia that is considered to have represented one of the most important 

resources tapped by social activists they interviewed. These authors found out 

that historical preconditions had had an effect on both Polish and French social 

acti- 

vists’ scope of activity. However, in Poland the main concern of social activists 

was the Polish people, while in France there were many initiatives aimed  

at helping people in foreign countries, too. Early engagement in Solidarity left  

a life-long impact on a significant part of their respondents in Poland. Although 

sometimes the initiation of salient activity was admitted to have happened  

'by chance', later it had become 'self-accelerating'
412

. Social activists have been 

described as anti-conformist. They are 'innovators' and believe that social reality 

can be changed. They also exhibit 'positive thinking’. Social activists these 

authors studied are creative, independent, and self-reliant persons. 
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411  For a comparison between the concepts of ‘intelligentsia’ and ‘knowledge class’, see ibid.: pp. 

339, 343. 
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Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre also pointed to the similarity between 

social activists and businessmen, both of whom exhibit 'individualistic attitude' 

as defined by Henryk Domański and Aleksandra Dukaczewska
413

. This finding 

is consistent with the approach that focuses on social entrepreneurs rather than 

on activists. Unlike businesspersons’ scale of priorities, in the system of values 

of social activists the well-being of others is placed above their own and above 

the acquiring of material goods. In the context of this particular research, it is 

necessary to ask whether and to what extent the social activists from the 

beginning of the transformation period differ from those who are to be found in 

the NGO sector a decade later. It should be noted that the outcomes of the study 

conducted by Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre cannot be fully compared with 

the results of the research analysed in this book, mainly because of the different 

criteria on the basis of which respondents were selected. Moreover, Koralewicz 

and Malewska-Peyre tried to uncover the common characteristics of prominent 

social activists, whereas this research will aim at highlighting the differences 

among them as well. Nevertheless, the comparison of the outcomes of their 

study and the research I conducted merits attention, because it may identify 

some significant changes that could have occurred in the meantime. I will 

present the implications of this comparison in Chapter Six. 

The most appropriate methodological tool for emphasising the differences 

among social activists is the development of a typology of NGO activists. In the 

Introduction I briefly discussed the methodological underpinnings of developing 

typologies. Constructing typologies can go beyond the mere descriptive classi- 

fying of social phenomena. As John Lefland correctly observes, typologising is 

‘a tool to aid in systematic understanding’
414

. Clearly, a research aiming at 

developing a typology has to be positioned in the realm of qualitative or 

‘understanding’ sociology. A qualitative research approach to the studied 

phenomena can go beyond the self-reported opinions of the respondents. Such 

approach allows the researcher to explore the expressed views in-depth and link 

these to the context of the circumstances and unique experiences, which frame 

the individual case.  

Typologies, in the words of Tom Wengraf, are ‘resources for understan- 

ding the particular cases and all other cases: these are generated in the dialogue 

                                                
413  H. Domański and A. Dukaczewska 1994 in Ibid., p. 89; In Chapter Six I will discuss the issue 
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between the interviewee’s self-expression and the researcher’s frame of refe- 

rence’
415

. Andrzej Siciński notes that there are two approaches that are usually 

used in constructing typologies: one is based on theoretical assumptions, while 

the other – on empirical observations
416

. In his work Siciński demonstrates how 

to develop a typology combining both of these approaches. It seems that for the 

purposes of this book the most appropriate method would likewise be to couple 

the outcome of empirical observations with theoretical postulates.  

The elaboration of types and the construction of typologies can be traced 

back to the works of classical sociological thinkers. Thus, Emile Durkheim’s 

classification of the types of suicide (egoistic, altruistic, anomic, and fatalistic) 

embodies a theory about why people commit suicides
417

. William Thomas and 

Florian Znaniecki’s typology of human actors distinguishes three typical cases in 

terms of people’s various responses to cultural demands. They singled out the 

‘philistine’ (or, conformist), the ‘bohemian’ (or, rebel), and the ‘creative man’ 

(or, innovator)
418

. Their work inspired David Riesman who in his seminal book 

The Lonely Crowd argued that there are three types of social characters: 

tradition-directed, inner-directed, and other-directed
419

. An interesting case of a 

bipolar typology differentiates between ‘origins’ and ‘pawns’. An ‘origin’ is a 

‘master’ or a ‘director’ of his/her own fate, whereas a ‘pawn is a person who 

feels that someone or something is in control of his or her fate’
420

. 

John Holland’s vocational typology also merits attention, because he 

assumes that ‘vocational interests are construed as an expression of 

personality’
421

. Holland’s taxonomy of individuals and occupations includes the 

following ‘personality types’: realistic, investigative, artistic, social, 

                                                
415  T. Wengraf. 2000 ‘Uncovering the general from within the particular. From contingencies  

to typologies in the understanding of cases” in P. Chamberlayne, J. Bornat and T. Wengraf 
eds. The Turn to Biographical Methods in Social Science. Comparative Issues and Examples, 
London, p. 161. 

416  A. Siciński 1988 „Typy stylu życia ludności miejskiej” in A. Siciński ed. Style życia w 
miastach polskich (u progu kryzysu), Wrocław, p. 43. 

417  See E. Durkheim „Samobójstwo”, T. Szawiel’s translation of parts of Le suicide 1897 Paris in 
A. Sułek ed. Logika analizy socjologicznej. Wybór tekstów, Warszawa, p. 47. 

418  W. Thomas and F. Znaniecki 1976 Chłop Polski w Europie i Ameryce, Volume 3: Pamiętnik 
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and Personality Theory” in Journal of Vocational Behavior, Vol. 55, pp. 41–42. 



People in NGOs 

 

136 

enterprising, and conventional
422

. Holland’s approach seems to be particularly 

pertinent to this research, because it considers vocational interests as an aspect 

of personality. Participation in the work of an NGO can and should be 

understood as an occupation, because even recreational activities some 

volunteers participate in are occupations.  

Dennis Young’s taxonomy of ‘nonprofit entrepreneurs’ in the American 

social service industry seems to represent another good example supporting this 

argument. Young characterised non-profit entrepreneurs as artists, professionals, 

believers, searchers, independents, conservers, power seekers, controllers and 

income-seekers
423

. He also uncovered that each of these types is prevalent in 

different kinds of services. Robert Merton’s empirical study of types of 

influential persons uncovered such relationship as well. Merton differentiated 

between ‘local’ and ‘cosmopolitan’ types of ‘influentials’. Predictably, these 

people turned out to be affiliated with more voluntary organisations than rank-

and-file citizens. However, locals and cosmopolitans belonged to different types 

of organisations. Merton found out that whereas ‘cosmpolitans are concerned 

with associations primarily because of the activities of these organisations ... 

locals are primarily interested in associations not for their activities, but because 

these provide a means for extending personal relationships’
424

. Hence, not only 

different types of NGOs attract different types of people, but the reasons for 

joiners’ participation in the respective organisations also vary significantly. 

Clearly, in the case of NGOs in Poland this issue requires further empirical 

inquiry as well as theoretical formulation. 

Having in mind the posited interrelation between the organisation’s domain 

of activity and the personality type of the NGO activist, it is relevant to  

ask whether such kind of correlation would characterise the participants in this 

research as well. However, an answer to this question would necessitate the 

construction of a typology based on the field of activity of the organisation. My 

respondents are involved in NGOs active in different fields. The typology of social 

activists that will be developed in Chapter Six is not limited to the field of activity 

of the NGO only. This approach rests on the premises that – although involvement 

in an NGO can be regarded as an occupation – there is an underlying potential that 

it can be more than that. For example, one may be taking active part in more than 
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one NGO with different fields of activities, or participation in an NGO may be  

a manifestation of the more general civic attitude, or such involvement can allow 

the social activist to enact values s/he cherishes, or it can be a means to help one’s 

relatives or oneself, and so on and so forth.  

Leaders of NGOs can likewise be distinguished on the basis of their 

motivations and the model of leadership they represent. William Markham, Jana 

Walters and Charles Bonjeau make an overview of existing in the literature three 

different models of leadership in voluntary associations. The first of the three 

existing mo- 

dels is democratic leadership. It is characterised by the leader’s ‘desire to serve 

and commitment to the organization and its goals’
425

. Oligarchic leaders enjoy the 

prestige and in some cases the financial rewards the participation in the work of  

a voluntary association brings them, and as such they are ‘reluctant to give up its 

rewards’
426

. Leadership by default can be encountered in voluntary associations 

where no remuneration is received, yet someone has to become the leader, though 

s/he might be neither elected nor willing to occupy this position and assume the 

corresponding responsibilities. The authors of this paper present a fourth model, 

called leadership for self-development. This model is characteristic of well-to-do 

women, for example, but it also applies to ‘relatively unsuccessful academics, 

unsuccessful sale representatives or managers’
427

. These four models of leadership 

are very instructive, because they point to the different motivations and 

circumstances the particular type of leadership can be contingent upon. 

In order to establish what kind of people is engaged in public benefit 

organisations in Poland, it would be necessary to distinguish between the 

different clusters of factors that set apart one type of engagement from another. 

The development of a typology would help in this respect. It would pinpoint the 

differences among NGO activists, which is one of the aims of this research. 

However, the typologies I will present in Chapters Five and Six aim at 

distinguishing between the different motivations and types of engagement of 

social activists, while their collective portrait – which corresponds to the 

outcomes of the cross-case analysis of their modes of engagement, life histories, 

self-concepts – highlights the common features research participants share.  
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The depiction of collective portraits of social groups has a long tradition in 

sociology. The criteria applied for the selection of these groups can be different. 

Social classes, professional categories, groups sharing a common constellation  

of features (i.e. women in sports, foreign students, farmers, activists in feminist 

organisations, retired army officers, political elites, volunteers working with 

mentally retarded people, street workers, intelligentsia, and so on) can constitute 

the subject of sociological portraits. An excellent recent example of such approach  

is the collection of studies edited by Zdzisław Zagórski Sociological Portraits of 

Social Groups
428

. The monographs published in this book highlight the prevailing 

characteristics which are typical of the members of the selected groups. At the 

same time, the authors of these case studies pay close attention to negative  

instances, which question the homogeneity of the group. The aim of this book 

would be likewise twofold: to identify the different types of NGO activists, while 

depicting the aspects of their involvement they share. The description of this group 

portrait would not obliterate the unique features of the separate cases. Rather, it 

will highlight their common characteristics. 

Besides the reviewed in this chapter studies and taxonomies of social acti- 

vists, volunteers, and so on, there are some theoretical concepts akin to these types 

and relevant to this study. In her seminal essay Wzór demokraty Maria Ossowska 

enumerates thirteen features, that – in her view – characterise the paragon of 

democratic personality
429

. The paragon of democratic personality is an egalitarian 

term. Succinctly, such person is someone who is able to undertake a long-term 

activity; s/he is intellectually honest yet assumes critical attitude. The paragon of 

democratic personality is further distinguishable by his/her perfectionist 

aspirations, open-mindedness, tolerance, activism, civic courage, responsibility for 

one’s actions and words, respect for both his/her allies and foes (‘knighthood’), 

aesthetic sensitivity, and sense of humour; and last but not least, this person 

exhibits vivid interest in social life and issues (uspołecznienie)
430

. This last trait 

deserves special attention. According to Ossowska, this particular disposition 

implies active and informed attitude towards social issues, the overcoming of (the 

natural to human nature) egoism, which obstructs the ability of the person to 

notice other people’s interests, spontaneous but also planned helping attitude, and 

the capacity to feel solidarity and co-operate with others
431

. Although Ossowska’s 
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work was written at the end of World War II, it sounds relevant to modern times 

as well. Perhaps the ‘knighthood’, aesthetic sensitivity and sense of humour are 

less evident in (the paragon of) modern social activism. My research uncovered 

that some of the traits identified by Ossowska and especially the vivid interest in 

social life and issues are actually an effect of the involvement in the public benefit 

organisation. 

A contemporary study analysed by Jon Katzenbach singled out several traits 

which – what he called – ‘real change leaders’ share
432

. He found out that real 

change leaders are people entirely dedicated to the change they wish to introduce; 

they provide personal example and motivate the others in the organisation; they 

are open to criticism; they exhibit courage to oppose the prevailing norms and 

authorities. They are further characterised by their humility, self-criticism, 

persistence, sense of humour and healthy life style. Apparently, some of these 

traits are echoing the characteristics of Ossowska’s paragon of democratic 

personality. In the context of this research, it is feasible to ask to what extent the 

people that are to be found in the Third sector fulfil the requirements set by 

Ossowska. Do the new times call for different paragon(s) of democratic 

personality? On the basis of my research it seems that the contemporary paragon 

of democratic personality has gained several more dimensions. Nowadays he or 

she exhibits professionalism, vision, innovation and in some cases contestation.  

One more appropriate term put forward by Andrzej Siciński is homo 

eligens. As aforementioned, the homo eligens approach takes into account the 

choices people have to face in their everyday life
433

. The homo eligens 

perspective is pertinent to this study, because it springs from the conviction that 

‘the understanding of social and psychological phenomena is impossible without 

reckoning with the choices made by people’
434

. Siciński acknowledges that 

people are not always fully aware of the decisions they take. He also admits that 

the scope of available choices is limited by endogenous and exogenous factors 

alike. These reservations notwithstanding, the homo eligens approach highlights 

the all too obvious, yet sometimes overlooked truth which Siciński evokes, that 

social reality is ‘made’ by people. Applying this perspective to the proposed 

                                                
432  The outcomes of this study (Jon Katzenbach 1996 Real Change Leaders, London) are 

presented in detail in R. Stocki 2002 „Mentalność służby” in A. Juros ed. Organizacje 
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study, one may argue that NGOs are an outcome of the choices made by some 

people, not just a natural side-effect of formally guaranteed civic rights or a 

result of purely structural circumstances. If this is true, it is feasible to ask which 

circumstances – internal and external alike – are favourable to the decision to 

establish or join an NGO? By the same token, which factors present an obstacle 

to people to participate in civil society? The answers to these questions will be 

presented in Chapter Five. 

Another relevant term coined by Ossowska and expounded upon by 

Tadeusz Szawiel is ethos. Ethos refers to the life-style, attitudes, and hierarchy 

of values accepted by a community of people as well as to the general 

orientation of a given culture
435

. Szawiel elaborates on this term and 

differentiates between ‘ethos groups’ and other types of gatherings sharing 

common ethos. He argues that ethos group implies a sense of belonging to the 

group on the part of its members as well as their identification with supra-

individual issues
436

. Importantly, ethos and the ethos group are instrumental in 

building the ‘social identity’ of the individual. Szawiel hypothesises that groups 

inspired by the Catholic Church’s doctrine, the counter-cultural movement and 

the democratic opposition from the late 1970 represent examples of such ethos 

groups in Poland. His conceptualisation can be applied to post-1989 times as 

well. While analysing NGOs, one can ask whether after 1989 some NGOs have 

sprung as an outcome of the ‘crystallisation of ethos groups’
437

 in Polish society. 

Another feasible expectation is that ethos has relevance not only for the group, 

but also for the individual. As far as individual attitudes are concerned, the 

supposition that ethos-bearers are present among NGO activists appears to be 

well-grounded. Piotr Żuk, among others, argues that it is the traditional ethos of 

the intelligentsia and the counter-cultural ethos that characterise young people 

participating in alternative social movements
438

. 

Piotr Gliński is also of the opinion that ethos-bearers still comprise an 

important part of NGO activists. He distinguishes between a dozen of ideal types 

of civic participants. Gliński’s typology is based on his observations and 

insider’s knowledge about the different types of people found in the Third 
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sector. His list includes, but is not limited to, the following types and sub-types 

of civic parti- 

cipants: ethos-bearers, professionals, bureaucrats, hobbyists, (frustrated) career-

makers, radicals, prime movers, communitarians, oligarchs, businessmen,  

accidental and genuine activists, trouble-makers, and so on
439

. Although this 

typology is not based on empirical research, it is nonetheless illuminating. 

Gliński portrays a picture where ideal types present a far from idealistic view of 

the Polish Third sector. Such approach favours a more critical investigation into 

the motivations and goals of NGO activists. Nevertheless, the underlying aim is 

not to disparage the characters and achievements of these people. Rather, this 

perspective helps us avoid the traps of the purely normative understanding of 

civil society in general and institutionalised civic activity in particular. In the 

context of the research analysed in this book, it would be instructive to see 

whether the types singled out by Gliński will surface as well. The pertinence of 

the different typologies related to participation in the Third sector discussed so 

far will be analysed in Chapter Six after I present the typology of social activists 

who participated in my research. 

 

 

3.4.  Discussion 

 

It seems that each of the empirical studies and theoretical concepts 

reviewed in this chapter sheds some light on the subject of this research. Case 

studies provide insights into the motivations and personality traits of people 

engaged in a particular type of activity. However, the personality traits of AIDS 

volunteers or elite philanthropists, for example, can hardly be generalised to 

account for other types of engagement as well. The analyses of surveys done on 

a representative sample may highlight the typical pattern that characterises the 

engagement of the individual in unplanned voluntary service or philanthropic 

giving. However, surveys deal with the society at large and the sampling 

technique can only accidentally include an NGO activist. Studies, which 

compare volunteers and employees, amateurs and professionals, and so on, focus 

on the differences between the analysed types, assuming that the single criteria 

they have selected (i.e. paid versus unpaid work, professionalism versus 
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M.S. Szczepański eds. Jurajska Agora, Częstochowa–Katowice, pp. 74–78. 
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amateurship) is the most telling one. Not surprisingly, then, almost each of the 

separate studies of volunteers’ motivations comes up with its own cluster of 

motivations. 

The examination of all these studies reveals that a research, which tries to 

establish the common characteristics of individual actors who take different  

positions in the NGO, has not been conducted yet. Instead of looking at what 

separates people who work for remuneration from volunteers, it might be more 

illuminating to try to find out the underlying motives of different actors engaged 

in the Third sector, irrespective of the position they take in the organisation. The 

appropriateness of this perspective also rests on the premises that NGOs in 

Poland attract people without necessarily promising them the opportunity to 

make careers or to earn a lot of money. Indeed, there are some notable 

exceptions to this rule. Nonetheless, in Poland the Third sector is still 

comparatively weak and it is not able to compete for (qualified) workers with the 

other sector. Thus, it can be said that the NGO sector in Poland is still in a 

pristine condition, which fact naturally has both its advantages and 

disadvantages. The point is that it is feasible to consider the different types of 

engagement as one group and only then to try to single out who and why joins or 

founds NGOs in Poland. What more, this research would hopefully establish the 

basis for further studies of people engaged in the Third sector in Poland. 

Another contribution this research can make to the field would be to 

provide test to existing theories dealing with pro-social commitment. Clearly, it 

is supply-side theories that appear to be most relevant to this research. However, 

supply-side theorists are interested in exceptional individuals, who are the 

motors of change. In this research there has not been any conscious attempt to 

select exceptional individuals only. On the contrary, the aim was to reach rank-

and-file participants as well as leaders. Thus, this research may also contribute to 

supply-side theories by providing evidence for the importance of less prominent 

individuals as well. Throughout this chapter I have also highlighted several other 

issues which are theoretically relevant to this research. In addition to them, it 

would be instructive to see whether some of the more known postulates, which 

have emerged in studies of the Third sector, will be corroborated by this research 

as well. Thus, for instance, it would be instructive to see whether Peter 

Drucker’s argument that NGOs are agents of change in people holds true in this 

case. If involvement in NGOs changes people, in what ways people are 

changed? This issue will be addressed in Chapter Six. 
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Equally important would be to find out whether the phenomenon of 

‘learning by doing’, or ‘action learning’, is taking place in Polish public benefit 

organisations, too. Action learning is a subject dealt with in praxiology
440

. 

Action learning is different from other types of learning in its focus on learning 

via acting rather than via becoming familiar with other people’s experience. 

Piotr Gliński exemplifies action learning by applying this concept to studying 

the Polish Environmental Movement. He comes to the conclusion that the 

processes of self-education
441

 and self-reflection have boosted the efficiency of 

the environmental movement’s activities. As Albert Barker correctly observes, 

the benefits of action learning are ‘not confined to changes in the world which 

surrounds us, but can and must impinge upon us personally’
442

. It would be 

equally  

interesting to uncover to what extent social ties (or, what Piotr Gliński called 

‘chain-reaction motivation’) play a role in attracting people to NGOs. Clearly, 

this issue refers to the modes of engagement of social activists, which will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  

Besides checking theoretical postulates directly related to people’s 

involvement in NGOs, this research may also bring about the understanding of 

broader theoretical issues. The analysis of NGO activists’ reasons for 

engagement should be positioned in time and place. That is, civic activism – 

among other phenomena – is contingent upon the general economic, social and 

political situation in the country. This research has been conducted ten years 

after the toppling of the communist regime in Poland. Social scientists no longer 

agree whether post-communist countries are undergoing transformation or 

transition. There is one thing, albeit, sociologists are unanimous about. Any 

social  

phenomenon in Poland has to be analysed in the context of social change
443

.  

To a certain extent, NGO activists are a product of the environment which 

moulds all the other individual and collective actors, too. The outcomes of this 

research can highlight those aspects of social change, which remain under-

                                                
440  Praxiology (or, praxeology) is a theory of practice. See W.W. Gasparski and D. Botham eds. 

1998 Action Learning, Vol. 6, New Brunswick and London. 
441  P. Gliński 1998 after Eder 1993 (“Learning by Action. The Case of the Polish Environmental 

Movement” in ibid.). 
442  A. Barker 1998 “Fundamental Aspects of Action Learning” in W.W. Gasparski and  

D. Botham eds. op. cit., p. 25. 
443  See, for example, Piotr Sztompka’s The Sociology of Social Change (Oxford 1993). 

Importantly, Sztompka differentiates between endogenous and exogenous change. 
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described and under-analysed in other studies. The results of this research can be 

further compared to Piotr Gliński’s conclusions regarding the environmental 

movement in Poland. Namely, Gliński argued that this movement was ‘one of 

the few factors of bottom-up, endogenous change ... (during) the process of 

systemic transformation’
444

. Thus, one can ask whether participation in NGOs 

also brings about change. 

As it was mentioned in the beginning of this book, this research will not 

represent a directory of the personality types of NGO activists. The typology of 

social activists I will develop will reflect the combination of circumstances, 

motivational underpinnings and personality characteristics ‘responsible’ for their 

involvement in NGOs. Accordingly, their group portrait is an emblem of the 

collective traits that characterise these people. The task of theory is to explain 

social phenomena. In order to explain why the participants in this research got 

engaged in public benefit organisations, I have to formulate my hypothesis on 

the causal relationship between the personality (or, motivational) types of people 

and their involvement in the Third sector. The typology of social activists I can 

expect to come upon consists of pure (or, ideal) types. In the Introduction I set 

out these hypothesised types. Here it suffices to enumerate them succinctly. 

Thus, I can expect that both ‘idealists’ and a certain kind of ‘careerists’ can be 

found among NGO activists. I can foresee to distinguish among as disparate 

types as the ‘experienced insiders’ (or, professionals), the ‘believers’ who trust 

social reality can be improved, the ‘enthusiasts’ who possess the energy and the 

will to act in the public sphere, the ‘non-conformists’ who want to change the 

social order, the ‘do-gooders’ who just do what they think they should do, but 

also the ‘feel-gooders’ who simply enjoy the activity, the ‘activist-of-the-future’ 

who is now too young to be one, the ‘ethos-bearer’, the ‘enlightener’, and so on 

and so forth. Whether these hypothesised types emerged in my empirical study 

will become evident in Chapter Six. Now I will turn to presenting the 

participants in my research. 

 

 

                                                
444 P. Gliński 1996 Polscy Zieloni..., p. 423. 
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Chapter Four:  

Becoming an NGO activist: a matter of social capital,  

unintended consequence or rational choice? 
 

 

Abstract: In this chapter the analysis of NGO activists’ mode of engagement 

and their life histories will be presented. First I will describe my respondents 

according to the distribution of the criteria on the basis of which they were 

selected. In this chapter I will present the initial sketch of the collective portrait 

of social activists I interviewed. I will also try to answer the question whether 

becoming an NGO activist was contingent upon my respondents’ social and 

cultural capital, whether it was an unintended consequence or it was an effect of 

the rational choices made by them. Several modes of engagement – 

characterising the way research participants became involved in the NGO – 

have been identified and analysed. I also consider the interviewees’ previous 

participation in social organisations as well as their experience abroad.  

 

 

4.1.  The participants in this research 

 

In what follows I will describe the participants in this research and the 

organisations in which they were engaged. The interviews were conducted in 

Polish. I subsequently translated the quotations that appear in this book. From 

December 2000 till June 2002 I have interviewed forty volunteers, employees and 

leaders, who have been actively engaged in at least one public benefit organisation 

for at least three months at the time of the interview. I have selected my 

respondents from public benefit organisations from all over Poland. The 

respondents were chosen on the basis of preliminary defined criteria. Although I 

am fully aware that in qualitative studies numbers are irrelevant, I nevertheless 

find it useful to describe the people and organisations included in this research. I 

do not attach any statistical significance to these numbers. I solely aim at depicting 

a mental picture of the group of social activists I interviewed. 

The criteria on the basis of which I selected my respondents were: the age, 

sex, education, occupation other than the one performed in the NGO, material 

conditions and social background of the participant in the research as well as the 

function s/he fills in the organisation, the field of activity of the NGO and the 

location of that activity. The methodological aspects of this research were set out 
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in more detail in the Introduction. Here I will limit myself to presenting my 

respondents and the organisations they were involved in terms of the distribution 

of the criteria on the basis of which I identified these people and NGOs. I will start 

with describing the organisations where the interviewees were involved. The legal 

form of these NGOs was not one of these criteria. After I finished my research, it 

turned out that there are more associations than foundations in the sample, which 

is not surprising given that the number of registered associations exceeds that of 

foundations seven times
445

. In my sample there were also representatives of some 

organisations which existence is stipulated in separate legislative acts (i.e. the Po- 

lish Red Cross, the Great Orchestra for Yule-Tide Help).  

As I pointed out in the second chapter, public benefit organisations either 

aim at satisfying the common good or further the interests of marginalised or 

disadvantaged groups. Thus, in Table 1 I present the public benefit organisations 

where my respondents were engaged according to their fields of activity. 

Naturally, the domains of activity of organisations included in this research often 

overlap. Besides, almost all organisations in the sample were operating in more 

than one field of activity. That is why the sum total of fields of activity exceeds 

the number of organisations. Predictably, a significant proportion of these 

organisations is engaged in educating the public or the NGO’s beneficiaries as 

well as providing social assistance services. Some organisations’ beneficiaries 

were physically disabled or mentally retarded, while others were former priso- 

ners, alcoholics or people who have schizophrenia, AIDS, the Alzheimer 

disease, autism, the Down syndrome, etc.  

Nevertheless, it would be wrong to assume that the majority of the 

organisations where my respondents were engaged are of the type that merely 

fulfils the tasks of the welfare state. Even an organisation that may appear to 

adhere to the exigencies of a narrowly defined group with hermetic needs, such 

NGO often has a much wider sphere of activity. For example, an organisation 

affiliating disabled and retarded people usually provides them with more than 

therapeutic services. For instance, such NGOs also lobby the local self-

governments and businesses for financing the removal of the architectural 

barriers that obstruct the mobility of the disabled. What more, these 

organisations allow disadvantaged people and their families to become more 

‘visible’ in the public space. Such NGOs often organise cultural events, and 

                                                
445  J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański 2002 Podstawowe fakty o organizacjach 

pozarządowych, Warszawa, p. 3. 
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generally contribute to the integration of their beneficiaries while educating the 

society about the needs of such people. 

Table 1. Public benefit organisations according to their field of activity 

PUBLIC BENEFIT ORGANISATIONS 

general issues No marginalised and/or disadvantaged groups No 

education  24 
Mentally retarded, physically handicapped,  

mentally ill  
9 

social assistance  16 Unemployed 4 

promotion of health  8 
Battered women, children from dysfunctional  

families, old people  
3 

culture, arts 7 Former prisoners 2 

women’s issues  7 Alcoholics and drug addicts 2 

family, children 6 Homeless 1 

human rights 5 self-help groups 5 

regional development 5 
Volunteer Centres, Service Civil International,  

Polish Red Cross 
7 

environmental issues 3   

aid for foreign countries 3   

Charities 2   

 

 

The interviews were conducted in sixteen towns and cities from seven 

voivodships in Poland. There follows the distribution of the cases according to 

the geographical location of the organisations. These NGOs’ scope of activity 

varied from addressing the whole country or the town/city where it was located. 

In some cases, the organisation was a local branch of the ‘mother’ organisation. 

In the first two columns of Table 2 the distribution of interviews according to the 

town or city where the organisation was registered is presented. Almost one-

third of the interviews were conducted in the Polish capital. Warsaw, just like 

other capitals, hosts many NGOs dealing with different types of activity. An 

effort was made to reach other cities and towns as well, although it was much 

more difficult to establish contact with NGOs from smaller and remote towns. In 

the second pair of columns in Table 2 the voivodships where the interviewees 

work are presented as well as the number of interviews per voivodship. 
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Table 2. Location of the organisation 

LOCATION OF THE ORGANISATION 

town or city voivodship 

number of inhabitants 
number of 

interviews 
voivodhsip 

number of 

interviews 

Warsaw (more than 1.5 million) 15 Mazowieckie 22 

More than 500 000 6 Pomorskie 6 

301–500 000 2 Łódzkie 4 

101–300 000 8 Wielkopolskie 3 

20–100 000 7 Podlaskie 2 

Less than 20 000 2 Kujawsko-Pomorskie 2 

 Śląskie 1 

 

 

After briefly describing the organisations’ fields of activity and location,  

I will move on to presenting the participants in this research. I will start with 

their function in the NGO. In my study I have identified four types of function 

people fill in NGOs in Poland: volunteers, employees, leaders-volunteers and 

leaders-employees. I have found it necessary to distinguish between leaders who 

receive remuneration and those who do not. In this book a leader is considered to 

be a person who actually runs the organisation, s/he need not be a member of the 

board or someone who is thought of being a charismatic personality. On Graph 1 

I have presented the group of people who participated in my research according 

to these four functions. Thus, each fourth interviewee was a paid worker, while 

every third – an unpaid one. 43 per cent of my respondents were leaders. 60 per 

cent of interviewees were engaged in the NGO as unpaid personnel and the 

remaining 40 per cent received remuneration for their work.  
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Graph 1. Interviewees’ function in the NGO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After I have conducted my research, I have identified one additional 

criteria, which merits attention. Namely, I estimated that 17 out of the 40 people 

I interviewed were founders of the NGO, while 16 were joiners. 7 respondents 

were either co-founders or got engaged in the NGO in a different way (i.e. 

usually they were already part of a network which established this organisation). 

Thus, it is possible to argue that this research has succeeded in identifying  

a varied sample of NGO activists, because it took into account different ways of 

getting involved into the organisation. 

It is also necessary to mention the duration of social activists’ engagement 

in the NGO (at the time of the interview). Naturally, their involvement was  

conditioned by such factors as the age of the respondent or the moment of the 

establishment of the NGO, but it could also be contingent upon other, individual 

circumstances. Only two of the NGO activists I interviewed have been 

participating in the work of at least one organisation for one year, while one of 

the respondents has established this particular Club thirty years ago. This Club 

became officially registered as an Association only in 1989, although it has been 

active since the early 1970s. As much as 45 per cent of the research participants 

(eighteen people) have been active for 4 to 6 years in at least one NGO. Eight 

respondents have been involved in the work of an NGO for 1 to 3 years and the 
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same number of people has been active for 8 or 9 years. Five activists have been 

participating in an NGO for 11 to 13 years. At the same time, as one of the 

interviewees argued, Being a volunteer does not mean you should be registered 

(m42_v
446

). 

Next comes the analysis of the demographic characteristics of the research 

participants. I have interviewed 25 women and 15 men. They belonged to diffe- 

rent age groups. The oldest one was 75 years old at the time of the interview, 

while the youngest turned 19 at the day of the interview. On Graph 2 I have 

described my respondents in terms of their respective age groups. Although 

people in their late 20s and early 30s are the most numerous group of 

interviewees, all the other age groups are well represented. This allows for 

including into the sample respondents from different generations and with 

different experience. Thus I have interviewed NGO activists who were born 

before World War II, but also such who were born during the communist regime 

as well as very young people, who were not even teenagers when this regime 

had been toppled. 

 

Graph 2. Age groups of the interviewees 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
446  Note: I am using abbreviations (‘codes’) to distinguish between the different respondents. The 

first sign stands for the sex of the interviewee (‘m’ for man and ‘w’ for woman). There follows 
the age of the respondent. The last sign refers to the function that person fills in the NGO  
(‘v’ –  volunteer, ‘p’ –  paid worker, or employee, ‘lv’ –  leader-volunteer, and ‘lp’ –  leader 
who receives remuneration, or ‘paid leader’). The age and sex of the respondent are separated 
from his/her function in the organisation by the „_ „ sign, which devise, in my opinion, makes 

the code more readable while distinguishing between the role of the respondent in the 
organisation from his/her basic demographic characteristics. Thus, the abbreviation ‘m42_v’ 
should be read: man, 42 years old, volunteer. In the cases of respondents, whose ‘codes’ turned 
out to coincide, I use figures 1 and 2 to differentiate between them. Thus, w61_lv1 and 
w61_lv2 correspond to two respondents, both of whom are 61-years-old female leaders, who 
receive no remuneration for their work in the NGO. 
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The interviewees’ educational background reflects the outcomes of surveys 

exploring the educational level of people engaged in NGOs. Having in mind these 

surveys’ results, the statistical prevalence of graduates of higher education 

institutions among the interviewees is hardly surprising. Although I have tried to 

reach less educated people, too, selecting respondents on the basis of their lower 

educational and social status only would have distorted the research methodology 

and results. Seven of my interviewees were studying at the time of the interview; 

most of them were enrolled in higher education institutions. Furthermore, several 

of the respondents declared their intention to continue their studies, which decision 

was triggered by their involvement in the NGO. This issue will be analysed in 

more detail in the following chapters. Here is suffices to signal the effect of 

engagement on the educational plans of people. 

 

Graph 3. Educational level of the interviewees 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unlike the education of respondents, their social background represents  

a much more varied picture
447

. Graph 4 illustrates this point well. Most of the 

research participants come from the second (professionals, clerks and the 

                                                
447  The profession of the father was usually decisive for identifying the social background of the 

interviewee, although in some cases (when the father had not lived with the family), the 
vocation of the mother was taken into account. 
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military) and the sixth (the so-called qualified workers) categories. At the same 

time there were also some representatives of the intelligentsia and farmers’ 

families.  
Graph 4. Respondents’ social background 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interestingly, the research participants’ social background was not 

substantially reflected in their occupation other than the one performed in the 

NGO. It is important to highlight the fact that only two of the research 

participants in working age, who were not severely ill or handicapped, were not 

working anywhere else than in the NGO. 23 of the interviewees were 

economically active. Among these 23 NGO activists the following four 

categories of employees were absent: service workers, farmers, and both types of 

blue-colour workers. At the same time it is interesting to note that as much as six 

of the economically active respondents were self-employed businesspersons. 
 

Graph 5. Economically active respondents 
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Significantly, 15 out of 40 respondents fall into the economically inactive 

category. 6 of them are either retirees or pensioners, 6 are enrolled in secondary 

or higher education institutions, 2 are unemployed and 1 woman had chosen to 

be a housewife only. These figures reflect the findings arrived at in surveys: 

economically active people prevail among those involved in NGOs. At the same 

time, students and retirees appear not to be passive altogether. The relationship 

between the availability of free time and affiliation to an NGO will be analysed 

in more detail in the next chapter. 

 
Graph 6. Economically inactive respondents 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I have also asked my respondents how they feel about their material 

condition. I was not interested in their income, but in the subjective evaluation of 

the material resources they can rely on. Only a marginal proportion of 

respondents admitted they were affluent (2 people), and 5 interviewees said they 

considered themselves poor. The majority of research participants estimated 

their financial situation as either ‘good’ or ‘so-so’ (15 and 18 people 

respectively).  

During the interview I never explicitly inquired after my respondents’ 

religiosity, except in the cases they initiated this topic themselves. I was 

nonetheless interested in this aspect and I asked them after conducting the 

interview whether they would define themselves as ‘believers’ or ‘non-believers’. 
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The majority  

(29 people) reported they belonged to the former of these categories, while 8 

people chose the latter category. Three respondents were not sure how to depict 

themselves in these terms. It should be noted that those who declared themselves  

as believers were not adhering only to the Catholic denomination.  

The above-presented collective portrait of the research participants 

according to the distribution of the criteria on the basis of which they were 

selected well illustrates the heterogeneity of the sample. Having described social 

activists and the organisations they were involved in according to the previously 

set criteria, I will now turn to presenting the analysis of the interviews. Each of 

these interviews lasted about one hour, although some were shorter and others – 

much longer. As I wrote in the Introduction, I have utilised the cross-case 

technique in analysing the research material. The case study technique was only 

implemented in developing the typology of social activists. In what follows I 

will put forward the mode of engagement of the research participants. Their 

involvement in the NGO will be also discussed on the background of the 

interviewees’ life-stories. 

 

 

4.2.  NGO activists’ mode of engagement 

 

The mode of engagement of NGO activists refers to the way the interviewee 

became involved in the work of the organisation(s). The mode of engagement has 

to do with the circumstances that led to joining or founding the NGO but not with 

the consequences of and reasons for that engagement. The mode of engagement 

corresponds to the ‘how’ or ‘in what way’ the involvement in the NGO took place, 

whereas motivation is the response to the ‘why’ question.  

Generally speaking, it is possible to identify three trends: involvement by 

chance, intentional and other. However, it would be more revealing to present the 

different modes of engagement in greater detail. A dozen of modes of engagement 

have been singled out after carefully reading through all forty interviews and  

selecting those parts of the text which directly referred to that particular moment 

or combination of circumstances that led to involvement in the organisation. There 

follow the modes of engagement that describe the way the research participants 

joined or founded the NGO. 

 

 By chance: 
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Some of the research participants became affiliated with an NGO after they  

noticed an announcement or came upon an invitation to some meeting. As the 

examples below indicate, it is not always the case that the respondents were 

already familiar with the type of activity of the organisation. To w58_v and 

w67_v it was the type of activity that appealed to them (care after the elderly 

and, respectively, care for former prisoners). However, this was not the case 

with w31_p, who went to the meeting she read about out of curiosity. W58_v 

said: I read in the newspaper that they were looking for volunteers. W67_v  

explained: I applied for this job here in 1993 after I heard on the radio the  

announcement made by Mr. X, who was the director of this organisation. W31_p 

admitted: I was not aware of the existence of non-governmental organisations.  

I was not interested (in this issue) and this happened by chance. I came upon an 

announcement and thought that I could go to this meeting. When I was on the 

way to there, I was not a feminist. It was not until I met those people who  

infected me with this idea and I also came to know I can do something in this 

respect. 

 

 Asked or encouraged to join: 

It is only natural that family members help each other. In some cases, however, 

this help transcends the level of sharing household duties and becomes sustained 

commitment to the work of an NGO. M27_v said: My wife got engaged in this 

Association and I wanted to help her. This is the reason for my involvement. 

W22_v told me: I have been active since I finished secondary school. It can be 

said with certainty that my father [who founded this organisation] infected me 

with the idea of voluntarism.  

Volunteers in my sample were often recruited by their own friends or 

colleagues (w27_v, w24_v, and w41_v). W27_v acknowledged: I just wanted to 

go abroad and a colleague of mine came to know about this organisation. When 

it turned out that my previous plans for the holidays failed, I thought: maybe  

I should check that, I am not risking anything, who knows, maybe it would be 

fun. W24_v said: Initially a colleague of mine convinced me to come to this work 

camp. W41_v admitted: This happened by sheer accident. A colleague of mine 

asked me whether I wouldn’t like to come and play the guitar during the ball 

organised for disabled people. I had a free Saturday, I thought I am coming 

there only for this evening. Yet I stayed. 
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More interesting is the case of the girl who was asked by her mother to 

become volunteer because of the potential educational effect of voluntarism. 

W19_v told me: My story maybe sounds somewhat funny compared to other 

people’s, because when I started to play truant, to smoke and drink and I fell in 

with a bad company, my mother decided that I should eventually get engaged in 

something else. So she found this organisation, which was recruiting volunteers, 

and this is how I joined it.  

Quite unusual is the mode of engagement of w46_v. In her case, it was  

a chain of events that led to her active involvement as a volunteer. However, the 

decisive moment seems to be the change in her private life, which triggered the 

rest of events. W46_v said: My story is quite untypical. [At a certain period  

in my life I came to know a man who was HIV-positive] I decided to take part  

in this course on the virus HIV. There I met girls who were volunteers. I was  

so impressed that these girls were volunteers. I visited [this organisation] and 

decided to stay.  

 

 From beneficiary to activist: 

Some people happen to be invited or apply on their own initiative for an event 

organised by an NGO. Thus, they establish close contacts with the organisation 

and eventually join as volunteers or become employed in it. M27_p told me: 

This is a very funny story. One of the main events organised by this institution is 

the summer school. I was admitted to this school. M35_p explained: I came to 

Warsaw to take part in this course and I stayed. 

 

 From office worker to NGO activist: 

In a fashion similar to the previous mode of engagement, some of the 

respondents were working in public administration or were part of a group of 

people who acknowledged that there was a need to establish an institution which 

would tackle some problem. Thus, m50_p was appointed by the local self-

government to organise the computerisation of the administration of local self-

governments in the voivodship. The city council of the capital of a county 

located in central Poland offered w37_lp the position of a director of the 

foundation which goal was to promote entrepreneurship in the region and deal 

with unemployment. Another respondent, who is the director of an organisation 

which helps battered women, said: I happened to be at the right place and in the 

right time to esta- 
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blish this Centre, and I was sufficiently determined to bring this initiative to  

a successful end (m37_lp). 

 

 Providing better care for people in need: 

The next mode of engagement is similar to the last one, because it concerns 

professionals who wish to address a particular problem. The difference here is 

that w75_lv, w44_lp, and w61_lv2 did not quit their job for the sake of their 

engagement in the NGOs they founded. These three women established the 

respective institutions in order to be able to provide better, alternative services 

for the NGOs’ beneficiaries. W75_lv established a club to help her 

schizophrenic patients develop their artistic potential as a form of non-

conventional therapy. W44_lp decided to found an NGO, which would allow her 

to offer her patients, who are alcoholics, additional opportunities to cure their 

addiction. W61_lv2 observed that prisoners, who have served out their sentence, 

have significant problems to accommodate to society. W61_lv2 said: We were 

determined to establish some hostel or shelter, where these people would be able 

to stay after leaving the penal institute, where they would be able to focus on 

their problems and make a new life for themselves. 

Some other respondents were forced by circumstances to establish an 

NGO which would enable them not only to apply for financing therapy lessons 

for themselves or their relatives, but also to help other people with such pro- 

blems. Thus, w58_lv2 became the co-initiator of an Association, which unites 

some 280 disabled people who have very limited means for living (especially 

after changes in the health-care system were introduced in Poland). W61_lv1 

decided to set up an NGO in order to help her autistic granddaughter and other 

children with such problems. W61_lv1 argued: Actually, it was necessary to 

establish an organisation, because when I started to look after my six-years old 

autistic granddaughter I was not able to find any help. There were no specialists 

in our county who would be able to make a diagnosis.  

 

 From identification to solution: 

A significant number of respondents were founders or co-founders of initiatives, 

which aimed at tackling some particular problem. A former Solidarity activist 

together with his colleagues decided to establish a foundation which would 

defend the interests of people who lost their jobs. He opted for becoming an 

NGO activist when he observed that the trade union Solidarity is no longer 

defending the unemployed and is not interested in helping the homeless 
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(m55_p). M35_lp, who took up sundry jobs before becoming scoutmaster, 

formed together with  

a friend of his an organisation which aimed at preventing the spread of drugs in 

his native town. M35_lp exaplained: We matured to identify this niche, that it is 

worth the effort, and that there is very limited knowledge about this problem in 

our town. 

In spite of his young age, m21_v and his colleagues established a centre 

that would recruit volunteers and also provide information about the European 

Union (EU) to the residents of his county. W26_lv and her friends wanted to 

revitalise the cultural life of their native city and founded an association in order 

to be able to achieve their aim. Similarly, m43_v and two other people decided 

to form a foundation to address the problem of helplessness. W67_lv was 

worried by the pollution of the environment especially in her district, which 

prompted her to form an association which would tackle this problem and raise 

the consciousness of her fellow-citizens.  

Some other activists have clearly defined, in some cases narrow, aims 

which they try to attain via participation in an NGO. Thus, w54_v together with 

other feminists, established an association which advocates the right to abortion 

and endeavours to lobby MPs for altering the current – in her view, restrictive  

– law on abortion. M27_lp is a co-founder of an organisation which accepts  

as its members only people who comply with the initially set rules. He wants  

to provide alternative education to young people and to teachers in his city. 

M27_lp argued: This is not a religious organisation, yet it came into being out  

of Christian inspiration. We want to realise Christian goals without explicitly 

mentioning it.  

M64_lv’s aim was to take active part in politics. He and his fellowmen did 

not want to join any of the existing parties. In their opinion, the only way out of 

this situation was to set up an Association. M64_lv admitted: The ultimate goal 

was to convene a group of people, which would be able to achieve success in 

local elections. 

 

 Woman, professional, adult, and unemployed 

Some observers of the Third sector have noticed that it can be a haven for 

professional women in their fifties, who happen to be a group particularly 

affected by the employment policies of some employees. It is a well-known fact 

that unemployment is higher among women, and women in their fifties are 
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particularly affected by this trend. This research has identified such cases, too. 

W58_lv1, w54_lv2 from a city in Northern Poland and w54_lv1 from a city in 

Central Poland share comparable destinies: they are 50+ years old, they are 

highly qualified, yet they lost their jobs and were determined to find an 

alternative occupation. They wanted to help themselves as well as others who 

found themselves in similar situation. W54_lv2 lost her previous job, which 

sensitised her to the problems women have on the labour market. W54_lv2 

acknowledged: So, I started to think to myself that maybe I should take up this 

‘women’s market’, I see there are real needs. Then I decided to set up an 

organisation that would support women.  

W54_lv2 was likewise fired, which resulted in her decision to get engaged 

in politics as well as to establish an NGO that would ‘cure’ herself and other 

unemployed people. W58_lv1 willingly quit her job, because she was not  

content with it. W58_lv1 said: I found this Center in 1994 by accident, because 

 I decided to change my life. 

The examples of these women provide evidence for the relevance of the 

homo eligens concept in the study of civic activism. Although many more people 

experience problems in finding employment, for instance, this condition appa- 

rently does not suffice to make them actively address this issue on a larger scale. 

It takes to make a choice and opt for tackling the problem rather than assume the 

wait-and-see or the scapegoating attitude. The difference between those who 

choose to try and change their situation and those who wait passively for 

someone else to solve their problems is that the former embody homo eligens, 

while the latter – the homo sovieticus – type. 

 

 Searchers after civic involvement: 

Some people say they had been looking for an involvement in some activity that 

would satisfy their need to do something useful and at the same time provide for 

their personal development. M42_v has been actively searching for an 

organisation which would recruit him as a volunteer. Although he was refused 

by Caritas on the grounds that he had not finished secondary school, he kept on 

inquiring and was eventually registered as a volunteer in two nation-wide NGOs. 

M27_lv, m26_p and m24_p were all trying to find ways to get engaged in an 

organisation that deals with issues they were interested in. M24_p explained: I 

have always felt the need to be active. I always wanted to do something, to mix 
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with people, to have contacts so that I wouldn’t waste my time. I wanted to 

establish conditions for my personal or for other people’s development. 

In these cases it is difficult to distinguish between the motivations and the 

modes of engagement of these interviewees, because they were actively looking 

for civic involvement. Sooner or later these activists were able to find or found 

an organisation that would allow them to realise their zeal to do something 

useful to themselves as well as to the wider community.  

 

 Looking for employment 

The last group of people who share one mode of engagement includes 

respondents who were searching for an occupation. However, they were simply 

looking for a job and the fact that they ‘ended up’ in an NGO happened by 

chance. W72_p was asked by a colleague whether she would not be interested to 

take a part-time job in this Association. W43_p learnt about her current position 

in an NGO from her brother. The other two respondents who represent this mode 

of engagement were actively seeking employment. W32_p said: Actually, this is 

my third job. After I graduated I wanted to work in an institution which was 

dealing with local and regional issues. W33_lp admitted: Generally speaking, I 

had too much time on my own, so I was looking for a job. 

The different modes of engagement described above point to several sa- 

lient tendencies. Some of the respondents are characterised by an active attitude 

towards seeking affiliation to an NGO which would allow for their personal 

development and also contribute to their communities’ welfare. Others likewise 

actively sought to join or establish an organisation, albeit they were forced to do 

so because they found themselves out of the labour market. Yet others responded 

to announcements in the media, which means they were potentially interested in 

such type of activity, although they did not make the decisive move towards 

finding out how to join such initiative. Several research participants were  

‘recruited’ by their friends or relatives. Although initially some of them were 

reluctant to see what it is all about or did not know exactly what is expected  

of them, they eventually conceded to ‘come and see’. Others were complete 

novices as far as feminism or the problems of the disabled were concerned. Yet, 

once they became familiar with these new to them issues, they decided to 

become active members of the organisation tackling these problems.  

Hence, existing or newly-established interpersonal links increase the 

susceptibility to participation. Whether it means being employed in the local 

self-government administration or coming to know people who work in an 
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NGO, ‘weak ties’
448

 or the so-called ‘capital of personal connections’
449

 seem to 

facilitate the founding or joining of an NGO. The identified lack of something 

which is considered important (vibrant cultural life, alternative services to one’s 

patients, clean air, liberal laws, and so on) is another propelling factor that 

explains how some organisations are formed. NGOs in Poland cannot always 

afford to offer remuneration or employ people. Only some NGO activists, who 

actively participate in the work of the organisation, are earning their living in the 

Third sector
450

. So, it is not surprising that some respondents happened to 

become ‘NGO activists’ by virtue of looking for employment and finding one in 

the Third sector. 

It would have been instructive to compare the outcomes of this research 

concerning the interviewees’ mode of engagement in NGOs to other studies. 

Unfortunately, since such analyses most often deal with volunteers, comparison 

on the basis of which conclusions can be drawn is not justified. For the sake of 

illustration, however, it would be interesting to see how volunteers’ mode of 

engagement differs from that of a mixed group of social activists. A study of the 

extent and role of volunteering conducted in 1993 in ten East and West 

European countries identified four main routes into volunteering: personal 

contacts, membership, religion and work
451

. According to this study, the 

volunteer-recruiting organisations, the media and public institutions turned out 

to be rarely successful in convincing people to volunteer. At the same time, it 

discovered significant differences among countries. For example, whereas in 

Bulgaria only 33 per cent of volunteers mentioned family and friends as the 

main route into volunteering, in Ireland as much as 55 per cent chose this 

answer. In each of the ten countries included in the sample, more than half of the 

volunteers were asked to help, while only in between 2 and 8 per cent of 

volunteers started the group themselves. 

These findings seem to substantiate Wojciech Sokołowski’s 

microstructural theory of volunteering and giving and Paul Schervish and John 

                                                
448  M.S. Granovetter 1973 “The Strength of Weak Ties’ in the American Journal of Sociology, 

Vol. 78, nr 6, pp. 1360–1380. 
449  K. E. Siellawa-Kolbowska 2002 „Niezależne inicjatywy społeczne w Polsce końca lat 

osiemdziesiątych” in P. Gliński, B. Lewenstein and A. Sicinski eds. Samoorganizacja 
społeczeństwa Polskiego: Trzeci sektor, Warszawa, p. 80. 

450  According to the Klon/Jawor survey from 2004, some 67 per cent of NGOs do not employ any 
permanent staff (M. Gumkowska and J. Herbst 2005 Podstawowe fakty…). 

451  K. Gaskin and J.D. Smith 1995 A New Civic Europe? A Study of the Extent and Role of 
Volunteering, London, p. 41. 
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Havens’ identification theory
452

, which emphasise pre-existing social and 

organisational networks. However, when the outcomes of the current research 

are compared to those of Katharine Gaskin and Justin D. Smith’s study, it is 

evident that volunteers’ routes into volunteering cannot be generalised to 

account for other social activists’ mode of engagement. The findings presented 

here well illustrate the point that social activists and volunteers are not identical 

groups, although the latter are a sub-group of the former. Social activists’ modes 

of engagement represent a much more varied picture of how people become 

involved in NGOs. Although personal contacts – family, friends but also 

colleagues at one’s work place – play an important role in recruiting social 

activists, these factors alone do not decide about a person’s involvement in an 

NGO. The current study also highlights specific circumstances which account 

for some NGO activists’ mode of engagement. Most importantly, this research 

demonstrates the vital role my respondents’ private initiative played in their 

becoming social activists.  

It is necessary to note that the mode of engagement reflects only the  

immediate circumstances that led to involvement. The reasons that explain  

why this person stayed and the previous experience of that individual are not 

accounted for by the mode of engagement. In order to understand the entire  

context of NGO activists’ involvement, it is necessary to go back to their life 

histories
453

.  

 

 

4.3.  NGO activists’ social capital 

 

                                                
452  Both these theories were reviewed in Chapter Three. 
453  The life history approach has a rich record in sociology since the beginning of the 20 th century. 

Different kinds of documents and techniques of analysis are utilised by scholars applying this 
approach. Life history materials refer not only to past events, but also include people’s plans 
for the future. William Thomas and Florian Znaniecki’s The Polish Peasant in Europe and 
America represents one of the early examples of the application of this method. Some of the 
most prominent contemporary scholars working in this field are Norman Denzin (US) and 
Daniel Bertaux (France). The collection of papers Biography and Society. The Life History 

Approach in the Social Sciences edited by Daniel Bertaux (1981 California: SAGE 
Publications) provides excellent example of the utilisation of this method. Polish sociologists 
have also made use of the life history approach. For example, Hanna Palska applied the 
autobiographical method in analysing ‘new intelligentsia’s diaries in her book Nowa 
inteligencja  
w Polsce Ludowej. 
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In what follows I am going to present the relationship between the 

interviewees’ social background and their engagement in NGO(s). I am going to 

look at the manifestations of cultural capital my respondents have inherited from 

their parents – or against which capital they define themselves. The term 

‘cultural capital’ was coined by Pierre Bourdieu in 1973 in his Cultural 

Reproduction and Social Reproduction
454

. Cultural capital refers to the ‘various 

linguistic and  

cultural competences’ which parents transfer to their children via upbringing. 

Another relevant term closely related to cultural capital is social capital.  

The ‘social capital’ concept is usually thought to originate with James 

Coleman
455

. However, Tomasz Własiuk argues after Francis Fukuyama that it 

was Lyda Judson Hanifan who was the first to use it in 1916
456

. Nevertheless, it 

was James Coleman who developed this concept to account for the form of 

capital that exists within relationships among people. Unlike cultural capital, 

social capital refers to both the immediate family and the community where the 

individual lives. The evolution of the social capital concept has been described 

by several authors. Two important developments merit attention, though. The 

first one deals with the negative potential of social capital. The other one 

concerns the understanding of the term as propagated by Robert Putnam. His 

interpretation of social capital was already discussed in this book. 

Interestingly, although most authors do differentiate between these two 

forms of human capital, social and cultural capital are sometimes used 

interchangeably. For example, in the Encyclopedia of Sociology
457

 no 

differentiation is made between social and cultural capital. In it only ‘social 

capital’ is described, and again Pierre Bourdieu’s work is considered the milestone 

in the development of this concept. This is no surprise, given that Bourdieu is the 

author of yet another related term – habitus – which concept likewise refers to the 

phenomena encompassed by social and cultural capital. For the sake of 

comprehensibility, in this book I will use the term ‘social capital’ instead of 

differentiating between the related concepts presented above. This choice was 

prompted by my observation that social capital is a broader term than cultural 

                                                
454  Dictionary of Sociology 1998 G. Marshall ed., pp. 133–134. 
455  J. Coleman 1988 “Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital” in the American Journal 

of Sociology, nr 94, pp. 95–120. 
456  T. Własiuk 2003 Akcja masowej zbiórki pieniędzy na cele charytatywne a generowanie 

kapitału społecznego w Polsce – przykład Wielkiej Orkiestry Świątecznej Pomocy, unpublished 
MA thesis defended at the University of Białystok, p. 11. 

457  Encyclopedia of Sociology, 2nd edition, 2000 E.F. Borgatta and R.J.V. Montgomery, USA. 



Becoming an NGO activist … 

 

164 

capital, because it does not limit the analysis to the influence of the immediate 

family only. At the same time I wish to underline that I am not going to utilise the 

term as understood by Robert Putnam, because my research material does not 

provide basis for such analysis.  

By probing into my respondents’ social capital I mean studying the social 

network resources they could rely on. However, I also pay attention to the socio-

cultural capabilities their parents instilled in them. Thus, I will limit the analysis 

of social capital to the social background of my respondents, the relations that 

exist in their family of origins, the set of norms and values their parents imbued 

them with, as well as the interviewees’ previous involvement in extracurricular 

activities, such as participation in Scouts associations, students’ organisations 

and so on. I was also interested in my respondents’ previous experience in social 

organisations in their adult years.  

Acquired socio-cultural competences can explain why some people 

become involved in organised civic initiatives. Parents’ example can help us 

understand why some of the interviewees only accidentally found themselves in 

NGOs. And last but not least, parents’ involvement (or lack of it) in any activity, 

which benefited people from outside the immediate family, can account for their 

children’s decision to discontinue the ‘family tradition’ of non-engagement. The 

varied life experience of my respondents resulted in different stories of previous 

engagement. While a 75-years-old activist is by definition more experienced 

than a 19-years-old one, the comparison of their life-stories can yield 

illuminating similarities in addition to the more obvious differences. There 

follow the four types of reaction to the respondents’ family tradition identified in 

this research. 

 

 Continuation of the family tradition: 

Some NGO activists’ parents have been involved in community work. 

Interestingly, it was not only respondents whose parents belonged to the higher 

social stratum or were representatives of the intelligentsia that could refer to a 

family tradition of civic involvement. Actually, this tradition could be discerned 

in  

the continuous involvement in helping others (poor people, elderly ones, people 

with some disability, and so on) or being engaged in organised social 

movements. W54_lv2 told me: I think that this should be a social or genetic 

encumbrance, when it comes to community service. My mother was involved  
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in solving community issues and she helped other people. Home gives you  

a direction and the way you are brought up influences whom you mix with.  

Respondents, who are involved in organisations which provide direct 

services to beneficiaries, often mention that they were sensitised to the problems 

of other people by their parents. W58_v explained: I can say that I have been 

brought up to help other people. I have been observing what was going on at 

home and it was always related to helping other people. I need to do this, 

because I saw it at home and that is why this is nothing new for me.  

Another woman, who is currently a volunteer in an NGO associating 

physically disabled and mentally retarded people, was growing up in the after-

war years when there were many disabled people. W41_v recalled: My 

grandmother always paid special attention to people, who had some handicap. I 

felt  

I had a mission to help these people. Yet I owe this to my grandmother and her 

sensitivity.  

When asked about their upbringing, interviewees who provide direct 

services to their beneficiaries would often underline that their parents taught 

them tolerance and understanding for other people’s problems. Here is what 

w61_lv2, who helps former prisoners, said about her family of origin: We’ve 

always been open to people – this is what I took from home. My grandfather 

once told me that each person, even the one who lays there on the ground 

drunken, has something valuable though maybe hidden, that such person may be 

suffering from stress, or maybe this is the way [s]he understands life. In any way 

I have never heard [my parents] condemning otherness.  

Respect for people in general, belief in the inherent goodness of human 

nature, the human being as the ultimate value: these are the most characteristic 

values of NGO activists who help other people (w46_v, w44_lp, w22_v). 

Human solidarity seems to be the most appropriate term that accurately 

describes the atmosphere reigning in their families of origin. Other respondents, 

who participated in NGOs which sphere of activity was wider, pointed to 

independence and self-reliance as the most important values their parents 

instilled in them. The research participants, who approved of the norms and 

values their parents imbued them with, typically found these values relevant and 

important for their own lives, too. For others, though, this was not necessarily 

the case. Besides, research participants referred to different types of values, 

which were considered the most significant in their families of origin. As the 

following quotation de- 
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monstrates, honesty and responsibility were likewise highly valued by some 

activists’ parents. M24_p said: The most important, yet useless nowadays,  

[values] are honesty, constancy of opinion, consistency, responsibility for one’s 

words and actions.  

Interestingly, about half of the respondents who are continuing a family 

tradition come from families where at least one of the parents was a teacher 

(m27_p, m24_p, w31_p, w22_v, w67_lv, w54_lv2)
458

. W43_p and w72_p, who 

came respectively from workers’ and farmers’ family background, joined 

organisations helping people suffering from mental diseases. However, in their 

cases engagement was more a matter of accident as they were not purposefully 

looking for such involvement. It is still possible to speculate that they wouldn’t 

have undertaken job in such organisations if they did not have the examples of 

their parents who had been engaged in community service. Although in most of 

the cases my interviewees seemed to appreciate their parents’  

involvement in community service, this also turned out not to be a rule. W31_p 

recalled: I used to be angry at my mother because she was socially active 

person. Later on it turned out that I too became engaged in pro-social activities.  

Such ‘exceptions to the rule’ indicate the unquestioning role upbringing and 

parents’ involvement in civic initiatives play in the lives of the participants in this 

research. Different kinds of traditions, which transcend the limits of the immediate 

family, are also acknowledged by interviewees as factors that have influenced their 

involvement in civic activities. M27_p said: My mother’s and my father’s families 

come from Galicja and both were strongly connected with some kind of community 

service, because in Galicja it was difficult to live without these activities.  

There were also respondents who more strongly highlighted the importance 

of some specific set of norms and values for their current civic engagement. 

 

 Underlying values: the influence of Catholicism and the role of the 

intelligentsia  

Some of my respondents underlined that they were brought up in accordance with 

Catholic or Christian values. In the case of w32_p, for example, this fact did not 

entail in engagement in any kind of community service by her parents, who 

focused on the well-being of their own family and were not participating in neither 

political nor civic initiatives. Religiosity and diligence were the two most 

important values this employee in an NGO dealing with regional development 

                                                
458  The reason for which I sometimes mention numbers is that I wish to underline that the  

observed phenomenon is not an exception to the rule, but it can be indicative of a trend. 
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mentioned. Like her father, she is also an entrepreneur, so in a sense she is 

continuing the family tradition, although in a mode different than the one of 

interest here.  

In contrast to w32_p, m27_lp’s parents taught him in accordance with 

Christian values understood as ‘truth and love for one’s fellow-person’. The 

majority of those who referred to Catholic or Christian upbringing came from 

families where community service and helping other people were at least as 

important as the weekly attendance to church ceremonies. M50_p, whose father 

was a railwayman and his mother was a housewife, spoke of himself as a ‘local 

self-governmental activist’. M50_p explained: I am Catholic, so I think I have 

managed to preserve as well as imbue in my children the entire system of 

Catholic values. Honesty and an open attitude to the other human being are the 

main factors that influenced my decision to become local self-governmental 

activist.  

M64_lv, who established an Association in order to be able to take part in 

local elections, understood Catholic upbringing in a similar way. His father was an 

entrepreneur as well as participant in the Warsaw Uprising. Thus, in the case of 

m64_lv Catholic values mixed with entrepreneurship and patriotic values: We are 

Catholics. I was brought up first of all as a believer strongly connected to the 

Catholic Church and patriotic values were highly respected in my home. My 

father brought us up not by merely speaking to us, but by his own deeds. 

Several interviewees spoke of their families of origin as belonging to the 

intelligentsia
459

. It should be noted here that there are more respondents who 

consider themselves coming from such families than the number of research 

participants who can be objectively classified as coming from intelligentsia’s 

social background on the basis of the father’s occupation (see the first sub-part 

of this chapter). These differences stem from the dissimilar definitions of 

‘intelligentsia’ (understood as social background) social scientists and research 

participants use. Thus, for example, w54_lv1 said she was born in an 

intelligentsia family characterised by an appreciation for culture and the arts. 

Her father was an engineer; her mother was a juror and had finished secondary 

school which did not prevent her from being a great social activist. W54_lv1 

considered self-development, emphasis on education as well as faithfulness to 

ideas and people the most important values her parents imbued in her. This 

emphasis on responsibility for oneself is consistent with the ‘modified’, or 

                                                
459  The origins and role of the Polish intelligentsia have been analysed in Chapter Three. I will 

return to the issue in the last chapter of this book as well as in the Conclusion. 
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individualist, ethos of the intelligentsia discussed in Chapter Three. In other 

words, conscientiousness and work for self-development also characterise the 

intelligentsia ethos. 

Perhaps w75_lv’s family of origin is the case which is most related to  

the traditional, 19
th
 century understanding of the intelligentsia. W75_lv became 

psychiatrist in order to continue the family tradition. In her home music and the 

arts were parts of the everyday life of the family. Nowadays she is an amateur 

artist as well as a professional psychiatrist. She set up a Club in the 1970s, which 

became registered as an Association in 1989, where she is able to apply 

unconventional methods to cure her patients. Her parents’ example was the 

decisive factor that influenced her most consequential decisions in life. W75_lv 

said:  

The most important for me was education as well as practising the arts. This was 

in the family tradition that we must help people. We couldn’t imagine our lives 

in a different way.  

Another respondent who referred to both intelligentsia and Catholic  

values is m35_p. He is now working in an NGO which is active in the field of 

education. His father was a teacher and his mother – a librarian. He spoke with 

equal respect about his mother’s adherence to Silesian values and his father’s 

atheism and anti-communism. Clearly, in his case both traditional, people’s  

values and the ethos of the intelligentsia moulded his personality. M35_p 

recalled: We have always been anti-Communists. Calmness and honesty 

characterised the atmosphere at home. My mother comes from a Silesian family 

where Silesian values such as diligence, honesty and the Catholic church were 

adhered to. My father is from Cracow, so he represented intelligentsia’s values 

and social activism. Education and working for the benefit of other people were 

the values I was brought up with. 

However, not all members of the intelligentsia were actively involved in 

fulfilling the traditional mission of the intelligentsia to work on behalf of others. 

There follow two more examples of the ‘modified’, individualist ethos of the 

intelligentsia discussed above. Here is how two young volunteers spoke about 

their families of origin. W26_lv, who together with her friends established an 

NGO in order to be able to enrich the cultural life in her native city, was 

apparently proud of her origins, although – unlike her parents – she is very 

active. W26_lv told me: I was born in an intelligentsia family, which is a dying 

species, unfortunately. My mother is a medical doctor, and my father – a 

sociologist. My home is one where books and classical music are part of 
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everyday life. In my home understanding of the arts and the feeling that it is 

difficult to live without them are present. My home is also one which 

sympathised with the opposition [before 1989]. My parents are rather sceptical 

about my attempts to organise something. They prefer to read rather than go to 

some meetings. They are not activists.  

W24_v was even more critical about her family, which in her opinion is 

‘pathological’. Her father is a scholar and her mother – a financial director. 

W24_v is a volunteer and she has been working with disabled children both in 

Poland and abroad. W24_v said: I think I was brought up in a wrong way. My 

father has always been active in different organisations. He taught me to be  

a good person and help other people. My mother thinks that [my volunteering] is 

a waste of time; she neither understands nor accepts it. Once she told me that  

I look like that ‘social activist’, meaning greasy hair, dressed without care, like 

in the stereotype. My father, though, is very glad that I am a volunteer, he says  

it is good for young people to get engaged in such activities.  

W24_v’s is a borderline case between the current and the next sub-type of 

social and cultural capital. In her family, like in m35_p’s, two different traditions 

co-exist. However, unlike the case of m35_p, these visions do not match each 

other, which results in a conflict situation. On the one hand, w24_v acted in 

accordance with the values cherished by her father. At the same time, however, 

she had to oppose her mother in order to be able to continue being a volunteer. 

In any case, as far as the various understandings of the intelligentsia are 

concerned, the case of w24_v’s parents is indicative of the differences observed 

in the social stratum called ‘intelligentsia’.  

 

 Acting in defiance to accepted norms and values: 

Some of my respondents openly admitted that their engagement in an NGO is an 

effect of their attempt to break away with their family tradition or to oppose the 

values and/or norms which were instilled in them by their parents. These 

research participants were all actively looking for organisations or founding such 

themselves in order to be able to realise their ideas. M27_lv, who was born in  

a small town, went to study in one of the voivodship capitals. Then he became 

actively involved in several civic initiatives, until he eventually set up an NGO 

which tries to raise the awareness of the society about environmental and civic 

issues. Here is how he rationalised his engagement in an NGO: I don’t 

know where it comes from or whether it is a matter of upbringing. I was 

born in a small town where it is very difficult to ‘hook oneself’ to some 
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ideas, some group or civic activities. It is very difficult to come to know 

about these matters from the mass media, because they are not interested 

in such type of initiatives. If one doesn’t have an elder brother in the 

family who is aware of these issues, it is difficult to come upon such 

organisation or initiate one, because one doesn’t have the example to 

follow. 

M43_v, w54_v and w58_lv1 all said that they wished to get free from the 

values and norms their parents adhered to. M43_v chose to become a 

psychiatrist in order to be able to help other people: My involvement in 

community service took place in defiance of the values cherished in my family of 

origin. My parents themselves were not involved in any civic activity. They 

referred to such initiatives and to activities aimed at helping other people with 

reticence and even irony. They rather subscribed to the principle of minding 

their own business. They did not forbid me to join civic initiatives, because they 

thought it is better for me to join a scouts’ group rather than take to drinking 

vodka.  

W58_lv1 was likewise critical of the way her parents lived. On the one 

hand, she admired her father for his engagement in different initiatives. At the 

same time, though, she disapproved of the patronising attitude her father had 

towards her mother. In her private life as well in her activity in the NGO she 

founded, w58_lv1 tries to realise her ideas and propagates partnership between 

the sexes. W58_lv1 explained: These are the roots I wished to free myself from: 

I didn’t want anybody to tell me what to do, I wanted to have my own path in life 

in order to be able to do what I wanted to do, I wanted to be a free person.  

I have always acted in defiance.  

W54_v is a pro-choice activist who became actively involved in initiatives 

to liberalise the current law on abortion. Both her parents were hair-dressers. 

Here is how she related her family story: My grandmother had six children and 

they lived in poverty. My mother gave birth to five children and (my parents) 

couldn’t make ends meet. When I was a small girl I observed all this and I knew 

that I wanted to have only two children. I was brought up in an awfully Catholic 

family. All that is valuable in me I have taken after my mother: skills, gift for 

languages, curiosity, kindness to people. However, she believes that each 

woman has to carry her cross. Love and rebellion were the basic principles that 

guided me through my life, and I told myself that my life will be different from 

my mother’s. I am an atheist and teetotaller in this country of Catholics and 

alcoholics. 
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As it often happens, those who act out of defiance to accepted norms are 

the ones most strongly motivated to advocate the introduction of a new set of 

rules. They are also more sensitive to certain issues and they use strong language 

to express their emotions. Actually, the interviewees who founded or joined an 

NGO in defiance to norms and values embodied by their families of origin also 

belong to the category of first generation activists. However, due to the specific 

antagonistic nature of their involvement in an NGO, it is more appropriate to 

describe them separately.  

 

 First generation activists: 

Each third research participant I interviewed turned out to be a first-generation 

activist. If the respondents from the previous group are also added, the number of 

first-generation activists in my sample increases even more
460

. Here I am going to 

present those first generation activists, who did not question their upbringing and 

family traditions.  

Only one of these research participants was 67 years old at the time of the 

interview. The oldest of the rest was 42 when I met him and the youngest – 19. 

Why is their age important? It seems to me it is almost natural that these 

respondents’ parents were not engaged in civic initiatives, simply because these 

were the times when only some quasi-civic initiatives were allowed to exist in 

Poland. It is not my aim to ‘exonerate’ my interviewees’ parents from their lack of 

commitment to civic initiatives. My argument is that not all post-1989 civic 

activism is such that happens through socialisation
461

. At the same time it is 

necessary not to underestimate the resourcefulness that characterises at least some 

of these first generation activists. This is not to say that these research participants 

were proud of or even conscious of the unprecedented in the history of their 

families involvement in such initiatives. Their participation in public good NGOs 

has to do with their individual decisions and not with their upbringing. For 

example, w67_v thought her engagement in an NGO which beneficiaries are 

former prisoners is neither related to her upbringing nor to any family traditions in 

helping people.  

                                                
460  Although numbers and frequencies are not relevant criteria when analysing qualitative  

research material, in this case the fact that so many respondents in the sample turned out to  
be first-generation activists merits attention. This finding provides counter-evidence to  
the widely-spread belief that long-term social activism in Poland is still ‘hereditary’ and is  
reserved for members of the intelligentsia. 

461  Socialisation here should be understood as the process of internalisation of socially accepted 
norms and values or the emulation of roles. 
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M37-lp admitted that it was neither his parents’ example that guided his 

choice of occupation nor even his own conscious decision to become social 

worker. M37_lp said: My parents are not engaged in community service. My 

mother is a medical doctor and my father is a teacher who works in the military. 

What I am doing here is accidental, just like my choice of studies, because these 

were nice studies [Pedagogy]. It all happened by mere accident.  

By contrast, m42_v, who comes from working-class family, is a volunteer 

by choice. Here is how he justified his choice: It was rather my own decision  

(to become volunteer), because at home there was no such behaviour I could 

emulate. 

The rest of first generation activists are both such who were actively 

seeking for participation in an NGO and people who became involved in such 

organisations by other modes of engagement. Only two of them, however, 

were founders of NGOs (w33_lp and m35_lp). The rest joined already existing 

organisations. Undoubtedly, first generation activists’ upbringing must have 

left an imprint on their characters which helped them become involved in 

NGOs. However, it seems that the most salient variables that can help us 

understand why some of my respondents are first generation activists are the 

opportunities to participate in NGOs and the special traits and predisposition 

these people exhibit.  

Having presented the family background of the research participants, I can 

now turn to summarising my observations. I have identified four main reactions 

to the cultural and social capital the research participants have inherited from 

their families of origin. Whereas in most of the cases there seems to be a mea- 

ningful link between the norms and values instilled in the interviewees by their 

parents and the research participants’ current involvement in an NGO, this is not 

a universal rule. The identification of first-generation activists contradicts the 

commonly-held view that in Poland it is predominantly this special category of 

social activists marked by their intelligentsia origins that peoples contemporary 

NGOs. Indeed, members of the intelligentsia are still represented in NGOs. 

However, as illustrated above, a person’s belonging to this group does not  

necessarily translate into social activism on his/her part. The influences of 

religious and patriotic values as well as the impact of local culture on some of 

my respondents are also well documented in the interviews. These cases together 

with the activists, who act in defiance to socially accepted norms and values, 

seem to provide evidence for the continuing presence of ethos-bearers among the 

NGO activists’ corps.  
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The significant number of first-generation activists, however, highlights 

the change that has taken place in the cohort of civil society and human solida- 

rity in Poland. Importantly, these are not necessarily respondents who joined the 

NGO as a side-effect of their search for a workplace. In countries that have 

strong Third sectors the paid status of NGO activists is a self-evident and 

accepted fact. In Poland, albeit, there still exists the conviction that social 

activists are – or should be – ‘God’s mad-persons’ (boży szalency), and that 

therefore they should behave as such
462

. This means that often social activists 

are tacitly expected to work without remuneration as well as to commit their 

lives to their activity as well as to the problems of the beneficiaries of the 

NGO
463

. Importantly, the paid/unpaid status of the NGO activist has little to say 

about his/her values, convictions, dedication to the cause of the organisation, and 

so on. In my study some first-generation activists have joined the NGO by 

accident. Nonetheless, they typically assumed an active approach to turning their 

‘potential’ civic activity into ‘enclave’ or ‘empirical’ one
464

. Therefore, the 

systemic change  

in Poland after 1989 has facilitated the evolving of their potential activity into 

enclave or empirical one.  

Thus, the social and cultural capital of the research participants had an 

impact on their involvement in NGOs in Poland. A significant number of 

respondents reported the positive influence of their upbringing and family or 

cultural traditions on their decision to get engaged in an NGO. In the cases where 

the interviewees disapproved of the norms and values their parents (tried to) instil 

in them, it can be still argued that the social capital they inherited spurred them to 

be active in the public sphere, although this incentive was a negative one. There 

are also the examples, which seem to suggest that social capital can be almost 

irrelevant as an explanatory factor of a person’s involvement in a long-term pro-

social activity. The new opportunities and freedoms brought by the toppling of the 

communist regime are perhaps the best alternative explanation of the coming into  

being of the modern cohort of civil society in Poland. I think this is a positive sign 

                                                
462  This image is actually positive one when compared to some other stereotypes of the NGO 

activist spread in the society. Writes Jakub Wygnański, ‘for many observers (the NGO sector) 

is becoming a storage space for losers and dreamers’ (Wygnański 2002b „Kondycja organizacji 
pozarządowych w Polsce – rok 2002” in A. Juros ed. Organizacje pozarządowe w społeczeństwie 
obywatelskim – wyzwanie dla środowisk akademickich, Lublin: p. 32), emphasis mine. 

463  This issue was actually raised by several of the research participants. 
464  Here I am referring to P. Gliński and H. Palska’s paper on the four dimensions of civic activity 

reviewed in Chapter One. 
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of the changing nature of the Third sector. The ethos of the intelligentsia, patriotic 

and cultural traditions as well as the example of one’s parents still matter. 

Fortunately, though, these are not the only factors that decide about a person’s 

predisposition to participate in civic activities. Before the researcher is able to 

have a final say about the causal relationship between the activist’s past 

experience and his/her current behaviour, it is necessary to consider the 

interviewees’ previous participation in civic initiatives as well. 

 

 

4.4.  Social activists’ previous experience in civic initiatives  

 

Having in mind that almost half of my respondents were up to 35 years 

old, it is not surprising that for many of them their current engagement in an 

NGO was the first one in their lives. Some of the younger respondents had been 

involved in different activities in the public sphere since their teens (m21_v, 

m24_p, m27_p, w26_lv). W26_l took part in political campaigns, others 

participated in religious, youth or students’ groups (m24_p and m27_p), and 

m21_v started his volunteering experience by joining the Great Orchestra for 

Yule-Tide Help
465

. At the same time, m27_v had not been engaged in any civic 

activity before his current participation in an NGO founded by his wife. M27_v 

admitted: To tell you the truth, up to this moment I have never been involved in 

community service. I was not born a natural social activist so to say, though I 

must admit that now I enjoy being one a lot.  

Predictably, some of the older interviewees reported that they had been 

socially active, though before World War II. Communist times were not 

conducive to civic initiatives. I asked my respondents whether their current 

involvement is their first such in a civic organisation. W72_p said: Not exactly, 

because when I was young I was a girl-scout, but the post-war times were 

different. Later on these organisations that existed did not ‘suit’ my interests, 

although I was active for instance in the Economic Society. M55_p recalled: I 

was involved in the first Solidarity in 1980. As far as such occasional 

engagements are concerned – like for example I was an intermediary at my 

workplace – these are not so important, because in the previous system such 

positions were superfluous.  

                                                
465  For an analysis dedicated to the volunteering experience in the Great Orchestra for Yule-Tide 

Help, see T. Własiuk op. cit. 
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Being a scout (harcerz) is a recurring theme in social activists’ interviews, 

although they attached different value to it. W27_v said: I was 10 or 11 years 

old when I was a scout, but I was a scout only for an year. I was somehow not 

attracted to scouting. We were singing songs sitting by the campfire, but there 

was nothing more to it than that.  

For others, though, being a scout was a positive experience which 

moulded their choices in life or allowed them to participate in activities they 

considered valuable. W46_v, who is an AIDS volunteer and earns her living  

as an administrative worker referred to scouting as her first experience with 

community service. W46_v said: When I was a pupil I was a scout, scouting 

meant a lot to me. It was thanks to this experience that I started working in the 

Home for Small Children. Undoubtedly scouting influenced my life choices. 

M43_v, who helps people suffering from the so-called helplessness syndrome, 

admitted: I was attracted by the pleasant side of scouting. I was treating it then 

as a kind of escape from my home in a world, which was valuable for me;  

a world where people are sensitive to each other’s needs. The scouting experience 

opened my eyes to the world of ideas. It was my school of management, where  

I learnt how to work effectively. 

Some of my respondents had been scoutmasters. M35_lp, w61_lv1 and 

w58_lv1 used to be scoutmasters and they all referred to this experience as one 

which helped themselves as well as the scouts in developing different skills. 

W61_lv1, who founded an NGO which helps autistic children, keeps organising 

camps for her beneficiaries. Here is how she speaks about her experience as  

a scoutmaster: These kids – besides school – didn’t have what to do with their 

free time. In scouts’ groups they had fun. We imbued in them the main principles 

of social intercourse – helping one’s fellow, honesty and so on. W58_lv1, who 

set up an NGO which promotes the participation of women in public life, 

underlined the positive effect being a scoutmaster had on her: Being a 

scoutmaster gave me the assurance that I am independent and am not told what 

to do. Now  

I come to realise this, that my involvement in an NGO hasn’t just sprang out of 

nothing. Scouting used to be my passion, my life. 

Another unique to Poland factor, which can account for people’s 

involvement in NGOs is, of course, participation in Solidarity. It should be borne 

in mind that as much as 10 millions of people were nominal members of this trade 

union. Being a member, however, did not entail active or long-term involvement 

in Solidarity or other civic initiatives. Nevertheless, in the case of m55_p being a 
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Solidarity activist had salient consequences for him. It is not so much the mere fact 

that he was one of the heroes of Solidarity who opposed the previous regime and 

was interned. He is still a believer in the slogans the first Solidarity raised. After 

1989, when many Solidarity activists joined politics and deserted (in his opinion) 

the initial aims of Solidarity, m55_p decided to establish an organisation that 

would in a way continue the initial mission of Solidarity. The rest of respondents, 

who reported they used to be Solidarity members, did not attach great importance 

to this fact. Some of them apparently did not even consider this membership as an 

instance of engagement in civic initiatives.  

For others, being socially active person or one who feels the need to help 

other people is a predisposition which makes them constantly look for or create 

themselves opportunities to realise their ‘passion’. M64_lv explained: I must 

admit that civic activity is in a sense my passion. I enjoy it a lot, I must say. 

W61_lv2 said: I think I have always, since secondary school, been engaged in 

doing something for other people with a lot of energy and enthusiasm.  

The interviewees’ statements concerning their previous engagement in 

social organisations are illustrative of the argument that the post-communist 

times have brought new opportunities to people prone to dedicating their time to 

work in an NGO. It is a moot question whether my respondents would have 

joined or endeavoured to found such organisations if post-1989 times were not 

conducive to such activities. It is a fact that the majority of the population is not 

committed to long-term engagement in NGOs. For some of my respondents, 

being socially active person has been part and parcel of their lives before 1989 

as well.  

For most of them, though, it seems that the freedom to associate as well as the 

availability of opportunities to attend events or meet people who show them one 

of the possible ways to work for a cause, are the decisive factors that have 

swayed them to become involved in the Third sector. 

The interviewees’ reports almost unanimously provide substantiation to the 

claim that scouting is an invaluable school of life for both scouts and scoutmasters. 

The other indigenous to Poland example of civic activity before 1989 is 

participation in the trade union Solidarity. Among the corps of NGO activist in 

contemporary Poland there are some former Solidarity-activists as well. However, 

it would be a hasty generalisation to argue that these people’s current involvement 

in the Third sector is necessarily a continuation of their participation in Solidarity. 

As one of the above-mentioned examples illustrates, there are people who still try 

to introduce the slogans of Solidarity in social reality. These can be said to be the 
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knights of this trade union and social movement, for whom the deficiencies of 

social justice and solidarity are the Achilles’ heel of both the previous and the 

current political systems. Involvement in organisations related to the Catholic 

church has also been reported by some of my respondents. I did not ask explicitly 

my interviewees whether they had been members of the communist party before 

1989. I was not interested in this issue. However, some of them chose to underline 

the fact that they have never been members of this party. This is not to say that all 

of my respondents have been actively involved in actually toppling the communist 

regime. The fact is none of them reported to have been a member of the 

communist party or in the communist youth organisation. 

It was not the aim of my research to identify people who were actively 

involved in the officially allowed to function during the communist times 

Parties, Youth Organisations or Trade Unions. However, since none of my 

respondents admitted to have participated in any of these organisations, it is 

relevant to ask: What are people who used to be active members of the 

communist party doing now? Are former communist party activists currently 

involved in political parties only? Or maybe they are to be found in different 

types of NGOs (this study only deals with NGOs of the public benefit type)? Are 

they participating in public life at all? It seems this field of research has not been 

empirically investigated so far, although it merits attention. It would be very 

instructive to find out what happened with those middle-range activists from the 

communist times. Most studies focus on the influence of Solidarity and other 

grass-roots, non-conformist movements and organisations. At the same time, 

those millions of people who participated in the organisations controlled by the 

One-Party State, have not yet attracted the interest of social scientists.  

Another issue I was interested in was the influence of the experience NGO 

activists had had abroad. Although I was aware that only some of my respondents 

could have had the opportunity to work for an NGO abroad or to participate in an 

event organised by a foreign NGO in Poland, I was nevertheless interested in their 

opinions regarding such episodes in their lives.  

 

 

4.5.  Experience abroad 

 

Several respondents took part in international projects in Poland and 

abroad. Their partners were usually NGOs from Western Europe or the US. The 

interviewees almost unanimously appreciated the experience they had gained 
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during these joint undertakings, although some of them admitted the know-how 

they had gained abroad had little practical relevance in Poland. For example, 

w75_lv took part in numerous international congresses during her most active 

professional years. She said that it was thanks to the knowledge she acquired 

during these visits that she was able to introduce the innovative art-therapy in 

Poland. Here is how m50_p, who is involved in reforms of the local self-

governments in his voivodship, referred to the co-operation with foreign 

organisations: I think this is a really good way to get acquainted with new 

achievements in the field. [Social activists abroad] usually address self-

governmental  

or community problems in a somewhat different way. Our French and Danish 

colleagues often demonstrate novel solutions, which entices us into transferring 

these here, in our organisation.  

W61_lv2, who established a hostel for former prisoners in her city, 

spoke with gratitude about the foreign NGOs, which organised the study visits 

she participated in. She acknowledged the know-how she acquired during 

these visits, which helped her later on found an institution similar to the ones 

she visited in some Western European countries. W37_lp differentiated 

between the benefits of participating in study visits, internships and 

conferences. Although she appreciated the new experience she had gained 

during study visits abroad, she admitted she would rather have an internship in 

a foreign organisation than a study visit. W37_lp argued: All kinds of visits, 

conferences are good for meeting people and establishing contacts, whereas 

one can get direct experience by observing, or – even better – by personally 

participating in some project.  

Two of my respondents – thanks to their involvement in an NGO in 

Poland – had the opportunity to study in the US. Although they both referred to 

the personal benefits they have derived from this experience, it is possible to 

infer that their work in the NGO was likewise affected in a positive way. M35_p  

disclosed that in the US for the first time in his life he was fascinated by the 

process of study. M35_p recalled: I was under the influence of attitudes such as 

political correctness, cultural relativism. I came to ‘discover’ my ethnic-cultural 

past which I used to be ashamed of. Now I think that I have finally matured. My 

attitude has changed thanks to my stay in the US, where I learnt who I am and 

that one has to respect one’s culture. What more, both he and w54_v re-assessed 

their self-concepts as a result of their encounter with academic and campus 
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culture in the US. W54_v said: I benefited a lot from this scholarship [in the 

US]. There I met different women, I came to know that being a forty-years-old 

woman doesn’t mean that I can’t strive after new achievements, that – on the 

contrary 

 – I can make my dreams come true. I gained confidence and became a PhD 

student at a higher education institution in Poland.  

Although both w54_v and w58_lv1 are active in feminist NGOs, w58_lv1 

was not fascinated by American feminists. W58_lv1 did not like the mode of 

action of feminist NGOs in the US, because – in her opinion – they were going 

to extremes. However, she appreciated a lot the experience she gained in an 

international conference convening women from all over the world. 

Encountering foreign cultures can be an eye-opener even for enlightened 

individuals. W58_lv1 admitted: This conference turned my life upside down. I 

was taken with these women’s energy and strength, I changed my attitude and I 

realised that I had been thinking in stereotypes, too. [Before the conference] I 

was wondering what women from Africa or Bangladesh can contribute? I 

changed my attitude towards different sexual preferences. Reading about such 

things can’t be compared to meeting the very people, listening to them. 

For w27_v, being a volunteer in international work camps was likewise an 

eye-opening experience. W27_v acknowledged: Like any person who hadn’t met 

foreigners, I used to entertain certain stereotypes. For instance, I remember how 

shocked I was when I met for the first time people from Romania. The stereotype 

concerning Germans was likewise very negative. Germans were thought to be 

evil and rich, people who want to come to the ‘Regained Lands’
466

 and expel us 

from there. So, for me [these work camp] were really a great school of life and  

I think that now I am more open to new experiences. Of course, I also enhanced 

my English language skills.  

Not all experience abroad, however, is something NGO activists considered 

beneficial, useful or at least enjoyable. The statements quoted here substantiate the 

thesis that models originating from abroad cannot always be applied to foreign 

countries. Not only the organisational culture differs, but economic circumstances 

also condition the functioning of the Third sectors in the respective countries. 

Sometimes a study visit can be concomitantly an eye-opener and a source of fru- 

                                                
466  After Germany was defeated in World War II, sanctions were imposed on it. Some of Germany’s 

former lands have been given to Poland to compensate for the Poland’s loss of lands to the Soviet 
Union. It is these, former German territory, which is referred to in Poland as the ‘regained lands’. 



Becoming an NGO activist … 

 

180 

stration for the NGO activist in Poland. W32_p, who worked in regional 

development NGO admitted: Everything I know about civil society [and regional 

deve- 

lopment]) I had learnt in Poland. The worst thing is that there are a lot of modes 

of action, which are effective in the West and which cannot be directly applied 

here in Poland. 

The environmental activist m27_lv and m24_p, who is engaged in preserv- 

ing the cultural heritage of Poland and one of its neighbouring countries, were 

even more sceptical of the applicability of foreign models to the Polish reality. 

M27_lv said: I think that such study visits enrich our knowledge and conscio- 

usness, yet rather rarely one can emulate something, because the conditions there, 

people’s mentality, and modes of action of their NGOs are different from the ones 

here. For instance, as much as ten people can be employed in their NGOs, 

whereas here not a single person receives remuneration. M24_p argued: [NGOs 

in Germany and Austria] are totally different types of organisations, because they 

function like for-profit firms. Community service and visionary approach are to be 

found there. However, they have these rigid frames defining their activity, they 

have salaries, bonuses, working hours, scope of responsibilities. All these 

somehow limit this spirit – which is the most important in NGOs – of spontaneity, 

which helps establish contacts with people, understand them and co-operate with 

them.  

W58_v, who works in a charity foundation, hoped she would be able to 

learn from her internship in the UK. However, she was likewise disappointed: 

Actually I expected more. It turned out that one can’t learn or see how the 

organisation works. They rather needed someone to do the manual work there.  

Up to here I have only included these statements which refer to experience 

in Western countries. Such practice is more common among NGO activists than, 

say, participation in initiatives organised in non-Western countries. In some cases 

NGO activists take part in courses run by foreign organisations in Poland. Thus, 

w58_lv1 was encouraged by a tutor from the UK teaching in Poland, who 

convinced my respondent she is a natural leader, to set up an NGO which 

promotes women’s participation in public life. It is natural that NGO activists 

usually expect to learn from such experience rather than participate as equal 

partners in common initiatives.  

However, not all NGO activists are interested in events organised by 

Western NGOs only. It could be that the young generation of social activists 

would be the one most involved in sharing their Polish experience with people 
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from the former communist bloc. Perhaps we are witnessing a trend, which 

would be becoming more and more pronounced, especially after Poland joined 

the EU. For m21_v the visit to Kaliningrad urged him to re-evaluate the 

achievements of Poland in the spheres of democratisation, civic rights, and so 

on, but also to consider the need to be more open towards Poland’s eastern 

neighbours. W26_lv and her organisation was active in this respect. W26_lv 

recalled: In 1996 [when we visited Belarus] I was stupefied by the lack of 

consciousness of their own history Belorussians exhibited. Then I realised that 

we are already aware of our past, that Poland is much more advanced [than 

Belarus] and so we decided to share our knowledge. It was then that we started 

to visit Lithuania, Ukraine, such countries which we felt are faring worse than 

Poland, that the historical and public awareness of these people is insufficient, 

that we should help them. This experience let us feel that we should bring 

enlightenment that we have to share our knowledge. When one goes to Germany, 

one doesn’t feel this way. However, when you go to Ukraine, you definitely feel 

this way
467

.  

Having in mind that forty NGO activists participated in my research, it is 

remarkable that almost half of them had the opportunity to take part in study visits 

or conferences abroad or to co-operate with foreign NGOs. In spite of the varied 

feedback I received about the applicability of these events, it seems that they were 

most of all useful as eye-opening or enlightening experience. Open-mindedness 

coupled with critical attitude are perhaps the best qualities one needs to possess in 

order to benefit from such undertakings. Some NGO activists are also interested in 

being themselves the ones who wish to share their experience with their (Eastern) 

neighbours. There are NGOs in Poland which are continuously engaged in organi- 

sing common initiatives or helping Poland’s eastern neighbours, not to mention 

Polska Akcja Humanitarna, which projects encompass countries from different 

continents. The important point here is the readiness of Polish NGO activists to 

give as well as to take, to learn as well as to teach, to help as well as to look for 

help, to travel East as well as go West.  

There are social activists I interviewed who are not co-operating in any 

form with foreign NGOs. Some of my respondents mentioned the material support 

                                                
467  It should be noted here that the case of w26_lv is not a unique phenomenon. There are NGOs 

which develop and implement projects in Poland’s Eastern neighbours, like for instance 
Stowarzyszenie Szkoła Liderów and Fundacja Edukacja dla Demokracji. Some thirty-five 
intenationally-oriented Polish NGOs are members of the association Zagranica (see 
http://www.zagranica.org.pl). 
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they have received from foreign institutions. However, here we are interested in 

non-material such. Indubitably, encountering people from different cultures, 

participation in joint initiatives, study visits abroad and other kinds of interaction 

with foreign culture and practices is a valuable experience for Polish NGO 

activists, which supply them with much needed know-how to effectively run their 

organisations. It could be that in several years contacts with foreign NGOs would 

be even more common than they were before Poland joined the EU
468

. Such joint 

undertakings can encourage Polish NGO activists to raise their qualifications, 

learn foreign languages, become more competitive and professional, more pro- 

blem-oriented, and – last but not least – more appreciative of their own 

organisational culture. 

 

 

4.6.  Summary 

 

Coming back to the question whether becoming an NGO activist is a 

matter of social capital, unintended consequence or rational choice, I have to 

admit that there is no unequivocal answer to it. Having in mind that this question  

already assumes a hypothesis about the routes into becoming social activist, the 

analysis of the research material substantiates the veracity of this hypothesis. 

The one-sidedness of this question, albeit, becomes evident when one dwells on 

the circumstances that led to becoming a social activist. For instance, the 

relevance of external factors – such as the opportunity to legally found a civic  

organisation – are not directly reckoned with in this question.  

The analysis of the research participants’ life histories, family background 

and previous experiences in social organisations points to a combination of 

factors, which make the person more prone to joining civic initiatives. Whereas 

in some cases cultural and social capital appears to be the strongest predictor of 

someone’s engagement in an NGO, in other instances mere chance seems to be 

the catalyst, which turns a citizen into an active citizen. The organisational form 

of an Association or a Foundation is attractive for some types of activity, which 

explains why rational decision to establish an NGO accounts for some people’s 

involvement in the Third sector. Behaving in a rational way does not necessarily 

                                                
468  NGOs were actively involved in propagating the idea of the EU in Poland before and after the 

Referendum (7–8.06.2003), although their attitudes towards the EU differ. The majority of the 
NGOs has been instrumental in spreading the idea and providing much-needed information  
regarding life in the EU. 
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mean having some vested interests in founding an NGO. Quite on the contrary, it 

is indicative of the actors’ inventiveness, entrepreneurship, and determination to 

address the particular issue they are interested in. Clearly, the homo eligens 

approach coined by Andrzej Siciński is very helpful in explaining civic activism 

in post-1989 Poland. The rationality of social activists seems superfluous only 

when compared to the image of the activist as ‘God’s mad-person’ described 

previously. This image, it seems, does not do justice to social activists in Poland. 

The significant proportion of first-generation activists among the research 

participants is indicative of the effect of the new opportunities and freedom to 

associate brought by the toppling of the communist regime. It also provides some 

counter-evidence for the allegedly prevalent attitudes of ‘learned helplessness’ and 

‘scapegoating’ observed in Poland (and analysed in Chapter Two of this book).  

At the same time, this finding coupled with the observation that becoming social 

activist may happen by chance highlight the need to address citizens as a way of 

recruiting them to the corps of NGO activists. Besides, it could be that the initial 

energy set free with the fall of communism might be losing its grip on potential 

social activists. New measures need to be implemented to attract yet new cohorts 

of NGO activists. The state has an important role to play, especially since up to the 

present moment state institutions have mostly left the fledgling Third sector to 

itself. The state should be instrumental in providing conditions for organised civic 

activity rather than trying to oblige only those rebellious citizens who utilise the 

well-tried method that can be euphemistically called ‘civil disobedience’.  

It seems to me that the most effective strategy to help people realise their 

potential for civic activism requires the enhancing of the embeddedness of 

NGOs in their everyday life. If the words ‘Association’ or ‘Foundation’ would 

mostly conjure up memories of NGOs’ tents at some forums or recollection of 

stories of mismanagement or abuse of the non-governmental form, NGOs will 

remain too abstract for people to join. Just as the history of the Voluntary Fire 

Brigades demonstrates, it is only when NGOs manage to become part of the 

everyday lives of people that these organisations are provided with rationale for 

existence and can attract new members. Once NGOs start becoming established 

and trusted institutional actors on the public arena, more citizens may decide to 

develop their civic potential. Naturally, the status of NGOs does not depend only 

on their best intentions, but also on the relationships of the Third sector with the 

other two sectors. These issues were addressed in the previous chapters. Here 

they only need to be reminded in order to point once again at the structural 

circumstances, which often hinder the effectiveness of civic initiatives. These 
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reservations notwithstanding, the vital importance of human resources is the 

focus of this book. At this stage of analysis of the research material it is still 

early to consider all the factors, which explain how a person becomes as NGO 

activists and what makes him/her turn this involvement into sustained one. For 

this reason now I have to turn to the interviewees’ motivation to get involved in 

NGOs.  
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Chapter Five:  

Understanding social activists’ motivations 
 

 

Abstract: In this chapter I will present the analysis of the motivational 

underpinnings of the research participants’ involvement in civic activities. 

Evidence will be presented to support the argument that different respondents 

exhibit  

dissimilar clusters of motivation. Even seemingly similar types of activity are 

characterised by different configurations of motivations. The typology of 

motivations discussed in this chapter consists of ten types of motivation, each of 

which is analysed and illustrated separately. The most characteristic reported 

reasons for engagement refer to the satisfaction of intrinsic and axiological 

needs social activists have, while power-related and altruistic reasons are the 

least typical motivations respondents admitted to. In this chapter evidence will 

be provided for the congruence of participation in the work of an NGO with 

social activism in the broader meaning of the word. The opinions of the research 

participants regarding the factors which inhibit or facilitate their involvement in 

NGOs are likewise presented.  

 

For the researcher, the issue of motivation is the focal point of interest in 

studies dealing with the human factor. The answers to the questions ‘why 

people join or found NGOs’ and ‘on behalf of whom or what they are involved 

in NGOs’ can provide crucial insight into the nature of civic engagement in 

Poland. It should be noted here that when I began my field work I expected 

that my respondents would be prone to hide their ulterior motives, if they had 

any, and instead resort to declarations which would comply with the normative 

expectations entertained by the society and some academics alike. However, 

the research participants were (in most of the cases) not familiar with the 

theoretical underpinnings of my study neither were they aware of the 

normative expectations inherent in some empirical surveys dealing with pro-

social motivation.  

Although I may still surmise that, for instance, power-related motives 

were under-reported, I am rather inclined to give credit to what my respondents 

said. Thus, they did not hesitate to admit that they set up an NGO in order to 

take part in local elections (m64_lv), became volunteers because they wanted to 
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travel abroad (w27_v), or that they had personal problems they wanted to solve 

(w24_v, w46_v). Or, as m35_lp, who tries to prevent the spread of drug-abuse in 

his town, put it descriptively: Someone else might be willing to swim the Atlantic 

Ocean while I want to do this. 

 

 

5.1. The altruism versus egoism debate re-visited 

 

When thinking about why a person becomes involved in some activity, 

including civic one, the first question that comes to mind is: Is s/he doing it for 

her/himself or for others? In other words, the ancient debate about the inhe- 

rently egoistic or altruistic nature of the human being can also be discerned in 

the discussion of the motivation behind civic activity. All of the respondents, 

who directly referred to this issue, are – or used to be – volunteers in the NGO 

they work for. However, I think their argumentation can be valid for paid type of 

involvement as well. M21_v, who is one of the youngest social activists  

I interviewed, directly referred to the issue of altruism: I dare say that ‘altruism’ 

is simply a dictionary term, which does not exist in social life, because each 

person has a vested interest in whatever s/he is involved in. This concerns me, 

too. [By working in this NGO] I try to gain some new experience and hone my 

skills, so that I can include these in my CV. The other interest I have, I won’t 

deny it, I feed my pride. 

Nevertheless, m21_v admitted that altruism is an ideal one can aspire 

after. Being active in an NGO can represent an opportunity to realise this ideal. 

W27_v had somewhat different opinion about volunteering. She underlined the 

complex nature of pro-social behaviour: I think that each voluntarism functions 

on two levels. The first of these is connected with one’s own being, it is done out 

of pure egoism, i.e. some satisfaction, personal development. It is also related to 

honing one’s skills and talents as well as the potential each person possesses. 

The other aspect refers to the need to act on behalf of others; every person has 

this need. 

When I asked m26_p about his opinion on the differentiation between  

being active on somebody’s advantage and doing something for oneself, he said: 

In my opinion, this division is superficial. When I feel the natural need to do 

something for somebody else, I am at the same time doing it for myself. 

W41_v is a volunteer working with disabled people. She emphasised the 

reciprocity of her relationship with her charges, thus blurring the apparently 
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unnatural distinction between egoistic and altruistic motives when it comes to 

some types of civic activity. W41_v said: I know what I want to give people. For 

sure, this is a mutual benefit, I am convinced about that. I receive a lot from my 

communication with them [i.e. the beneficiaries of the organisation]. 

The above-mentioned statements are indicative of the sincerity with which 

research participants answered such presumably sensitive questions as the ones 

referring to the basic reason(s) for their involvement in NGOs. Furthermore, 

they highlighted the complexity of motives, which make people found or join an 

NGO. It can be concluded that altruistic and rational types of motives mingle to 

form a compound, which is irreducible to a simpler model of motivation for 

civic participation. The inquisitive researcher is, albeit, entitled to ask whether 

this is a universal rule.  

There follow the claims of three respondents, who pointed out that they are 

engaged in NGOs primarily in favour of themselves. Nevertheless, one can sense 

that these declarations do not preclude the possibility that their involvement is not 

as self-centred as they wish to present it. In any case, the outcomes of their activity 

benefit the general public. W26_lv is involved in enriching the cultural life of her 

city. She said: I am active on behalf of myself. Were it otherwise, I guess I 

wouldn’t have been able to do this and I wouldn’t like to be involved in it. [Howe- 

ver], I also work on behalf of an idea. M27_lv is a leader of an environmental 

NGO in one of the voivodship’s capitals. He admitted: On the one hand, I am such 

an egoist, and I admit to it – unlike most people who claim they love everybody 

and they are doing it in favour of people, of the world, etc, which is most often  

a lie. On the other hand, it is also true that even if I am spurred by egoism, I am also 

acting on behalf of other people – in favour of my neighbour, my acquaintances, 

and so on. Yet, I am not active [in this NGO] because I love everybody in the 

world – I do not like stupid people, for instance – but because our civilisation, 

which is constantly being prioritised, is having destructive impact on me. W75_lv 

is a psychiatrist who established an organisation in order to facilitate the 

rehabilitation of her patients. She explained: I think I [established this Club] out of 

pure egoism. Besides, it enabled me to conduct my researches; I was the only one 

in Poland [to implement this method of rehabilitation]. The idea for this Club 

embodies all I am interested in, i.e. psychiatry and the arts (w75_lv).  

These quotations well illustrate the point that irrespective of the veracity of 

the interviewees’ arguments concerning the egoistic nature of their involvement in 

NGOs, their activity has a much larger impact than the one supposedly intended 
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by them. NGO activists’ motivations are not only multiple, but also quite complex. 

The table presented in the next sub-part of this chapter substantiates this claim.  

5.2.  Typology of motivations 

 

Before looking at the table in detail, it is necessary to explain its contents. 

After reviewing the literature on motivation (which was presented in greater 

detail in the previous chapter), I singled out seven types of motivation. It was 

necessary to compare and systematise the existing typologies of motivation in 

order to come up with one taxonomy. As it turned out, the observed 

dissimilarities between the classifications of motivations available in the 

literature reflect differences in language and terminology rather than in 

substance.  

This is the reason why I chose one of the terms that appears in the 

literature to signify each of these sub-types. Thus, for instance, intrinsic 

motivation implies striving after self-actualisation, self-esteem, competence 

achievement; it gives satisfaction and the feeling of accomplishment. I am 

fully aware that these examples are not exhaustive of the full palette of the 

inclinations characterising intrinsic type of motivation. Neither do I claim that 

‘intrinsic’ is the only and most appropriate term to describe the scope of 

rewards included  

under its label. However, it is a term that accurately conveys the meaning of 

this type of motivation.  

It should be noted here that different types of motivation may overlap, 

although to a certain extent only. For example, a person may achieve self-esteem 

(intrinsic motivation) as a result of his/her affiliation to a group of people s/he 

wanted to join (extrinsic motivation). By the same token, by solving one’s 

personal problems (frustration type of motivation), someone may concomitantly 

improve his/her self-esteem. These limitations notwithstanding, it is necessary 

and possible to distinguish between the different types of motivation, which are 

listed below: 

 

 Mot-I – intrinsic: accomplishment, self-actualisation, self-esteem, competence 

achievement, satisfaction; 
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 Mot-A – axiological
469

: responsibility, honour, service and community 

obligation, mission; 

 

 Mot-E – extrinsic: friendly, affiliation, gregariousness, social side of 

behaviour; 

 Mot-R – rational: acquisition of skills and knowledge, new learning expe- 

rience, benefit; 

 Mot-Fr – frustration: guilt, protective, solve personal problems; 

 Mot-Al – allocentric: compassion, selfless love, altruism; 

 Mot-PR – power-related: status, instrumental, career, prestige, reputation. 

 

During the coding of the interviews, I also identified three other types of 

motivation, which – to my mind – need not be subsumed under any of the 

previously mentioned ones. Although change and agenda types of motivation 

can be said to partially overlap with axiological or frustration types of 

motivation, I think the former two should not be analysed as parts of the latter 

two, because they emphasise discrete aspects of pro-social motivation that 

require separate discussion.  

 

 Mot-Ch – change: striving after change; 

 Mot-Ag – agenda: having an idea one wants to implement; 

 Mot-FT – free time: the availability of free time is conducive to 

engagement. 

 

The distribution of these ten types of motivation in the sample of NGO 

activists who participated in my research is presented on the following page. The 

‘codes’ corresponding to the identities of the respondents are in the first column. 

Whenever a particular type of motivation was mentioned by the interviewee, it 

was marked by a ‘◙’ sign. The different types of motivation are presented in the 

table and subsequently analysed in the text in accordance with the extent to 

which they appeared typical of research participants and not in  

accordance with the order on the list of motivations described above. It is not my 

                                                
469  I am using these particular terms – ‘axiological and ‘allocentric’ – after Janusz Reykowski  

(see J. Reykowski 1979 Motywacja: postawy prospołeczne a osobowość, Warszawa and 2000 
Justice Motive and Altruistic Helping – rescuers of Jews in Nazi Occupied Europe, Warszawa, 
typed text). 
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intention to imply that these types of motivation, which were most often referred 

to by the interviewees, are in any way representative of the motivational 

underpinnings of all social activist in Poland. However, the fact that some types 

of motivation are apparently more characteristic of social activism than other 

types of motivation merits attention. 

 

 
Mot- 

I 

Mot- 

A 

Mot- 

E 

Mot- 

R 

Mot- 

Ch 

Mot- 

Ag 

Mot- 

FT 

Mot- 

Fr 

Mot- 

Al 

Mot- 

PR 

m26_p ◙  ◙ ◙  ◙     

w24_v ◙ ◙      ◙   

m42_v ◙ ◙ ◙    ◙  ◙  

w67_v  ◙     ◙  ◙  

w43_p ◙ ◙         

w46_v ◙  ◙     ◙   

w54_lv2  ◙  ◙       

m37_lp ◙  ◙  ◙ ◙     

w75_lv ◙ ◙ ◙ ◙      ◙ 

w67_lv  ◙     ◙  ◙  

m35_p ◙    ◙      

w54_v     ◙ ◙     

m27_v ◙      ◙    

m27_lv ◙ ◙   ◙ ◙ ◙    

w31_p ◙ ◙ ◙  ◙ ◙     

w54_lv1 ◙ ◙      ◙  ◙ 

w72_p ◙      ◙    

w58_lv2     ◙   ◙   

m43_v  ◙ ◙      ◙  

m55_p  ◙     ◙    

w41_v ◙ ◙ ◙      ◙  

w61_lv1  ◙   ◙   ◙   

w26_lv ◙ ◙ ◙ ◙ ◙     ◙ 

m27_p ◙ ◙ ◙ ◙  ◙     

w32_p ◙  ◙ ◙       

w37_lp ◙ ◙    ◙     

m35_lp ◙ ◙         

m24_p ◙ ◙   ◙     ◙ 

m21_v ◙ ◙  ◙  ◙     

w27_v ◙ ◙ ◙ ◙       

m50_p ◙   ◙  ◙     

w19_v ◙  ◙ ◙       

w33_lp ◙ ◙     ◙    

w22_v  ◙  ◙   ◙    



Understanding social activist’s motivations 

 

192 

w58_lv1 ◙ ◙ ◙ ◙ ◙ ◙  ◙   

m27_lp ◙ ◙   ◙ ◙     

w61_lv2 ◙ ◙   ◙  ◙  ◙  

w44_lp ◙  ◙  ◙ ◙ ◙    

w58_v  ◙ ◙        

m64_lv  ◙  ◙      ◙ 

 
Mot- 

I 

Mot- 

A 

Mot- 

E 

Mot- 

R 

Mot- 

Ch 

Mot- 

Ag 

Mot- 

FT 

Mot- 

Fr 

Mot- 

Al 

Mot- 

PR 

In some instances there were only two types of motivation reported, while 

in other cases there were as much as six different motivations. As one may easily 

notice, it is difficult – if not impossible – to identify a pattern of reported 

motivations, which applies to other respondents as well. Indeed, one may 

observe that pairs like intrinsic and axiological, intrinsic and extrinsic, 

axiological and allocentric motivations co-appear. However, some of these are 

also regularly recurring reasons for involvement in an NGO, which means that 

either this  

co-occurrence is accidental or such pairs of motivation are simply characteristic 

of social activism. One may also expect that power-related and frustration types 

of motivations were under-reported. At the same time, the fact that allocentric 

declarations appear to be not that typical of social activism is striking (or at least 

in discordance with popular beliefs).  

One thing seems to be clear: each respondent is characterised by a distinct 

cluster of motivations. Another empirically supported fact is that intrinsic and 

axiological types of motivation are the most typical of social activism, whereas 

power-related and allocentric ones are least illustrative of pro-social 

commitment. More definite conclusions regarding the overall pattern of 

motivations reported by the respondents will be drawn after illustrating each of 

these types of motivation. Now I will turn to presenting the different types of 

motivations identified in this research.  

 

5.2.1. Intrinsic motivation 

This type of motivation has to do with the positive strivings of the ego.  

A recurring declaration made by social activists I interviewed is that they were 

able to realise their ideas in the NGO they were affiliated with. There follow 

several statements, which well illustrate this point. M26_p said: As far as the 

reasons for my involvement in this activity are concerned, it was rather inside of 

me. It was related to my spiritual development. There are many such 

motivations. The first thing is that I prefer creative, independent work. Here I 

have opportunities for such work. Probably the strongest motivation is that I 
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simply realise my ideas in this activity. M27_lp explained: I simply feel fulfilled 

by what I am doing here. M27_lv told me: I like my job here and what I am 

doing here is what I want to do. W19_v justified her actions in the following 

way: It is my aim and I do all I have to do to find personal fulfilment here. 

Willingness and self-actualisation – these are the most important things.  

W32_p works in an NGO dealing with regional development, while 

w33_lp is a leader of an organisation which provides services to mentally 

retarded children. They both pointed out that their families are quite well-off, so 

that they do not really need to earn their living. However, their job allows them 

to achieve self-actualisation, which is the main reason for their involvement.  

Despite the dominating role intrinsic motivation plays in the cases of 

m27_p, w37_lp and m35_p, they represent an excellent example of the complex 

nature of motives characterising social activists. These three respondents’ 

statements also provide clues to the question why participation in an NGO is 

conducive to creative work. M27_p said: [Here I have] the opportunity to 

develop my potentials and be creative, and what is most important, I am satisfied 

with the effects of our projects on people. [NGO] is a place where one can 

realise one’s ideas, meet people and [in NGOs] there are obstacles to fall into 

routine or to become preoccupied with everyday problems, earning money or 

things like that. There are many barriers here that protect you against these 

traps. W37_lp explained: [I am working here, because] it helps me realise my 

potential. On the other hand, it gives me a lot of satisfaction, because I am able 

to put into practice my own ideas, which is not possible in each profession or in 

each firm. As far as Foundations are concerned, they really give a lot of 

opportunities, especially for one’s self-actualisation and creativity, searching 

for one’s own ideas how to organise one’s life.  

Other respondents also mentioned the satisfaction they receive as a result of 

their involvement in an NGO. It is important to note here that those interviewees, 

who used the word ‘satisfaction’ (rather than saying, for example, ‘I like this 

work’), are affiliated with organisations which provide services to vulnerable or 

marginalised groups of people. In some cases the respondents became involved by 

chance and they were not professionally prepared to work, for instance, with 

children from poor or pathological families (m27_v), with people with Alzheimer 

disease (w72_p), or with teenagers who are in danger of becoming drug-addicts 

(m35_lp). However, it seems that it is precisely this encountering of new, 

sometimes traumatic, issues that provides the strongest motivation to help the 

bene- 

fitciaries of such NGOs (despite the fact that they are not members of the 
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respondent’s family or his/her friends or relatives). Here is how m27_v recounted 

his experience: This is a combination of work with pleasure. It gives me a lot of 

satisfaction. And – to tell you the truth – when I think that I could give up this 

work,  

I can’t imagine doing so. I am glad that I can do something which improves 

somebody else’s life. The fact that I am in this Association, that I want very much 

to participate in its activities, is connected somehow with my egoistic approach to 

it. It just gives me so much satisfaction, there are so many interesting things to do, 

that I start to think that maybe I am doing it for myself. Yet, were I to do it for 

myself only, I wouldn’t have been engaged in it, let’s put it this way. M35_lp 

admitted: I am doing this, because I enjoy it, because I like to do it, because I have 

an idea how to live my life, it gives me fulfilment, it fills my life, it is my pleasure. 

I will return to the issue of satisfaction later on in this chapter, when I will 

present the analysis of respondents’ answers to the question referring to the  

rewards they receive for their involvement. Here it is necessary to note that  

although only some interviewees spoke about satisfaction when replying why 

they became involved in pro-social activity, this issue was almost unanimously 

reported by them when I asked about the rewards they get. It is hardly surprising 

that NGO activists declare they are content with their involvement. The 

quotations regarding satisfaction might leave the reader with the wrong 

impression that all civic activity in NGOs is related to such positive strivings of 

the social activist’s ego. Indeed, w61_lv1 – who established an NGO in order to 

help her autistic grand-daughter – also mentioned that she is happy when an 

autistic child, who could not talk or establish eye-contact prior to the 

rehabilitation it received in her organisation, is able to do this as a result of the 

therapy. However, when asked about the reasons for her involvement in the 

NGO, she simply said ‘It was a necessity’. It seems to me that in order to fully 

understand intrinsic motivation, one has to consider axiological motivation as 

well. Although these two types of motivation do not always co-appear, they 

seem to complement each-other.  

 

5.2.2. Axiological motivation 

This type of motivation – together with intrinsic one – is the one most 

typical of social activists I interviewed. Axiological motivation means that the 

person feels obliged to act; s/he thinks about his/her involvement in the NGO in 

terms of assuming responsibility. What is the source of their convictions? As the 

label I have chosen for dubbing this type of motivation suggests, the source of 
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social activists’ moral principles is their adherence to values they consider most 

important
470

.  

Following the works of several authors, Constance Flanagan and 

colleagues argued that ‘values are core beliefs about how one ought to behave as 

well as a basis for political views and civic action’
471

. This understanding of the 

concept of ‘values’ echoes another definition of a related term, which – just like 

‘values’ – has been used by social scientists with several distinctive meanings.  

I have in mind the concept of social norms. Functionalists view norms as ‘beliefs 

about what individuals ought to do, and become part of person’s motivation 

through socialization’
472

. The close affinity between values and norms has been 

analysed by Robert Merton, who developed his famous typology of modes of 

individual adaptation
473

. According to this typology, although values (‘culture 

goals’) and norms (‘institutional means’) both regulate the role behaviour of the 

individual, the different types of reaction are characterised by adherence to one 

or both types of regulation (i.e. values and/or norms). However, Merton makes it 

clear that institutional norms and desired values can be in conflict
474

.  

While studying pro-social motivation, one could consider the possibility 

that axiological type of motivation might be closely related to normocentric one. 

However, Janusz Reykowski among others distinguished between these two.  

Although some of the aspects of these two types of motivation are identical (like 

the low level of empathy or the insufficient interest in the real needs of the 

beneficiary)
475

, axiological and normocentric motivations are not exactly alike. 

To Reykowski, whereas the potential of normocentric motives ‘stems from 

societal sources’ and is ‘facilitated if other in-group members or authorities 

define it in the given way’
476

, axiological motives are a ‘result of the 

actualisation of the subject’s moral principles’ and are not contingent upon the 

reactions of other people or authorities. Reykowski seems to endorse the 

                                                
470  Axiology is the study of ultimate values. 
471  C.A Flanagan, J.M Bowes, B. Jonsson, B. Csapo and E. Sheblanova 1998 “Ties that bind: 

Correlates of adolescents’ civic commitments in seven countries” in Journal of Social Issues, 
nr 54, p. 461. 

472  According to Dictionary of Sociology 1998 G. Marshall ed., Oxford, p. 454. 
473  R.K. Merton 1957 Social Theory and Social Structure, Illinois, p. 140. 
474  Writes Merton, ‘Many procedures which from the standpoint of particular individuals would 

be most efficient in securing desired values – the exercise of force, fraud, power – are ruled 
out of the institutional area of permitted conduct’ (Ibid.: p. 133). 

475  For a detailed, yet succinct, analysis of the different aspects of these two types of motivation, 
see J. Reykowski 1979 Motywacja..., pp. 376–377. 

476  J. Reykowski 2000 Justice Motive and Altruistic Helping..., p. 11. 
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functionalists’ understanding of social norms. However, according to the 

competitive, social identity theories of norms, people conform to norms because 

‘they want to demonstrate to themselves and others that they are a particular 

kind of person’
477

.  

Viewed from this latter perspective, the tension between norms and values 

(as the competing sources for social activists’ motivation) becomes irrelevant, 

because both refer to the self-concept of the person and not to the socially 

desirable reason for and effect of their actions. Hence, axiological motivation – 

as it will be illustrated below – can imply the adherence to internalised values 

and/or norms (in the social identity theories’ understanding of the term ‘norms’). 

The fact that respondents spoke about values such as responsibility and love as 

some of the most important things in their lives
478

 further corroborates the 

hypothesis that social activists do act out of adherence to values (or internalised 

norms). In Merton’s words, such behaviour would correspond to his 

‘conformity’ type.  

This is not to say that all social activists act in accordance with socially 

acceptable or desirable norms. Some interviewees are motivated by the desire to 

change the reality or an aspect of it. Others have espoused different ideologies. 

These types of motivation correspond to what I called respectively the Change 

and the Agenda motivations. I will return to the close affinity between these 

three later on in this chapter. Here I would like to explain that the choice of va- 

lues over norms as the explanatory variable of pro-social activism rests on the 

argument that whereas it is certain that interviewees’ behaviour was prompted 

by the values they cherish, it is much more difficult to ascertain that these  

particular moral principles do correspond to social norms. It is a likewise 

troublesome task to establish whether – given that such norms do exist – the 

social activist was acting out of adherence to these norms or was actualising 

his/her values. Since the latter of these propositions seems much more plausible, 

I have dubbed this type of motivation axiological rather than normocentric one. 

The following examples will illustrate the point that what we have here  

is an instance of behaviour consistent with the values respondents reportedly 

cherish. However, when they speak about necessity, it could also be the enacting 

of norms that is at play. Sometimes interviewees referred to their ‘need’ to be 

active, while in other cases they considered this their ‘responsibility’. Some 

                                                
477  Dictionary of Sociology 1998, p. 454. 
478  This issue is analysed in Chapter Six. 
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respondents even used the word ‘mission’ when describing their reasons for 

civic engagement. Here is how w61_lv1 – who spoke in terms of ‘necessity’ – 

rationalised her decision to found an organisation: Although I was aware that I 

will have to invest a lot of effort and time in order to establish this organisation, 

 I undertook this difficult task. Hadn’t I done it, this child wouldn’t have been 

rehabilitated.  

The need to be involved in helping other people or the need to be active was 

a recurring theme in the interviews I conducted. What do needs have in common 

with values? Here is how Craig Pinder explains the relation between the two. 

Needs are ‘inherent characteristics of people’ that influence their behaviour, 

however – unlike values – needs are not necessarily conscious
479

. Nevertheless, 

what a person values is influences by his/her needs. Hence, the argument goes, 

‘both needs and values play a role in arousing and directing behaviour’
480

. In this 

case it seems that respondents are actually conscious of their needs and they feel 

obliged to satisfy this particular need: to be active or to help other people.  

Andrzej Siciński’s analysis of the concepts of ‘needs’ and ‘values’ and 

their relationship seems to provide more lucid understanding of the 

interconnectedness between these two in the context of the research discussed 

here
481

. To begin with, Siciński introduces the distinction between objective and 

subjective understanding of needs and values alike. According to the former of 

these perspectives, ‘values are things or phenomena from the point of view of 

their ability to satisfy certain needs of the given system’
482

. The latter approach 

views judgements (or opinions, convictions) which evaluate certain things or 

pheno-mena as a motivating factor. Thus, whereas needs in the objective 

meaning can be real and palpable, needs regarded from the subjective 

perspective can be likewise real, but in the meaning of ‘felt’, or ‘experienced’ 

(which does not imply they should be perceived as real by other people, for 

example). It is the subjective approach proposed by Siciński that can help us 

understand the axiological type of motivation. Siciński’s differentiation between 

subjective and objective meanings of needs also renders irrelevant the argument 

that the founding  

                                                
479  C.C. Pinder 1985 “Needs, cognitive factors and the motivation to volunteer” in L.F. Moore ed. 

Motivating Volunteers. How the Rewards of Unpaid Work Can Meet People’s Needs?, 
Vancouver, p. 36. 

480  C.C. Pinder after Locke 1976 (1985: p. 36). 
481  See A. Siciński 2002 c „Pojęcia „potrzeby” i „wartości” (z systemowego punktu widzenia)”  

in Styl życia. Kultura. Wybór. Szkice, Warszawa, pp. 33–66. 
482  Ibid., p. 52. 
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of NGOs is not always need-driven. Indeed, with the exception of cases of  

malpractice, NGOs can be argued to be established to meet needs, which are 

perceived as real, palpable, and important by the person(s) who founded the 

organisation. Or, to quote the W. I. Thomas theorem: “If men define situations 

as real, they are real in their consequences”
483

.  

Interestingly, social activists mentioning the need to be active were not 

only people coming from intelligentsia’s family background. It could be that this 

also explains why they did not use stronger words such as ‘mission’ in order to 

describe their activity. M42_v comes from the working class and is one of the 

few NGO activists I came across, who has finished only vocational school. He is 

involved in helping other people: his elderly neighbours, alcoholics, and others. 

Here is how he spoke about his activity: I just feel needed. I have always helped 

people and I was not even aware that this is called voluntarism. I feel the need to 

be doing exactly what I am doing at present and nothing can change this, even 

the disapproving attitude of my family. 

W24_v – who comes from intelligentsia’s family and works with disabled 

and retarded children – spoke in a similar fashion: Since I was a child, I have 

always dreamt about doing something like that, despite the negative attitude my 

parents had to such work. When I walk down the street and I see some poor 

people it just hurts me, and I knew I have to do something for these people. 

Some professionals undertake the burden of establishing and running an 

NGO, which would allow them to offer better opportunities for their patients to 

rehabilitate. Thus w44_lp, who is a therapist, decided to set up an organisation 

where she would be able to offer her alcoholic patients a much richer scope of 

therapeutic exercises than the one available at the state-sponsored hospital she 

works in. 

W43_p changed her profession and is now working with people with 

mental illnesses. W67_lv wanted to address environmental problems in her city. 

M21_v is one of the persons I interviewed who has been involved in different 

civic activities since his early teenage years. Although these three people belong 

to different generations, they share certain predisposition to civic activities. Here 

is how they rationalised their actions. W43_p simply said: The most important 

reason is that I see the need for help. I would like to do something for other  

people so that with my help the person who is affected by this disease can feel 

satisfied. I want to help them and be useful to these people. W67_lv recalled:  

                                                
483  In R.K. Merton op. cit., p. 421. 
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I became involved in this because I thought it would be a pity not to make use of 

the knowledge I have and I also wanted to be active, this is such internal need. 

This is how this Association appeared. M21_v explained: There is this internal 

need to do something, not leaving these issues aside, not being indifferent to 

everything, certain need to leave a legacy – even if it would be this organisation, 

which I hope will be active and effective for a long time. I think these are the 

main reasons for my engagemen: to offer something to other people.  

This last statement recurs in different versions in other interviews as well. 

NGO activists view their work as a way to leave a legacy, to give meaning to 

their lives. It was not only respondents who work with people, but also social 

activists engaged in different types of activities that reported their wish to leave 

a legacy. M35_lp, who helped children from dysfunctional families and drug 

addicts, said: I just felt I can do it. My previous work-places were not connected 

with work with people and this always seemed to me to be so callous. I wanted to 

do something else, something different, useful, and palpable. I did not want to 

produce a thing one can simply throw away. I wished I could do something 

permanent and palpable, and which would leave a trace. M24_p, who worked in 

an NGO in the field of culture, admitted: I want to have the feeling that I am 

involved in something useful. I want to be content with the way I spent my life,  

so that when I grow old, I imagine myself sitting in a rocking armchair, smoking 

a pipe and wondering: What did I do in my life? Do I regret something? No, I do 

not. This is the most important thing. W54_lv2, who set up a women NGO, told 

me: I wouldn’t like to be just an alimentary canal, which accepts and then gives 

away some stuff which decomposes. I want to leave a legacy. The psychiatrist 

w75_lv gave explanation for her actions in the following way: One should do 

something to enrich one’s life, one can’t work and consume only.  

The wish to do something in favour of other people is likewise typical of 

respondents who have allocentric motivation. As a matter of fact, humanitarian 

values cherished by social activists who have acted out of altruistic motives, can 

be included under the currently discussed type of motivation. However, I think 

the separate discussion of allocentric and axiological types of motivation is 

justified, because such approach singles out humanitarian values, which have a 

special relationship with pro-social activity. Here is how m43_v stated his moral 

principles: I think that each person should be socially active and do something 

for other people’s sake, just like that, without any reason, but because human 

beings should be involved in augmenting some good. Not material goods, but 

Good. This is the main reason [for my engagement in an NGO]. Although the 
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motives behind my professional work and social activity changed, the wish to 

help was always present.  

Not all NGO activists I interviewed used the language of civic or human 

sense of duty to verbalise their motivation. M27_v is one of the respondents who 

undoubtedly can be called ‘conscious citizen’. He said: I think that since I live in 

this country, in this city, and I am a member of the local community, I am also 

responsible [for them] and I have some obligations. A lot has been said about 

the rights citizens have, but one rarely hears something about [citizens’] 

responsibilities. 

Finally, several research participants said they feel they have a mission. 

For example, w54_lv2, w54_lv1 and w41_v explicitly pointed this out. W26_lv 

told me: All the time I have the feeling I have a mission. This sounds funny and 

outdated. If one mentions something like this nowadays, everybody smiles with 

condescension. Others claimed that their engagement in an NGO is their 

‘passion’ (w58_lv1 and w61_lv2).  

However, there were some interviewees who wished to underscore that 

they do not have a mission. Here is one such negative example of the trend 

described so far. W33_lp established an organisation which beneficiaries are 

children with Down’s syndrome. She said: I started to work in this field, 

however  

I do not have the feeling this is the mission of my life, I do not think in terms  

of helping [the beneficiaries](w33_lp). 

This last declaration well illustrates the point that seemingly identical 

types of activity may have different or even divergent motivational 

underpinnings. Whereas one social activist may wish to help other people, which 

makes him form an NGO, another social activist may establish an identical NGO 

for quite different reasons. This is a predictable ‘finding’, yet a significant one,  

because it highlights the fact that one can’t judge about the motives of people  

by the type of activity they are involved in
484

. It also supports my decision not  

to develop a typology of social activists based on the field of activity of the 

organisation they are involved in. As the research evidence suggests, some social 

activists exercise their profession, others wish to help their relatives, yet others 

                                                
484  This statement serves as a counter-argument to other related studies of, albeit, volunteers’ 

motivation. For example, Gil Clary, Mark Snyder and Arthur Stukas came to the conclusion 
that ‘the configuration of motivations varies with activity type’ (“Volunteers’ Motivations: 
Findings from a National Survey” 1996 in Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly,  
Vol. 25/4: p. 497). 
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to earn some additional money or, alternatively, heal their frustration, or find 

something interesting or rewarding to do with their free time. 

These reservations notwithstanding, axiological motivation appears to be 

one of the most important reasons that helps us understand why some people 

found or join NGOs. Perhaps m64_lv’s statement best summarises axiological 

motivation: There are moments when I start doubting whether I really need 

being socially active, that maybe it is not worth my efforts and my time, my wife 

is complaining. [Yet], it seems I need to be socially active. I have so many things 

to do, these would have sufficed to fill my life without having to engage in social 

activity. In spite of it all, however, there is something restless inside me, which is 

an imperative, so that I have to be socially active. 

Statements like the last one were not uncommon among NGO activists  

I interviewed. To an outsider, such declarations might sound bombastic or self-

congratulatory. It is not possible to entirely exclude the possibility that 

sometimes this might have been the case. However, such claims were often 

uttered after the respondents were provoked to verbalise their motives for 

participation in the work of an NGO. The fact that axiological motivation is so 

widely spread among NGO activists provides evidence for the congruence of 

participation in the work of an NGO with social activism in the broader 

meaning  

of the word.  

In Chapter Three I have made a review of existing studies concerning the 

types of pro-social activism and its motivational underpinnings. Thus, some 

differentiate between volunteers and paid workers in NGOs, others between 

professionals and amateurs, or between ideological entrepreneurs and social 

activists, leaders and participants, people involved in unpremeditated one-time 

or purposeful sustained activity, or in institutionalised / non-institutionalised 

initiatives, grass-roots and forced voluntarism, and so on and so forth. The 

majority of these categories at least partially overlap with the category of people  

I have opted for studying: rank-and-file participants and leaders of public benefit 

organisations. However, there is one underlying aspect all these types of social 

activism share. Social activism in the broader meaning of the word refers to any 

sustained and originating in the grass-roots activity which aims at tackling some 

socially relevant problem. Thus, governmental initiatives just like business  

enterprises are not considered social activism.  
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The concern spurring social activism need not necessarily be an issue 

acknowledged as a ‘problem’ by all members of the society. For example, the 

rights of foreign residents, children or homosexuals, feminist issues, disabled or 

retarded people’s problems are not among the most socially accepted causes one 

can get engaged in promoting. The topic social activists are interested in need 

not be addressed by establishing an NGO in order to qualify as ‘social activism 

in the broader meaning of the word’. For instance, the problem in question can 

be tackled by setting up grass-roots, local non-institutionalised enterprise or by 

addressing the larger public by initiating a public discussion in the mass media 

or by lobbying the MPs. Indeed, the means enumerated above can and 

sometimes do serve ignoble or particularistic motives
485

. Social activism in the 

broader meaning of the word thus encompasses – but is not limited to – active 

involvement in public benefit organisations
486

.  

This – only seemingly self-evident – connection between social activism 

and participation in the Third sector has to be highlighted in order to substantiate 

the hypotheses forwarded by supply-side theories, which emphasise the 

contribution of individuals involved in NGOs
487

. Importantly, these are 

individuals who are most often propelled to act by the norms or values of 

personal responsibility and duty they have internalised. Succinctly, supply-side 

economic theories argue that it is the initiators’ motivations and background that 

provide the major explanatory variable for the formation of such organisations, 

while the compe- 

ting demand-side theories assume that non-profit organisations are set up to meet 

a demand, which has not been (or cannot be) satisfied by profit-maximising 

firms. The study analysed here gives empirical support to the former of these 

types of theories. 

Another salient finding to be addressed here is the mentioned previously 

co-appearance of intrinsic and axiological motivations. It seems that the most 

plausible explanation for this co-occurrence is that if and when an individual 

                                                
485  In Chapter Two I have made a distinction between the non-governmental, civic initiatives and 

those which only seemingly belong to this category, yet serve vested and sometimes illegal  
interests. 

486  This definition is largely consistent with the one provided by Jadwiga Koralewicz and Hanna 
Malewska-Peyre in their book on social activists in Poland and France (Człowiek człowiekowi 
człowiekiem 1998, Warszawa: p. 6). Indeed, Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre are concerned 
with ‘social activism’ and not with ‘social activism in the broader meaning of the word’. Ho- 
wever, their definition reflects this broader meaning. 

487  See Chapter Two for an overview of supply-side theories as compared to demand-side ones. 
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behaves in accordance with his/her values or internalised norms, s/he improves 

his/her self-esteem, feels satisfaction and achieves self-actualisation. However, 

intrinsic and axiological motivations do not always co-occur. Does this mean 

that one can experience satisfaction and achieve self-actualisation without 

necessarily adhering to the values s/he cherishes?  

It seems sometimes this can also be the case. Intrinsic motivation also co-

appears with ‘extrinsic’, ‘rational’ and ‘change’ types of motivation. NGO 

activist motivated by the wish to introduce a change is also one who behaves in a 

way suggesting that s/he feels impelled to act. ‘Extrinsic’, ‘rational’ and 

‘change’ motives are characterising each third respondent and as such they come 

second after intrinsic and axiological ones, which appear to be most typical of 

social activists I interviewed.  

 

 

5.2.3. Extrinsic motivation 

This type of motivation refers to the social side of human behaviour, 

which is associated with the satisfaction of relatedness needs
488

. The social side 

of human behaviour has to do with social interaction and affiliation with other 

people (usually from outside one’s family and immediate surroundings). 

Extrinsic motivation serves people’s gregariousness needs and it can also meet 

their desire to identify with a particular group. This type of motivation echoes 

the reference group theory discussed in Chapter Three. To repeat, comparative 

reference groups refer to values or patterns of behaviour to which the individual 

compares him/herself, whereas normative reference groups are viewed by the 

individual as a source of values, norms or patterns of behaviour.  

However, extrinsic motivation is not limited to enabling social activists’ 

joining of either comparative or normative reference groups. As the examples 

quoted below illustrate, the groups of people social activists affiliate with via 

their involvement in the Third sector are not necessarily the ones they wish to 

identify with, whether for the sake of comparison or aspiration. This is 

especially true of the cases, where the social activists enjoy spending time with 

their beneficiaries, who are either disabled or mentally ill or have a deadly 

contagious disease. Extrinsic motivation characterises young and old 

respondents alike, men as well as women, volunteers and employees. For some, 

being part of an organisation is related to constantly encountering new 

                                                
488  C.C. Pinder op. cit. after Alderfer 1972 (1985: p. 39). 
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experiences and meeting new people. W32_p, for instance, mentioned these as a 

very attractive aspect of her work: I meet very interesting people, I participate in 

very interesting professional seminars. I haven’t stopped developing. 

This example also illustrates how closely related extrinsic and rational 

motives can be. W32_p apparently appreciates the different opportunities her 

work gives her. However, most of the respondents who referred to socialising
489

 

as an important reason for their involvement in the NGO actually enjoyed the 

company of their colleagues or beneficiaries. Several interviewees claimed that 

people from their organisation or, in general, people working in the Third sector, 

are special ones. M37_lp, who founded an NGO which offers ‘crisis solution’ 

services to its beneficiaries, said one of the reasons for his involvement is the 

group of people he works with: It is so rewarding to create a place like this one 

where people, who have good ideas and innovative approach in helping people 

in need, can work in a good team in a good place and in favourable 

circumstances, so these people who work here are also a reason worth fighting 

for. They are nice people. 

W31_p, who joined an NGO dealing with women’s issues, was even more 

enthusiastic. She acknowledged: I came to the conclusion that unusually inte- 

resting, bright, fabulous and great people participate in NGOs, people who are 

open-minded, and I am sensitive to open-mindedness. So, most of all [the reason 

for my engagement] is the people who work here. Were other people working 

here, I wouldn’t have become so involved. Here you can meet different type of 

people than the one working in firms. 

Therefore, being part of a group one identifies with is conducive to greater 

involvement in the work of the organisation. Two young respondents, w19_v 

and w27_v, underlined that they have come to know their boyfriends thanks to 

their participation in the organisation. W19_v also managed to involve her 

mother in the work of the NGO, where they both were volunteers at the time of 

the interview. M27_v would not have joined the organisation if it were not for 

his wife, who was one of the co-founders of this NGO. W22_v is actively 

engaged in training volunteers thanks to her father, who established the 

organisation, which recruits volunteers in their city.  

                                                
489  Unlike the meaning of socialisation implied in the previous chapter, here ‘socialising’ should 

be understood as the activity related to mixing socially with others in a friendly way and not as 
the process of ‘socialisation’, which refers to the internalisation of socially accepted norms and 
values or to the emulation of social roles. 
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Other respondents likewise mentioned that they often ask their relations to 

help them in the work of the NGO, although these relatives are not necessarily 

members of the organisation. Some interviewees underlined that if their family 

members were not supporting them financially, they would not have been able to 

run the organisation. In other words, NGOs are not only arena where social 

activists come to socialise with other people, but can also represent an extension 

of these activists’ private lives. Thus, w26_lv and m43_v founded their 

respective NGOs together with their friends. In some cases, the cohesion in the 

group of people who established the organisation can even substitute the 

(temporary) shortage of will, finances or other resources needed in order to keep 

being active in the NGO. When I asked w26_lv why she is involved in the NGO, 

she replied: To tell you the truth, it is out of attachment to it now, because I grew 

up together with this Association. Secondly, I am involved here because all my 

friends are members of this association, so I am together with them by definition.  

Finally, there are cases when interviewees report they enjoy spending time 

with their beneficiaries. W75_lv established a club where her schizophrenic 

patients can develop their artistic potentials. She admitted: I enjoy spending time 

with my artists, we used to organise parties here. W41_v joined an NGO which 

founders and beneficiaries are physically disabled and mentally retarded people 

from her town. Here is how she spoke about the beneficiaries of the 

organisation: I cannot say that it is ‘me’ and ‘these people’, because we are 

friends anyway. Our relationship is not limited to meeting twice per week. I am 

not their carer and they – my charges. We are simply spending time together. I 

do not even notice their handicap.  

Hence, gregariousness needs can help us understand even better why 

some people join or found organisations. Individuals one wishes to socialise 

with can be people one admires, or identifies with, or wants to emulate, or shares 

certain destiny with, or simply people one likes to spend time with. This is not to 

imply that all members of NGOs are that exceptional. Neither do I wish to claim 

that the society of NGO activists is immune from conflicts of interests. The 

statements quoted above corroborate not only the outcomes of other empirical 

studies dealing with (albeit, volunteers’) motivation, but also the arguments 

inherent in reference group theory reviewed in Chapter Three. Participation in an 

NGO enables the fulfilment of both the comparative and normative functions, 

which the reference group can offer to the individual. Indeed, it is only rational 

that people willingly join and stay in groups, where they feel accepted, needed, 
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liked. However, at the heart of rational motives there are other, more palpable 

types of benefits one receives. 

 

5.2.4. Rational motivation 

This type of motivation stands for the different kinds of benefit the social 

activist acquires as a result of his/her participation in the NGO. Indeed, this  

definition is broad enough to include, for instance, the enhancement of one’s 

self-esteem or the solving of one’s personal problems. In order to distinguish 

between what I call rational motivation and other related types of motivation,  

it is necessary to limit the scope of benefits that would fall under the title of  

‘rational motivation’. Thus, benefits that concern the ego of the social activist, 

his/her social status as well as the social side of his/her behaviour are not 

considered to belong to rational motivation. For example, rational motivation 

refers to gaining some new learning experience, honing one’s skills or 

developing one’s interests or talents. It can also correspond to assuming market 

approach to tackling some problem. Otherwise put, some social activists’ 

decision to address a topical issue by founding an NGO substantiates the 

arguments of demand-side economic theories analysed previously. It should be 

borne in mind that demand-side theories presume that non-profits appear where 

profit-maximising organisations would not succeed. In this case, NGOs are 

hopefully precursors of a larger trend, which would deal with novel issues that 

currently can be addressed only by non-profit organisations.  

The following examples will best illustrate the contents of rational 

motivation. W54_lv2 established an NGO which aimed at improving the 

situation of women on the labour market. She admitted that she was aware of 

this niche and its attractiveness. Her approach to tackling this problem is 

indicative of the market attitude to addressing social issues. W54_lv2 said: I do 

not want to conceal that I assumed the market approach when I decided to found 

this organisation, because I knew that women need to be promoted. Nowadays 

women’s problems are a ‘hot issue’. 

Other respondents highlighted the new learning experience they gained 

thanks to their involvement in the work of the NGO. W58_lv1 underscored that 

she and the other women participating in the NGO she founded are constantly 

involved in a learning process. W58_lv1 recalled: Each of us taught the rest 

something she is good at. I prepare women how to take active part in elections, 

because I like doing this. Gosia told us we should start learning foreign  

languages, so now we learn English. Ania is teaching us how to lead a healthy 
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life-style. Monika is showing us how to be dressed well. Another colleague is 

sensitising us to culture, the theatre and the movies. Thus we are developing our 

potentials and each of the women has the feeling she is being useful. 

Others likewise underlined the pragmatic aspect of the experience they 

have gained in the NGO. Whether the activist is able to add his/her experience to 

his/her CV, improve one’s foreign language proficiency, acquire skills how to 

apply for grants or simply make a professional career for him/herself, the 

practical benefits of participation in an NGO are hard to overlook. The following 

quotations well illustrate this point. W27_v said: [During the work-camps I 

participated in] I enhanced my English language skills. Now I include my 

volunteering experience in my CV and employers are more benevolent towards 

me, because they think: ‘Aha, she did not just study and read books. She was 

also able to do something more’. Thus I am more credible [as a potential 

employee]. W22_v argued: We [volunteers] gain experience, hone our skills and 

learn how to communicate with people, and we also become more open-minded. 

W32_p admitted: There are a lot of things one can learn here. For instance, I 

think highly of the ability to fill in documents when applying for funds. M27_p 

told me: As a matter of fact, when I earn some additional money elsewhere, I 

utilise the knowledge and skills I have acquired [in this NGO]. When I give 

training for businesspersons, I use the know-how I have accumulated here. 

W75_lv argued: I did it for science, for my own benefit, because thanks to it I 

could write my post-doctoral dissertation and other academic works.  

This last statement is indicative of the close affinity between rational and 

power-related types of motivation. Some examples of rational motivation have 

in common with power-related type of motivation the premeditated, intended 

effect of joining or founding an NGO. However, rational motivation can equally 

well imply an unintended beneficial effect, which nevertheless strengthens the 

social activist’s motivation by providing further, unforeseen, incentives for 

his/her involvement in an NGO. 

 

5.2.5. Power-related motivation 

Power-related motivation refers to the need to achieve or maintain 

(higher) status, to carve out one’s career, to gain prestige or establish a 

reputation (as a philanthropist, socially active person and so on). As argued 

previously, power-related motives might have been under-reported by my 

respondents. This can also explain why this type of motivation appears to be one 

of the least typical reasons for engagement in an NGO. Nevertheless, some 
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social activists openly admitted to the instrumental motives behind their actions. 

In addition to some of the examples quoted so far, there are other cases where 

this reason for becoming involved in the work of an NGO was explicitly 

communicated. W26_lv, who strives after stimulating the cultural life in her city, 

admitted:  

Actually, I made a rational choice when I decided to organise a festival for 

amateur films. It was supposed to be something that would attract attention. 

Also,  

I did not know anything about amateur movies, so I was curious, I though  

I myself could learn something new. There was one more strong personal 

motivation: I wanted to somehow join the artists’ society. So, I thought that 

maybe when I start organising something like that, I might be able to enter this 

comradeship via the hind doors. I was not wrong.  

Rational and power-related motives – although not as common as 

intrinsic and axiological ones appear to be – further enrich our understanding 

of the motivational underpinnings of the interviewees’ actions. Social activists 

not only dedicate their time and work to the organisations they are involved in; 

they also benefit a lot from this engagement. In the case of power-related 

motivation, this benefit has to do with the achieving or maintaining of higher 

status, reputation or prestige. However, these are not the only palpable benefits 

social activists receive thanks to their involvement in the Third sector. Via 

participation in NGOs, social activists can enhance their self-perception,  

satisfy their gregarious needs, solve their personal problems, appease their 

consciousness, acquire new skills, achieve social recognition in the 

community, and so on. This finding is largely consistent with the outcomes of 

studies dealing with the benefits of volunteering
490

.  

However, unlike volunteering, other types of social activism provide  

a much richer palette of benefits. Whereas some volunteers (in my research as well 

as in other studies) view volunteering as a temporary thing in their lives, the rest of 

social activists seem to be more committed to long-term activism. Besides, young 

volunteers admit that they fear they will have to give up volunteering or 

participation in the NGO altogether, if they would not be able to receive 

remuneration for their work in the organisation. Others, however, considered their 

                                                
490  See K. Gaskin and J.D. Smith 1995 A new civic Europe? A Study of the Extent and Role of 

Volunteering, London, pp. 49–52 as well as A. Thomas and H. Finch, H. 1990 On Volunteering: 
A Qualitative Research Study of Images, Motivations and Experiences, London, pp. 43–50. 
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voluntarism as  

a way to become employed in the NGO, which is yet another example of the  

rational approach to participation in the work of an NGO.  

 

5.2.6. Change motivation 

The wish to bring about a change in one’s immediate surroundings or in 

the world was reported by each third participant in my research. Whereas some 

interviewees claimed they believe the world can be changed and their activity in 

the NGO is expected to contribute to this desired effect, others were interested in 

influencing the way a particular institution works or effecting a change in the 

way certain problems were tackled. Thus, w24_v and m27_lv reported they 

believe it is possible to change the world. M27_lv said: I became involved [in 

this environmental NGO], because I started to try to change the reality. I don’t 

like passive people, who just claim that for all the wrongs in the world are to 

blame these bad politicians, so nothing can be done and let’s just sit and wait 

for the end of the world to come. I think we can change the world. However, one 

has to possess the strength, the energy and the belief that a change is possible.  

Other respondents, albeit, underlined that they do not aim at changing the 

world via their engagement in the work of the NGOs. W33_lp and m35_lp are two 

such examples. Nevertheless, in most of the cases this – as w26_lv called it 

‘negative incentive’ – explains what motivates some social activists. The lack of 

something, which the social activist considers important, propels some people to 

try  

and make up for this insufficiency. Whereas for w54_v it is the restrictive (in her 

opinion) law on abortion that has to be amended, for several other respondents it is 

the situation of certain group of people that needs to be changed.  

Thus, w61_lv1 wanted to alter people’s attitude towards autistic children 

and convince parents of such children not to send them to special care 

institutions. Similarly, m37_lp claimed he wanted to change the way people 

from pathological families are treated by the state institutions, which are 

supposed to help them. When it turned out that after the introduction of the 

reform of the health care system in Poland the disabled residents of a unique 

housing association were omitted from the group of patients entitled to some 

privileges essential for their existence, w58_lv2 formed an NGO. In this way 

she was able to apply for grants which would make up for the lack of funds 

necessary to rehabilitate disabled people. M35_p, who works as a teacher, said 

he wanted to change the way schools work: I came to the conclusion that it is 
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participation in this NGO that could enable me to effect a change in teachers, 

thus helping pupils as well. 

The examples presented above testify to the sincere wish on behalf of  

social activists to contribute to the change for the better in their immediate  

surroundings, but also in the world in general. It could be that more interviewees 

were motivated by the intention to effect a change than the ones who explicitly 

mentioned this type of motivation. However, the researcher cannot impose on 

respondents what they are expected to say. On the basis of the statements, which 

directly refer to change it is possible to conclude that a significant part of social 

activists wish to take active part in larger social processes. Or, as w54_v put it:  

If the goal of my life is the eradication of the patriarchal system, I am aware  

of the fact that this can’t be achieved in an year or even in hundred years. Yet,  

I want to be this small mouse which is nibbling at these columns. This quotation 

is characteristic of another type of motivation, which is closely related to the 

wish to bring about a change. I called it ‘agenda motivation’.  

 

5.2.7. Agenda motivation 

Although ‘change’ and ‘agenda’ types of motivation are related, usually 

agenda refers to some larger project one wishes to implement in the future. 

Ideologically-motivated social activists are characterised by agenda motivation. 

Members of what Piotr Żuk called the Fourth sector can be said to best illustrate 

the agenda type of motivation
491

. Namely, these are the activists who ‘postulate 

radical changes’
492

 rather than assuming the conformist attitude, which – 

according to Żuk – is what the rest of Third-sector, allegedly quasi-activists do.  

Thus, although w54_v’s short-term plan is to effect a change in the 

current law on abortion, her long-term goals are broader and refer to the 

realisation of her outlook. She explained: I am aware that feminism is not a 

panacea. It is neither a movement nor an ideology which will eradicate all the 

wrongs in the world. To my mind, feminism gives us hope this world can be 

changed, so that only such children, whom someone is looking forward to have, 

would be borne. My involvement [in this NGO] is due to my wish to make this 

world a place full of love and respect. 

                                                
491  Piotr Żuk’s book Społeczeństwo w działaniu. Ekolodzy, Feministki, Skłotersi. Socjologiczna 

analiza nowych ruchów społecznych w Polsce, Warszawa 2001 on Polish feminists, squatters 
and environmental activists was discussed in Chapter Two. 

492  Ibid., p. 119, emphasis mine. 
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Respondents who mention the agenda motivation are often prime movers 

and ‘animators’ of social or cultural life, who wish to implement a novel idea, 

which is part of their personal philosophy or an expression of their vision. 

W58_lv1 said: My main incentive is to make women become aware of their own 

value, so that they would be able to decide for themselves and improve their own 

fate. M26_p argued: My civic activity is aimed towards raising people’s  

consciousness about environmental issues. W26_lv: We try to provide an 

alternative [to cultural life] and this awareness that we participate in the 

creation of new quality is so exciting. M27_lp told me: Creativity and co-

operation – these are the two virtues I value highly and which I try to implement 

via my activity  

in this NGO. M27_lv stated: I have a different vision of the civilisation we live 

in, so I try to change this civilisation and the way this city looks like.  

Although self-actualisation and community obligation appear to be most 

typical of social activists, the significance of commitment to one’s ideas and 

principles has also been demonstrated. The contents of these ideas vary, just like 

the scope of the change social activists wish to bring about is different in each 

case. Unlike the majority of the rest of types of motivation, which were 

identified on the basis of existing studies of motivation, ‘change’ and ‘agenda’ 

were detected during the analysis of the research material. What more, both 

change and agenda types of motivation characterise some social activists.  

This fact points to the relevance of the ideological convictions in the 

explanation of social activism. Indeed, the so-called ‘ideological 

entrepreneurship’ is documented in studies of social activism
493

. However, the 

adherence to certain set of values or the aspiration after the realisation of one’s 

ideals is not always considered to comprise an important type of motivation for 

civic activity. These motivational aspects are sometimes thought of being 

personality characteristics, which exist independently of the individual’s 

engagement in civic activity. Ne- 

vertheless, I would argue that it is often the case that it can be precisely these 

characteristics that make people found or join NGOs.  

This is not to say that the motivational underpinnings of social activism 

should comprise of noble strivings of the soul only. Sometimes people simply 

have free time, which they like to spend in a constructive way.  

                                                
493  See Chapter Three for details on ideological or social entrepreneurs as well as on ‘real change 

leaders’. 
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5.2.8. Free time motivation 

In my research some interviewees mentioned that the reason for his/her 

engagement in the NGO is the availability of free time. It is important to note 

that in the majority of cases of institutionalised pro-social activism the ava- 

ilability of free time is actually not necessarily conducive to involvement in 

volunteering or other types of civic activities. The survey concerning 

voluntarism and giving in Poland found out that the least involved in 

volunteering are the unemployed and housewives (12 and 4 per cent 

respectively), compared to 20 per cent of retired people and pensioners
 
and 17 

per cent of students
494

.  

The most involved in voluntarism appear to be economically active 

respondents (47 per cent). It could be that the significant proportion of retirees 

among volunteers can be explained not only by the fact that they have more 

free time, but also by the active predisposition of these people. It could be that 

these  

20 per cent of all retirees and pensioners are people who like to work and feel 

useful.  

The comparison of these findings with the social base of new social 

movements (NSM) yields interesting insights about the nature of the volunteers’ 

corps in Poland. NSM’s activists and supporters include members of the so-

called ‘new middle class’
495

, elements from the old middle class and the 

representatives of what Claus Offe calls ‘peripheral’ or ‘decommodified 

groups’
496

. Succinctly, the members of these peripheral groups are students, 

middle-class housewives, the unemployed and retired people. Apparently, the 

                                                
494  J. Dąbrowska and M. Gumkowska 2002 Wolontariat i Filantropia w Polsce – raport z badań 

2002, Warszawa, p. 7. The outcomes of this survey regarding volunteers are largely consistent 
with the Wolontariat w organizacjach pozarządowych 2002 survey conducted among NGOs 
(both these are to be found in J. Dąbrowska and M. Gumkowska 2002). However, the 
questions in the latter of these studies were more detailed. They revealed that three-quarters of  
unemployed volunteers are actually recent graduates of secondary school and universities. 

495  According to Anthony Giddens, one of the major characteristics of this ‘class’ is that it is 
‘class-aware’ but not class-conscious (Giddens 1973 in C. Offe 1985 “New Social 
Movements: Challenging the Boundaries of Institutional Politics” in Social Research, Vol. 

52/4,  
pp. 832–833). Piotr Gliński (1996 Polscy Zieloni, Warszawa) makes an overview of studies on 
the new middle class and also provides evidence that the new middle class’ includes different 
groups of people. 

496  For detailed description of the social structure of peripheral groups see C. Offe op. cit.,  
pp. 834–835 and P. Gliński 1996, pp. 98–99. 



Understanding social activist’s motivations 

 

213 

representatives of this ‘decommodified’ group are also the ones whose time 

budget seems to provide them with the greatest opportunities to take part in 

public life. However, the unemployed and even more notoriously – the 

housewives – in Poland are the least engaged in volunteering.  

Why do housewives and the unemployed take part in NMS in developed 

industrial countries but not in volunteering in Poland? Perhaps, part of the 

explanation lies in the argument that the majority of full-time housewives in 

Poland (that is, those who are at the same time unemployed by choice and by 

circumstance) are not representatives of the middle class. Yet, they share with 

middle-class housewives the tacit agreement to mind the home and the children. A 

more plausible explanations for the passivity of the unemployed and housewives 

seems to be their internalisation of the infamous ‘learned helplessness’ 

phenomenon as well as the lack of tradition (or alternatively, of trend) to take part 

in grass-roots activities. In any event, these findings support my argument that the 

availability of free time is not directly related to social activism. An intervening 

variable is needed to make the availability of free time become motivation. This 

variable is most often a mixture of the rest of types of motivations.  

In my sample almost all retirees and the one pensioner interviewed reported 

they had free time, which enabled them to become involved in the work of an 

NGO. Predictably, this type of motivation is much less characteristic of 

economically active interviewees than of economically inactive respondents. 

However, all research participants who referred to this type of motivation 

underlined they wanted to spend their free time by doing something for their own 

or for the so- 

ciety’s benefit. W72_p said: Because I am now alone and I have some free time, 

which also allows me to realise myself. M55_p argued: [I became involve]  

because I noticed this would be useful activity. Besides, I had some more free time, 

so I could devote myself to this activity. W67_v explained: I retired and because  

I used to be socially active, I thought I need to fill my time.  

As already mentioned, some young people consider voluntarism a 

temporary occupation in their lives. W22_v admitted that once she will have to 

assume family and professional responsibilities, she is likely to give up her 

engagement in the organisation. Others, though, reported they wished to 

continue their acti-vity, although they claimed their involvement would be 

contingent upon the availability of financial resources which would guarantee 

some remuneration for their work. Hence, in some cases the availability of free 
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time is inseparable element of that person’s cluster of motivations. In other 

cases, though, free time is not a prerequisite for involvement in the Third sector.  

 

5.2.9. Frustration motivation 

This type of motivation is quite different from the preceding one. It most 

often refers to the solving of personal problems, to appeasing of one’s 

consciousness or a way to expiate one’s guilt. However, for some people 

characterised by frustration motivation involvement in an NGO might as well 

be an effect of their inability to find employment in some of the other two 

sectors. Thus, scholars who were not able to pursue academic career might find 

an outlet for their aspirations in the Third sector. This is not to say that all 

unsuccessful would-be academics end up working for an NGO. Neither do I 

intend to imply that Third sector career is a second-best choice for all who opt 

for joining it. On the contrary, it also happens that talented scientists decide to 

work in an NGO rather than at some University. The point is that frustration 

motivation characterises both people willing to solve personal problems and 

such, whose source of frustration concerns their ideological convictions. As 

m27_p put it, The Third sector is like a melting pot. It attracts Third-sector 

career-makers, good-for-nothings, idealists who were not successful in 

participating in political life or got frustrated, because they believed in the 

ideas propagated by Solidarity. There are a lot of such frustrated activists, 

who were disappointed with [the changes initiated in] 1989 and now they are 

looking for the way back to ideas, to the core. These people genuinely want to 

serve the people, which is fine. 

In my sample six interviewees admitted their involvement in the NGO is an 

effect of their attempt to solve some personal problems. W46_v said: My husband 

was an alcoholic, he died, and after his death I tried to undo this mutual addiction. 

I wanted to make a change, to alter the relationships in my family, to introduce 

some new order in my life. W54_lv1 said: Because I became unemployed and  

I experienced this syndrome of unemployment. So I had to find a way out of this 

situation. W58_lv1 recalled: I told myself: I can’t live like that. I was nearing  

50
 
and I thought: life is passing, it can’t go on like that.  

Frustration motivation characterises young and older people alike. 

Interestingly, however, only women reported this type of motivation. This could 

be  

a pure coincidence, or maybe it is related to the different ways representatives of 
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the sexes solve (or admit to solving) their problems. One thing seems to be clear. 

Participation in an NGO can provide people with an opportunity to tackle – 

rather than escape from – some (personal) problems they have. Involvement in 

the Third sector, albeit, is not a means to help oneself only. Several interviewees 

reported they were motivated by altruistic desire to help other people. 

 

5.2.10. Allocentric motivation 

This type of motivation is the one habitually expected to characterise all 

people, who are working in favour of others. Social activists characterised by 

allocentric motivation act out of compassion, altruism or are propelled to 

become active by humanitarian values important for them. As it was argued 

above, although altruism can be considered to be a value (or a norm) and as such 

this type of motivation can be subsumed under axiological motivation, it is 

worthwhile to discuss allocentric reasons separately. Several respondents (from 

both sexes) explicitly mentioned this type of motivation. W67_v explained: I 

joined this NGO, because [I think] one should help all people, no matter who 

they are or what kind of personality they have. Every person is but a human 

being, and has to be helped. W61_lv2 claimed: The first reason is that I love 

people. I am involved in this NGO, because I was terrified when I observed that 

not all people who leave prisons are evil. 

Humanitarian concerns about one’s fellow-persons characterise some 

social activists who are working with people. Thus, their participation in NGOs 

whose beneficiaries are underprivileged or marginalised groups enables them to 

put into practice their conviction and enact their compassion. Although 

allocentric motivation seems to be less typical of social activism than other types 

of motivation identified by this research, the relevance of humanitarian values 

appears to be greater than the one attributed to them by interviewees when they 

talked about their motivation. I will return to this issue in the next chapter, where 

I will discuss the values social activists cherish. 

5.3.  Discussion 

 

Since I have endeavoured to intertwine comparison, analysis and 

description while illustrating each of the types of motivations, I am not going to 

repeat here those salient findings which were already mentioned in this chapter. 

Nonetheless, I should note that the evidence presented so far suggests that 

motives behind social activism can be complex, although this is not a universal 
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rule. In some cases one motivation dominates over the rest, whereas in other 

cases it is difficult to single out one type of motivation, which can be considered 

the most important. Self-actualisation via participation in the work of an NGO is 

the most typical motivation characterising social activists. Interviewees also 

claimed that they are active, because they feel obliged towards the community 

they live in (although the boundaries of this community may vary). This finding 

is consistent with the outcomes of the study on Polish and French prominent 

social activists conducted by Jadwiga Koralewicz and Hanna Malewska-

Peyre
497

. However, the outcomes as well as the criteria on the basis of which 

social activists in the current study and in the one analysed by Koralewicz and 

Malewska-Peyre differ in meaningful aspects. For example, Koralewicz and 

Malewska-Peyre selected their respondents on the basis of the ‘efficacy and 

eminence of their activity’, whereas the social activists I interviewed were not 

necessarily prominent ones. Furthermore, Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre’s 

study did not include young (less than 30 years old) people by virtue of their 

non-prominence.  

Probably because the social activists I interviewed were not necessarily 

publicly known figures, the scope of their motivations appears to be more varied 

(than the one of participants in Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre’s study) and 

hence more difficult to neatly categorise. Another reason for the observed diffe-

rence is that the NGO activists who took part in my research were less prepared 

to present their activity to an outsider. Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre’s  

respondents were publicly known figures, so they had appeared in the media and 

had most probably been interviewed prior to their participation in Koralewicz 

and Malewska-Peyre’s research. Hence they might have already had the 

opportunity to think about and verbalise the reasons for their activity than the 

participants in my research, for the majority of whom the encounter with a 

person who is explicitly interested in their civic activism was unprecedented.  

The findings from this research are telling of the motivational 

underpinnings of active participants in public benefit organisations in Poland. 

This condition notwithstanding, it is tempting to try to establish some general 

trends, which can be said to illustrate the richness and multiplicity of 

motivations behind social activism in the broader meaning of the word. NGO 

activists usually become people who are prompted by a number of reasons to get 

involved in the work of an NGO. Their motivations and the scope of activity 

                                                
497  See J. Koralewicz. and H. Malewska-Peyre op. cit., p. 25. 
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they are interested in can be quite narrow, or can concern issues of grand scale, 

like human rights, air and water pollution, legal regulations, education, and so 

on. Importantly, social  

activists are not necessarily ‘God’s mad-persons’ nor ‘losers’ or ‘dreamers’
498

. 

As it will be illustrated later on in this Chapter, the self-reported God’s mad-

person type is not entirely absent among the social activists’ corps. However, 

those who declared they represent this kind of attitude admit that it is not an 

appropriate one, i.e. one can easily burn oneself out. Otherwise put, in the long 

run dreamers’ or losers’ approach to Third sector activism does not work.  

Perhaps God’s mad-person’s attitude is effective – and maybe also called 

for – in the initial process of establishing and NGO and/or mobilising other 

people to join a civic initiative. However, later on this approach – or personality 

type – might become counter-productive or simply ineffective and might as well 

be responsible for the niche-ness of some Third sector initiatives. Another 

plausible explanation for the sudden disappearance of the ‘dreamers’ in the 

cohort of Third sector activists is their transformation into professionals. Those 

who did not manage to overcome the amateurs’ approach and accustom 

themselves to the changing requirements of running an NGO perhaps gave up 

their involvement in the Third sector. This is not to say that people engaged in 

public benefit organisations in Poland are devoid of any dreams, genuine zeal or 

unwavering persistence in realising their vision. The point is that these 

characteristics are no longer prevalent. What more, these traits are not 

necessarily a constitutive part of social activists’ reasons for involvement in the 

Third sector. 

The analysis of my respondents’ motivation shows that via their 

participation in public benefit organisations social activists fulfil their personal 

needs while contributing to the augmentation of the common good. NGO 

participants thus emerge as indigenous active citizens rather than as accidental 

affiliates to the Third sector. The interviewees’ activism was inspired by a 

mixture of  

personal (or ideological) and functional reasons. The former of these includes 

                                                
498  In Chapters Two and Four I referred to the God’s mad-person phenomenon. Jakub Wygnański 

as an NGO participant and an observer of the Third sector is one of the persons who believes 
that the NGO sector is ‘becoming a storage space for losers and dreamers’ (J.J. Wygnański 
2002b „Kondycja organizacji pozarządowych w Polsce – rok 2002” in A. Juros ed. 
Organizacje pozarządowe w społeczeństwie obywatelskim – wyzwanie dla środowisk 
akademickich,  
Lublin, p. 32). 
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axiological, extrinsic, allocentric, change and agenda types of motivation.  

Accordingly, the functional aspects of joining an NGO refer to intrinsic, 

frustration, rational, power-related and free-time types of motivation. Indeed, 

some of the types of motivation – like intrinsic and frustration – are borderline 

cases and serve both functional and personal reasons. 

The respondents made a choice to become social activists, although this 

choice was sometimes unpremeditated or forced (by adverse circumstances). 

Thus, the homo eligens approach
499

 in understanding human actions proves once 

again to be fruitful and illuminating. The objectively existing conditions become 

motivating for pro-social activity only when and if they are subjectively felt to be 

real and surmountable by the individual, who strives after altering these 

circumstances. The conditions mentioned above refer not only to social 

phenomena  

(i.e. the plight of some particular group, helplessness syndrome, unemployment, 

homelessness, discriminating practices towards certain categories of people, and 

so on), but also to personal problems (frustration, loss of job, solitude, etc). The 

key, which unlocks the rest of motivating factors, seems to be the uncompelled 

choice made by the individual, who founds or joins already existing NGOs 

tackling this particular problem. 

Given that people make choices in limited circumstances, it would also be 

necessary to ask what kind of conditions are conducive or inhibiting to pro-

social engagement. Before doing this, however, it is necessary to consider one 

additional element, which can be argued to serve as a catalyst to motivation. In 

other words, this factor seems to be responsible for the perpetuation of 

interviewees’ motivations. In addition to asking the research participants why 

they joined or founded the NGO, I was also interested in the rewards they 

receive for their involvement. As argues in Chapter Three, rewards are most 

often analysed in the literature as ‘incentives’. However, I prefer the term 

‘reward’ over ‘incentive’, because I think the former of these better conveys the 

idea that the social activists actually receive something out of their engagement. 

There follows the analysis of the respondents’ replies to the question ‘What do 

you receive  

(in return) for your work/engagement?’. I did not imply financial rewards when 

asking this question. Interestingly, very rarely the interviewees understood it  

                                                
499  The homo eligens concept was coined by Andrzej Siciński and has been analysed in more 

detail in Chapter Three. 
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in this way, although the Polish version of this question might be interpreted in  

a way suggesting financial gain. I think this fact testifies to the gratifying aspect 

of civic activity.  

As mentioned previously in this chapter, intrinsic motivation encompasses 

the satisfaction and the feeling of accomplishment accompanying participation 

in the Third sector. It seems worthwhile to discuss separately the gratifying – or, 

satisfying – aspect of institutionalised civic activity, because perhaps it is the 

one, which bears the most promising potential for long-term involvement in the 

Third sector. The issue of rewards was not exhausted by the analysis of intrinsic 

motivation. As it will be demonstrated below, the scope of rewards social acti- 

vists receive via their engagement in the Third sector is much broader than the 

ones included under the heading of intrinsic motivation. And last but not least, 

the separate examination of rewards would provide additional evidence for the 

argument that social activists I interviewed seem to have understated the 

circumstances facilitating their involvement in an NGO. 

 

 

5.4.  Rewards 

 

As already argued, satisfaction emerges as a typical experience 

accompanying involvement in the Third sector. The following statement well 

illustrates the broad scope of factors that appear with the feeling of satisfaction. 

W37_lp explained: In addition to satisfaction and gratification, [I also receive] 

the opportunity to travel abroad, gather experience, establish broad 

connections, and as a matter of fact the chance to constantly improve oneself, 

because in NGOs this is an inseparable element, one won’t stop developing.  

However, the sources for satisfaction can differ. Self-actualisation is but 

one of the possible sources for gratification. Here are several examples, which 

testify to the different reasons for personal fulfilment NGO activists find in their 

participation. M64_lv admitted he considers his activity worthwhile, because it 

allows him to realise his ambitions and flatter his vanity via his involvement in 

an NGO. M50_p said he feels pride, because he and his colleagues from the 

organisation have managed to implement a novel program. W54_lv2 admitted 

her satisfaction derives from the creative nature of her work in the NGO and also 

underlined that this engagement gives her hope that she can leave a legacy. 

M27_lv believed he is involved in something interesting and worthwhile, which 

makes him feel satisfaction. Young social activists underlined the innovative 
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value of their experience in the NGO. As w19_v put it, I attain different 

perspective. All the time I gather knowledge and experience, and actually I 

myself change as a result of my engagement here.  

There are also pragmatic voices, which highlight the potentially beneficial 

effect their engagement in an NGO can have for their future. M24_p said: This 

combination of knowledge and practice [I gain here] will be a mixture, which in 

the future will turn out to be useful.  

For others, the involvement in an NGO is rewarding for entirely different 

(compared to the above mentioned) reasons. These differences are easy to 

explain, when one takes into account the dissimilar types of activity these 

respondents are engaged in. Whereas m24_p considers his work in the NGO as 

an investment in his professional career, w54_v views her involvement in the 

feminist movement and in the pro-choice NGO as an expression of her 

convictions. W54_v claimed: [I receive] a lot of joy, it is such a wonderful fun. 

Being in such communities with women and girls is important for me, it gives me 

a lot of happiness and energy.  

Respondents, who appreciate the opportunity to fulfil their gregariousness 

needs via their involvement in an NGO, respectively underscored the 

opportunity to be part of a group they identify with. W46_v said: [I receive] a 

lot – with the exception of money. Here I can fulfil my need to be in contact with 

other people [i.e. beneficiaries], as well as being part of the group. I certainly 

profit  

a lot of warmth and approval by being a volunteer. I feel confident I am a person, 

who is doing something, who is Somebody in this world, that I am not like  

a lonely person in a desert.  

Those who are involved in organisations, which beneficiaries are sick, 

marginalised or underprivileged people focused on the feedback they receive 

from them as the source of their satisfaction. W61_lv2 purposely underlined the 

fact that she is involved in helping former prisoners rather than children, for 

instance. She told me: I think that the gratitude of people who have been written 

off by everybody, their appraisal [of my work], gives so much satisfaction that 

someone who is not working with such people would not be able to imagine this 

at all. W41_v works with disabled people. She said: I receive great joy and the 

feeling of fulfilled duty towards the other human being. W33_lp founded an 

NGO, which beneficiaries are children with Down’s syndrome. She admitted: It 

allows me to restore the right perspective on life. I sometimes fall into chasing 

some nonsensical ambitions, plans. Then, when I come here, everything settles 
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down, and I know it is calmness and my work with them that matter. In order to 

live well, it is important to have good contact with the other human beings. 

The statements presented above are indicative of the wide range of stimuli 

involvement in an NGO gives. In spite of the problems accompanying 

engagement in an NGO, the research participants found their activity rewarding. 

The interviewees’ declarations regarding the rewards they receive from their 

participation are echoing their motivations for joining or founding NGOs. The 

opportunities to attain self-actualisation, improve one’s self-perception, socialise 

with people one likes or identifies with, carry out a mission or implement one’s  

vision, take part in events one considers important, or simply carve out a career 

for oneself: these are all rewards that can make up for the personal sacrifices, 

inconveniences or other problems related to social activism.  

This finding is – naturally – consistent with the arguments forwarded by 

Mancur Olson’s theory of groups and organisations reviewed in Chapter Two. 

To repeat, Olson differentiated between ‘selective’ and ‘social’ incentives and 

maintained that the latter ones (i.e. self-esteem, social acceptance, social status, 

prestige) are operative in small-size groups as well as in philanthropic 

organisations
500

. Importantly, Olson maintained that participation in 

philanthropic organisations relies on individual, non-collective satisfaction 

whereas participation in large groups is controlled by social rewards or 

sanctions. The current research substantiates this hypothesis as well. Given that 

civic activism in NGOs is providing different types of rewards to people 

involved in it, it is relevant to ask what kind of circumstances are – or can be – 

propitious for long-term engagement in public benefit organisations.  

 

 

5.5.  Factors facilitating participation 

 

When I asked my respondents what kinds of circumstances are conducive 

to their engagement in an NGO, they identified several different factors that in 

their opinion facilitate their work. The first group of conditions favourable to 

greater involvement in NGOs can simply be called ‘people’. It is necessary to 

point out here that different respondents implied different things when they 

spoke about ‘people’. By ‘people’ interviewees meant either the public opinion 

                                                
500  M. Olson 1995 The Logic of Collective Action. Public Groups and the Theory of Groups, 

London, pp. 51–61. 
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in general, or social activists’ friends and acquaintances, or other NGO activists, 

or the adherents or opponents to the cause promoted by the organisation, or the 

beneficiaries of their NGO. Other respondents thought about the representatives 

of different institutions: the local self-governments, political parties, priests, and 

so on. As m27_lp put it: I think it is people who can either help or put obstacles 

[to our work], and this is the most important thing.  

It seems the most essential condition, which has a stimulating effect on 

social activists, is the friendly atmosphere in their workplace. Whether they are 

close friends or just colleagues, social activists who appreciate the other people 

engaged in the work of the organisation are less prone to become discouraged 

and eventually terminate their activity in the NGO. Quite on the contrary, 

especially in the cases when it was a group of people who founded the 

organisation, it is the cohesion among the group’s members that appears to have 

helped them persevere. The importance of the good relations within the group 

was also noted by 90 per cent of the respondents in the 2002 Klon/Jawor 

survey
501

. There follow some quotations illustrative of the way my respondents 

spoke about the people engaged in their NGO. W27_v said: We – the people who 

started this organisation from scratch – were a really united team. If this group 

hadn’t formed, were I to know that I have to rely solely on myself, I guess I 

would have never become so involved [in this NGO]. W26_lv explained: The 

atmosphere in the Association – despite the fact that we quarrel all the time, but 

we wouldn’t have been creative were it otherwise – is wonderful. M43_v 

admitted: There is  

a bond between us, we are like a self-help group.  

Another aspect of the favourable to involvement atmosphere in some 

NGOs is the personal example provided by committed social activists. W72_p 

said: The commitment of people we co-operate with was conducive [to the 

activity of this NGO].  

‘People’ as a category, and especially those working in public 

administration or members of local self-governments (which sometimes also 

means members of political parties), also appear in respondents’ accounts 

regarding the circumstances social activists consider inhibiting to their 

involvement. This empirical observation has two salient implications. First, it 

signalises that social activists do think in terms of people (meaning personal 

                                                
501  See J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański 2002 Podstawowe fakty o 

organizacjach pozarządowych – raport z badania 2002, Warszawa, pp. 50–51. 
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contacts) rather than institutions. Hence, social activists’ relations to other social 

actors remain on a personal level. This observation is in tune with the phenomenon 

Andrzej Rychard dubbed ‘ainstitutionalism’
502

. Even m43_v, who spoke about 

institutions rather than people and explicitly voiced his observation that 

institutionalisation is an inevitable process NGOs have to undergo if they want to 

succeed, thought it is people in state institutions who are one of the obstacles he 

and his colleagues encounter. 

The second, equally important implication, is closely related to the first 

one. There are grounds to suppose that Third sector activists habitually rely on 

personal contacts in their relationships with other institutions (be them 

governmental, commercial or non-profit). It is often the case that respondents, 

who prior to their involvement in the Third sector had worked in the public 

administration, have established contacts with representative(s) of the local 

authorities which in effect helps them run the NGO. There are also other 

methods of me- 

eting or coming to know people who can prove helpful. Social activists, who are 

already known in their local or professional milieu, have facilitated access to 

some people and services, which eases the work of their organisations. W61_lv1 

admitted: I’ve been working in one of the schools here for 23 years and this 

certainly helps me. I do not think this is nepotism. Yet, when I visit some 

institution where some former pupil of mine works, I am treated very well by 

them. And this is something NGOs need. M37_lp said: What facilitated my 

activity was the fact that I knew a lot of people, because I used to work as a 

proxy of the governor,  

so I had contacts in the city X as well as in the whole country.  

There are several possible ways to name the situation described above. 

The previously mentioned ‘weak ties’ term coined by Mark Granovetter can 

account for this phenomenon
503

. Perhaps it is the ‘dark side’ of social capital, 

which according to Robert Putnam is manifested by ‘sectarianism, 

                                                
502  See A. Rychard 2003 „Starzy aktorzy, nowe gry. Polskie instytucje w kryzysie” in WIĘŻ,  

pp. 90–91. It is important to keep in mind that in this analysis Rychard implies both formal and 

informal institutions, and he also takes into account institutions understood as ‘rules of the 
game’ (2003: p. 84). 

503  Succinctly, the ‘weak ties’ concept refers to small-scale interactions between the members of 
different small groups. Mark Granovetter argues that contrary to  
the popular conviction that weak ties cause alienation, they are ‘indispensable to individuals’ 
opportunities and to their integration into communities’ (M. Granovetter 1973: p. 1378). 
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ethnocentrism, corruption’
504

, that describe some of the cases referred to by my 

respondents. One can also nonchalantly speak about the already referred to 

‘capital of personal connections’
505

 when thinking about the described situation. 

Perhaps it is either weak ties or ‘clientelism’ that best explain why social 

activists primarily rely on ‘people’ when trying to solve some problems. In any 

case, on the basis of this research it would be a non sequitur and an 

overstatement to argue that there is evidence of corruption going on in public 

benefit organisations.  

Support from the NGO activists’ family members is another factor, which 

facilitates the establishment and functioning of grass-roots organisations in 

Poland. Even if family members were not instrumental in involving social 

activists in the work of the NGO, it is usually the case that the family’s tacit or 

outspoken support for the research participant’s engagement provides further 

incentives for their participation in the NGO. Spouses, who have a business of 

their own, usually support financially the organisation where their wives are 

involved in. It also happens that children are successful in convincing their 

parents to join the organisation, too. Is this a sign of the infamous ‘amoral 

familism’ phenomenon
506

 taking place in the Third sector?  

It could be that this concept can account for the material support family 

members offer to NGO activists. The instrumental role played by family 

members in recruiting new NGO activists was analysed in Chapter Four. 

However, it seems to me that the more plausible explanation for the moral (and, 

perhaps, the material) support family members give each other is that 

participation in the Third sector is sometimes an extension of social activists’ 

private lives. It is an instance of an overlap of the public and the private sphere. 

Here is how w19_v recounts her experience with involving her mother in the 

NGO she herself is engaged in: Thanks to my work here my mother considers me 

a grown-up person. And it is so nice that it is so family-like. W41_v also 

underlined the approval of her husband for her volunteer engagement: My 

husband was so glad that I have discovered my passion. My daughter was 

                                                
504  R. Putnam 2000 Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, New 

York, p. 22. 
505  K.E. Siellawa-Kolbowska 2002 „Niezależne inicjatywy społeczne w Polsce końca lat 

osiemdziesiątych” in P. Gliński, B. Lewenstein and A. Sicinski eds. Samoorganizacja 
społeczeństwa Polskiego: Trzeci sektor, Warszawa, p. 80. 

506  The ‘amoral familism’ issue was discussed in Chapter One. 
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jealous initially, but she grew up. My husband has also started to help me, 

because he too became involved [in this organisation].  

As mentioned above, the human contact with the beneficiaries of some 

public benefit organisations is a factor, which strengthens the NGO activists’ 

conviction that their work in needed and appreciated. This is especially true in 

cases of NGOs, which work with underprivileged or marginalised groups. 

Beneficiaries’ gratefulness is easy to understand, although it also happens that 

social activists claim that people who benefit from the activity of the 

organisation are not only ungrateful, but also assume the claimants’ attitude 

towards the NGO.  

However, this discrepancy of opinions and attitude towards NGOs is cha- 

racteristic of the feedback of other groups as well. Just as some social activists 

often complain that their activity is neither appreciated nor understood by the so- 

ciety at large and that in some cases their achievements are even disparaged, other 

NGO activists have dissimilar experience in this respect. It also happens that 

certain factor is identified by the research participant as being both facilitating and 

hampering to his/her activity. Sometimes the feedback from the society can have 

encouraging effect on social activists. According to social activists, the societal 

approval and positive feedback both facilitate pro-social activity. W27_v 

explained: It was this stimulation caused by other people’s attitude, because they 

would say: “Wow, what is it you are involved in? Something good! Great!”. Some 

people think that they would not be able to do this [work as volunteers], and this is 

why they respect me for my activity and, in a way, admire [me].  

Another general type of factors propitious for work in NGOs, has to do 

with the personal qualities and predisposition of social activists. In other words, 

interviewees attributed the conditions that facilitate their involvement in the 

Third sector to themselves. W19_v argued that her persistence helped her 

overcome the initial difficulties she had in her work as a volunteer. M27_p 

believed it is his immunity from the stress caused by the lack of security 

(characterising work in NGOs) that has made easier his involvement in NGO. 

M27_lv, who is an environmental activist zestfully involved in raising the civic 

consciousness of his fellow citizens, believed it is thanks to his character that he 

can persevere in this activity. He said: It is certainly my character that helps, 

that is my stubbornness and persistence. It could be that I am impatient, yet it 

seems that I am patient after all; were it otherwise I would have given up this 

activity long time ago. Also my reliability and workaholism influence what I am 

doing, sometimes in a destructive way, and sometimes beneficially. Generally, it 
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is my personality trait that when I don’t like something, I try to change it. My 

sense of humour also facilitates my work. 

This last quotation echoes Maria Ossowska’s thirteen features characteri- 

sing the paragon of democratic personality
507

. The self-critical approach, the 

vivid interest in social life and issues, the sense of humour and esthetical 

sensitivity are but few of the traits that come up in the statement cited above. It 

is hardly possible to find a person embodying all the thirteen features imagined 

by Ossowska. Yet, it seems that some of the characteristics of the paragon of 

democratic personality, which she singled out more than fifty years ago, are to 

be found nowadays as well.  

The opportunity to implement one’s own ideas is one more factor that 

makes NGO activists stay in the Third sector. W32_p admitted: I feel content 

[by working in this NGO]. I could earn more money, and this is always a pro- 

blem. However, here I can put my ideas into practice. The professional attitude 

of people working in NGOs likewise facilitated my respondents’ engagement in 

these organisations. Indeed, interviewees who remembered with nostalgia the 

spontaneity and ad hoc approach to solving problems that characterised the early 

years of their activity, often reminisce about these early times. Nevertheless, one 

can doubt whether the organisations they established would have survived if the 

then inexperienced social activists had not learnt from their own mistakes and 

become professionals.  

The satisfaction research participants experience as a result of the 

effectiveness of their activities likewise facilitates their work. The change they 

cause in their immediate surroundings or in the well-being of some concrete 

group of people is an incentive social activists value a lot. W26_lv said: The 

feeling that one is needed helps. When we manage to inspire someone who 

visited the film review we organised, we are satisfied.  

This overview of factors facilitating the interviewees’ engagement in pro-

social activities points to a set of circumstances, which are essential for long-term 

committed engagement in public benefit organisations. Notably, it is the support 

the research participants receive from other people, which helps them sustain their 

activity. This fact is indicative of the grass-roots nature of this type of civic acti- 

vity in Poland. Personal contacts are instrumental in recruiting new participants in 

the Third sector and they are also indispensable for the successful establishment 

and running of NGOs. Whether the nature of these contacts is professional, 

                                                
507  See Chapter Three where these thirteen features were enumerated. 
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business, international, private or social, interpersonal ties and acquaintances are 

instrumental in setting up an effectual civic initiative. The committed involvement 

of other people in the work of the NGO likewise has a stimulating effect on social 

activists.  

The personality traits of social activists represent another significant 

circumstance, which explains why some people are dedicated to their work in an 

NGO. It is the aim of this book to uncover the common – as well as the 

uncommon – traits, which characterise people engaged in public benefit 

organisations. However, I purposefully eschewed asking my respondents 

directly about their self-perception regarding what kind of people they are. 

However, I was inte- 

rested in their self-concepts, which will be analysed in the next chapter. Here it 

suffices to say that there exists a self-awareness about the important role the 

disposition of the social activist plays. Perhaps the nature of social activists also 

explains why they favour work in the Third sector, in spite of the numerous 

problems accompanying participation in NGOs.  

At this point it would be relevant to ask whether there are more facilitating 

factors than the ones identified by the research participants. For example, one may 

wonder why factors identified as rewards did not re-appear as conditions facilita- 

ting involvement in the Third sector. I will return to this issue after I present  

respondents’ opinion about the problems they encounter while working in the 

Third sector. Predictably, besides the beneficial aspects of work in an NGO, there 

are also factors, which put obstacles to institutionalised pro-social activity. As 

mentioned above, several of the issues that came up in the analysis of the replies to 

the current and the following questions appeared as both inhibiting and facilitating 

factors. This is not surprising given how unequivocal is human nature and how 

complex and not always fully realised are the processes of decision-making, when 

it comes to choosing one’s vocation or pass-time. It is important to consider the 

dark side of civic engagement not only for policy implications purposes, but also 

for providing better understanding of pro-social activity.  

 

 

5.6.  Factors inhibiting participation 

 

Social activists I interviewed identified a number of problems, which re- 

present obstacles to their work in NGOs. Predictably, many respondents reported 

they (their organisations) experience financial difficulties, which according to 
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social activists entail the inability to plan and implement long-term, effective 

projects. However, interviewees focused on the lack of financial means for the 

functioning of the NGO rather than on the insufficient or even non-existent  

remuneration they receive for their work. They were mostly concerned with the 

fact that the lack of financial stability influences the efficacy of their activities as 

well as the sustainability of the NGOs they are involved in. An activist engaged 

in an NGO which identifies and trains future leaders among young people  

in local communities said: For sure, one of the significant barriers that is inside 

of me is work in the Third sector. Work in such organisation – especially  

in times of crisis – is a huge instability knowing that we have finances for the 

next month or five months only, which means that both our projects and salaries 

are guaranteed for this period of time [only]. This is also content-related 

frustration, because I am not able to implement a two- or three-years’ project.  

Instability is a huge external barrier as far as our activity is concerned, and at 

the same time I fear this lack of stability, which makes me think I won’t be able 

to keep working here for a longer period of time (m27_lp). 

However, there were some dissenting views in this respect. For instance, 

w33_lp considered the acquirement of financial means for the functioning of the 

NGO as an obligation, rather than an obstacle. Another significant barrier 

research participants identified is the attitude of other people – including 

politicians and public administration officers, grant-givers, journalists, the 

society in general – to their activity. Thus, w54_v complained that whereas in 

the early 1990s the issue of abortion was a ‘hot news’, currently nobody is 

interested in discussing this problem. W19_v, who is a volunteer working with 

disabled children, and w31_p, who ‘converted’ to feminism, admitted they have 

‘verified’ their previous friendships as a result of their engagement in the NGO. 

W19_v recalled: One of the basic problems is the attitude of other people. I used 

to talk a lot about my work here, I was so enthused with this activity. They [my 

classmates] looked at me with disbelief, and it happened so that after the first 

year of my involvement here they stopped inviting me [to their parties]. 

However, this problem is in effect a temporary one, because in spite of the 

bitterness of those social activists who mentioned it, they seemed to be satisfied 

that they have found new friends in the NGOs they joined. These new 

friendships apparently make up for the loss of old ones. Much more serious 

obstacle, however, represents the perceived lack of support on behalf of people 

occupying important positions in state institutions. Here is how one of the 

interviewees, who together with his friends tried to help unemployed people, 
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recounts his  

experience with the administration of a group of villages in Mazowieckie 

voivodship: What most discouraged us and hampered our activity was [the 

attitude of] different people, who – due to the positions they occupy in these 

institutions – we thought would be interested in solving this problem. [Yet, they] 

were almost not interested in the issue, or rather demonstrated such ‘affected 

willingness’ [to help us]. It was not our aim to make them do more [than should 

the responsibilities of their office], but just to co-operate with us. However, we 

were always met with reluctance and lack of interest (m43_v). 

The particular emphasis social activists place on the role of ‘people’ 

(meaning, representatives of institutions) was analysed when it appeared as one 

of the facilitating to engagement factors. Here it surfaces as well. It seems social 

activists have ambivalent attitude to people working in institutions. On the basis 

of this research it is difficult to establish whether social activists think 

institutions as such are flawed. However, interviewees’ opinion of people 

working in these institutions is easier to make out. When ‘people in institutions’ 

are social activists’ acquaintances and as such are helpful, respondents’ attitude 

to them is naturally positive. However, when social activists are not met with 

understand- 

ing or support on behalf of clerks and officials, interviewees are critical of these 

people, which criticism is indirectly related to the institutions themselves.  

W61_lv2, who works as a probation officer and established an institution 

where former prisoners can temporary live after serving their sentence, was  

concerned with the lack of social support for such kind of activity. In this case 

‘social support’ does not refer to the public opinion, but rather to the reportedly 

hostile – or in the best case indifferent – attitude of the institutions’ neighbours, 

officials and other people who for different reasons come in touch with this  

organisation and its beneficiaries. W61_lv2 maintained: These are barriers, 

which I still haven’t overcome: the barrier of the public opinion [about former 

prisoners]. As I said, our profession is generally stigmatised, and social activism 

aimed at helping former prisoners – even more so.  

I will return to the issue of the perceived lack of social support or 

understanding for the specific activity NGO activists are engaged in the 

following chapter, where I will analyse this recurring theme in greater detail. It 

could be that the reported lack of interest in certain types of civic activity on 

behalf of the society in general explains the next barrier identified by the 

interviewees. Namely, research participants asserted that there is a want of 
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people interested in joining institutionalised civic initiatives. Unlike the previous 

type of barrier, here emphasis is laid on the approach of the very beneficiaries. 

The infamous homo sovieticus syndrome
508

 surfaces in the accounts of social 

activists, who admitted that it is not only the authorities, but the society itself 

that puts obstacles to civic activism. The claimants’ attitude on behalf of the 

NGOs’ beneficiaries and the flash in the pan phenomenon were often identified 

by the respondents who  

described in this way the approach of other people to social activism.  

W54_lv1, who set up an NGO in order to help herself as well as other  

unemployed people, claimed that the organisation’s initiatives are often spoiled by 

the unwillingness of the NGO’s beneficiaries to participate. What more, even if 

they agreed to take part in common initiatives (rather than remain passive 

beneficiaries, as they initially expected they would be), their involvement is short-

lived. W54_lv1 admitted she experienced significant problems in conveying to 

them the message that self-help organisations can achieve something only if its 

members are involved in its work. She said: It is becoming more and more 

common that (unemployed) people who come here are trying to make use of [what 

is available here]. They are coming here to obtain something for themselves, this 

is a typical consumption-oriented society (w54_lv1). M55_p also spoke explicitly 

about the flash in the pan phenomenon: I have noticed that the flash-in-the-pan 

phenomenon is ailing Poles. Initially, when it seems that one can achieve 

something good, pe- 

ople join in. But later on they become less and less interested in working on behalf 

of this cause, especially when they see it takes long-term involvement. There is no 

long-term activity, just occasional ones.  

Passivity is yet another symptom of the homo sovieticus syndrome. 

W61_lv1, who established an NGO to help autistic children, shared with me her 

observation that these children’s parents are unwilling to become involved in the 

work of the organisation. She admitted: The problem is that parents are not 

engaged. Passivity, lack of ideas. (w61_lv1). 

Research participants also spoke of the lack of time as a significant factor, 

which precludes them from dedicating as much time to their activism as they 

would prefer to. Young volunteers voiced their fears that once they assume fa- 

mily and work responsibilities they will not have enough time for volunteering. 

W46_v admitted that were it possible, she would have gladly worked for 

                                                
508  Coined by Józef Tischner (1992 Etyka Solidarności oraz Homo Sovieticus, Kraków) and  

referred to in Chapter Two of this book. 
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remuneration in the organisation, which helps HIV-infected people, rather than 

earn her living in her current workplace. She said: The greatest barrier is that 

my working day lasts eight hours and I am not able to dedicate as much time to 

this organisation as I would like to. It is a huge strain for me [to combine my 

work and volunteering] (w46_v). 

Barrier of a different kind highlighted those respondents who referred to the 

lack of organisational experience and know-how as an obstacle to their activity.  

In other words, interviewees were concerned with the need to make their work in 

the NGO more professional. Especially young social activists were concerned with 

this problem. W26_lv recalled: So, it was a huge problem for us to found this  

association, because we did not have any previous experience in establishing  

organisations.  

Several leaders of NGOs admitted that they were not experienced in filling 

in application forms when applying for grants. This problem is also connected 

with the lack of financial means to take part in courses, where these skills can be 

acquired. W61_lv1 spoke about the lack of information regarding funds from the 

European Union. However, this is not the only obstacle she identified. W61_lv1 

said: The other thing is the lack of skills in applying for grants. This is a big pro- 

blem. I think there is a lot we should do in this respect. W33_lp voiced a similar 

issue: Perhaps the greatest obstacle for me at this moment is the lack of 

qualifications. I lack the experience and educational background in human 

resources management.  

This last problem recurred in other NGO leaders’ interviews as well. 

These social activists also spoke about the difficulties they experience with the 

legal framework regarding NGOs in Poland. M27_lp said: Polish laws represent 

the biggest obstacle, or rather getting acquainted with the law. I think it took me 

half an year to read all kinds of books, statutes, in order to be able to found this 

organisation. Sometimes I couldn’t even sleep at night. I do not want to cheat. 

Yet, it is so difficult to prove that it is not my goal to gain financial profit from 

the activity of this NGO. The law is so complicated, so unclear, all those 

limitations and taxes. It is this same problem that Polish entrepreneurs have. 

However, as it turns out, not all NGOs have ‘clean intentions’. Nepotism 

and PONGOism
509

 are but two of the undesirable phenomena, which plague the 

Third sector. W31_p voiced this opinion: What makes me feel burnt out is this 

injustice. NGOs are supposed to be non-governmental, while it turns out some 

                                                
509  PONGO is an NGO which has connections with political parties. 
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are less ‘non’ and they receive money from some political party, whereas other 

NGOs are not sponsored. So, I notice that it is becoming more and more 

necessary to make concessions, sell oneself, to smile, rent an office and so on. I 

feel this doesn’t suit me much, because this NGO is becoming increasingly 

“Polish”, “made in Poland”.  

 Other respondents considered the lack of mutual information and co-

ordination of activities of NGOs dealing with similar issues to be significant 

hindrances, which encumber the efficacy of their work. In other words, civic 

initiatives need to consolidate their efforts in order to be successful. In the next 

chapter I will return to this issue. Some volunteers complained about the way the 

NGO they are involved in functions. Clearly, organisational mess can discourage 

volunteers from participating in the work of the organisation. It should be noted 

here that volunteers themselves can create problems for the NGOs
510

. 

Social activists I interviewed identified several more obstacles, which 

affect their work. M43_v was one of the few respondents who admitted that part 

of the problems that obstruct their activity comes from within. Probably the 

statement quoted below testifies to the existence of the ‘God’s mad-person’ 

attitude to civic activism. M43_v said: I have the impression that we are 

disoriented idealists, our quixotic standpoint makes us believe that since we 

think something can be done to put into practice our ideas, there are also other 

people who share our views. We somehow lack this pragmatic approach. If we 

want to realise our ideas, we need to fill in documents, send letters, contact 

institutions, organise meetings. 

However, the need to conform to bureaucratic formalities does limit the 

spontaneity and perhaps the effectiveness of some NGOs’ activities. M35_lp, 

who established in his native town an institution where children from 

dysfunctional families can spend their afternoons, was concerned that he has less 

and less time to work with his beneficiaries. He has to dedicate an increasing 

amount of time to bureaucratic activities. M35_lp complained: We are expected 

to produce effects, like in a nails’ factory. Our activity must be efficacious. I am 

supposed to prove that my program, my deeds, my initiatives have effects. 

[People from the state institution responsible for the prevention of drug-abuse] 

just sit behind their desks and invent God knows what, so that instead of working 

                                                
510  One-third of NGOs, where volunteers are engaged, reported that volunteers are unreliable  

(see J. Dąbrowska and M. Gumkowska op. cit., p. 21). 
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with the kids, we have to fill in questionnaires and engage in bureaucratic 

activities.  

Research participants also spoke about the falling into routine as an 

obstacle, which – they feel – limits their work. W32_p said: Sometimes I feel I 

need to hear the novel ideas of somebody, who would come and help us. After 

all, one has already blazed a trail after five years of work here and one doesn’t 

feel like inventing something new, which is limiting in effect.  

A difficulty of a different kind represents the reported lack of 

opportunities for making a career in the Third sector. This appears to be an 

obstacle especially for young social activists, who have recently started their 

professional career. M24_p argued: Career. Nobody has ever heard of someone 

making  

a career in an NGO. At least not in Poland. This is the second obstacle I see. 

As the research evidence presented above suggests, the scope of problems 

identified by social activists varies a lot, although some common themes do 

emerge. The issues raised by the research participants are highly congruent with 

the outcomes of the 2002 Klon/Jawor survey regarding the problems of 

NGOs
511

. Financial difficulties, bureaucratisation and the insufficient number of 

people actively involved in the work of NGOs were obstacles identified by the 

current and the Klon/Jawor studies likewise. The Klon/Jawor survey reported 

several other barriers, which were not mentioned by the participants in my  

research. Perhaps the different methodologies employed in these two studies can 

explain these differences
512

. 

The research presented here has uncovered several other problems, which 

were not mentioned in the Klon/Jawor survey. Most importantly, the lack of 

social support or even the reluctant attitudes of the NGOs’ members were  

reported to represent a significant problem for social activists. The lack of free 

time also obstructs interviewees from dedicating more time to the activity of the 

NGO they work for. Some leaders of NGOs admitted they are in want of 

experience, relevant educational background and know-how regarding the 

running of NGOs. Certain problems of personal character also surfaced.  

When comparing social activists’ opinions about the factors that facilitate 

their activity and the gratifying aspects of their work, one notices a certain 

                                                
511  See Table 17 in J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański op. cit., p. 52. 
512  Klon/Jawor’s survey utilised quantitative methodology, whereas the study analysed here did 

not offer ready answers to respondents to select from. 
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discrepancy. The scope of aspects interviewees regarded rewarding is much wider 

than the list of circumstances they identified as facilitating their involvement. 

Furthermore, some factors which were reported to represent obstacles  

(financial resources, institutional arrangements, legal regulations, the lack of free 

time) did not come out as circumstances, which enhance participation. The 

beneficial effect of foreign financial as well as non-financial aid was likewise 

omitted from interviewees’ accounts of circumstances propitious for engagement 

in NGOs. These three observations seem to provide sufficient evidence for the 

argument that factors facilitating involvement were understated by social activists.  

When speaking about conditions conducive to involvement in the work of 

an NGO, interviewees’ main focus was people and interpersonal relations. Social 

activists’ accounts of the gratifying aspects of their activity contained practical 

(i.e. travelling abroad, realising one’s ambitions, carving out a career for oneself) 

as well as existential (i.e. leaving a legacy, fulfilled duty to the other human 

beings) considerations. At least some of the obstacles identified by social activist 

might very well serve as instigating circumstances. Thus, although the then legal 

regulations might have presented difficulties to NGO activists, in the not so distant 

past civic initiatives could function only underground. Could this observation be 

indicative of the demise of the oppositional civil society or it points to a divide? 

Namely, those who oppose the government stick to street protests while the rest 

try to approach the particular problems by employing other means as well. The 

opportunities to apply for grants to foreign NGOs or to governmental funds 

likewise remained unnoticed by my respondents. That is, these were mentioned 

only as obstacles. Indeed, it is much easier to complain about something than to 

appreciate what one already has access to.  

Other issues, which seem to be common to most NGOs, were also  

reported by the respondents. These problems will be analysed in the following 

chapter, because they belong to a different topic. 
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Chapter Six:  

Typology of social activists 
 

 

Abstract: In this chapter I will present the opinions of the research participants 

about the Third sector (in Poland) as well as about the way their involvement in 

an NGO affected their life. The interviewees’ expectations concerning their 

future engagement in these organisations is likewise analysed. The way social 

activists define (active) citizenship is revealing of their intrinsic understanding 

of civic activism. Before setting forth the typology of social activists, I examine 

the research participants’ self-concepts. The indigenous typologies of people 

involved in the Third sector are briefly reviewed. At the end of this chapter I 

present the analyst-constructed typology of social activism. The identified types 

are explained and illustrated by some of the empirically-observed cases they 

correspond to. Finally, this typology is discussed in the context of other related 

researches and typologies. 

 

In the previous two chapters I have put forward the analysis of the  

research participants’ modes of engagement, life-histories, motivations as well 

as the factors which – in their view – facilitate or inhibit their involvement in the 

Third sector. All of these elements are constitutive of the distinct types of pro-

social activism, which will be analysed at the end of this chapter. This collective 

portrait of NGO activists would be incomplete, however, without reckoning with 

several more facets, the consideration of which will enrich our understanding  

of civic activism as well as complement the sketchy traits of social activists  

presented so far.  

In the analysis of the research material discussed in the fourth and fifth 

chapters I have mentioned some opinions of the interviewees regarding the  

organisation they are involved in or the Third sector in general as well as their 

subjective impressions about the way the society and the authorities treat NGOs. 

Why are social activists’ perceptions of these and other relevant matters 

important for this study? I think their experience, which has moulded their 

opinions, can explain – in an indirect manner – why they are involved in 

promoting the issues they are interested in or the cause they are working for. 

Also, intervie- 
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wees’ perceptions are pertinent to the topic of this book because they reveal the 

characteristic traits of people engaged in public benefit organisations.  

6.1.  The Third sector and politics 

 

The theme, which kept recurring when NGO activists talked about the 

field of activity of their organisation, was the reported lack of support and/or 

understanding on behalf of the society, authorities and especially of grant-giving 

institutions about the importance of social activists’ work and the need for the 

type of organisations they work for. Social activists are convinced that their 

beneficiaries or type of activity of their NGOs are plainly overlooked and under-

financed, whereas other NGOs’ projects are more benevolently treated by grant-

givers. W58_v, who helps the elderly, m27_p, who is involved in promoting 

local leaders, w75_lv, who works with people with mental diseases and 

w58_lv2, whose organisation associates disabled people, all believe their NGOs’ 

are neglected by grant-givers, because their beneficiaries are not children. 

W75_lv claimed: I became convinced that unfortunately there are not many 

people interested in supporting such types of initiatives in Poland yet. Were my 

beneficiaries children, it would have been easier, but they are grown-ups. 

Besides, they [my charges] are mentally ill. W58_v argued: Here [in Poland] 

they only help children, all we hear about concerns children or drug-addicts. 

The problems of elderly people are not publicly discussed.  

However, not all interviewees were unanimous about which type of 

activity in their opinion is preferred by grant-givers or the public opinion. 

M42_v, who helps people from dysfunctional families, explained: People think 

it is all right to help poor people, who have low incomes. However, when it 

comes to homeless people or addicts, it is believed they don’t deserve to be 

helped, because it’s their own fault. M35_lp whose NGO’s beneficiaries are 

children in danger of becoming drug-addicts, exclaimed: “Money for what? For 

children?” [They think] spending money on children would be as if they had 

disposed of this money. W58_lv1, whose NGO supports women who want to 

take active part in public life, said: Nobody wants to provide funds to go-ahead 

women like us. They only give money to these poor women.  

Since representatives of organisations dealing with such disparate issues 

all complained about being neglected by grant-givers, it is only logical to 

conclude that each NGO is experiencing financial problems and therefore the 

interviewees’ perceptions do not correspond to the actual state of affairs. 

However, the quotations presented above testify to another revealing fact. 

Namely, participants in public benefit organisations are characterised by above-
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the-average sensibility concerning the plight of people they are helping and/or 

the issue they are involved in promoting. This sensitivity of NGO activists is not 

limited to the condition of their beneficiaries. W61_lv1 believes self-help 

organisations like the one she founded are receiving much less public attention 

than charities. W44_lp is of the opinion that it is therapy (of alcoholics) that has 

the poorest chances to receive funding. W67_lv came to the conclusion that her 

project was not given a grant, because it was based on scientific studies (rather 

than on work with people). Some NGO activists feel the issues they are involved 

in promoting are conflicting ones. The environmental activist m26_p argued: 

The environmental movement has been convicted of being a sect; albeit these 

allegations are off-the-record. They are afraid of and intolerant about the 

spirituality [inherent in this movement]. The feminist activist w31_p was equally 

convinced of the injustice done to feminist NGOs: Environmental activists are 

working on behalf of ecology and this is considered ‘fine’. If someone is helping 

children, it is ok., because these are poor kids. Feminism, however, is being 

ridiculed.  

This subjective feeling of being misunderstood is also voiced by social 

activists, who think the Third sector as a whole and the people involved in it lack 

social support. M26_lv said: The society’s feedback consists of the opinion that 

NGOs are peopled by individuals, who do not know how to dispose of their time. 

M21_v complained: Lack of understanding on behalf of the society, which is 

observing [NGOs’ initiatives] with apathy. 

All these statements substantiate the argument that social activists engaged 

in public benefit organisations are people, who are deeply involved in the cause 

they work for. These quotations provide ample evidence to the fact that (some) 

social activists are people of fine sensibilities, who are also susceptible to other 

people’s problems. Weren’t they personally touched by the presumed lack of 

moral and financial support on behalf of the society and authorities alike for their 

activity, they would not have voiced their perceptions in such strong words. Were 

they treating their participation in the NGO as a pass-time or as a workplace like 

any other, they would have hardly been affected by the society’s feedback. Their 

bitterness can scarcely be interpreted as an expression of my respondents’ belli- 

gerent nature. Social activists’ main worry is that they are obstructed from 

implementing long-term projects, thus effecting significant change in the situation  

of people or the issue they are interested in. Naturally, there are also negative  

examples to the above-presented trend. There are interviewees who do not share 

the opinions of the rest of social activists. 
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Besides, as it was noted previously, one of the most significant problems 

NGOs in Poland – as well as in other countries – are encountering is the lack of 

(sufficient) financial means. Financial difficulties are endemic to the other sectors 

of the economy as well. However, it is the youngest and the most fragile sector, 

the non-governmental and non-profit one, which is most affected by the scarcity 

of resources. NGO activists I interviewed are only voicing this well-known fact. 

What more, research participants are also concerned about the way the society 

and the other two sectors are accepting them, as representatives of the Third 

sector. This is not to say that there is no antagonism within the Third sector  

itself. Respondents referred to the abuse of the NGO form, too. Whether some 

organisation is founded in order to apply for a grant and later on disband, or 

whether a nominal NGO represents some powerful group’s interest, there are 

instances and opportunities for using the non-profit form for achieving private 

ends. Fortunately, there are also some optimistic voices, which can temper the 

overall impression that the Third sector in Poland is in such dire straits. W37_lp 

admitted: In the beginning we thought that people working in this sector must  

be crazy ones. Now it is becoming civilised, the Third sector that is – although 

neither politicians nor the authorities and not even business people are willing 

to admit this – has become embedded in this country and one can say it is being 

acknowledged by the society. I think that at present people who come to work 

here are such who have some feeling for and predisposition to pro-social 

activity, some kind of pro-social maturity. However, I also observe that people 

who come to work here are developing it. One can obtain it.  

This statement nicely sums up several important themes. It provides  

a positive perspective on the condition and the evolution of NGOs in Poland and 

people involved in them. It testifies to the on-going process of progressive 

embedding of the Third sector in the public sphere. W37_lp notes that even if 

someone would join an NGO without possessing what she called pro-social 

maturity, such person has the chance to acquire one by participating in the work 

of the organisation. This last argument is corroborated by other respondents as 

well. W22_v admitted her engagement in the Third sector has been a good 

school of life. Some other volunteers voiced similar arguments. W27_v  

acknowledged: Many people become involved [in NGOs] without having some 

great, pro-social motivation. Yet, as the time passes they start to perceive that 

[their activity] benefits other people as well, and then they mature. However, 

this is a process. It does not take place immediately. 
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This declaration is in tune with the previously discussed ‘action learning’ 

(or ‘learning by doing’) phenomenon characterising participation in NGOs
513

. 

W27_v, however, highlighted one more, novel, observation. Namely, she 

commented that her involvement as a volunteer has likewise become a way of life.  

It seems this remark is pertinent to other NGO activists’ experiences as well. 

Given this illuminating remark, it is no surprise that m27_lp and w19_v said the 

NGOs they joined have become their home, while m27_p maintained work in the 

Third sector is like a marriage. W31_p said: My life is here, in the organisation.  

I feel I have many friends [here], whereas when I come back home, where I used 

to have some friends, they regard me as a weirdo.  

Involvement in the Third sector as a way of life is presumably not chara- 

cteristic of all social activists. However, the emergence of this phenomenon  

testifies to the fact that NGOs are becoming an integral part of the private sphere 

of people involved in them as well. W67_v even thinks it will (again) become 

trendy to be social activist.  

Importantly, people with pro-social predisposition need organisations in  

order to successfully work for the cause they wish to promote or help some group 

or category of people. M43_v admitted: Not everyone can be Mother Theresa  

or Ghandi. People who have less energy need the support of an institution.  

However, the inevitable professionalisation and institutionalisation of 

civic activities can have some side-effects on social activists’ involvement. This 

same volunteer argued: I have to approach my task in a professional way, which 

somehow is in conflict with the motivation for pro-social activity, where it is 

[personal] involvement [in the cause] that matters (m43_v). Hopefully, the 

declared strain between personal involvement and the need to approach the pro- 

blem or task in a professional way is not insurmountable. Actually, it can be said 

that these two types of approaches can check each other’s drawbacks. As it was 

argued in the previous chapter, one of the problems interviewees identified was 

the lack of organisational experience and know-how, which are directly related 

to the need to acquire more professional skills in solving different organisational 

problems. This last discussion points to the self-critical attitude of social acti- 

vists to their work in the NGO.  

On the basis of the research material presented so far in this chapter, it is 

possible to conclude that the participants in my research emerge as people, who 

are personally involved in the cause promoted by the organisation they have 

                                                
513  See Chapter Three for details. 
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joined. Social activists are furthermore characterised by sensitiveness to the 

problems of under-privileged or marginalised groups of people. These 

empirically observed facts explain why the interviewees spontaneously 

responded in  

a critical way to the perceived lack of moral and financial support on behalf of 

the society and grant-givers for their NGOs’ initiatives. Given the described 

above respondents’ reaction to social problems, it would be relevant to ask 

whether they are also trying to approach these issues in a different way. I asked 

the research participants about their involvement in politics.  

Predictably, social activists who took part in my research were 

predominantly critical, distrustful and sceptical of political parties in Poland. This 

finding is congruent with the outcome of the Klon/Jawor 2002 survey, according 

to which the majority of NGOs in Poland are reluctant to have contacts with 

political parties
514

. In this respect, social activists in public benefit organisations 

express opi- 

nions widely spread among the society. The politicisation of everyday life together 

with the endemic to post-communist countries distrust of political parties can 

account for the withdrawal of ordinary people and social activists alike from 

politics. At the same time, the reliance on personal contacts with representatives of 

institutions
515

 also justifies NGO activists’ relationships with political parties. The 

same Klon/Jawor survey found out that 60 per cent of NGOs declare they have 

good contacts with local politicians
516

. This finding further corroborates the 

argument presented in the previous chapter regarding the ‘capital of personal 

connections’, which was found to facilitate the work of NGOs.  

Nonetheless, for some of the interviewees being interested in politics was 

a natural consequence of their social activism. W58_lv1 said: The attitude I have 

assumed to politics is an active one. I like it, I feel involved, I am very interested 

in politics. However, I am no longer a member of any political party, because  

I was disappointed by it – saying one thing, while doing another, being such  

a poseur. Similarly, m26_p – who declared he disliked politics and would prefer, 

if possible, not to get engaged in it – admitted that he had taken active part  

in local elections. He had been a candidate for a councillor in the local self-

government.  

                                                
514  See J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański 2002 Podstawowe fakty o 

organizacjach pozarządowych, Warszawa, pp. 31–32. 
515  This issue was discussed in detail in the previous chapter. 
516  J. Dąbrowska, M. Gumkowska and J.J. Wygnański op. cit., p. 51. 
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For others, being active in both a political party and an NGO is part and 

parcel of the same thing: trying to implement one’s vision, assuming an active 

attitude, participating in moulding the social reality. M24_p argued: I would like to 

be a politician. Would it be possible to change something if one is not part of it?! 

 I am already a party member and I would like to be able to prove myself in this 

party and be able to have an effect on events. However, I need some 

organisational and content-related experience in order to be able to achieve this. 

So,  

I think that in this respect my engagement in an NGO will be helpful to a great 

extent and maybe in the future I would be able to combine both types of activity.  

These last quotations well illustrate the point that for some of those  

willing to be active on the public sphere there is no contradiction in being both 

an NGO activist and a politician. For others, though, the NGO sector represents 

an arena where they can try to affect changes in the surrounding reality without 

having to resort to joining any of the existing political parties. NGOs can 

represent an alternative to political parties, especially for those who would rather 

abstain from taking part in structures they consider corrupted or ineffective. In 

any event, the close affinity between political and grass-roots activism in NGOs 

finds cogent evidence in this research material.  

However, it is the opinion that politics and grass-roots activism in public 

benefit organisations are two separate entities that appears to be typical of social 

activists I interviewed. The predominantly negative attitude of the research 

participants to politics and political parties shows that in this respect social 

activists as a group represent the society they come from. Although NGO 

activists may be exceptional in some respects (i.e. being active citizens involved 

in long-term initiatives), their declarations reflect the opinions of the society at 

large.  

It can be deduced from the above discussion that grass-roots activists  

involved in public benefit organisations do not necessarily emerge as natural acti- 

vists or leaders. Otherwise put, although some of them may possess the 

predisposition and charisma authentic leaders are supposed to be characterised by, 

research participants were able to develop these (latent) predilections for social 

activism to a great extent thanks to their involvement in public benefit 

organisations. The research material presented so far suggests that the involvement 

in NGOs is reminiscent of the typology of leadership in voluntary organisations 
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discussed in Chapter Three
517

. The authors of this taxonomy distinguished 

between ‘democratic’, ‘oligarchic’, ‘by default’ and what they called ‘for self-

development’ leadership. Following the logic of the construction of this leadership 

typology, it seems it is the activism ‘by default’ and the democratic activism types 

that are most chara- 

cteristic of social activists I interviewed.  

As the research material presented in Chapter Four illustrated, people 

become NGO activists via different routes and stay in NGOs for different 

reasons. Thus, the experience in the organisation appears to be one of the crucial 

elements, which affects their motivations and, eventually, personalities. What 

changes has the involvement in NGOs brought about? The following sub-part of 

this chapter will try to provide an answer to this question. 

 

 

6.2.  The NGO experience and its effect on social activists 

 

New experiences often leave an imprint on people. Hence, involvement in 

the work of an NGO can likewise effect change on people. As mentioned in 

Chapter Two, Peter Drucker postulated that NGOs are such organisations which 

should aim at bringing about change in people. Predictably, not all interviewees 

identified any perceptible changes in themselves or in their outlook on life, which 

they would ascribe to their involvement in an NGO. However, the engagement in 

the work of a public benefit organisation as an eye-opener was a recurring theme 

in the interviews I conducted. For those, who did not join or found such 

organisation in order to help themselves or their relatives, the encountering of new 

– sometimes traumatic – issues sensitised them to these problems and made them 

change their attitude to themselves and to other people. W22_v acknowledged: 

For sure, I have become more sensitised to the problems of people with diseases. 

W58_v was likewise aware of the imprint her volunteering experience had left on 

her: I became more familiar with the problems of other people, because so far I 

was only aware of the needs of the members of my family. W31_p enumerated 

several aspects of the change her engagement in the feminist NGO brought about: 

In addition to the awareness of my own worthiness, I have started to accept myself 

and feel empo- 

                                                
517  W.T Markham, J.Walters and C.M. Bonjeau 2001 “Leadership in Voluntary Associations. The 

Case of the “International Association of Women” in Voluntas, Vol. 12, nr 2. 
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wered. I have acquired distance to everything. I have become more sensitive to 

gender-related issues. Also, my attitude changed as far as values and life-goals 

are concerned.  

The involvement in an NGO made some respondents revise their attitude 

to their work and their outlook in general. W26_lv admitted that whereas in the 

beginning she and her friends who founded an NGO were more spontaneous, 

they have now become more professional. W35_lp, who is working with 

children from dysfunctional families, referred to his experience in the following 

way: Before I used to be irreversible, disobedient idealist. With the passage  

of time, I have become more pragmatic. I am less demanding of life and people, 

I observe people and have learnt to accept their sufferings and enjoy each small 

success. 

Some social activists started to focus on other people’s problems, while 

others acquired a totally new perspective, which effected a change in their lives. 

M37_lp said: My attitude to people and the world changed. M27_lv admitted: 

[My involvement in an NGO] effected a radical change on me, I used to be such 

a swot before that. Books are important. However, participation in the work of 

an organisation has very tangible effect on one’s private life, because one learns 

a lot, meets people, exchanges opinions with them, and so on. M35_lp claimed:  

I swapped focus on myself for focus on other people. I think I have already  

matured, I am no longer minding solely my own problems.  

Typically, respondents were unanimous that their engagement in an NGO 

changed their lives. Some admitted it is they themselves that have undergone the 

most palpable change, while others focused on their ways of life. The volunteer 

w41_v explained: It works like a domino: you push one block and its movement 

triggers the fall of the rest. My life has become different. W61_lv2, who works 

with former prisoners, said: I guess my experience is similar to those of people 

who have some passion: life becomes more complete and meaningful, maybe more 

difficult and concentrated. M27_v likewise appreciates the effect his engagement 

in an NGO had on him: Before I became involved I could never imagine myself 

being a social activist. On the contrary, I believed this won’t suit me. Now, that  

I have become social activist, I think I am so good at it and I believe everybody, 

who has at least some free time, should be socially active.  

These reports testify to the salient role participation in the work of public 

benefit organisations plays in the lives of social activists. Indeed, these are not only 

positive changes, since many respondents admitted they have less time for their 

families and friends. Nevertheless, it seems that the advantages outweigh the 
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drawbacks associated with involvement in an NGO. In some cases, social activists’ 

professional lives were also affected by their participation in the Third sector. 

Several younger and older respondents alike admitted they plan to enrol (or have 

already enrolled) in (higher education) studies, which are related to the type of 

activity of their organisation. Here I do not have in mind those interviewees who 

said they intend to improve their qualifications as far as the management of 

organisations is concerned. In some cases, respondents have changed their 

profession or acquired additional vocational interests in order to be able to 

participate more fully in the work of the organisation. Encountering new issues 

stimulates people to develop their interests as well as widen their knowledge. 

NGOs represent such venue, which enables people involved in these organisations 

to become familiar with novel and/or difficult problems. What more, work in an 

NGO provides them with an opportunity to learn how to tackle these problems.  

The replies to the questions analysed in this sub-part are consistent with the 

argument regarding the progressive embedding of the Third sector in the private 

sphere. The issues discussed so far in this chapter also have pertinence to the 

implications for the development of civil society in Poland. I will return later on to 

this theme. Here I would like to underline that active participation in a public 

benefit organisation has the potential to effect a (usually beneficial) change on the 

personalities, ways of life and outlook of people. Provided that social activists can 

benefit in such a way from their involvement in these organisations, it is relevant 

to ask how they perceive their further engagement in the NGO sector. This issue is 

likewise directly related to the future of organised civic initiatives in Poland. The 

Third sector’s insiders’ perspective is important for policy makers and scholars 

alike. The non-governmental actors’ subjective evaluation of their (organisation’s) 

future is indicative of the status quo of the sector itself. 

Expectedly, the financial troubles that jeopardise the future sustainability 

of the majority of public benefit organisations also taint the prospects of the 

people involved in them. The perceived lack of social support further 

exacerbates the chances for long-term engagement of social activists. This 

dilemma concerns especially young people, who are at the beginning of their 

professional career and who would prefer to work in the Third sector, if it would 

be possible to receive remuneration for their services. M26_p admitted: 

Unfortunately, I am afraid I will have to give up this activity and start a 

‘normal’ life, find [another] job, which might also give me satisfaction. 

However, it will not be the same. W31_p likewise voiced her fear she might be 

forced to leave her organisation:  
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I do not know whether I will be able to stand this psychically, it is becoming 

more and more difficult. This exhaustion is an effect of the increasing difficulties 

in finding money for our activity. Lack of trust. M35_lp’s statement is in tune 

with the previous two: [I crave after] some stabilisation, I am already tired.  

I am 35 years old and I have a family. I am afraid that eventually I will have to 

re-join the “rats’ race”. 

However, not all (young) volunteers plan to stay in the Third sector. Some 

of them are of the opinion that being a volunteer is a temporary thing and they 

need to get engaged in something else, which would be more effective than their 

voluntarism. W24_v explained: I enjoy volunteering and I would like to continue 

being one, yet I have some internal barriers, that this is a temporary thing, that  

I will need to get engaged in something more substantial. I would like to have  

a job, which gives palpable effects, not just being in some youth volunteers’ 

movement, but do something that would change the world.  

Other respondents, who did not doubt their work in the Third sector is 

having palpable effects, worried about burning themselves out. As m24_p put it, 

when working in NGOs one is not endangered of content-related burn-out. In his 

opinion, it is the scarcity of financial resources that makes social activists burn 

themselves out. Volunteers, however, have a different opinion on this issue. For 

example, w61_lv2 thinks that if one is regarding his/her involvement in a public 

benefit organisation which beneficiaries are people in need as a paid work, s/he 

is likely to experience burn-out soon. W27_v underlined a different aspect: 

When we are too involved in working for the benefit of others while forgetting 

about our own needs, we burn ourselves out. Then there is no benefit, because 

we experience burn-out and are not able to get engaged in anything else.  

However, not all respondents viewed their future involvement in the NGO 

in negative terms. Actually, most interviewees expressed their hopes that their 

organisations would be developing and they would be able to keep working 

there. M27_lv was an optimist regarding the future of his organisation. His 

hopeful expectations notwithstanding, he voiced his awareness that even if his 

NGO would not disband in the future, the mere functioning of the organisation 

would not be a valid criterion for the organisation’s and his personal success. He 

said: Because ecology won’t suffice to change something in one’s city, country 

or in the world. What we need is a broader, more inclusive citizens’ movement. 

Ecology matters, yet it has to be related to other spheres of life. 

This last quotation sheds light on perhaps the most important issue at 

stake. Namely, as far as the future of civil society is concerned, it is not so much 
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the fate of individual NGOs, but the consolidation of all grass-roots 

organisations interested in becoming influential public actors that would be the 

criterion for the development of the Third sector in Poland.  

I am using here the term ‘consolidation’, which has become a trade mark 

of political studies dealing with new democracies
518

. Therefore it would be 

pertinent to briefly diverge from the discussed topic and explain what is meant 

here by ‘consolidation’ in the context of Third sector organisations. As Jon 

Elster, Claus Offe and Ulrich Preuss argue, unlike the other widely-used terms 

‘transformation’ and ‘transition’, ‘consolidation’ conveys the meaning of a state 

of stability
519

. These authors use consolidation interchangeably with 

‘institutionalisation’, ‘irreversibility’ and ‘sustainability’. They also argue that 

consolidation is strong provided that ‘civility is developed’ and institutional 

spheres are ‘insulated from each other’
520

. Elster, Offe and Preuss argue that 

rules, resources and recognition are the conditions that have to be satisfied 

before one can speak of ‘consolidated’ or ‘institutionalised’ agency.  

Clearly, this understanding of ‘consolidation’ defines the context in which 

institutionalised civic initiatives (among others) thrive, i.e. it is what I call 

‘external consolidation’ that is implied in the discussion summarised above. To 

my mind, consolidation of the Third sector involves its ‘internal’ dynamics as 

well. NGOs need more than ‘rules, resources and recognition’. These 

organisations also need to unite their efforts and consolidate their position as 

effectual actors on the public sphere. Thus, the consolidation of Third sector 

organisations is contingent not only upon institutional incentives, but also on the 

civic maturity and will of social activists. Which would be the most feasible 

formula for the future development of institutionalised civic initiatives in 

Poland? How do social activists understand citizenship? Do they primarily view 

it as assuming the claimants’ attitude towards the state or they rather take on 

more individualistic approach to active citizenship? Or, in other words, do they 

speak in terms of rights or they are aware of their obligations, too? What is the 

                                                
518  There is copious literature dealing with consolidation of democracies in the former communist 

states, in Latin American countries as well as in South Africa. See for instance, L. Diamond 
1999 Developing Democracy. Toward Consolidation., London: John Hopkins University Press 

and J.J. Linz and A.C. Stepan 1996 Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: 
Southern Europe, South America, and Post-Communist Europe, Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press. 

519  J. Elster, C. Offe and U.K Preuss 1996 Institutional Design in Post-communist Societies: 
Rebuilding the Ship at Sea, Cambridge, p. 27. 

520  Ibid., pp. 30–31. 
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civil society’s  

actors intrinsic definition of civil society? The following discussion will try  

to provide answers to these questions.  

 

 

6.3.  Intrinsic understanding of citizenship 

 

I asked my respondents how they understand citizenship. I was also inte- 

rested in their opinion regarding the relationship between their involvement in 

public benefit organisation and active citizenship. I wanted to know whether 

they think that via their engagement in an NGO they contribute to the building 

of civil society in Poland. The analysis of their answers yielded instructive  

results concerning active citizens’ ideals of citizenship. 

The most revealing of these outcomes has to do with the definition of 

citizenship as an active attitude towards the problems of one’s immediate 

surroundings or community. Different social activists utilised dissimilar 

definitions of the geographical area they think is the locus the individual 

citizen should be responsible for. M26_p spoke about the local community as 

the geographical or administrative unit for civic activity and advocated the 

building of small homelands. Respectively, w27_v referred to gathering, 

w54_v and w31_p – to community, w19_v and m50_p – to neighbourhood as 

the loci of civic activity. W44_lp’s understanding of citizenship was equal to a 

group membership. 

There follow several quotations that illustrate the interviewees’ definition of 

citizenship. W58_lv1 said: [To be citizen means to] have an influence on what’s 

going on in your district and community. M37_lp argued: To my mind, citizenship 

has such narrow boundaries, because I think it is the belonging to small local 

communities that matters. By ‘small’ I mean the residents of one condominium or 

a small district, because this is where one can express his/her civic attitude. 

M27_p told me: The primitive understanding of citizenship supposes voting in 

elections. Does this suffice? Sure, if one is a citizen of a certain state, s/he takes 

part in political life. Yet, citizenship should also assume being active in one’s local 

community. W32_p explained: I’ve always been of the opinion that citizen is such 

a person, who lives in a small community and if s/he is socially active, s/he should 

rather do this on a small scale. His/her commune or town should be the largest 

unit for this activity. When one tries to go beyond these local communities, s/he 
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joins the so-called interest groups. Then it becomes politics, whereas if one is 

active on a small scale, it is called civic activity.  

These intrinsic definitions of citizenship highlight two aspects: the 

physical boundaries of the locus of civic activity and the community members’ 

participation in building community spirit and solving the problems of the 

administrative unit, neighbourhood or town in question. This definition 

empirically corroborates the argument that participation in solving local 

problems likewise counts as civic activity
521

. However, it is necessary to ask 

here what kind of activity is meant. As it turns out, there are several facets of 

civic acti- 

vity identified by the respondents. Besides the predictable (active as well as 

passive) participation in elections and in public life in general, interviewees 

also referred to several others types of activity, which in their opinion 

characterise the active citizen’s behaviour. Most importantly, some social 

activists voiced their support for the subsidiarity
522

 principle (without actually 

naming it) and for the liberal, individualistic notion of self-reliance. W37_lp 

argued:  

It would be commendable if the citizen would be trying to improve his/her 

country, tackle some problems in his/her immediate surroundings. NGOs are 

not necessarily needed for this goal. It suffices to form a common committee, 

which would repair the pavement. M64_lv thought the citizen should Love 

one’s country, and most importantly be willing to do something for it, not just 

wait for the state to give. M27_lp said: Citizenship presupposes activity, not 

waiting for the state or the commercial sector, but solving one’s problems by 

oneself. 

Research participants underlined that citizenship requires mature attitude to 

the state. This mature attitude can be best illustrated by the famous statement of 

the American president John Kennedy, who addressed his fellow country-persons 

to consider what they can do for their homeland rather than expect it to solve their 

problems. W67_v and m64_lv both quoted this saying thus depicting their ideal 

for active citizenship. Social activists likewise underscored the criterion for active 

citizenship, according to which Citizen is someone who acts and feels responsible 

for oneself as well as for the community and state one lives in. Active citizenship 

also means being familiar with one’s rights while assuming one’s obligations. The 

                                                
521  See Chapter One, where I analysed the participation in civic activities in Poland. 
522  The principle of subsidiarity (or, pomocniczość) was discussed in Chapter One. 
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following quotations well illustrate these issues. M35_p claimed: [Citizenship 

requires] taking on responsibility for oneself as well as for one’s surroundings 

and other people, whereas good citizen is someone who considers it his/her duty to 

assume this responsibility. M27_lv said: [Citizenship] primarily means having 

rights in this country, though also – obligations. One should exercise his/her 

rights, but should also fulfil his/her duty.  

As far as obligations are concerned, interviewees mentioned as disparate 

examples as the duty to abide by the law (w33_lp) and pay taxes (w26_lv), patrio- 

tism and the obligation to educate and bring up one’s children (m21_v). A notion 

brought up by some respondents referred to performing one’s professional duties 

to the best one can. Thus, for w43_p citizenship simply meant working honestly, 

while w72_p viewed citizenship as conscientious fulfilling of one’s duties at one’s 

workplace. M35_lp said: The [good] citizen should be performing well what s/he 

obliged him/herself to do, at least sufficiently, to the best s/he can. 

Another requirement the ideal Citizen (depicted by the intrinsic definitions 

provided by interviewees) has to fulfil is being well informed as well as interested 

in the (recent) developments in the political and economic life of the country 

(m55_p). To this definition, w31_p added the need to be critical towards political 

decisions as well as hold politicians accountable for their actions. In other words, 

the Citizen is someone, who feels embedded in his/her country’s public life and 

considers him/herself responsible for what’s going on in it. Once again Maria  

Ossowska’s paragon of democratic personality is being revivified by social activists 

who spoke about the ideal Citizen
523

. It is perhaps impossible to identify a social 

activist possessing all thirteen features depicted by Ossowska. Neither did 

respondents conjure up an image of an ideal Citizen who impersonates these 

thirteen characteristics at once. Nevertheless, it is striking that an ideal type devised 

almost sixty years ago rings true in contemporary times as well. Importantly, the 

ideal Citizen is also the antipode to Tischner’s homo sovieticus. M27_lv’s words 

well illustrate the above argument: You can’t just live in this country and think that 

all that surrounds you is taking place independently of you. You can’t just blame 

‘these corrupted politicians’, who are supposed to be responsible for everything, 

while thinking of yourself “I am a nice person, I am honest and I am all right”. If 

such blah-blah is not accompanied by actual involvement in civic activity, working 

on behalf of one’s district, condominium, city or country on a daily basis, it is no 

good.  

                                                
523  This ideal type was discussed in Chapter Two and also mentioned in Chapter Five. 
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Perhaps it is easier to behave in the way suggested by m27_lv if one is  

attached to one’s country (and people). The patriotic understanding of active 

citizenship was quite common among the participants in my research. Loving 

one’s country and identifying oneself with it, valuing one’s cultural heritage and 

being proud of being a Polish citizen – these are the most salient aspects of the 

patriotic understanding of citizenship highlighted by some of my respondents. 

W54_lv1 explained: To me, the concept of citizenship means a person, who loves 

his/her country, who can devote oneself to it and is not ashamed of admitting to 

being Polish abroad – for example in Germany or England, where we are not 

necessa-rily liked. W61_lv2 said: Do all one can to make this country a better one 

as well as to improve the opinion about it. It is no big deal to leave the country. 

These times have passed when one could stay in America and try to help the 

country from there. No, we should stay here. M50_p argued: I think that the most 

important thing is to respect our tradition, remember our cultural values, which 

have been passed on to us from our ancestors.  

The last but not least related issue brought up by the interviewees is the 

human aspect of citizenship. To w46_v, the citizen is but a human being. 

W26_lv also spoke about citizenship as ‘human attitude’.  

What is the ideal of the good Citizen that emerges from the above-

presented analysis of respondents’ understanding of citizenship? This collective 

ideal sheds light on the normative expectations of social activists. The good 

citizen is a person, who loves his/her country
524

 and participates in its public life. 

S/he feels attached to and responsible for one’s local community. The good 

citizen is well-informed, aware of his/her civic rights and duties. Most 

importantly, s/he is a self-reliant initiator and a solid worker. Although emphasis 

is laid on the local community as the locus of civic initiatives, the portrait of the 

citizen as depicted by the interviewees appears to be individualistic one
525

.  

At this point it would be relevant to introduce terminological clarity 

concerning the meaning of individualism implied here. The concept of 

‘individualism’ is usually contrasted with ‘communitarianism’ in the context of 

societal self-organisation
526

. Individualism has also been juxtaposed with 

                                                
524  Some respondents did not identify with Poland. For instance, w26_v – who is an 

environmental activist – strongly underlined this. 
525  Communitarianism makes sense mostly in local communities in which people know each other 

and have many things in common. 
526  See Chapter One where, following Sh. Avineri and A. De-Shalit’s 1992 Communitarianism 

and Individualism, I briefly describe the difference between the two. 
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authoritarianism
527

, collectivism
528

 and conservatism
529

. These terminological 

pairs individualism forms with other concepts naturally underline different facets 

of the meaning of the former of these terms. In the context of this research I find 

most useful the differentiation between individualism and authoritarianism and 

between individualism and communitarianism.  

To Marek Ziółkowski, Krzysztof Zagórski, and Jadwiga Koralewicz 

individualism is characterised by ‘self-confidence, a feeling of making 

something happen and a control over one’s life, self-reliance’
530

. Individualists 

are masters of their own fate. These authors argue that, by contrast, 

authoritarianism is related to a vision of the world ruled by forces out of the 

control or the influence of the human being. One of the alternative antipodes to 

individualism, communitarianism, views citizenship as a moral agency. 

Following Shlomo Avineri and Ayner De-Shalit, the communitarian-minded 

citizen is a person rooted in his/her community, dedicated to the values and 

adhering to the traditions shared by the other members of his/her community. 

As mentioned in this book on several previous occasions, Henryk  

Domański and Aleksandra Dukaczewska’s analyses of individualism are taken 

into account in the definitions of this phenomenon utilised in the book by 

Ziółkowski, Zagórski, and Koralewicz as well as in Koralewicz and Malewska-

Peyre’s study of prominent social activists. According to Domański and  

Dukaczewska, individualism likewise implies the following qualities: the go-

ahead attitude, optimism, and mobility
531

. They also argue that the conviction in 

one’s own worth breeds individualism. Indeed, although individualism does not 

necessarily entail commitment to pro-social activities, Domański and 

Dukaczewska found out that ‘the will to attain success via one’s own effort and 

the activity on behalf of other people do not exclude each other’
532

. 

Interestingly, their study did not uncover a relationship between individualism 

and participation in all types of grass-roots organisations. Nonetheless, on the 

                                                
527  M. Ziółkowski, K. Zagórski, and J. Koralewicz 2001 „Wybrane tendencje przemian 

świadomości społecznej” in E. Wnuk-Lipiński and M. Ziółkowski eds. Pierwsza dekada 
niepodle- 
głości. Próba socjologicznej syntezy, Warszawa, pp. 247–255. 

528  J. Koralewicz and H. Malewska-Peyre 1998 Człowiek człowiekowi człowiekiem, Warszawa, p. 90. 
529  See D. Łucka 2002 “Communitarian Concept of Civil Society: Between Liberalism and...?”  

in Polish Sociological Review nr 4 , p. 383. 
530  M. Ziółkowski, K. Zagórski, and J. Koralewicz 2001 op. cit., p. 248. 
531  H. Domański and A. Dukaczewska 1997 „Samodzielność i chęć polegania na sobie”  

in H. Domański and A. Rychard eds. Elementy nowego ładu, Warszawa, pp. 350–353. 
532  Ibid., p. 355. 
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basis of  

Domański and Dukaczewska’s analysis it can be safely argued that individu- 

alism is not inimical to institutionalised civic activity. The outcomes of the  

research I conducted are also congruent with this contention.  

It seems that the model of citizenship emerging out this research material 

is a mixture of the individualist, liberal with some of the aspects of the 

communitarian version of citizenship. Yet, it is the individualistic facets of 

citizenship that play dominant role in this intrinsic definition of citizenship. 

Indeed, it is the local community that is usually viewed as the locus of 

respondents’ activity and therefore the individual achieves ‘self-fulfillment 

within the good of a community’
533

. However, it is the individual initiative of 

social activists that signifies the distinctly civic character of this enterprise. 

Adherence to the (self-organisational) tradition of the particular locus of activity 

is – if it appears at all – only secondary of importance. According to social 

activists’ intrinsic understanding of citizenship, it is not so much a moral agency 

laden with a normative role, but a voluntarily assumed civic responsibility for 

oneself and one’s family as well as for the administrative, geographical or 

otherwise delineated unit one identifies with (whether it is one’s neighbourhood, 

city, country, nation, society, Europe or the world).  

Remarkably, none of the respondents referred to the Catholic aspects of 

citizenship, which are considered to represent an integral part of Pole’s self-

definition of citizenship. Joanna Kurczewska, among others, argued for the Pole-

cum-Catholic intrinsic definition of the ‘good citizen’
534

. The self-identification 

of social activists with the religion they profess indeed surfaced in their self-

concepts, though not in the research material concerning citizenship and 

analysed above. It appears that the Catholic aspects of citizenship are irrelevant 

to research participants’ intrinsic definition of the ideal Citizen. However, there 

is an alternative explanation for the absence of reference to Catholic values in 

the interviewees’ understanding of citizenship. Provided that Catholic ethics 

have become deeply ingrained in the society to an extent that people simply take 

them for granted, it is easy to imagine why social activists did not explicitly refer 

to moral principles originating with the Catholic church. The ideal of the good 

                                                
533  According to D. Łucka, whereas the liberal notion of the individual is based on ‘self-

fulfilment’, the communitarian version positions the individual’s self-fulfilment ‘within the 
good of a community’ (op. cit., p. 383). 

534  See Chapter Two for details of J. Kurczewska’s arguments on this topic. 
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citizen appears to be one devoid of any religious connotations or it impersonates 

Catholic ethics, without being aware of them.  

Another plausible interpretation of the ostensible lack of connection  

between the model of citizenship and religiosity can be found in Domański and 

Dukaczewska’s arguments concerning the relationship between individualism 

and religiosity. Since my respondents’ intrinsic definition of the Good Citizen is 

predominantly an individualistic one, these authors’ analysis is relevant to the 

issue discussed here. Namely, Domański and Dukaczewska persuasively 

contend that “Individualism need not entail lack of sensitivity to sacrum 

issues”
535

. Their insistence that it is ‘private’ rather than ‘outward’ religiosity 

that ‘harmonises’ with individualistic attitude can explain why people, including 

social activists I interviewed, do not necessarily voice their belief in or reliance 

on God when speaking about citizenship. Apparently, there are ‘pros’ as well as 

‘cons’ regarding the ‘Pole-cum-Catholic’ and the secular versions of citizenship 

that arguably characterise the ideal as well as the real citizen in Poland. Perhaps 

the only irrefutable contention that can be proposed in this context is that 

religiosity and commitment to pro-social activities do not clash or exclude each 

other. 

Another pertinent issue often addressed by scholars is the relationship  

between religiosity and democracy. This problem has been analysed by several 

scholars in Poland and it keeps recurring in this book as well
536

. Some believe 

religiosity has beneficial effect on civic, voluntaristic
537

 and philanthropic beha- 

viour, while others are more cautious about finding an inter-dependence between 

religiosity and these phenomena characterising the secular world. For example, 

Tadeusz Szawiel argued that ‘the religious factor is in contemporary Poland  

a political factor’
538

, yet the only fact he could establish with certainty is that 

religiosity divides people along their political preferences. This is quite an intuitive 

finding. More relevant to studies of citizens’ behaviour in democracies would be 

                                                
535  H. Domański and A. Dukaczewska op. cit., p. 352. 
536  The relationship between religiosity and democracy in general and Catholicism and democracy 

in particular is a complex issue the detailed analysis of which transcends the aims of this  
research. 

537  For a review on the literature on the relationship between faith/church-attendance and 

volunteering/charitable behaviour see P. Lukka, and M. Locke 2000 “Faith, voluntary action 
and  
social policy: a review of research” in Voluntary Action, Vol. 3/1, pp. 25–41. 

538  T. Szawiel 2001 „Interesy czy ideologia?” in M. Grabowska and T. Szawiel 2001 Budowanie 
demokracji: podziały społeczne, partie polityczne i społeczeństwo obywatelskie w 
postkomunistycznej Polsce, Warszawa, p. 277–278. 
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to see whether religiosity is (one of) the independent variable(s) having an effect 

on civic activism, voluntarism or philanthropy. Indeed, a CBOS survey conducted 

in 2000 uncovered that church-going in Poland is positively correlated with 

participation in social organisations
539

 and activity on behalf of one’s local 

community
540

. However, a 2003 CBOS study found out that ‘being a believer 

does not correspond to participation in religious practices’
541

. Furthermore, on the 

basis  

of respondents’ declarations, CBOS differentiated between two types of believers: 

54 per cent opted for the ‘believing and complying with the Catholic church’s 

guidance’ self-definition and 43 per cent defined themselves as ‘believing, but in 

their own way’.  

Clearly, then, it is difficult to establish what it exactly means to be religious 

to all Poles who consider themselves believers. Likewise dissimilar are scholars’ 

understandings of civic activity. For example, as I wrote in Chapter Three, 

Andrzej Rychard among others views economic activity as an attribute of civic 

one
542

. Indeed, if one thinks of religiosity in terms of church-attendance and if 

active participation in public life is limited to voting in elections, one may find 

some empirical support for the relationship between the former and the latter.  

Apparently, the relationship between civic activism and religiosity has not been 

well-documented and more research needs to be done in order to understand 

whether and in what way one of these has an effect on the other. As mentioned 

above, the current research has not uncovered any reported relationship between 

social activists’ religiosity and their active pro-social behaviour. Religiosity 

mattered more for respondents’ self-definitions, which fact corroborates the thesis 

about the private character of people’s religious beliefs. 

The analysis of social activists’ intrinsic definitions of citizenship also 

provides counter-arguments – or, at least, an alternative view – to Hanna Bojar’s 

                                                
539  The list of organisations included – but was not limited to – NGOs, sports clubs, hobby circles, 

trade unions, tourists’ clubs, political parties, religious organisations, and so on. 
540  CBOS 2000 Społeczeństwo obywatelskie? Między aktywnością społeczną a biernością, 

Warszawa. 
541  CBOS 2003 Polacy i nauczanie Jana Pawła II in „Kochamy, nie słuchamy”, Gazeta 

Wyborcza, 16.X. 
542  See A. Rychard 1998 “The Vanishing Legacy of Communist and Solidarity Types of 

Participation in Poland” in D. Rueschemeyer, M. Rueschemeyer and B. Wittrock eds. 
Participation and Democracy East and West: Comparisons and Interpretations, New York. 
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contention regarding the ‘corporate model of citizenship’
543

 allegedly 

characterising Polish society. After considering the sources of the weakness of the 

democratic ethos in Poland, Bojar explains why the model of civil society, which 

historically emerged in Poland, is one focused on moral prerogatives and 

collectivist orientations rather than on individualism and pluralism based on 

tolerance. She concludes that whereas in communist times there was one model of 

societal self-organisation, currently there are many models, albeit such excluding 

each-other. Indeed, Bojar’s analysis concerns the whole society rather than the 

group of active citizens involved in public benefit organisations. However, the 

understanding of citizenship provided by social activists I interviewed is in 

contrast with the one presumably characterising the society as a whole.  

On the basis of this research there are no empirical grounds for arguing that 

respondents’ opinions are ‘representative’ of the society or of all social activists in 

Poland. Nevertheless, it seems that the weakness of the democratic ethos analysed 

by Hanna Bojar is, firstly, not characteristic of the society as a whole and,  

secondly, is perhaps temporary. Furthermore, the declarations of those who are 

active are not in tune with Bojar’s argument concerning the prevalence of 

‘exclusive’ (or cliquish) groups in Poland. Although respondents were of the 

opinion that the rest of the society and grant-givers are not supporting or 

understanding them, social activists themselves did not demonstrate the clannish 

inclinations Bojar ascribed to the predominant model of self-organisation. The 

democratic ethos in Poland is undoubtedly in the process of transformation from 

what Bojar called the (now) dysfunctional community-like model of group 

integration to one based on increasingly more pluralist, individualist association-

like model of societal self-organisation. Of course, one has to keep in mind that 

‘pure’ community-like and association-like patterns hardly exist in reality. It is the 

predominance of one of these organising principles that is implied in the above 

argument.  

Perhaps the differences between the currently discussed research and  

Bojar’s analysis also stem from the dissimilar approaches utilised in these two 

studies. The outcomes of the current research, however, are consistent with 

Marek Ziółkowski, Krzysztof Zagórski and Jadwiga Koralewicz’s examination 

of the social consciousness and collective mentality of Poles
544

. These authors 

                                                
543  H. Bojar 2002 „O źródłach słabości etosu demokratycznego w Polsce” in E. Mokrzycki,  

A. Rychard and A. Zybertowicz eds. Utracona dynamika? O niedojrzałości polskiej 
demokracji, Warszawa, p. 99. 

544  M. Ziółkowski, K. Zagórski and J. Koralewicz 2001 op. cit. 
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distinguished between three dimensions of the mentality of Poles in 1998. The 

interviewees’ intrinsic definitions of citizenship correspond to the ‘political 

culture of the participant’ mentality type described by Ziółkowski, Zagórski and 

Koralewicz
545

.  

Furthermore, social activists who took part in this research represent the 

counter-tendency to the endemic presence of the negative identity both on the 

collective and individual level. This negative identity is characterised by, first of 

all, discontent of being a Pole (which fact does not clash with Poles’ patriotism), 

but also by ‘weakly stressed trait of creative, productive attitude towards reality 

or the aspiration to achieving a goal by a long-lasting, individual effort’
546

. As 

the research evidence discussed so far suggests, social activists represent exactly 

this creative
547

, individualistic attitude to reality. Furthermore, social activists 

are able to handle a difficult situation (because they are trying to solve it by 

founding an NGO, for example), which fact provides additional evidence to the 

argument that they are not characterised by the authoritarian vision of the world, 

which is argued to plague the majority of their compatriots.  

Ziółkowski, Zagórski and Koralewicz distinguished between the 

individualism based on ‘autonomy, competence, optimism, cognitive openness, 

and one’s own enterprise’
548

 and individualism connected with ‘distrust and the 

sense of necessity of fighting for one’s good in the face of threatening reality’
549

. 

It seems that both forms of individualism identified by Ziółkowski, Zagórski and 

Koralewicz are to be found among social activists I interviewed, although the 

latter kind characterises those respondents who established NGOs of the self-

help group type. This last observation is in tune with Domański and 

Dukaczewska’s finding that individualistic attitude does not characterise 

participants in self-help associations
550

. The type of individualism social 

activists I interviewed embody is what Alexis de Tocqueville called 

                                                
545  For a succinct description of the mentality types identified by Ziółkowski, Zagórski and 

Koralewicz see ibid., pp. 245–246. 
546  Ibid., p. 247. 
547  I wrote about the potential of the creative personality for overcoming the adverse effects  

of radical social change in “The Creative Personality – Catalyst for Alleviating the Traumatic 
Sequence in Poland” 2000 Polish Sociological Review, nr 4, pp. 461–472. 

548  Following H. Domański and A. Dukaczewska 1994. 
549  M. Ziółkowski, K. Zagórski and J. Koralewicz op. cit., pp. 253–254. 
550  H. Domański and A. Dukaczewska 1997 „Samodzielność i chęć polegania na sobie”, p. 355. 
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‘enlightened’ individualism
551

. Enlightened individualists are such who take into 

account the interest of others. 

It is important to note that whereas research participants did not experience 

problems in explaining how they interpret citizenship, they encountered certain 

difficulties when it came to verbalising their understanding of civil society. Their 

predicament was quite predictable, having in mind that the rhetoric of civil society 

is more familiar to the analysts of this phenomenon rather than to its rank-and-file 

practitioners. Nevertheless, some of the social activists I interviewees were quite 

well-versed in the civil society discourse. Those, who did venture a definition of 

civil society again underlined its liberal version and voiced the subsidiarity 

principle in their statements.  

Respondents underscored two most important – in their opinion – aspects 

of civil society. M27_lp, w33_lp, w46_v, w31_p and w27_v defined civil so- 

ciety in terms of the pivotal role of active citizenry in initiating enterprises of 

common interest, whereas other research participants claimed that civil society is 

a society in which the individual citizen is able to take part in and exert influence 

on the decision-making processes in his/her country. Indeed, the communitarian 

facets of civil society were also mentioned by some respondents, who argued 

that in civil society people join their efforts to help each other. The subsidiarity 

principle was rather unfamiliar term to my respondents, although some brought 

it up spontaneously and were able to give an accurate definition of it. 

After ascertaining that respondents have an idea of the concept of civil so- 

ciety, I asked them whether they regard their involvement in public benefit 

organisations as related to the building of civil society. Only two interviewees said 

they do not find any relationship between their activity and civil society, because 

they considered their engagement in an NGO as something belonging to their 

private lives. M26_p admitted his participation is related to the building of civil 

society, yet this is a side-effect. The rest of respondents believed their active 

participation in an NGO is related to civil society and they pointed out several 

factors, which testify to this relationship. This contribution depended on the field 

of activity of the organisation. Thus, w19_v was convinced she is contributing to 

civil society by integrating physically disabled and mentally retarded people to the 

society. W22_v thought that her NGO is bringing about to the development of 

civil society by mobilising and sensitising people to issues they were unaware 

                                                
551  De Tocueville in R. Putnam, 1993 Making democracy work. Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, 

New Jersey, p. 88. 
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about. W54_v reported she is fighting for justice and equal rights, while m43_v 

hoped his organisation forms bonds among people and teaches them sensitivity to 

other people’s problems. W26_lv explained: We lay emphasis primarily on 

dialogue-building. Civil society is to a great extent based on the clash of different 

opinions. Besides, we learn democracy by implementing its principles. In our 

association we first vote and then act, which is our small contribution to the 

building of civil society. We learn how to discuss things.  

These declarations show that (at least some) social activists are aware of 

the wider effects of their activity. It is only natural that their primary aim need 

not be that far-flung as the building of civil society in their country. Civil society 

as an ideal might provide a direction for their activities. However, the social 

activists I interviewed are more concentrated on the concrete issues and the 

beneficiaries they are dealing with. This argument is in tune with the indivi- 

dualist version of active citizenry analysed above. The (unintended) effects  

of their activity can contribute to the building of civil society.  

Yet, it seems grass-roots organisations are largely at an early, 

unselfconscious stage. I do not wish to overlook the immense progress achieved 

in branch and within-Third-sector initiatives (like the FIP: Forum of Non-

governmental Initiatives) or the emergence of regional and central infrastructure 

NGOs. The co-operation among NGOs is surely a sign of the maturation and 

institutionalisation of the Third sector. Yet, as argued above, the consolidation of 

the Third sector is still in future tense for NGOs in Poland.  

I will return to the issue of the contribution of NGOs and the people  

engaged in them to the building of civil society in Poland in the Conclusion of this 

book. Here I would simply like to highlight several important observations. 

Firstly, on the basis of social activists’ intrinsic understandings of active citi- 

zenship and civil society, it is possible to argue that the individualist model of 

institutionalised civic initiatives in Poland seems to have predominance over  

organisations of communitarian or collectivist origin.  

Although some NGOs of the public benefit type are set up by other  

organisations or local self-governments (rather than by a physical person), they 

nevertheless represent a grass-roots, not imposed from above, effort to solve 

local problems. It is not necessarily one-person initiative that is the instigating 

factor for the establishment of an organisation. However, if it is several people 

who come together and decide to set up an NGO, they do not act as members of 

the community they live in or identify with, but as autonomous individuals who 

wish to tackle a particular problem or enhance the common good.  
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This is not to imply that social activists feel no civic duty to the community 

they identify with. On the contrary, as their intrinsic definitions of citizenship 

indicated, respondents did think in terms of their belonging to certain 

communities. The point is that social activists involved in NGOs in Poland appear 

to have assumed the ‘doing for’ – rather than the ‘doing with’ – approach to their 

members and beneficiaries. The ‘doing for’ approach, it should be reminded, 

characterised the 19
th
 century intelligentsia ethos

552
. At the same time, Joanna 

Kurczewska  

attributed the adherence to freedom, individualism and self-reliance to the post-

1980, ‘modified’ ethos of the intelligentsia
553

. Even though the intelligentsia was 

not the exclusive object of this empirical research, the characteristics ascribed to 

the intelligentsia proper surfaced in the respondents’ statements regarding active 

citizenship. Hence, although representatives of the intelligentsia are not the only 

group peopling public benefit organisations, the values traditionally associated 

with the intelligentsia are still relevant for pro-social activism
554

. Besides, as it 

was argued in Chapter Two, the ‘doing with’ attitude to addressing problems is 

one characterising the communitarian version of societal self-organisation. This 

observation coupled with the aforementioned individualistic nature of the ethos 

attri- 

buted to the post-1980 intelligentsia further endorses the hypothesis of the  

predominantly individualist nature of grass-roots initiatives in Poland.  

At the same time, this empirical finding corroborates the relevance of 

supply-side economic theories
555

, which highlight the role ideologically motivated 

individuals, or social entrepreneurs play in setting up non-profit organisations. 

Perhaps institutionalised civic initiatives in Poland are still about to undergo 

(further) transformations and start approaching the ‘doing with’, or the 

communitarian, attitude to solving social problems. At the present moment, public 

benefit organisations in Poland fulfil the function of ‘animators’, originators, 

enlighteners, and first-line soldiers.  

Otherwise put, NGOs animate public life. They are sometimes the first to 

create an initiative, which would address a problem or issue, which haven not 

                                                
552  See Chapter Three for an overview of the intelligentsia’s ethos. 
553  J. Kurczewska 1998 „Inteligencja” in Encyklopedia Socjologii, Warszawa, p. 343. 
554  I will deal in more detail with the relationship between the intelligentsia and social activists in 

the Conclusion. 
555  See Chapter Two and Chapter Five for details about supply-side and demand-side economic 

theories. 
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been approached so far. NGOs act as enlighteners in two senses: firstly, they 

bring knowledge and understanding to the public, and secondly, by doing so 

they supposedly contribute to the spread of tolerance and acceptance of 

‘otherness’ in all its forms (different life-styles, outlooks, life-philosophies, 

ideologies, sexual orientations, mental capacities, physical aptitude, and so on 

and so forth). And last but not least, NGOs act as first-line soldiers in the sense 

that they are often the first to throw light on ‘new’ problems like homelessness, 

child abuse, women’s issues, ecology and so on
556

. 

Before continuing with the implications of this research for the 

development of civil society in Poland, I need to proceed with the final set of 

issues, which should be taken into account before reaching any conclusions 

regarding the typology of social activists, who participated in the current study. 

This set of issues refers to respondents’ self-concept. 

 

 

6.4.  Self-concepts 

 

The notion of self-concept was briefly reviewed in Chapter Three
557

. Here 

it suffices to repeat that the self-concept refers to the individual’s perception of 

what s/he could be(come). The self-concept can be empirically measured by 

looking at two of its components. Morris Rosenberg distinguished between the 

extant self (the individual’s picture of what s/he is like) and the desired self 

(what the individual would like to be like)
558

. The social activists’ extant selves 

correspond to their self-definitions (‘I am ...’). Their desired selves can be 

revealed by their choices of role models
559

 and the values social activists 

cherish.  

Thus, I asked my respondents to answer the question ‘Who am I?’ in order 

to see how they perceive of themselves. The majority of respondents simply  

replied ‘I am a human being’, although some were more eloquent and expounded 

on the notion of being a human being. Thus, w44_lp said she is a worthy human 

being and w61_lv thought of herself a normal person, not doing anything 

                                                
556  This function of NGOs in Poland was mentioned by E. Leś (1994) and reviewed in Chapter 

Two. 
557  I am not going to deal here with related concepts, like ‘identity’. The self-concept appears to 

be the most suitable heuristic devise for studying the phenomena I am interested in. 
558  M. Rosenberg 1979 Conceiving the Self, New York. 
559  A person who may be taken as an example to be copied. 
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extraordinary [in this NGO]. W32_p said: I am a wandering person, always on 

the look for something new, for new ideas and opportunities. I try to be open-

minded. M27_p admitted: I am a person, who is erring, making a lot of mistakes 

and all the time trying to undo them. M37_lp whose NGOs helps people in ‘crisis 

situation’ acknowledged: I am a guy like any other. I too have my problems just 

like those people who come here [for advice or help]. I am not perfect.  

Interestingly, several respondents referred to themselves in terms of their 

function in the NGO they have joined or founded. Thus, w58_v, who is taking 

care of elderly people, said she is a person who loves people, m_50p: a self-

governmental activist, w37_lp: an initiator, m43_v: a helper, w31_p: a feminist. 

Other interviewees also mentioned their role in the NGO they are involved, but 

part of them additionally opted for describing themselves in terms of the priority 

they ascribe to the different aspects of their self-identity. Thus m27_lp said: I am 

a Christian, a father, a teacher and an NGO activist. M64_lv enumerated:  

A human being, a Pole, a social activist. M35_p’s prioritised his self-concept in 

the following way: A teacher, a sociologist, a Pole and a man. M24_p  

explained: I am a native of the lower Carpathians, a Pole, a European and  

a citizen of the world. M21_v told me: Most of all, I consider myself citizen  

of the Republic of Poland fully conscious of my rights and obligations. Next,  

I feel European.  

Hence, social activists I interviewed generally responded in three distinct 

ways when trying to present their self-definitions. Some simply underlined that 

they are human beings. The second group comprises of respondents, who 

apparently identified themselves with the function they fill in their public benefit 

organisation. The third group of research participants underscored several of the 

social roles they assume in their private, professional and public lives. Thus, on 

the basis of this differentiation it is possible to distinguish between three types of 

self-definitions (or extant selves): private, activist and public.  

Each of these types is telling of the way social activists view their role in 

the social processes they take part in. First and foremost, research participants 

think of themselves as human beings. They often do not perceive themselves as 

exceptional persons, who exceed other people in some respect. On the contrary, 

some interviewees were critical of themselves. I called the first type of self-

definition ‘private’, because it underlines the ‘private personality’ of the 

respondent. The second group of research participants viewed themselves in 

terms  

of their attitude to the activity of the NGO they are involved in. This type of self-
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conceptualisation is betwixt and between. The social activist is still the private 

person, albeit his/her perspective is moved on to another object, not on 

him/herself. The third type of self-conceptualisation is the most inclusive. The 

‘public’ self-definition can embrace the previous two types of approaches and 

add one or several more dimensions to them. However, in this case one of the 

self-definitions does not exclude the other(s). Social activists characterised by 

public self-definition think of themselves in terms of their origins, family roles, 

vocation, religious denomination, citizenship. Although interviewees did present 

these self-identifications according to the importance they attached to each of 

them, they did not resign from any of these. Their self-definitions are most 

complex and are indicative of the various interests of these social activists.  

In order to have the complete picture of social activists’ self-concepts, 

their self-definitions need to be complemented by the analysis of their opinions 

regarding the desired states of affairs. Before proceeding with the analysis of the 

research material, I would like to highlight the difference between ‘role models’ 

and ‘reference individuals’. As Robert Merton succinctly put it, it is a matter of 

‘full or partial identification’ that separates the reference individual from the role 

model
560

. Thus, someone ‘who identifies himself with a reference individual will 

seek to approximate the behavior and values of that individual in his several 

roles’, whereas the concept of role model is ‘more restricted in scope, denoting  

a more limited identification with an individual in only one or a selected few  

of his roles’
561

. Clearly, in the case of social activists’ desired selves, it is role 

model(s) that provide the feature or the set of features the interviewee might 

wish to emulate. Indeed, role models may evolve into reference individuals. 

However, the current research can only uncover who were the role models of 

social activists in that particular moment of their lives.  

All people – not only social activists – usually have role models and  

values they consider most important in life. Not surprisingly, a typical choice of 

role model for social activists was the late Pope John Paul II. However, my 

respondents were aware that the late Pope was very popular among their 

compatriots, so some of the interviewees wished to distinguish themselves from 

all those who admired John Paul II because he was Polish (w67_v), because he 

was a Pope (m27_lp) or because it was socially desirable to express one’s 

approval of him (m55_p). 

                                                
560  R.K. Merton 1957 Social Theory and Social Structure, Illinois, p. 303. 
561  Ibid., p. 303–304. 
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To social activists, John Paul II was self-educated (w54_lv1), modest 

(w41_v) and multi-talented person as well as great humanitarian (w75_lv).  

Research participants looked up to John Paul II because of his outstanding 

personality and close contact with the other human beings (w43_p), his 

reliability and consistency (w33_lp), his attitude to and philosophy of the world 

(w32_p), his diligence and persistency (m27_lp), his extraordinary belief 

(w54_lv2).  

According to social activists, John Paul II was sincere and taught how to live by 

loving (m21_v), he was fostering the highest values (m50_p) and was telling the 

truth (m35_lp). These examples indicate not only how multifaceted was the 

personality of John Paul II in the opinions of social activists who took part in my 

research, but also how different and complex the reasons a person is respected 

for can be.  

What seem to unite all the statements regarding John Paul II as a role model 

is the sincere admiration social activists expressed for his purely human traits. 

That is, interviewees appeared to appreciate the late Pope for being compassionate 

and close to ordinary people and their problems in spite of the fact that he was 

unquestionably one of the most popular public figures in the world. Moreover, 

John Paul II was voicing values, which were not in pace with the contemporary 

increasingly individualised life-style, where temporary values such as youth, 

appearance and success are dominating the popular culture and the mass media. 

Social activists looked up to John Paul II also because he was an example of the 

self-made man, who thanks to his inner qualities – rather than utilising other 

means – achieved thus high position in an institution, which unites millions of 

believers and hundreds of thousands of clergymen. In a word, research participants 

respected the late Pope for his unaffected naturalness combined with greatness of 

the mind and soul. The example of John Paul II demonstrates that one can be 

Somebody and a public figure while representing values, which – while eternal – 

are neither easy to follow nor trendy to cherish
562

.  

Besides the late Pope, some other public figures, which at the same time 

happen to be unanimously accepted as social activists, were mentioned by  

research participants who spoke about their role models. Mother Theresa from 

Calcutta was referred to by several interviewees. M21_v admired her for her 

                                                
562  This last argument is corroborated by the outcomes of a 2003 CBOS survey, which highlighted 

the fact that although the late Pope was universally liked, his advices were considered difficult 
to follow, especially by respondents with higher education and from the higher social strata 
(see CBOS 2003 op. cit.). 
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voluntarism. W46_v, who is an AIDS volunteer, said: I like Mother Theresa for 

her maxim, which she put into practice while helping the needy. She said: Poor 

people do not need our compassion, but to let them become part of our lives. 

W41_v, who helps disabled and retarded people, looked up to Mother Theresa 

for her care for the other human being and devotion of her life to her fellow-

persons. This respondent also mentioned Marek Kotański and ‘all these people, 

who are willing to do something for the other human being’. Jacek Kuroń was 

likewise referred to by several interviewees, who praised him because he was  

a social activist (m27_p), embodied humanitarian attitude and was able to  

forgive (to his adversaries) the past (w67_v), but also because he dedicated his 

life to putting his ideas into practice (w26_lv). 

Ghandi is another popular figure esteemed by respondents for his 

‘disinterested goodness’ (m43_v) and the ethics he represents, i.e. struggle 

without violence (m27_lp). W58_v thought high of heroic personalities like 

Janusz Korczak
563

, while other respondents valued ordinary people, like their 

parents  

or friends. W54_lv2, who founded an NGO in order to help women improve 

their chances on the labour market, said she admired educated people, but also 

people like Bogusław Kaczyński
564

. Here is how she justified her choice: He has 

a divine inspiration for what he is doing and he made a vocation out of his 

passion. He achieved this step by step.  

Social activists I interviewed have a high opinion of people, who are able 

to live in accordance with their values even when it is dangerous for them or 

unpopular to behave in such a way. This intrinsic definition echoes the most 

essential feature of the ethos-bearer, described in Chapter Three. M35_p said: 

For me role models were people, who during communist times lived according 

to their principles, who did not break down and went to live in Western 

countries, but stayed here and were able to say ‘no’ when everybody else was 

saying ‘yes’. These were people, who were able to preserve their values. 

W61_lv2 explained: Professor X was voicing opinions even when these were 

iconoclastic, and he is doing this by now. The point is not to speak up one’s 

                                                
563  Janusz Korczak (Henryk Goldsmith) was a ‘brilliant pedagogue, writer and doctor’. For almost 

thirty years he was the head of the Orphans Aid Society for Jewish orphans in Warsaw. In 
1942 the children and their caretaker were transported to the Treblinka death camp. (Jan 
Jagielski 2002 Jewish Sites in Warsaw, Warsaw: The City of Warsaw, pp. 48–49). 

564  Contemporary music journalist who popularised opera music in Poland. 
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views when one is free to do so. What counts is to say what one thinks while 

being aware that this won’t entail advance in one’s academic career. 

Being open-hearted and open-minded to other people and their problems 

is another recurring theme in the interviews I analysed. M27_p looks up to Józef 

Tischner, who was able to listen to other people and was open to them. One of 

m27_lp’s role models is his professor, who was treating his students as friends. 

Similarly, w61_lv1 admired Professor Z for his enormous knowledge coupled 

with unaffected and amiable attitude to (autistic) children.  

However, not all social activists have their role models. Nonetheless, 

every person has ideas about what s/he values in other people, which by 

extension also means what inborn or acquired qualities one would be willing to 

possess. For example, w24_v admitted she has no constant role model, though 

she looks up to women, who have achieved professional success, yet remain 

modest and behave like ordinary people. W37_lp said she admires people who 

try to achieve something more. Several other interviewees declared they think 

high of educated people. 

On the basis of respondents’ statements regarding their role models it is 

possible to infer that social activists admire people who do what they can to live 

according to the values they cherish, thus developing themselves and their 

potentials, while contributing to welfare of some group of people or to the 

common good. These are human beings who transcend the usual achievements 

of other ordinary people, yet remain modest and accessible to their fellow-

persons.  

Respondents’ role models are people who have not been ‘spoiled’ by their 

popularity. For these role models, becoming Somebody was not an aim in itself. 

Even when they became prominent, they did not forsake their interests, passions,  

responsibilities. My respondents’ role models are people, who embody their 

ideals for personal accomplishment, recognition and public utility.  

Social activists’ role models are people who chose their vocation not ne- 

cessarily because it would help them achieve some desired life standard or social 

position, but because it could allow them to remain true to their ideas and 

themselves. As argued above, several of interviewees’ role models are ethos-

bearers. These role models were not necessarily members of ethos groups, 

although they may have been the initiators of common activities. Rather, they 

are individuals, who are original thinkers and actors. It should be mentioned that 

my inter-viewees are not idealists unaware of what sells in life. However, as 

m24_p accurately observed, whereas he is impressed by certain qualities, these 
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are not necessarily the ones he would like to possess: I am astounded by 

officious, pushy and insolent people, yet I myself wouldn’t like to be such person. 

These are qualities that attract attention and help being successful in the world 

nowadays. I respect people who are very well educated and are able to discuss 

different issues. I also value the ability to talk with people while respecting one’s 

interlocutor regardless of whom s/he is (m24_p). 

Having discussed so far respondents’ self-definitions and role models,  

I will now turn to presenting the analysis of their answers to the question ‘In 

your opinion, what is most important in life?’. What is it social activists value 

most? Interviewees’ most characteristic replies to this question were: honesty, 

tolerance, responsibility, love and truthfulness. Being useful, contributing to the 

wellbeing of the world and leaving a trace behind were considered critical tests 

for one’s success in implementing one’s ultimate values. Living in accordance 

with one’s consciousness and being true to oneself represented the highest moral 

principles for some respondents (w24_v, w22_v, m21_v, w58_lv1, w27_v, 

m43_v and w19_v).  

Diligence, competence and creativity also matter to social activists. 

Developing one’s potentials, but also helping other people are both values che- 

rished by respondents. Altruism, empathy, humanitarianism and belief in people 

were likewise mentioned by other interviewees. Humility, calmness and balance 

are important for some, while freedom and dignity count for others. Open-

mindedness and curiosity for the world can likewise be the leitmotifs of social 

activists. Some interviewees aspire after worldly wisdom, while others simply 

crave to have friends and to be loved. Whereas several research participants 

admitted it is their families that are most important in their lives, other social 

activists referred to maxims of universal value. M27_lp mentioned the following 

three virtues: love, belief and hope, w26_lv spoke about liberte, egalite, 

fraternite, and m64_lv’s reported values are God, honour, and fatherland. 

The ultimate values social activists appear to cherish are ones encompas- 

sing a wide variety of moral principles. In this only seemingly discordant 

collective depiction of their values there is an inner logic, which makes possible 

the combination of disparate ideals that look as if they are incompatible in some 

cases. Thus, being true to oneself need not clash with being useful to the wider 

community or leaving a trace behind, when one has internalised the norm or 

value of working for the benefit of others. This combination of values echoes the 

positivist intelligentsia ethos in Poland. The emphasis on cultural and humanistic 

values exhibited by the interviewees is likewise reminiscent of the intelligentsia 
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ethos. The relevance of the ethos of the intelligentsia for social activists’ 

intrinsic definitions of the good Citizen as well as for respondents’ self-concepts 

is indicative of the conscious attempt on behalf of interviewees to become good 

citizens themselves.  

Nevertheless, the combination of moral principles identified by social acti- 

vists transcends the scope of the traditional positivist ethics of the intelligentsia 

proper. Timeless and modern ideals merge to form a compound irreducible to 

simpler combinations. Freedom is tempered by love, humility mingles with curio- 

sity, responsibility goes hand in hand with the desire to be loved, developing one’s 

potentials does not clash with helping other people, open-mindedness does not 

exclude the belief in God. Social activists’ moral principles are focused both on 

themselves and on others. They set high standards to themselves and 

concomitantly wish that the surrounding world would conform to these standards, 

too.  

The desired selves of social activists emerge as, naturally, highly idealistic 

and normative ones. However, this is the nature of people’s aspirations: these are 

idealistic and they have to be normative. Respondents’ desired selves share se- 

veral common features. Social activists would like to be like Origins, not like 

Pawns
565

. This differentiation between Origins’ and Pawns’ attitude is reflected 

in Domański and Dukaczewska’s argument that the former of these ‘syndromes’ 

characterises individualists, whereas the latter one is typical of the antipodal to 

individualism disposition
566

. Hence, my respondents’ desired selves can be said 

to epitomise their intrinsic definition of citizenship, which – as argued above – is 

an individualistic one. Moreover, they would prefer to be like these Origins 

whose goals in life are both benefiting the larger public and achieving their own 

self-actualisation. Social activists admire people who would even risk their own 

security and comfort for their fellow human beings. Most of all, interviewees 

look up to role models who embody the values, which are most important for 

them. Being open-minded, responsible, sensitive, compassionate, involved, 

open-hearted, enlightened, diligent, believing and loving self-made persons: 

these are but several of the traits the collective desired self possesses.  

                                                
565  In Chapter Three I mentioned this typology from de Charme (Handy 1999: 56). An Origin is 

‘master of his/her own fate. Origins feel that what they are doing is the result of their own free 
choice’. A Pawn is ‘a person who feels that someone or something is in control of his or her 
fate’ (Ibid.). 

566  H. Domański and A. Dukaczewska 1997 op. cit., p. 337. 
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The collective desired self of social activists appears to be highly compat-

ible with their extant selves (private, activist, and public). Thus, the self-concept  

of social activist possesses several, not necessarily mutually exclusive character- 

ristics. Their self-concepts are founded on their humanity but also on their wish to 

do something in life the outcomes of which would be palpable. Thus, social acti- 

vists remain their private persons, while stepping forward and taking on roles, 

which are sometimes novel, challenging or difficult for them, yet which could 

allow them to develop themselves as well as lend a helping hand to other people. 

Indeed, adverse circumstances or chance are sometimes the occasion – though  

not necessarily the reason – for their involvement. It is their conscious choice  

to initiate or join an initiative, which would tackle the particular problem they are 

interested in. 

The participation in public benefit organisations has the potential to be 

conducive to the enhancement of social activists’ self-concepts. In some cases, 

this involvement is instrumental in the reformulation of the activists’ ego-ideals. 

In other instances, it simply reinforces their self-concepts. We do not know 

whether social activists live up to their ideals. However, there is evidence they 

try to do something in this respect. Indeed, one need not take part in NGOs  

in order to actualise one’s self-concept. One can become a teacher, a priest,  

a sportsman, a taxidermist, a businesswoman, an artist or an actor instead. What 

more, one can fulfil several different roles at a time, which is usually the case. 

One can be a practising judge and a volunteer giving professional advice to 

battered women at the same time. However, s/he needs to be an Origin rather 

than  

a Pawn in order to try to steer his/her own fate.  

Given that one need not join the Third sector in order to enhance or  

reformulate one’s self-concept, what makes some people opt for becoming  

involved in an NGO? The discussion of social activists’ role models and moral 

principles provides an answer to this question. Work in the Third sector allows 

them to be(come) Somebody while being true to oneself. In this context Vaclav 

Havel’s ‘living in truth’ maxim comes to mind. Being social activists provides 

opportunities for achieving both personal accomplishment and public utility. 

Naturally, this combination of benefits is consequential for social activists’ 

vocational choices if it is valued highly by them.  

However, even if social activists emerge as exceptional, or at least 

different from the rest of people, there is diversity within the corps of active 

citizens as well. It is time to present the typology of social activists, thus 
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distinguishing between the individual cases in this so far collective, cross-case 

analysis of respondents’ life histories, motivations and self-concepts. While 

the collective portrait of social activists provides the perspective of what the 

interviewees have in common, their typology will highlight the differences 

between them. 

 

 

6.5.  The typology of social activists 

 

In the Introduction and Chapter Three of this book I have presented the 

methodological background for typologising multiple cases in the social sciences. 

In Chapter Three I have also discussed several examples of existing taxonomies 

and in Chapter Five I have depicted my typology of social activists’ motivations. 

However, as mentioned in the Introduction, whereas the taxonomy of motivations 

was constructed on the basis of cross-case analysis of the research material, the 

typology of social activists was produced by applying the case study technique. 

Although some analysts have used the typologising method simply for ordering or 

classifying the studied phenomena, it is possible to devise a taxonomy embodying 

a theory. The current research aims at coming up with such a typology, which 

would involve a hypothesis of the implications of the types of social activists for 

the development of civil society in Poland.  

Before presenting the analyst-constructed taxonomy, I would like to 

briefly review the social activists’ indigenous typologies. Indigenous typologies 

are firsthand classifications devised by the people studied
567

. Throughout the last 

three chapters I have referred to respondents’ opinions about the Third sector 

and the people involved in it. Here I will summarise these indigenous typologies 

and add some that have not been referred to so far in this book.  

The most detailed and entertaining indigenous typology is the one given 

by m27_p and quoted in the previous chapter. M27_p’s work is connected with 

daily interactions with people involved in NGOs in Poland. He argued that the 

Third sector is like a melting pot and enumerated different types of people, who 

in his opinion are attracted to work in this sector: career-makers, good-for-

nothings, idealists, frustrated activists. M26_p is an environmental activist and, 

in his view, work in an NGO is appropriate for a specific group of people, while 

                                                
567  For a detailed discussion of ‘indigenous typologies’ see M.Q. Patton 1990 Qualitative 

Evaluation and Research Methods, New Bury Park, pp. 393–397. 
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the environmental movement is attracting people who value their individuality, 

freedom and creativity. M21_v, who in spite of his young age has impressive 

experience with volunteering, maintained that in the Third sector in Poland, just 

like everywhere else, there are different kinds of people: people one can co-

operate with and reach a compromise as well as such who are limited and 

inflexible. W33_lp was the respondent, whose classification appears to be the 

most disillusioned one. She founded an NGO for children with the Down’s 

syndrome and their families. She distinguished between social activists and 

volunteers, on the one hand, and people who work on a daily basis in the 

organisation, on the other. She said: Social activism conjures up association with 

perhaps marvellous activity, yet one which is spontaneous and occasional, 

whereas here we simply do our job. Social activism aims at showing oneself, 

identifying the problem rather than solving it.  

The dissimilar experience and the different perspectives of respondents 

whose opinions I just presented can explain their indigenous typologising of 

people involved in the Third sector. Research participants did not try to present 

a rosy picture of the NGO activists’ corps. On the contrary, they were often 

critical about the cohort of people involved in NGOs. At the same time, as it 

was demonstrated in the previous chapters, some respondents claimed they 

joined and stayed in the organisations precisely because of the people who are 

engaged there. For example, according to m31_p, people in NGOs are 

unusually interesting, bright, fabulous, open-minded
 
and great. Apparently, 

the categories of people distinguished by the interviewees are to be found in 

the Third sector. The analyst-constructed taxonomies of Third sector activists 

(presented in Chapter Three) likewise include a wide range of types of 

involvement in NGOs in Poland.  

My research, however, has not identified all the sorts of personalities  

(or motivational types) singled out by indigenous and analyst-constructed taxo- 

nomies. This seems natural having in mind that the existing taxonomies 

themselves do not overlap, both partially and entirely. Dennis Young’s typology 

of nonprofit entrepreneurs is not identical with William Markham, Jana Walters 

and Charles Bonjeau’s taxonomy of leaders of volunteer organisations or with 

John Holland’s vocational typology, nor is it overlapping with Piotr Gliński’s 

classification of NGO activists in Poland
568

. Different authors have analysed 

                                                
568  All these were presented in Chapter Three. 
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dissimilar groups of people, which entails the disparities evident in the 

typologies they came up with. The current research will throw light on the types 

of involvement in public benefit organisations in contemporary Poland. 

The typology of social activists I came up with is not a typology of their 

personalities only, although respondents’ involvement in NGOs is understood as 

an indication of their personalities. Before explaining what this typology is, it 

would be relevant to introduce terminological clarity concerning the meaning of 

the concept of ‘personality’. The study of personality traditionally falls within 

the domain of personality psychology. Just like other widely-used terms, perso- 

nality has been conceptualised and measured in different ways by psychologists 

and social scientists alike, although the latter are generally reluctant to accept 

studies of personalities as relevant to the social sciences. One of the concise 

definitions of personality states that it corresponds to ‘the complexity of 

psychological systems that contribute to unity and continuity in the individual’s 

conduct and experience, both as it is expressed and as it is perceived by that 

individual and others’
569

.  

Personality, then, can be deduced by the person’s behaviour, although the 

objective circumstances influencing that behaviour also need to be taken into 

account. Furthermore, the above definition suggests that unlike the self-concepts 

of social activists discussed in this chapter (which represent respondents’ 

perceptions of themselves), their personalities can be analysed by other people 

as well. However, in the case of social activists, it would be an overstatement to 

argue that their personality types can be established on the basis of the 

interviewees’ reports about their involvement in institutionalised civic 

initiatives. It is only possible to establish what combination of circumstances, 

motivational  

underpinnings and personality characteristics can account for their involvement 

in the Third sector.  

This typology of social activists, then, is one which does not aspire after 

prescribing personality types to the research participants, although it views 

interviewees’ involvement in institutionalised civic initiatives as an expression 

of their personalities. Rather, this taxonomy aims at reconstructing the 

combination of circumstances (i.e. respondents’ mode of engagement), the 

specific field of activity interviewees became involved in, their motivations 

                                                
569  G.V. Caprara and D. Cervone 2000 Personality: Determinants, Dynamics, and Potentials, 

Cambridge, p. 10. 



Typology of social acivists 

 

273 

and the empirically observed clusters of factors, which have played a major 

role in making respondents become social activists. By ‘cluster of factors’ I 

mean different subjective as well as objective reasons for becoming an NGO 

activist. For example, a respondent’s declared need to help other people or 

his/her reported habit to take part in different ‘extra-curricular’ activities or the 

necessity to rehabilitate a member of his/her family are all factors that can – 

but need not! – make a person consider joining or founding an NGO. The 

argument for the interplay of different factors notwithstanding, it seems that it 

is the personalities of social activists that are the catalysts for the conversion of 

people into social activists.  

The typology of social activists identified in this study includes: the prime-

mover, the social entrepreneur, the enlightener, the active citizen, the converted 

citizen, the self-help citizen, the service ethos-bearer, the humanitarian ethos-

bearer, the ideological ethos-bearer, the professional, the career-maker, and the 

accidental participant. As one would easily notice, these are not entirely mutually 

exclusive types. The innovation inherent in the prime-mover, social entrepreneur 

and enlightener’s attitude to solving problems or addressing issues is a feature that 

unites them, although these three ‘sub-types’ differ in meaningful ways. Their 

conflation into one type only would obscure the salient differences between them. 

By the same token, although the ‘sub-types’ of the ethos-bearer are characterised 

by a congruence between the values they cherish and their behaviour, the 

ideological ethos-bearer type is not identical with the service and humanitarian 

ethos-bearers.  

Thus, the prime-mover, the social entrepreneur and the enlightener are all 

path-finders. The active citizen, the converted activist and the self-help activist are 

all activists. And finally, the service ethos-bearer, the humanitarian ethos-bearer 

and the ideological ethos-bearers are naturally all ethos-bearers. However, in 

order not to complicate the visual presentation of the typology of social activists,  

I will not use the more general, or ‘major’, types of path-finders, ethos-bearers and 

activists. Even more importantly, it is worthwhile to present the typology of social 

activists in its full variance rather than resort to short cuts. In what follows I will 

set out the definitions of the separate types as they appear in the dictionary
570

, 

although in most of the cases the words are used in their figurative sense.  

 

                                                
570  I quote from the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English 1995, Oxford. 
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 PRIME-MOVER: a person that is the first or major influence in the 

development of something, especially if the issue is new and difficult; 

 SOCIAL ENTREPRENEUR: a person who brings about innovation, creates 

change and introduces new solutions to social problems
571

; 

 ENLIGHTENER
572

: a person who wishes to bring enlightenment to other 

people, to help them see the world or a particular situation in a new way, 

somebody who throws light on a particular problem thus sensitising others 

to its existence; 

 ACTIVE CITIZEN: a person who does community service, someone who 

defined his/her activity in terms of civic duty (to one’s community, country, 

etc.); 

 CONVERTED ACTIVIST: a person who has converted or been converted 

to become social activist; 

 SELF-HELP ACTIVIST: a person who aims at alleviating some problem 

which plagues him/her and/or his/her family member(s) as well as other 

people who have similar problems; 

 SERVICE ETHOS-BEARER: a person who wishes to contribute to the 

augmenting of the common good, someone who wants to help other  

people; 

 HUMANITARIAN ETHOS-BEARER: a person who loves other people and 

beliefs in human solidarity, someone concerned with improving the lives of 

others and reducing their suffering; 

 IDEOLOGICAL ETHOS-BEARER: a person whose beliefs can run counter 

to those shared by the society s/he lives in; someone who tries to live  

according to his ideals and affect changes in the laws, the world or in the 

nearest surroundings; 

 ACCIDENTAL PARTICIPANT: a person who is treating his/her 

involvement as a pastime
573

 or as a means to earn some additional money or 

as  

a temporary involvement; 

                                                
571  P. Grenier’s definition (1997 Social Entrepreneurs – Vision and Action, unpublished MA 

thesis, London). 
572  From the verb ‘to enlighten’: to give somebody greater knowledge or understanding. Also, ‘enlightened’: free from prejudice, false beliefs, 

etc.; having or showing an understanding of what the current situation requires, rather than following conventional thought. 
573  An activity done regularly for enjoyment rather than work. 
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 CAREER-MAKER
574

: a person who is considering his/her engagement in 

the NGO as a means to make a career for oneself (in politics, for example); 

 PROFESSIONAL: a person who applies professional approach in solving 

problems; competence, efficiency, effectiveness are involved. 

 

The typology of social activists can likewise be presented in the following way: 

 

 

HUMANITARIAN  

ETHOS-BEARER 
ACTIVE CITIZEN PROFESSIONAL 

SELF-HELP  

ACTIVIST 

CONVERTED  

ACTIVIST 
ENLIGHTENER 

SOCIAL  

ENTREPRENEUR 
CAREER-MAKER 

PRIME-MOVER 
IDEOLOGICAL 

 ETHOS-BEARER 

ACCIDENTAL  

PARTICIPANT 

SERVICE  

ETHOS-BEARER 

 

 

This visual presentation suggests that this is an ‘egalitarian’ typology, i.e. 

none of the identified types is considered or implied to be ‘better’ or more ‘desi- 

rable’ than the others. The typology registers the state of affairs as it was during 

the time I conducted the interviews. It could be that with the passage of time  

a social activist may ‘evolve’ from one type into another. For instance, a self-help 

activist can become an enlightener or a professional can turn into an active citizen. 

The table on which I have presented the typology of social activists cross-

classified with the list of research participants is to be found on the following 

page. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
574  To be distinguished from ‘careerist’ (derogative): a person whose main aim is to be successful 

in her or his career by any possible means. 
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m26_p       ▼      

w24_v      ▼       

m42_v         ▼    

w67_v        ▼     

w43_p     ▼        

w46_v      ▼       

w54_lv2  ▼           

m37_lp  ▼           

w75_lv            ▼ 

w67_lv ▼            

m35_p ▼            

w54_v       ▼      

m27_v     ▼        

m27_lv    ▼         

w31_p       ▼      

w54_lv1  ▼           

w72_p          ▼   

w58_lv2      ▼       

m43_v         ▼    

m55_p ▼            

w41_v        ▼     

w61_lv1      ▼       

w26_lv ▼            

m27_p   ▼          

w32_p            ▼ 

w37_lp  ▼           

m35_lp ▼            

m24_p           ▼  

m21_v    ▼         

w27_v     ▼        

m50_p  ▼           

w19_v     ▼        

w33_lp            ▼ 

w22_v          ▼   

w58_lv1   ▼          

m27_lp  ▼           

w61_lv2        ▼     

w44_lp            ▼ 

w58_v        ▼     

m64_lv    ▼         

 P SE E AC CA SH I HS H AP CM P 
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Each type in this taxonomy is based on different aspects of social acti- 

vists’ personalities, motivations and life-histories. It is important to clarify the 

differences between the separate types, especially since some of them look as if 

they are similar. For instance, one may wonder how the accidental participant 

differs from the converted activist, or in what way the self-help activist is 

distinct from the service ethos bearer. To begin with, it should be borne in mind 

that the subtypes belonging to one ‘major’ type share the feature characterising 

that type. Thus, the social entrepreneur, the prime mover and the enlightener all 

stand for social activists whose distinguishing feature is that they were the first 

to address a certain issue. However, the prime mover is someone who is the first 

to identify a problem (in his/her local community, city, country) and try to deal 

with it.  

For example, w26_lv found out there were no festivals for amateur films in 

her city, so she and her friends decided to organise such. The social entrepreneur 

need not discover a new issue. Such type of social activist should demonstrate  

a visionary potential and his/her approach to solving the particular problem has to 

involve innovation. M50_p is a social entrepreneur, because he and his colleagues 

came to the conclusion that the best way to make communes’ administrations 

more efficient is to computerise them. W58_lv1 is an enlightener, because she is 

trying to sensitise women as well as men to the underprivileged position women 

have in the society. The enlightener is thus a social activist who approaches the 

difficult sphere of unwritten laws, which can be called tradition, culture, norms,  

or social practices. M27_p is an enlightener, too, because he tries to tutor local 

leaders thus helping local communities in rural Poland, where the learned 

helplessness phenomenon is still the rule of the game. 

The activist ‘major’ type lays emphasis on the active approach to solving 

social or personal problems. The active citizen is someone who is involved in the 

particular activity because s/he considers it his/her civic duty to take active part in 

public life. Thus, m27_lv and m21_v are convinced that they, being citizens, 

cannot and should not stay aside from what’s going on in the country. The 

converted activist is a person, who has become activist by chance or by 

circumstance. Yet, unlike the accidental participant, the converted activist has 

internalised the norms and values inherent in civic activism. The converted activist 

identifies with the activity s/he has joined. Both m27_v and w27_v have become 

social activists  

unintentionally. The world of volunteering was a novelty for them, something they 

came to enjoy and appreciate. What more, volunteering has become part of their 
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self-identities. The self-help activist is a person who, like the previous type, has 

been forced by circumstances (which in this case were unfavourable) to assume  

an active attitude to solving the problems experienced by him/herself or his/her 

family members or people s/he shares similar destiny with. W58_lv2 together with 

other disabled people established an NGO in order to try to improve their very 

difficult situation. W61_lv1 had to set up an organisation to be able to rehabilitate 

her autistic granddaughter.  

The ethos-bearer ‘major’ type characterises social activists who – in their 

lives as well as via their involvement in public benefit organisations – try to put 

into practice the values they cherish. One could say that all people have values 

they consider important and therefore each person can be argued to behave in 

accordance with his/her values. However, the ethos-bearer stands out from the 

other people by his/her more uncompromising determination to achieve 

congruence between his/her values and his/her behaviour. Furthermore, values 

are the driving force for the ethos-bearer type, which cannot be said for the other 

social activists. I have identified three sub-types of ethos-bearers among social 

activists I interviewed. W54_v and m26_p are good examples of the ideological 

ethos-bearer. She is a feminist and he is an environmental activist. Both of them 

are involved for the benefit of (still) unpopular causes. M26_p and m27_lv are 

both environmental activists and representatives of a counter-cultural movement. 

However, the former of them is primarily spurred by the wish to lead alternative 

to the mainstream life-style and promote unorthodox issues (as such he is an 

ideological ethos-bearer), while the latter considers it his civic duty to participate 

in the public life of the country he lives in.  

The humanitarian ethos-bearer is a person who has become social activist 

because s/he loves people and would like to reduce the sufferings of those, whose 

lives are especially difficult. W61_lv2 is concerned with the fate of former priso- 

ners and believes they need support just like everybody else. W41_v is likewise  

a humanitarian ethos-bearer. She has befriended her beneficiaries, who are people 

with physical disabilities and mental retardation. The service ethos-bearer is  

involved in helping other people. Unlike the self-help activist, the service ethos-

bearer is not concerned with alleviating his/her own problems or those of people 

close to him/her. The service ethos-bearer differs from the humanitarian one,  

because the former of them may feel the need to improve the situation of people in 

dire straits, although altruism is not his/her driving force. The wish to contribute to 

the augmenting of the common good is the moral principle guiding the service 

ethos-bearer’s behaviour. M43_v is an excellent example of this sub-type. Both 
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the choice of his profession (he is a psychiatrist) and the field of activity of the 

NGO he established with his friends were prompted by his desire to help other 

people thus making the world a nicer place to live. 

As I argued, the accidental participant is a social activist, who is only 

nominally a social activist. That is, s/he has joined an NGO, but that involvement 

is temporary and is contingent upon factors unrelated to civic activism. For 

example, w72_p works in an NGO which beneficiaries are people with Alzheimer 

disease and their families. However, for her this work simply represents an 

opportunity to earn some additional money and occupying herself with something, 

since she has retired and is living alone. Similarly, w22_v is a volunteer who does 

not envisage her future connected in any way with her current voluntarism.  

The career-maker is naturally a social activist who uses his involvement in 

an NGO as a means to carve out a career for oneself. This is not to say that 

social activists ascribed to some of the other types are people who are not inte- 

rested in making a career. However, in the case of the career-maker, this aim is 

the driving force of his/her involvement. M24_p belongs to this type. W75_lv 

was able to enhance her career thanks to her work with her schizophrenic 

patients. Yet, she founded an organisation where they can meet and develop 

their artistic potentials because she was convinces in the effectiveness of art-

therapy. That is the reason why I decided she belongs to the professional rather 

than to the career-maker type.  

W44_lp likewise is a professional, because she established an NGO in  

order to be able to widen the scope of therapeutic practices for her alcoholic 

patients. Unlike the ethos-bearer type, the professional is not primarily prompted 

by the desire to serve people or to help them because s/he loves people in ge- 

neral. The professional is concerned with maximising the efficiency of his/her 

work. The typology of social activists is further illustrated in the Appendix, 

where I have briefly presented the life-histories of respondents who stand for 

each of the types of social activism. 

What are the implications of the typology just discussed for establishing 

the reasons for which these kinds of participants are to be found in NGOs in 

Poland? The first – intuitive, obvious, yet unmistakably accurate – observation 

that comes to mind is that the Third sector attracts and is run by people with 

active predisposition. Whether they are innovators, visionaries, professionals, 

altruists or DIY
575

-practitioners, social activists are not indifferent to what is 

                                                
575  Do-It-Yourself, or in other words, self-help activists. 
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taking place in their communities or country. They are the antipode to the wait-

and-see or the claimants’ attitude arguably assumed by the majority of their 

compatriots. None of these findings would have been unique if it were to  

describe the behaviour of some businessman, for example
576

. However, unlike 

the business entrepreneur, the social activist – even when s/he is primarily 

motivated by the desire to achieve private ends – is also serving the larger 

community. Indeed, this facet of social activism (i.e. the public benefit effect of 

private initiatives) is inherent in the definition of pro-social activity. The finding 

that empirically observed facts correspond to the theoretical underpinnings of 

social activism provides evidence for the genuinely civic character of my 

respondents’ involvement in NGOs.  

 

 

6.6.  Discussion  

 

While looking at the above-presented typology, one may wonder where 

are, for example, Dennis Young’s artists, income-seekers and power-seekers, 

Piotr Gliński’s oligarchs, trouble-makers, bureaucrats and radicals or William 

Markham, Jana Walters and Charles Bonjeau’s self-developmental leaders? Are 

these types absent from my research sample or from the cohort of NGO activists 

in Poland? Perhaps the absentees’ effect is due to the different approaches 

assumed in the separate studies. Thus, the currently analysed research focuses on 

social activists in public benefit organisations. Young’s typology deals with 

nonprofit entrepreneurs in the US. Gliński’s intuitive taxonomy concerns NGO 

activists in Poland. Markham, Walters and Bonjeau were interested in leaders in 

voluntary organisations. 

It seems, though, that Young’s power-seekers and income-seekers 

correspond to my career-maker type. The oligarchs might have been 

unintentionally omitted from my sample, having in mind that I interviewed not 

only leaders,  

but also rank-and-file members of the organisations. Ideological ethos-bearers 

from my typology might very well be Gliński’s trouble-makers or radicals, 

whereas the self-developmental effect can be achieved by career-makers, 

converted activists and prime movers alike. The accidental participant I 

                                                
576  J. Koralewicz and H. Malewska-Peyre (op. cit.) likewise noticed that social activists they 

interviewed shared some features with business entrepreneurs. 
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identified is the antipode of Gliński’s ‘genuine activist’. The outcomes of the 

analysis of the interviews I conducted suggest that social activists engaged in 

public benefit organisations qualify as the ‘inconspicuous heroes of the 

transformation’  

described by Andrzej Rychard
577

. Although Rychard does not explicitly mention 

social activists as belonging to this category of people, it seems that my 

interviewees perfectly fit the definition of the ‘inconspicuous heroes of the 

transformation’, since they too generate grass-roots change. 

Another question I need to address is the correspondence between my 

initial hypothesis and the actual typology. I have presented in more detail my 

hypothesis in the Introduction of this book. Although the hypothesised typology 

was open-ended, thus suggesting that the list of types I expected to come upon is 

not complete, it nevertheless differs in meaningful ways from the typology  

I constructed on the basis of my research. In my initial hypothesis I envisioned 

to come upon such disparate types as the ‘idealist’, the ‘careerist’, the ‘feel-

gooder’, the ‘do-gooder’, the ‘enlightener’, the ‘non-conformist’, the ‘activist-

of-the-future’, the ‘prestige-seeker’, the ‘money-maker’, the ‘enthusiast’. The 

hypothesised typology – when compared to the actual one – appears to be one-

dimensional. Although some of the imagined types did surface, their content was 

somewhat different from the meaning I attached to the actual types. Besides – to 

use an analogy from literary criticism – the hypothesised types turned out to be 

‘flat’, whereas the actual types are ‘round’ ones
578

. 

Thus, the ‘enlightener’ type (whom I envisaged as an individual possess- 

ing expert knowledge, who condescends to sharing that knowledge with his/her 

inexperienced colleagues engaged in NGOs) turned out to be a figment of my 

imagination. The actual enlightener need not be haughty in order to enlighten 

other people. What more, the enlightener is primarily motivated by the desire to 

introduce change rather than tickle his/her vanity. The hypothesised ‘prestige-

seeker’ is likewise hardly a full-fledged expression of personality,  

because s/he lacks some additional traits to make this type look more plausible. 

The ‘feel-gooder’ turned out to be the alter ego of the ‘do-gooder’. These two 

are the two sides of the same coin, which in my typology correspond to the  

                                                
577  A. Rychard 2002 „Polityka i społeczeństwo w Polsce: ewolucja porządku instytucjonalnego” 

in E. Mokrzycki, A. Rychard and A. Zybertowicz eds., pp. 154–156. 
578  Succinctly, ‘flat’ character is considered one, which does not develop or change throughout the 

plot of the novel, drama, short story and so on. By the same token, ‘round’ character possesses 
the protagonist, who changes as a result of the experience s/he has gone through. 
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service ethos-bearer. The ‘careerist’ is a more derogative term than the ‘career-

maker’. Perhaps the careerist does exist, although this type should be still a rare 

species in NGOs, having in mind the comparatively limited opportunities for 

making a quick, successful and financially rewarding career in the Third sector 

in Poland. At the same time, due to the stagnation in opportunities for carving 

out a career in any of the other sectors, it could be that more and more people 

would try to explore the chance to climb the ladder in the NGO sector.  

The frustrated unsuccessful scholar can also embody him/herself in the  

career-maker type of social activist, although s/he may also fit in the accidental 

participant, enlightener or ideological ethos-bearer types. This last example 

indicates how unequivocal the interpretation of a single case can be. In other 

words,  

it is not possible to judge about the type of engagement in the Third sector solely 

on the basis of some partial evidence about a person’s life-history, current 

situation or personality traits. For instance, there are promising scholars who 

purposely opt for work in the Third sector, too. The Third sector is not necessarily 

a second-best choice. The point is that the combination of all relevant objective as 

well as subjective factors needs to be taken into account when attributing a type to 

a participant in the Third sector. The ‘activist-of-the-future’ hypothesised type 

likewise turned out to be one-dimensional, because the young social activists I 

came upon did not represent a uniform ‘activist-of-the-future’ personality. Indeed, 

younger respondents sounded different than older interviewees, yet this 

observation is hardly unique to Third sector participants in Poland.  

To sum up, the actual types of social activists – unlike the hypothesised 

ones – are mutli-dimensional and usually ‘round’ characters. After analysing the 

research material, I have identified a richer palette of types, one encompassing  

a wide array of modes and reasons for engagement in the Third sector. Social 

activists are much more than merely ‘activists’. They can also be path-finders, or 

first-line soldiers, i.e. the ones who are the first to bring to public attention novel 

(like gender equity issues), difficult (unemployment, learned helplessness, 

passivity), delicate (domestic violence, sexual harassment) or thorny (child 

abuse) issues. Path-finders’ attitude involves innovative approach to solving 

problems. Their visionary potential and zeal help them overcome temporary 

difficulties and be those grass-roots, first-line activists who contribute to the on-

going processes of modernisation and education of the society.  

Other social activists, those constituting the ‘activist’ type, represent the 

antipode to the learned helplessness and passivity phenomena said to plague 
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post-communist societies. The activating potential participation in NGOs brings 

about is demonstrated by the ‘converted activist’ sub-type. Even if one was not 

on the look for enacting the civic duty s/he has internalised, it is possible to 

‘learn’ these, or to undergo conversion. Yet, this transformation need not take 

place; some people are not susceptible to the ‘learning by doing’ phenomenon. 

They remain accidental participants. The ethos-bearer type stands for another 

major trend accounting for social activism in Poland. However, this is not 

necessarily the intelligentsia or the counter-cultural ethos only that motivates 

social activists to join public benefit organisations. Altruism and the need to 

serve other people are likewise values one can put into practice by getting 

engaged in an NGO. Conscientious professionals, who care for the effects of 

their work, sometimes also become social activists.  

What was surprising and unexpected in my findings concerns the absence 

of genuine careerists, purely profit- or benefit-oriented social activists, but also 

of the so-called ‘God’s mad-persons, losers and dreamers’ among my research 

sample. The interviewees also did not ‘conform’ to the stereotype of the social 

activist as the person embodying the purely altruistic or purely positivistic, 

intelligentsia-type attitude to other people. Some of the traits of the above-

mentioned types did characterise several of the research participants. However, 

these were not their dominating features. Indeed, just as the stereotypical 

member of the intelligentsia, who equally values his/her own self-development, 

the diligent fulfilment of his/her duties at his/her workplace and positivistic work 

on behalf of other people or the nation, social activists I conducted my research 

with rarely had one dominating explanation for their long-term engagement in 

the Third sector. Those who had one primary reason for joining or founding an 

NGO seem to be more likely to give up this involvement once the problem they 

wished to address is solved or the cause for engagement is no longer topical.  

As far as the 19
th

 century ethos of the intelligentsia is concerned, there is 

only one respondent who in my opinion conforms to the textbook definition of 

the intelligentsia. A few other interviewees appear to be characterised by some 

of the features attributed to the intelligentsia proper. Indeed, the social activists’ 

self-concepts and their intrinsic definitions of citizenship echo some of the  

features traditionally attributed to the intelligentsia, though it is the ‘modified’ 

version of this ethos (described previously) that emerges from the interviews. 

The recent debates concerning the transmutations of the intelligentsia all try to 

address the difficult questions regarding the social background and the role of 



Typology of social acivists 

 

284 

the intelligentsia in post-communist Poland. What the current research can add 

to this debate is the argument that even though the intelligentsia is still present 

among the cohort of social activists, representatives from other social strata and 

educational backgrounds have joined in.  

The other finding concerns the continuous relevance of the values ascribed 

to the intelligentsia for social activism. Nonetheless, social activists exhibit more 

varied set of attitudes to their work, to their beneficiaries as well as to the state and 

the society than these which can be said to be typical of the intelligentsia. 

Anyway, I doubt whether the ‘newcomers’ will oust the intelligentsia from its  

‘reserved’ leading position as far as pro-social activity is concerned. The trend 

would most probably continue to be one of democratisation and increasing plura- 

lism among the social activists’ corps. This observation points to the beneficial 

effect (participation in) the Third sector can have both on civil society and demo- 

cracy in Poland. I will reconsider this issue as well as the relationship between the 

intelligentsia and the cohort of social activists in the Conclusion of this book. 

The current research corroborates some of the findings, which Jadwiga 

Koralewicz and Hanna Malewska-Peyre arrived at in their study of prominent, 

publicly known social activists in 1994. These were reviewed in Chapter Three 

and subsequently referred to in this book on several occasions. Here it suffices to 

repeat that these authors argued that social identity can be redefined in times of 

social crisis, that big social movements make activists, and that tradition or 

continuity of social engagement is conducive to pursuing similar type of 

activity
579

. Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre also found out that in Poland the 

positivist ethos of the intelligentsia enhanced by patriotic and religious values 

account for social activism. Whereas the current research substantiates their 

arguments concerning the learning-by-doing, the cultural capital effect and the 

redefinition of social identity phenomena
580

, it did not find strong empirical 

support for their conclusions regarding the relevance of patriotism, religiosity 

and the positivistic intelligentsia ethos in explaining social activism in Poland.  

Indeed, reference to the intelligentsia ethos and patriotism did surface  

during the analysis of my research material. However, the ethos characterising 

my interviewees exhibited new qualities, which bear resemblance to both the 

traditional and the modified versions of the intelligentsia ethos. Moreover, as  

I argued, the ethos characterising my research participants’ is more varied than 

                                                
579  J. Koralewicz and H. Malewska-Peyre op. cit., p. 151, p. 19 and p. 10. 
580  These outcomes have also been corroborated by other studies on sustained pro-social activity. 
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that of the intelligentsia. Most importantly, however, it seems that what can be 

said to be an expression of the intelligentsia ethos was acquired during the  

involvement in the NGO. The social activists’ ethos cannot be entirely equated 

with the ‘modified’ or traditional versions of the intelligentsia one. The social 

activists’ variants of ethos have taken on new characteristics, which will be 

analysed in more detail in the Conclusion. Perhaps this difference also stems 

from the dissimilar choice of respondents in the current and Koralewicz and 

Malewska-Peyre’s researches. In addition, their respondents – due to the criteria 

on the basis of which they were chosen – happened to be 30+ years old, while in 

my research sample were included young people, too. 

Another plausible explanation is that a lot has changed since 1994 when 

their study was conducted. It could be that the then young Third sector was 

founded by – and attracted – the kind of people Koralewicz and Malewska-Peyre 

interviewed. The current research was carried out in the years 2001–2002
581

.  

If this conjecture concerning the presumably changing nature of the social acti- 

vists’ corps in Poland is correct, it would be interesting to try to find out the 

causes for this change. The legal atmosphere in which institutionalised civic 

initiatives thrive has been analysed by social scientists and NGO activists alike. 

The changes concerning the appearance and disbanding of NGOs in Poland have 

likewise been well documented. However, the strategic reasons for these deve- 

lopments rooted in the personal histories of people who have participated in 

these organisations have so far attracted considerably less interest on behalf of 

social scientists. Perhaps this could be a fruitful path to follow, if the academic 

community, policy makers and NGO activists themselves would like to know 

more about the subjective – and yet so real – reasons for the emergence of the 

Third sector as it is now and as it can develop in the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
581  According to the statistics presented in Chapter Four, two of my respondents were involved for one year, one – for thirty years, and the rest – 

for in between two and nine years. Hence, not all participants in my research were new-comers. 
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Conclusion:  

Civil society in Poland:  

from communitarianism to individualism 
 

 

In this book I have attempted to link together the concepts of civil society, 

non-governmental organisations and social activism. I have endeavoured to 

demonstrate the relationship between these by reviewing relevant theoretical and 

empirical studies. In order to test the posited affinity between civic activity and 

involvement in NGOs, I have opted for conducting an empirical research with 

people involved in public benefit organisations in a post-communist country 

with tradition of societal self-organisation. In what follows I will summarise 

only some of the findings of this research, since most of them have been 

mentioned throughout this book. 

The development of institutionalised civic initiatives after 1989 in Poland 

represents a unique laboratory for studying civil society. On the one hand, the 

rules of the game were changed in the interim between the toppling of 

communism and the beginning of the transformation in all spheres of life, which  

entailed the granting of formal right to associate to all citizens. On the other 

hand, though, some social actors had already had experience participating in 

different social movements, in semi-legal or even underground grass-roots civic 

initiatives. Yet others had been active in their local communities, often under the 

auspices of the Catholic Church. In the Third Rzeczpospolita the former subjects 

became ‘newly baptised’ citizens. They were presented with the great chance  

as well as challenge to take the initiative in their own hands and join or found 

organisations, where they can solve their own or their communities’ problems, 

advocate novel ideas, promote their interests, support marginalized or 

disadvantaged groups or simply exercise their hobby. 

The unobstructed opportunity to participate in associative life appealed to 

some, while others remained indifferent to it. The pioneers of the Third sector 

often went by the name ‘God’s mad-persons’. Since the fall of communism the 

previously disparaged practices of volunteering and social activism 

(społecznikostwo) gradually restored their good standing. More than a decade 

after the end of communism the Third sector has its baby-boom years behind. It 

has its history, dynamics, chronicles. Its infrastructure has developed. The Third 

sector itself has become an object of research for scholars and NGO practitioners 
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alike. This book has attempted to throw light on a phenomenon, which had 

attracted less attention on behalf of social scientists. I have also endeavoured to 

provide theoretical orderliness regarding the major concepts traditionally 

associated with institutionalised civic activity. 

Civil society can take different forms. I focus on active participation in 

NGOs as manifestation of civil society in Poland. The contention that nowadays 

NGOs are civil society’s medium has been endorsed in this book. My definition 

of NGOs lays emphasis on their grass-roots origins and (relative) independence 

from other organisations or individuals with vested interests. I argue that the 

evolution of the existing theoretical perspectives reflects the way of thinking 

about NGOs in old democracies. In order to take into account the emergence of 

institutionalised civic initiatives in new democracies as well, I propose that  

the Third sector arises as a response to circumstances, which are indigenous to 

the particular nation-state, and due to the engagement of individuals, who were 

the right people in the right place and in the right time to initiate or join civic 

organisations.  

The most fruitful and theoretically illuminating distinction between 

different theories appears to be the differentiation between supply-side and 

demand-side ones. On the basis of my research I maintain that public benefit 

organisations are indeed founded in order to meet a demand, yet this happens only 

and if this need is recognised as such by people, who decide to tackle the problem 

or issue in question. In other words, the objectively existing conditions become 

motivating  

for pro-social activity particularly when they are subjectively felt to be real and 

surmountable by the individuals, who strive after altering these circumstances. 

The analysed research also contributes to supply-side theories the argument that 

people who found non-governmental organisations need not be ‘social 

entrepreneurs’. Rather, they can become such via their involvement in an NGO.  

Scholars studying people in voluntary organisations unanimously agree 

that cultural capital, higher social status and education, adherence to widely  

accepted norms, and especially affiliation to an organisation are all conducive to 

committed involvement in philanthropic and volunteering activities. In addition 

to confirming these findings, my research highlighted other trends, which do not 

conform to the above-mentioned generalities. As the discussion of my 

interviewees’ mode of engagement has demonstrated, the snow-balling 

recruitment is not the only means to involve people in NGOs in Poland. Besides, 
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participants in NGOs do not all represent the ‘born with a silver spoon in one’s 

mouth’ cultural and material legacy. One of the reasons for the observed 

differences is that in Poland the Third sector has not yet entered the phase of 

routine recruitment of new members or occasional supporters.  

My empirical research demonstrates that the Third sector is becoming an 

egalitarian public space, which allows those who did not possess the ‘civic 

maturity’ prior to their involvement in the NGO to acquire it or ‘learn’ it. Thus, 

the outcomes of my research refute the argument that ‘instead of being the 

training ground for leaders, associations become the contexts for the future 

exercise of skills learned elsewhere’
582

. The findings I arrived at are consistent 

with the ‘learning-by-doing’ or ‘action-leaning’ phenomena. Indeed, some 

people do become affiliated to NGOs where they implement ‘skills learned 

elsewhere’. The ‘professional’ type of social activist testifies to this contention. 

However, work in NGO forces even professionals to acquire additional skills, 

upgrade their qualifications and generally broaden their horizons. 

The analysis of my research material verified other well-established  

canons. Thus, although the hypothesis suggesting that existing personal links 

increase the susceptibility to participation was confirmed, this study identified 

other, equally important means of involvement. For example, some respondents 

became social activists out of defiance to norms and values adhered to by their 

parents or the society at large. The most salient finding regarding interviewees’ 

social capital refers to the identification of first-generation activists. On the basis 

of this empirical observation I argue that the systemic change in Poland after 

1989 has facilitated the evolving of first-generation activists’ potential activity 

into enclave or empirical one. 

The research provides evidence for the argument that altruism and  

self-interest do not contradict or exclude each other. This study identified ten 

motivations which typify NGO activists: intrinsic, axiological, extrinsic,  

rational, frustration, allocentric, power-related, change, agenda, and free time. 

Intrinsic and axiological motivations appear to be the most typical of social  

activism, whereas power-related and allocentric motivations are least illustrative 

of pro-social commitment. The analysis of the interviews uncovered that 

respondents’ activism was inspired by a mixture of personal (or ideological) and 

functional reasons.  

                                                
582  M. Hausknecht 1962 The Joiners: a sociological description of voluntary association 

membership in the United States, New York, p. 113. 
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Participation in public benefit organisations enables people to achieve 

self-actualisation by adhering to the values (or norms) they consider most 

important in their lives. What more, via their involvement in NGOs social 

activists fulfil their personal needs while contributing to the augmentation of the 

common good. Hence, the Third sector is concomitantly the product of and the 

generator for civic spirit, positive energy, enterprising ideas and know-how. 

Whether the activist is able to enrich one’s CV by adding experience gained in 

an NGO, improve one’s foreign language proficiency, acquire skills how to 

apply for grants or simply carve out a professional career for oneself, the 

practical benefits of participation in an NGO are hard to overlook.  

Involvement in the Third sector represents an alternative to participation 

in political parties for those who would rather abstain from taking part in 

structures they consider corrupted or ineffective. This argument is in tune with 

the posited relationship of engagement in NGOs with social activism in the 

broader meaning of the word. Having in mind this observation, one is not 

surprised by the finding that active participation in the Third sector has even 

become a way of life for some social activists. The emergence of this 

phenomenon testifies to the fact that NGOs are becoming an integral part of the 

private lives of people committed to the cause of the organisation. 

Participants in public benefit organisations are also characterised by 

above-the-average empathy concerning the NGO’s beneficiaries and sensibility 

about the cause of the organisation. It seems it is the experience in the 

organisation that made people notice aspects of the reality they had been 

unaware about prior to their affiliation to an NGO. This sensitising effect 

involvement in a pu- 

blic benefit organisation has on respondents is a recurring theme in the interviews 

I conducted. Research participants do not necessarily emerge as natural activists 

or leaders. Although some of them may have possessed the predisposition and 

charisma authentic leaders are supposed to be characterised by, interviewees 

were able to develop these (latent) predilections for social activism to a great 

extent thanks to their involvement in NGOs. These findings are indicative of the 

self-generating potential of institutionalised civic activities. Engagement in an 

NGO breeds commitment to the cause of the organisation and it fosters the 

participant’s self-concept. This observation authenticates the intuitive yet 

difficult to prove claim that voluntary organisations are the agents of change as 

well as the seedbeds of civic virtue.  
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My respondents insisted that citizens should be actively involved in sol- 

ving the problems of their community and that the physical locus of that civic 

activity is narrowly-defined. The good citizen is a self-reliant initiator and  

a solid worker. On the basis of social activists’ declarations it is possible to infer 

that the paragon of the good citizen embodies the individualistic, liberal version 

of citizenship, although some communitarian aspects also come up in their 

intrinsic definitions. However, do social activists themselves conform to the 

paragon of the good citizen they depicted? I would argue that very often they 

(try to) do so. Looking at the typology of social activists it is quite apparent that 

interviewees represent the ‘doing for’ – rather than the ‘doing with‘ – approach 

to solving problems, which are not necessarily their own. Even when social acti- 

vists themselves experience a problem, they take the initiative and implement 

the principle of subsidiarity. Otherwise put, they practice the DIY (do-it-

yourself) approach to life. Respondents’ role models are usually eminent people, 

who embody social activists’ ideals for personal accomplishment, recognition 

and public utility. Interviewees look up to individuals, who are self-made 

persons sensitive to other people’s problems.  

The group portrait of social activists, which emerges out of the cross-case 

analysis presented in the second half of this book, is naturally congruent with the 

typology of research participants, which was developed by applying the case 

study technique. The difference between the former and the latter of these ways 

of depicting a collective portrait of social activists is comparable to two distinct 

styles of painting. Namely, the identification of common themes that cut across 

cases bears resemblance to the impressionist approach, which conveys the gene- 

ral impression of the subject rather than focuses on details. However, the general 

idea in impressionist paintings is created only after carefully studying the mutual 

relationship between light and colour. It is more a sketch than a ‘realistic’  

or ‘truthful’, picture-like reflection of the subject. This was likewise the aim  

of depicting a group portrait by applying the cross-case technique. I wanted  

to highlight the common features of social activists without emphasising the 

complete set of differences between one case and another. 

By contrast, the typology of social activists can be positioned in the cubist 

tradition. Cubists – unlike impressionist – often draw portraits. The sharp, linear 

separation of the figures practised by cubist artists can be said to correspond to 

the aim of the typological approach, which in this case accentuates the differ- 

rences between the separate types of social activism. Cubist rendering of the 

subject is likewise not a ‘realistic’ copy of the portrayed people. In this case it is 
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a representation of individuals as social activists. Were the same objects  

depicted in their roles as parents, children, colleagues, friends, drivers, partners, 

spouses and so on, the resulting typology (or, cubist painting) would have envi- 

saged different types reflecting the respective aspects of their personalities. 

The Third sector in its teenage years attracts the following types of social 

activists: the prime-mover, the social entrepreneur, the enlightener, the active 

citizen, the converted citizen, the self-help citizen, the service ethos-bearer, the 

humanitarian ethos-bearer, the ideological ethos-bearer, the professional, the 

career-maker, and the accidental participant. The actual types of social activists – 

unlike the hypothesised ones – turned out to be mutli-dimensional and usually 

‘round’ characters. The taxonomy I constructed consists of richer palette of types 

than the ones hypothesised in the beginning of the research. Social activists 

involved in public benefit organisations are much more than merely ‘activists’. 

They can also be path-finders, or first-line soldiers, i.e. the ones who are the first 

to bring to public attention novel or difficult problems. Path-finders’ attitude 

involves innovative approach to solving problems. Enlighteners represent a 

counter example to the ‘doing for’ attitude, which characterises the other types of 

participants in NGOs. Enlighteners try to ‘do with’ their beneficiaries or the 

society in general.  

Other social activists, those constituting the ‘activist’ type, stand for the 

antipode to the learned helplessness or wait-and-see phenomena supposedly 

plaguing post-communist societies. The activating potential participation in 

NGOs can bring about is demonstrated by the ‘converted activist’ sub-type. 

Indeed, some people are not susceptible to the ‘learning by doing’ phenomenon. 

They remain accidental participants. The ethos-bearer type stands for yet another 

major trend accounting for social activism in Poland. However, these are not 

necessarily the intelligentsia or the counter-cultural types of ethos that motivate 

social activists to join public benefit organisations. Altruism and the need to 

serve other people are likewise values one can put into practice by getting 

engaged in an NGO. Professionals, who are especially concerned with the long-

term effects of their work, sometimes also become social activists.  

Although the taxonomy I constructed registered the state of affairs as it is 

in the beginning of the XXI century, it does indicate the emergence of 

tendencies that might hold in the future as well. This becomes evident when the 

typology I came up with is compared with previous studies of social activist. 

Furthermore, it is not only the ‘new’ types of social activism identified by my 

research that represent a ‘finding’. Equally salient are the types that did not 
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come up in this study. ‘Absentees’ turned out to be the genuine careerists, the 

purely profit- or benefit-oriented social activists as well as the God’s mad-

persons, losers and dreamers types.  

Even though members of the intelligentsia – from where social activists 

used to be ‘recruited’ – are still present among the cohort of NGO participants, 

representatives from other social strata and educational backgrounds have joined 

in. Nevertheless, the values traditionally ascribed to the intelligentsia are still 

relevant for social activism. It seems the intelligentsia itself is no longer inte- 

rested in occupying this role. The trend would most probably continue to be one 

of further democratisation and increasing pluralism among the social activists’ 

corps. This observation points to the most salient beneficial effect participation 

in the Third sector can have both on civil society and democracy in Poland.  

Whether social activists of non-intelligentsia origins can become members 

of the intelligentsia via participating in public benefit organisations is a question 

further studies may try to give an answer to. Although this was not an issue I tried 

to unravel with my research, I do not think joining the intelligentsia was social 

activists’ intention. Rather than evolving into (new) intelligentsia’s stronghold, the 

Third sector is inadvertently though creatively emulating and enriching the ethos 

of the intelligentsia. Generally speaking, it is a mixture of the ‘modified’ ethos of 

the intelligentsia with some of its traditional positivistic features that typifies 

contemporary social activism. More revealing than the social background of NGO 

activists seems to be their ethos. Values attributed to the intelligentsia did surface 

in the research material. However, I would argue, these values belonged to the role 

which used to be assumed by the intelligentsia, while nowadays this role is taken 

over by representatives of other social strata as well.  

The comparison of NGO activists with the intelligentsia has its 

limitations, too. Social activists’ motivations reflect more than intrinsic and 

axiological reasons for involvement. The research participants are likewise 

propelled by their need to mix with people as well as by rational motives. Hence, 

I argue that participation in public benefit organisations is actually conducive to 

moulding attitudes traditionally associated with the intelligentsia. The observed 

affinity between the intelligentsia and social activism is thus the outcome of – 

rather than the reason for – citizens’ involvement in NGOs. 

The typology I developed implies a hypothesis of the relationship of the 

types of social activists for the development of civil society in Poland. It provides 

evidence for the argument that the predominantly association-like (gesellschaft) 

model of societal self-organisation is in the process of ousting the overwhelmingly 
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community-like (gemeinschaft) pattern. NGO activists I interviewed personified 

the liberal vision of civil society. Therefore, I would argue, in Poland the liberal, 

individualistic model of civil society – which posits individual entrepreneurship 

rather than common undertakings – characterises institutionalised civic initiatives. 

This finding is in contrast with Western observers’ analyses of civil society in 

Poland. For example, according to Adam Seligman and John Gray, the 

oppositional civil societies in Poland and other former communist countries 

embodied the communitarian model
583

. The democratic opposition in Poland 

likewise underlined that the goal of the struggle for civil society was the creation 

of strong  

interpersonal ties. Some Polish sociologists still hold the same view about  

contemporary Poland
584

. It could be that Polish civil society has lost its 

communitarian facet. My analysis points to such possibility. 

Provided that my argument concerning the self-generating potential of  

institutionalised civic initiatives is correct, the individualist democratic ethos 

social activists embody will transcend the enclave of the Third sector and will 

gradually ‘spill over’ the rest of the society. Of course, this is an optimistic 

prognosis, which will hardly happen in the nearest future. Nonetheless, I believe 

the Third sector will not remain a ‘ghetto’ where activists-by-default and God’s 

mad-persons will be coming together to heed to the needs of the society. If this 

is what might happen, then participation in NGOs will wean itself from civil 

society, because it will slip into ‘doing instead’ rather than ‘doing for ‘ or ‘doing 

with’ approach. It seems it is in the interest of the democratic ethos to assume 

more of the communitarian traits, if it will be successful in involving new 

members and activating potential participants.  

The developments taking place in the cohort of social activists are 

indicative of an aspect of social change, which sometimes goes unnoticed, due to 

its ‘narrow’ and ‘unrepresentative’ nature. Comparably to the evolution of the 

environmental movement
585

, participation in NGOs in Poland emerges as one of 

the genuinely grass-roots mediums of social change in the country. It is a change 

that starts from within. Both prominent and rank-and-file participants in NGOs 

undergo a change they unanimously assess as positive. Having in mind the  

                                                
583  See J. Szacki 1997 „Wstęp. Powrót idei społeczeństwa obywatelskiego” in Ani książe, ani 

kupiec: obywatel, Kraków, pp. 24–35. 
584  See, for example, J. Kurczewska 2002 “Local civil societies in the nineties” in Polish 

Sociological Review, nr 3. 
585  See P. Gliński 1996 Polscy Zieloni. Ruch społeczny w okresie przemian, Warszawa, p. 423. 



Civil society in Poland: from communitarianism to individualism 

 

295 

posited self-generating potential of institutionalised civic activities, this change 

is expected to continue affecting other people as well. The criterion for success 

will not be the numerical growth of the cohort of NGO participants, but the  

sustained spread of civic virtues and know-how concerning the implementation 

of the subsidiarity principle. The consolidation of different civic initiatives itself 

is contingent upon this condition. 

Besides the spread of civic virtues, the other attribute of the change 

affectting social activists is their increasing awareness of the humanitarian 

aspect of their work. Public benefit organisations and, by extension, civil society 

in Poland are developing their potential for disseminating the practice of human 

solidarity. This process takes place on two levels. Firstly, human solidarity can 

be acquired by working with other people for a cause everybody in the team 

considers worth fighting for. The chronic lack of financial resources sometimes 

guarantees the positive selection of people committed to the work of the NGOs. 

Secondly, human solidarity is most often an expression of social activists’ 

concern with the well-being of the beneficiaries of their organisations. I would 

argue that this humanitarian facet is one of the most salient features of civil 

society in Poland. It makes up for the supposedly egoistic nature of the self-

reliant, individualistic type of civic activism. To borrow from Alexander Dubček 

famous statement
586

, it is ‘individualism with a human face’ that – in my opinion 

– cha- 

racterises the participants in my research. 

Fresh ideas as well as (new) ideologies are frequently channelled through 

the Third sector
587

. Thus, some NGOs are not only disseminating new ideas, but 

they also allow people to advocate these in the public sphere. Indeed, sometimes 

participation in such organisations transcends the borders of non-

                                                
586  A. Dubček (1921–1992) was the first secretary of the communist party in Czechoslovakia in 

1968–1969. He was one of the initiators of the ‘Prague’s spring’ (Multimedialna Encyklopedia 
PWN na dwóch płytach 2000 Warszawa–Wrocław). Dubček advocated the idea of ‘socialism 
with a human face’. 

587  Comparable arguments are to be found in S. Lispet quoted by T. Szawiel 2001 (Chapter Three 

in M. Grabowska and T.Szawiel Budowanie demokracji: podziały społeczne, partie polityczne 
i społeczeństwo obywatelskie w postkomunistycznej Polsce, Warszawa). This argument is also 
in tune with the view of NGOs as ‘potential innovators’ (J. Bach and D. Stark 2002 
“Innovative Ambiguities: NGOs’ Use of Interactive Technology in Eastern Europe” in Studies 
in Comparative International Development, Vol. 37/2) or ‘social innovators’ (E. Leś 1994 The 
Voluntary Sector in Post-Communist East-Central Europe, Warsaw). 
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institutionalised politics
588

 and becomes full-fledged politics. Nevertheless, these 

are natural developments. After all, civil society is not just the playground for 

grown-up citizens or an ersatz welfare state. It can be a school of politics as well. 

Ideas and ideologies do not change people’s life-style only. Novel ideas and 

ideologies transmitted through the Third sector provide fresh blood to the body 

politic. Involvement in an NGO can likewise equip social activists with the 

indispensable know-how needed to participate in public life and hence in politics 

as well. And last but not least, social activists provide a personal example how to 

approach in entrepreneurial spirit issues of common interest. These are all 

beneficial effects engagement in the Third sector has both on its participants and 

on the society in general, which consequences – when conflated – correspond to 

the task of civil society. 

So far I have concentrated mostly on the positive implications of the 

research for the development of civil society. It would be necessary to take into 

consideration some dangers inherent in the processes discussed above, too. On 

the basis of the literature concerning the Third sector in Poland it is possible to 

deduce that NGOs in this country are predominantly institutionalised grass-roots 

initiatives which are in the beginning of a process of consolidation. The research 

analysed here is in tune with this argument. The posited ‘gradual maturation and 

professionalisation’ seem to imply that with the passage of time these 

organisations will approach the state I called ‘consolidation’. Nonetheless, the 

creative energy and commitment characterising social activists often lack the 

purposefulness of long-term planning. There are objective reasons that explain 

this attitude, like for example the endemic scarcity of financial resources. 

Indeed, as far as the future of civil society is concerned, it is not so much the fate 

of individual social activists or separate NGOs, but the consolidation of all 

grass-roots organisations interested in becoming influential public actors that 

would be the major criterion for the development of the Third sector in Poland. 

However, it seems that without additional incentives the potential benefits 

participation in NGOs brings about might be misdirected if not lost.  

This threat notwithstanding, I would argue that the empirically observed 

developments bode well for the future. What social activists lack in resources or 

experience, they make up for in learning and commitment. The analysis of the 

research material points to the democratising effect the opportunity to take active 

                                                
588  C. Offe 1985 “New Social Movements: Challenging the Boundaries of Institutional Politics” 

in Social Research, Vol. 52/4. 
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part in NGOs has on the social activists’ corps. Hence, civil society itself is 

becoming an egalitarian sphere where people can develop the values, which 

have been traditionally associated with the intelligentsia. Furthermore, social 

activists are enriching these values by accentuating human solidarity and 

entrepreneurship as indispensable attributes of their ethos. Engagement in public 

benefit  

organisations is one of the sources of indigenous, grass-roots change in Poland. 

Involvement in an NGO has the potential to breed further participation in the 

public sphere. Although additional incentives for the development of NGOs  

and by extension of civil society as well would help this endogenous change to 

gather momentum, the current self-generating capacity of the Third sector 

fosters the spread of civic awareness and competence.  

With this research I have endeavoured to demonstrate the relevance of the 

perspective of individual actors for explaining larger social processes. Although 

studies on institutionalised civic initiatives have been successful in highlighting 

the most salient features of this phenomenon, more research needs to be done in 

order to complement our knowledge about the factors that mould the dynamics 

of the development of civil society. The outcomes of this research may serve  

as a point of departure for further studies on social activists. For example, there 

is a need for cumulative research on people involved in pro-social activities.  

It would be instructive to compare the research analysed here with a similar one, 

which would focus on local self-governments’ activists. Also, the posited 

relationship between different types of people and different types of NGOs 

requires further empirical inquiry and theoretical formulation. If my argument 

concerning the presumably changing nature of the social activists’ corps in 

Poland is correct, it would be instructive to trace back the causes for this change 

and, even more importantly, to keep track of its subsequent development in the 

future. 
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APPENDIX: 
 

 

Description of the organisations where interviewees were engaged: 

 

Respon-

dents’ 

codes 

Short description of the NGO’s field of activity Location 

m26_p Environmental organisation Major city 

w24_v International organisation associating volunteers  Major city 

m42_v Organisation recruiting volunteers and a charitable NGO Major city 

w67_v NGO whose beneficiaries are former prisoners Major city 

w43_p 
NGO providing vocational classes to people with mental  
illnesses 

Major city 

w46_v Organisation trying to help people with HIV/AIDS Major city 

w54_lv2 NGO dealing with women’s problems on the labour market Big city 

m37_lp 
Organisation providing help and advice to people  
in crisis situation 

Big city 

w75_lv Association whose members are schizophrenic artists  
Middle-sized 
city 

w67_lv 
Association active in the fields of education and 
environmental issues 

Big city 

m35_p NGO dealing with civic education 
Middle-sized 
city 

w54_v Feminist association Major city 

m27_v 
Organisation whose beneficiaries are children  
from dysfunctional families 

Major city 

m27_lv Environmental and civic organisation City 

w31_p Feminist organisation City 

w54_lv1 
Self-help NGO whose members and beneficiaries  
are unemployed people 

City 

w72_p 
Association helping people with Alzheimer disease  

and their families 
Small city 

w58_lv2 
Self-help NGO whose members and beneficiaries  
are disabled elderly people 

Middle-sized 
city 

m43_v Foundation trying to tackle the helplessness syndrome Major city 
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m55_p NGO helping unemployed and homeless people Town 

w41_v 
Foundation whose founders and beneficiaries  
are disabled and retarded people 

Town 

w61_lv1 
Self-help NGO whose beneficiaries are autistic children  
and their families 

Town 

w26_lv Association aiming at enriching the cultural life of the city Major city 

m27_p NGO active in the field of education Major city 

w32_p Association dealing with regional development issues Major city 

w37_lp 
Foundation supporting entrepreneurship thus counteracting 
unemployment 

Town 

m35_lp 
NGO whose beneficiaries are children in danger of 
becoming drug-addicts 

Town 

m24_p 
Foundation active in the field of culture and common 
cultural heritage 

Major city 

m21_v Organisation recruiting volunteers Town 

w27_v Organisation associating volunteers from different countries Major city 

m50_p NGO schooling members of the local self-government City 

w19_v Organisation recruiting volunteers City 

w33_lp 
NGO whose beneficiaries are children with the Down’s  
syndrome 

City 

w22_v Organisation recruiting and schooling volunteers 
Middle-sized 
city 

w58_lv1 Women’s organisation  
Middle-sized 
city 

m27_lp Foundation promoting creativity and education City 

w61_lv2 Organisation whose beneficiaries are former prisoners City 

w44_lp Foundation providing therapeutic services to alcoholics Major city 

w58_v 
Foundation helping elderly, poor and marginalised groups  

of people 
Town 

m64_lv Association active in the field of self-government Town 
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Selected case studies:  

 

The Prime-mover: M35_lp had been taking sundry jobs before becoming 

scoutmaster. He graduated from a vocational school and became an electrician. 

He worker abroad, he was a salesman, a professional soldier, a real-estates 

agent, a businessman, etc. Yet, as he admitted, he always felt he would rather 

work with people. Perhaps he would have realised his dreams earlier weren’t he 

brought up by parents who left him on his own devises as far as developing his 

vocational interests were concerned. His father kept a tight rein on him and his 

brother. This ‘traditional upbringing’ taught him self-reliance and perhaps it 

sensitised him to the need children have to be close to their parents. 

M35_lp is one of the founders of an organisation, which aim is to prevent 

drug-addiction especially among pupils. He and his friend, with whom he  

decided to establish the NGO in 1988, had previously been scoutmasters in their 

native town. They realised that although the problem of drug-addiction had been 

present in their community, it had not been addressed by any other organisation 

or authority in the town. Thus they embarked on the idea to found an NGO 

which would tackle this problem, in spite of the initially reluctant and even ho- 

stile attitude on behalf of the community and the local self-government. M35_lp 

is currently studying Addiction Prevention in order to acquire the qualifications, 

which would allow him provide better support for his beneficiaries. 

 

The social entrepreneur: W54_lv1’s father was an engineer. Her mother 

graduated from a secondary school and was a ‘great social activist’. W54_lv1 

thinks of herself as a ‘stubborn, impatient, and diligent’ person. Her visionary 

potential is best illustrated by her statement that she always has a goal, which is 

difficult to achieve, yet she is able to find a way to make it happen.  

One year before I met and interviewed w54_lv1 she founded the 

organisation which members and beneficiaries are unemployed people. She 

herself lost her job together with many of her colleagues who also worked at the 

Academy where she used to be employed. When she came to experience what 

she calls ‘the unemployment syndrome’, she decided to change something in her 

life. She established an NGO and she also joined one of the political parties. She  

explained that women in her age represent the highest percentage of unemployed 

in her city. W54_lv1 is trying to involve such women in the work of the NGO, 

because she believes the experience they will gain in the organisation might 

afterwards help them find a paid job elsewhere. She is critical of what might be 



Appendix 

 

302 

called ‘civil disobedience’ methods. W54_lv1 is in favour of alternative  

approaches to solving the problems of the unemployed. For instance, she  

decided to organise a fair, where her beneficiaries would be able to effectively 

help themselves rather than expect others to do this for or instead of them. 

W54_lv1 looks forward to applying for the status of a public benefit 

organisation, because she envisages practical benefits for herself as well as for 

other  

unemployed people in the future if her NGO would acquire this status.  

 

The enlightener: W58_lv1 was born in a family, where the division of labour 

took place strictly along the gender lines. She admired her father, yet she also 

feared him. She loved her mother, but she observed her mother did not respect 

herself. Her mother minded the home and the children and she advised her 

daughter never to enter a relationship where she would be financially and 

emotionally dependent on someone. W58_lv1 heeded her mother’s words and 

tried to live her life in a different way.  

In 1994 – when w58_lv1 decided to change her life – she established an 

NGO which promotes women. She is a pedagogue. Before 1989 she used to 

work as a scoutmaster. After that she helped her son run his business firm, which 

was profitable. However, she realised this life was not satisfying her. She started 

to look for a way to change something. She became involved in a women’s  

organisation in the capital and later one she established herself the first women’s 

NGO in her city. In her own words, the aim of the organisation she established  

is to help herself as well as other women be(come) enlightened persons. This 

organisation’s activities are multifaceted. For instance, w58_lv1 is preparing 

women for taking active part in local and central elections. She is trying to help 

women in difficult situation. She and her colleagues from the NGO are visiting 

different towns in Poland, where they try to teach other women equality between 

the sexes. 

 

The active citizen: M21_v admitted he opted for being a volunteer because,  

like his father, he prefers to follow his own path in life. He is grateful to his 

parents for bringing him up in the spirit of self-reliance and independence. He  

is proud of his parents’ and grandfathers’ involvement in Solidarity and in the 

National Army respectively. M21_v provided one of the most exhaustive 

definitions of citizenship.  



Appendix 

 

303 

In spite of his young age, m21_v has been engaged in civic initiatives ever 

since his early teenage years. He took part in the Great Orchestra for Yule-Tide 

Help and he worked as a volunteer in several organisations. An year before  

I interviewed him m21_v and his friends had decided to found an NGO in their 

native town, which would promote the idea of volunteering, recruit volunteers 

and also inform the residents of the county about the issues connected with the 

accession of Poland to the European Union. He is a student now. Although he is 

aware one day he will have to dedicate most of his time to earning his living, he 

believes he will not drop his civic activity. 

 

The converted activist: Another representative of the young generation of  

social activists is w19_v, who became volunteer when her mother asked her to 

do so. W19_v was born in a small town and when she moved to study in one of 

the voivodship capitals, she fell in with bad company, she started to play truant, 

smoke, drink etc. It was then that her mother, who is a teacher, decided w19_v 

should change something in her life and become interested in other things than 

her own life. Initially w19_v was unhappy with her mother’s idea, although she 

obeyed her parent. 

The turning point came after w19_v took part in the organisation of 

Olympic games for disabled and retarded people. W19_v said it had been then 

that she fell in love with this work. She plans to dedicate her vocational career to 

work with disabled people. She believes receiving remuneration for her work in 

the future will not ‘spoil’ her commitment to pro-social activity. 

 

The self-help activist: W61_lv1 used to work as a teacher before she retired. 

She had also been a member of the Children’s Friends’ Society (Towarzystwo 

Przyjaciół Dzieci), which experience helped her establish and run the 

organisation. Two years before I interviewed w61_lv1 she had to set up an 

NGO, which would help her rehabilitate her autistic granddaughter. Back then in 

her town (which is a county capital) there was no other opportunity to help the 

child.  

It turned out that the organisation she established met a significant demand. 

More than a dozen of autistic children as well as children with the Down’s 

syndrome are now rehabilitated in the Centre run by the organisation.  

 

The ideological ethos-bearer: W31_p became familiar with two new to her 

phenomena two years before I met her, when she noticed an announcement 
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about a lecture on human rights issues. She was in the process of writing her 

doctoral dissertation when she came upon this announcement and went to the 

meeting it publicised. There she became ‘infected’ with feminism and she also 

learnt she can practice feminism via participating in an NGO. Initially she 

worker as a volunteer and she was not even aware any money can be earned  

in NGOs. She changed her professional career as a result of her involvement in  

a feminist organisation and she also lost some of her old friends, who considered 

her a weirdo for being a social activist. W31_p tries to implement the ideas and 

values she embraced in her private life as well. 

 

Humanitarian ethos-bearer: W61_lv2 used to work as a pedagogue when she 

decided to change her vocation and become a probation officer in spite of the 

financial loss that accompanied her choice. She said she had always wanted to 

work as a probation officer. She had observed that former prisoners often have 

nowhere to go after they leave the prison and start new life. Thus, twelve years 

before I interviewed her she decided to establish an organisation which would 

help them in this respect. She had also been interested in delinquent youth and 

she noticed that sometimes such people need help in order to break the vicious 

circle they had fallen into.  

The reason w61_lv2 decided it is her who can give them a helping hand is 

that she loves people and she is terrified by the fact that not all former prisoners 

are ‘evil’. She lives alone now. She said her occupation is more rewarding than  

a relationship with a man would be. Both her parents had been involved in help- 

ing other people. Empathy, tolerance and respect for the other human being are 

the values describing her parents’ as well as w61_lv2’s social activism. 

 

Service ethos-bearer: There had been no traditions of social activism in 

m42_v’s family of origin. His father was a worker and his mother – a full-time 

housewife. M42_v has been registered as a volunteer in two nation-wide Polish 

NGOs for the last four years. However, he claims that one does not need to be 

registered in an organisation in order to be a volunteer or a social activist. His 

guiding principle is helping people who need that. He had been actively looking 

for becoming a volunteer since he became a pensioner. M42_v was surprised he 

was refused by one organisation on the grounds he had not finished secondary 

school. M42_v believes all people in need deserve to be helped and asks 

rhetorically If we neglect them, will we be better human being’.  
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The accidental participant: In 1995 w22_v’s father established an NGO which 

recruits volunteers in their native city. W22_v has been engaged in the work of 

this organisation since 1998, when she finished secondary school. She admits it 

was her father who ‘infected’ her with voluntarism. She enjoys her involvement 

in the organisation and acknowledges it helps her do something useful in her free 

time. Nevertheless, w22_v views this engagement as a temporary one. Her plans 

for the future are connected with a different type of work. 

 

The career-maker: M24_p said he took a conscious and well-thought-out 

decision when he joined a students’ organisation six years before I met and 

interviewed him. Later on he moved to work, initially as a volunteer and then as  

a paid worker, in a foundation which participants happen to be prominent 

members of one of the major political parties in Poland. M24_p admitted he 

himself has joined this party and would like to become a politician. He hopes his 

involvement in the NGO will help him acquire skills, which might be useful 

later on to achieve his main aim. He is concerned with the perceived lack of 

opportunities for career-making in the Third sector.  

 

The professional: In 1994 w44_lp was one of the co-founders of an 

organisation, which provides therapeutic services to alcoholics. She grew up in a 

family where the highest value was the human being. Both her parents had been  

involved in pro-social activities. W44_lp was about to start writing her doctoral 

dissertation in psychology when she decided she would rather work with people 

than with books. She became a therapist. She and her colleagues decided to  

establish an NGO, which would enable them to provide better opportunities for 

helping their patients. W44_lp admitted she had not previously considered  

the possible benefits or the sacrifices she had to make in order to successfully 

run the organisation. It was the most natural thing for her to do when an 

occasion appeared to enrich the scope of therapeutic services for her alcoholic 

patients. 
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