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ON THE NEED AND METHODS
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IN THE LIGHT OF THE REFLECTIONS OF JERZY TOPOLSKI

Abstract: The decision to present selected research problems of poverty in this article
through the lens of Professor Jerzy Topolski’s views was primarily motivated by the con-
viction that, despite the passage of several decades and changes in certain concepts and at-
titudes towards research in this field, many of his postulates have not lost their relevance
and may still inspire not only historians but also researchers from other social science dis-
ciplines.

The article consists of four parts, two of which, directly relating to the categories of
poverty and destitution and the methods of their study, are based on the Professor’s posi-
tion presented in a lecture delivered in 1991 and published a year later (Topolski, 1992). In
the remaining sections, edited on the basis of other works by the Professor, selected the-
oretical and methodological guidelines and postulates are signaled, which, although no
longer directed specifically at poverty researchers, are worth considering from the per-
spective of their studies.

In the first part, against the backdrop of conceptual dilemmas clearly visible in the lit-
erature of the subject, the Professor’s stance on treating poverty and destitution as theoret-
ical categories and the boundaries between them resulting from the relationship between
needs and the possibilities of meeting them are presented.

The second part of the study contains the Professor’s postulates regarding the necessi-
ty of moving away from descriptive accounts of poverty and subordinating the narrative
to the pursuit of regularities, as well as the role of explanatory and theoretical questions in
such proceedings. The third part presents the so-called directive of integral explanation,
that is, combining the so-called objective side of the historical process (the effects of human
actions) with its subjective side (the actions themselves). The subject of the fourth part is
the need to transcend disciplinary boundaries, that is, the interdisciplinary integration of
research, of which the Professor was a passionate advocate.

1 Professor Emeritus.
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INTRODUCTION

Several reasons led to the proposal to include in this 43rd volume of
Studia Historiae Oeconomicae, dedicated to presenting research on var-
ious aspects and faces of poverty, its causes and consequences, a review
article presenting the position in this field of the late Professor Jerzy
Topolski.

Firstly, despite the passage of several decades and changes in some
attitudes towards poverty research and ways of overcoming it, most of
Topolski’s views formulated in the second half of the twentieth century
have not lost their relevance and may continue to inspire not only histo-
rians but also researchers from other disciplines.

Secondly, although within Professor Topolski’'s extremely plentiful
body of published work - comprising more than 1,100 items published in
Poland and many other countries - the subject of poverty did not consti-
tute the main focus of his research, the position he presented in his 1991
paper entitled “Nedza, ubéstwo, dostatek jako kategorie teoretyczne w
badaniu historycznym i ich wartoé¢ eksplanacyjna” [Destitution, pover-
ty, affluence as theoretical categories in historical research and their ex-
planatory value] (Topolski, 1992) has been drawn upon not only by his-
torians (Kuklo, 2020), but also by researchers from other social science
disciplines, particularly sociology (including: Tarkowska, 2000; Kanasz,
2015; Kolasa-Nowak, 2001; 2009; 2021; Cwikta, 2006; Sosnowska, 2004;
Konczal and Wawrzyniak, 2011), even though, compared to many of the
Professor’s flagship works, the aforementioned paper might be regard-
ed as a minor contribution.

Thirdly, it is also significant that Professor Jerzy Topolski himself,
an advocate of disseminating the research achievements of Polish schol-
arship, was instrumental in launching this journal, which, through nu-
merous publications in foreign languages, has for over 50 years provid-
ed a forum for dialogue with the global scholarly community - not only
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for economic and social historians, but also for researchers from oth-
er disciplines. The Professor was not only an initiator, but also a long-
term co-editor of Studia Historiae Oeconomicae. He was often among the
contributors, and in 1998, following his death, volume 23 of SHO was
dedicated to him (Janicki, 2017; Janicki and Graban, 2019). For these rea-
sons, the author considered it appropriate and interesting, in this vol-
ume of SHO presenting studies resulting from last year’s conference
entitled “Poverty through the ages - causes, faces, consequences,” organ-
ized by the Department of Economic History of the Faculty of History at
Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan, to include the voice of Professor
Topolski from over 30 years ago and to look at the issue of poverty through
the lens of his views presented in the aforementioned paper, delivered
during the session “Destitution and affluence in Polish lands from the
Middle Ages to the twentieth century,” organized in 1991 by the Institute
of Material Culture History of the Polish Academy of Sciences.

The arguments cited above determined the shape and scope of this
review article.

The work consists of four parts, of which two, directly addressing the
categories of poverty and destitution and the methods of their study, are
based on the Professor’s position presented in the aforementioned pa-
per delivered in 1991 and published a year later (Topolski, 1992). In the
remaining sections of the article, compiled on the basis of other works
by the Professor, selected theoretical and methodological guidelines and
postulates are signaled, which, although no longer addressed directly to
poverty researchers, are nevertheless worth considering from the per-
spective of their research.

The first part, against the backdrop of conceptual dilemmas clearly
visible in the literature, presents the Professor’s position regarding the
treatment of poverty and destitution as theoretical categories and the
boundaries between them, arising from the relationship between needs
and the possibilities of meeting them.

The second part of the article contains the Professor’s postulates con-
cerning the need to move away from a descriptive account of poverty
and to subordinate the narrative to the pursuit of regularities, as well as
the role of explanatory and theoretical questions in such an approach.

The third part presents the so-called directive of integral explana-
tion, i.e., combining the so-called objective side of the historical process
(the effects of human actions) with its subjective side (the actions them-
selves), a principle Topolski promoted in many of his works.
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The subject of the fourth part is the need to transcend disciplinary
boundaries, that is, the interdisciplinary integration of research, of which
the Professor was an ardent advocate.

All the issues addressed have been set against the positions of other
poverty researchers, especially sociologists, as well as the Professor’s stu-
dents and collaborators.

INDIGENCE, POVERTY, AND DESTITUTION - CONCEPTUAL
DILEMMAS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN NEEDS AND THE POSSIBILITY TO SATISFY THEM

Although research into poverty has a long tradition and has been car-
ried out with increasing intensity for over a century, as evidenced by the
abundant publication output in this field, researchers generally agree
that contemporary science still faces clear problems in developing a co-
herent definition of poverty, as well as precisely identifying the causes of
this phenomenon and the methods for its measurement and alleviation
(Stodowa-Hetpa, 2001: 489-492). Poverty, like many other categories used
in the social sciences, is a complex, ambiguous, unclear and imprecise con-
cept, defined and measured in various ways (Tarkowska, 2000: 19).

Many authorities in the global and Polish literature have addressed
the dilemmas and definitional discrepancies of poverty. According to
the Indian scholar Amartya Sen, recipient of the Sveriges Riksbank Prize
in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel in 1998, described by
Robert Solow (also a laureate of this prize two years earlier) as the con-
science of economics:

poverty is a complex, multidimensional world that requires in-depth analysis in all its
aspects (Amartya Sen and the thousand faces of poverty 2001). It is (Szymczak, 2016:
91) [...] a lack of the minimum elementary capacities.

According to Sen, the analysis of poverty should focus on the individ-
ual’s capability to function, not on the outcomes an individual achieves
through such functioning. He emphasized that:

because of the intersection of ethical and economic reflection, it is difficult to unambig-
uously determine who is poor, and therefore, in describing inequality one should seek
an answer to the question: what are poor people deprived of?



On the Need and Methods of Researching Various Aspects of Poverty... 15

In the opinion of Julia Szalai (1997), a Hungarian poverty researcher, pov-
erty is never and nowhere an obvious phenomenon or self-explanatory.
Meanwhile, Paul Spicker (2007: 230) stated that:

in the social sciences, poverty is commonly understood in at least twelve distinct, over-
lapping senses. [...] the debate on poverty has been expressed in an artificial academ-
ic formalism that insisted on the necessity of a common semantic core. Consequently,
examples of contradictory uses of terms have been used to show that some of them
are correct.

He also added that:

moreover, many of the main protagonists of the debate hold two or three positions si-
multaneously. They are distinct because they can be logically separated in such a way
that circumstances applicable in one meaning do not necessarily apply in others.

Raywat Deonandan (2019) points out that competing methods of de-
fining and measuring poverty complicate how this phenomenon is pre-
sented. Furthermore, comparative analyses are made more difficult by the
different definitions of low-income thresholds used by countries and or-
ganizations.

According to Stanistawa Golinowska (1997), there is no universal con-
cept of poverty, as it has a specific content embedded in a broader eco-
nomic and social context. Moreover, poverty varies depending on context,
place, time of occurrence or the ability to cope with it. What is more, it can
refer to entire societies, particular social groups, or individuals. She em-
phasizes (Golinowska, 2012: 96) that:

every language allows for the gradation of indigence: destitution, poverty, deficiency.
Therefore, definitions and indicators have been suggested according to the degree to
which one is “afflicted” by this “disease”.

She also points out that

beside the dispute over whether poverty should be measured in mono- or multidi-
mensional terms, the debate also revolved around the nature of indicators separating
the poor from the non-poor, known as poverty lines. Should these be indicators of ab-
solute poverty, or relative poverty, or poverty described objectively or subjectively.

A similar position was taken by Elzbieta Tarkowska (2000: 233), who
stated that: “there is no single poverty - there are many forms of it, dif-
fering in depth, duration, and ways of coping with it.” She also empha-
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sized in her works that every poverty is defined by two characteristics: its
depth, meaning the measurable quantitative degree of unmet needs, and
its duration, that is, whether it is temporary, prolonged, chronic, or even
hereditary.

According to Zygmunt Bauman (2006: 17):

Research by historians, anthropologists and also sociologists shows that attitudes to-
wards poverty and the poor, as well as the image of the poor person at a given time
and place, always depend on the broader social, cultural, economic context, on politics
and ideology, and on the changes occurring in these areas.

The contextuality of poverty, already mentioned, is reduced to sever-
al interrelated elements: relativity, subjectivity, the perspective of the indi-
vidual, social and structural conditions (Kalinowski, Luczak and Szczygiel,
2024: 25). It may concern not only a lack of financial and material resourc-
es, but also a lack of education, access to culture, power, respect or digni-
ty. Thus, it covers various aspects of life such as health, education, culture,
housing, and social relations.

Tatiana Kanasz (2015: 305) stated that:

poverty is linked to unmet individual needs and limited opportunities for social par-
ticipation.

She also quoted Z. Bauman’s view that:

poverty is also a certain social and psychological condition: since the quality of hu-
man existence is measured by the standards of decent living adopted in a given soci-
ety, the inability to adhere to them is itself a cause of stress, suffering and humiliation
(Bauman, 2006: 77).

The issue of the boundaries separating the categories mentioned in this
subtitle remains debatable. While the concepts of indigence and pover-
ty are often used interchangeably by researchers, there are also opinions
that the category of poverty is broader than indigence, most often asso-
ciated with a lack of sufficient financial means (Kalinowski, Luczak and
Szczygiet, 2024: 16). The interpretation and placement of the concept of
destitution is different, as it is neither a synonym for indigence nor for
poverty and therefore should not be used interchangeably.

In this context, against the background of the positions outlined above,
it is worth considering the standpoint of Professor Topolski (Topolski,
1992: 12-13), which has not escaped the attention of sociologists and econ-
omists and has been reflected in their work (e.g. Tarkowska, 2000: 14-18).
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In Topolski’'s view (Topolski, 1992: 12):

What we call destitution, poverty, affluence or wealth is, in a sense, the external man-
ifestation of the relationship between needs and the resources available to people to
satisfy them. Destitution can be considered a state of existence in which basic needs for
food, clothing and shelter, especially food, are not met, resulting in mere survival, the
wasting of the body, vulnerability to disease, and increased mortality. Destitution may
be caused by structural factors in a given society (for example, overpopulation with a
traditional economy) and may permanently affect larger or smaller social groups, or
it may be a temporary phenomenon (caused by specific factors such as war, repres-
sion, natural disasters) for particular population groups. In such cases, there is a rapid
shrinking of resources available to people and their lives change drastically.

By contrast:

Poverty is a state in which basic needs are met in one way or another, enabling a per-
son at least to reproduce the life force necessary for a certain expenditure of energy in
daily life and work, yet social needs enabling the individual or group to live accord-
ing to their socially ascribed model of consumption are not met, to a greater or less-
er extent.

The Professor also emphasized that:

the state of poverty can easily pass into destitution, and for this reason the boundary
between these states is quite fluid, especially when it concerns social groups that can
afford to meet basic needs only in the simplest and most modest forms. In such cases,
for example due to crop failure or price increases, it is easy to move from need to hope-
lessness, that is, destitution (Topolski, 1992: 13).

He also explained that:

while destitution is to a large extent something absolute, independent of the model of
consumption ascribed to or represented by someone and their aspirations, poverty is
something much more relative.

In the paper presented here, Topolski also acknowledged that:

we do not know at what point the disparity between income and needs stimulates eco-
nomic activity, and when further increases in economic activity begin to diminish. [...]
Probably, the state of permanent, or structural, destitution lies beyond this boundary.
People living in destitution are deprived of the will to act.

Professor Elzbieta Tarkowska (2000: 14), the undisputed leader in the
community of Polish sociologists of poverty and the driving force behind
such research, referred to the original distinctions drawn by Professor
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Topolski between the categories of need and destitution. In the intro-
duction to her already cited book Zrozumiec biednego [Understanding the
Poor], with the telling subtitle O braku i potrzebie perspektywy przesztosci
w badaniu biedy w Polsce [On the Lack and Need for a Historical Perspect-
ive in the Study of Poverty in Poland], she emphasized that a sociolo-
gist interested in contemporary need should, for at least several reasons,
look to the past. However, she clearly associated the gradation used by
Professor Topolski with a practice characteristic of historians. She also
stated that the division between poverty and destitution used by histo-
rians is not fully translatable into economic measures. While the defini-
tion of destitution (that is, a state of existence in which basic needs for
food, clothing and shelter, especially food, are not met, resulting in mere
survival, the wasting of the body, vulnerability to disease, and increased
mortality) is somewhat close to the concept of the minimum standard of
living, it is difficult to find a quantitatively measurable equivalent of pov-
erty, which is a state in which basic needs are met in one way or anoth-
er, enabling a person at least to reproduce the life force necessary for a
certain expenditure of energy in daily life and work, yet social needs en-
abling the individual or group to live according to their socially ascribed
model of consumption are not met, to a greater or lesser extent.

THE NEED FOR RESEARCHERS TO MOVE
FROM DESCRIPTION TO EXPLANATION -
THE ROLE OF EXPLANATORY AND THEORETICAL
QUESTIONS IN THIS PROCESS

In the paper cited here, Jerzy Topolski emphasized (Topolski, 1992: 10)
that categories such as poverty, destitution, or, at the opposite extreme,
wealth, which characterize the situation of individuals and societies, are
elements or, more precisely, factors of the historical process, i.e. compo-
nents of the mechanism of historical change in various spheres, especial-
ly in the economic domain. He thus stressed that the point is not only for
the researcher to focus on some more or less clear margins of historical
mechanisms, but on the relationships within the historical process. In his
view, with a descriptive approach, the category of poverty becomes an el-
ement of the description of reality, which indeed enriches the image of the
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past, but does not facilitate or suffice for its explanation. He therefore un-
derlined that, alongside an interest in poverty or wealth as elements of
historical reality and as “products” of historical development - which of-
ten directs historians” attention towards indicator and causal analyses -
these categories can and should also be studied from another perspective,
which, as he claimed, has not yet attracted sufficient attention from histo-
rians. He referred to the conviction that merely creating a description of
the past, however interesting, is sometimes insufficient. He considered it
necessary to explain why certain states emerged, and for this a demonstra-
tion of poverty, as well as wealth, within the context of broader historical
connections and historical changes is required (Kolasa-Nowak, 2001: 34).

In many other works, Topolski pointed out the exhaustion of the sci-
entific possibilities of traditional historiography guided by “common
sense” and the emergence, in the analyses of some historians, of the bar-
rier of conceptualization and the lack of a comprehensive theoretical
concept. He also saw dangers in researchers remaining at the level of de-
scribing the past.

Therefore, highly valuing theoretical attempts, Topolski attached great
importance to the ability to formulate research questions, especially ex-
planatory questions (Domariska, 2016: 21). He emphasized their signifi-
cance, their connection with historical material, and the ordering of this
material according to the interpretative key provided by economic the-
ories and sociology. He expressed this in the presented paper, treating
poverty and destitution as theoretical or theoretical-historical categories,
which precisely have explanatory value, allowing for a better understand-
ing of the course of history, and not just a better description of it.

In other works, Topolski even stressed that sources answer (if at all)
only those questions that are put to them. At the same time, he stated that
if a historical source does not essentially differ from the product of the his-
torian’s work, namely the historical narrative, then there is no real transi-
tion from the truth concealed in the sources to the author’s interpretation.
In such conditions, the author constantly moves within the same sphere of
interpretation (Topolski, 2016: 114).

In the context of Topolski’s views presented here, it is worth referring
to at least a few opinions on his position.

Returning to the previously cited opinion of Elzbieta Tarkowska (2000:
14), it must be considered unfortunate that she quoted the statement that
the historian uses in their analyses categories such as destitution, poverty,
or affluence simply out of a desire to “enrich the historical description”,
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because without further explanation and embedding in a broader context,
and simultaneously with a reference to Topolski (Topolski, 1992: 10), it
may be incorrectly interpreted by readers and associated with his promo-
tion of descriptive research.

Meanwhile, Mariola Flis in her interesting article “O my$leniu dia-
chronicznym, wyjasnianiu historycznym w socjologii i wyjasnianiu so-
cjologicznym w historii” [On Diachronic Thinking, Historical Explanation
in Sociology and Sociological Explanation in History], published in 1993
in Studia Socjologiczne, actually emphasized that:

the view that historical research is exclusively idiographic is increasingly difficult to
maintain in the light of the developmental trends of contemporary humanities. It is
true that historians do not engage in constructing general laws. Nevertheless, they
can refer to them, and Jerzy Topolski is precisely an example of this (Flis, 1993: 70).

In Szymon Malczewski’s opinion (2009: 98), Topolski was convinced
that, in historiographical practice, there is no escaping theoretical think-
ing. He promoted “theoretical and explanatory” history (Malczewski,
2009: 91).

THE DIRECTIVE OF INTEGRAL EXPLANATION
OF JERZY TOPOLSKI

The directive of integral explanation, already mentioned in the introduc-
tion and also referred to as integral history, was how Jerzy Topolski de-
scribed the necessity of considering both the subjective and objective sides
of the historical process, encompassing various aspects of human activity.
This very principle of theoretical and explanatory history was presented
in his work Theory of Historical Knowledge (Topolski, 1983), the most “au-
thorial” of his methodological achievements, as described by Malczewski
(Malczewski, 2009: 102). In several other works, Topolski claimed that it is
precisely human actions that constitute the essential factor and content of
what we call past reality. In the 1990s, this directive became the basis for
his proposed concept of a minimal characterization of reality (the past),
which includes: time, space, and specifically human actions, to which,
considered in both subjective and objective aspects, Professor attached the
greatest importance (Domariska, 2016: 16).
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Properly understanding the historical process as a link between the
subjective creation of history by people and the processes resulting from
these actions, Topolski repeatedly pointed to the need to connect the ef-
fects of human actions with the actions themselves. As he wrote, it is only
the combination of the so-called objective side of the historical process
(the effects of human actions) with its subjective side (the actions them-
selves) that gives a chance to grasp this mutually connected activity of the
past. He believed it was important to perceive historical conditions both
objectively, when they are rooted in a historically and spatially differen-
tiated material base, and subjectively, when they are present in the con-
sciousness of inhabitants and influence their motives, value systems, etc.
According to Jan Pomorski (2017: 62), the directive of integral explana-
tion is indispensable among Topolski’s principles of theoretical and ex-
planatory history.

THE NEED TO TRANSCEND DISCIPLINARY BOUNDARIES
AND INTENSIFY INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

It is difficult to overlook the fact that Professor Topolski was a fervent ad-
vocate of transcending disciplinary boundaries and integrating research.
He was not only a supporter, but also a pioneer and promoter of interdis-
ciplinary research, even before it became popular in Poland. As early as
1966, he wrote that in his works he appeared as a historian wishing to real-
ize the postulate of scientific integration (Domarnska, 2016: 8). He described
himself similarly in Methodology of History (Topolski, 1968: 10). In his re-
search practice, he emphasized the assumption of the equality of all sci-
ences and the closest possible relationships between them. This is reflect-
ed in his aforementioned prolific body of work, which includes studies not
only in history and economics, but also anthropology, philosophy, socio-
logy, cultural studies, art history, psychology, and even literary studies.
A few examples sulffice.

Anna Sosnowska (2004 and 2021), interested in the sociological dimen-
sion of historical debates and their social significance, considered the rap-
prochement of historians and historiography with sociology to be crucial
for the formation of historical sociology, which, simply put, is the encoun-
ter in research practice of sociology with history (Sosnowska, 2021: 10).
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She emphasized that the 1960s, when heated debates on the causes of
Poland’s economic weakness and, more broadly, the backwardness of
Central and Eastern Europe took place, were a period of flourishing so-
ciology-informed historiography in Poland. She included Jerzy Topolski,
a participant in this debate, among sociology-informed historians. She
stressed that his circle, alongside the circles of Marian Matowist, Witold
Kula, and Andrzej Wyczanski, played a significant role in this process
(Sosnowska 2021: 16), and she considered the publication of Topolski’s
1994 book, Polska w czasach nowozytnych. Od srodkowoeuropejskiej potegi do
utraty niepodlegtosci (1505-1795) [Poland in the Early Modern Period. From
Central European Power to the Loss of Independence (1505-1795)], as the
end date of this debate. According to Krzysztof Brzechczyn (2007: 256),
this closing date can be shifted by six years to 2000, when Topolski’s book
Przetom gospodarczy w XVI wieku i jego nastepstwa [The Economic Turning
Point in the Sixteenth Century and Its Consequences] (Topolski, 2000),
prepared before his death, was posthumously published.

Professor Topolski also had a clear impact on defining historical
consciousness, important not only from the perspective of historiog-
raphy. In the introduction to Swiadomoé¢ historyczna Polakéw [Historical
Consciousness of Poles] (Topolski 1981: 5-6), he defined historical con-
sciousness as the body of knowledge and system of evaluations concerning a soci-
ety’s past, functioning in the course of human action (both individual and social).
According to Malgorzata Kmak (2012: 119-120), he thus drew attention to
knowledge of historical facts, which has significant consequences in the
form of evaluations. Knowledge, in his definition of historical conscious-
ness, is the most important premise, as it determines the reality and im-
portance of events and the relationships between them. In Topolski’s con-
cept, historical knowledge, as one of the two components of historical
consciousness, influences its state. He believed that historical conscious-
ness, shaped on the basis of shared historical experiences, is the founda-
tion of national identity and one of the key elements of social cohesion.
Moreover, Topolski emphasized that historical consciousness is shaped
not only by historical writing but also by other forms of expression, such
as artistic activity inspired by the past. It is these forms that convey and
reinterpret knowledge of history, influencing their recipients. The high-
er the quality of knowledge, the more developed the historical conscious-
ness, which in Topolski’s concept means the closer the ideas and evalu-
ations of the past are to the scholarly findings of historians (Filipowicz,
2002: 23-24). For Topolski, historical consciousness is a dynamic and grad-
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able phenomenon. History, as he stressed, indicates fields of alternatives
resulting from various conditions. Thus, the more those creating history
know about them, the more conscious this creation becomes. The mistake
of many historians, he believed, lay in trusting that reality looked exact-
ly as the contemporary observer saw it. And yet, the historian’s “infor-
mants” could not operate with theoretical categories; their observations
and comments referred only to facts.

In the opinion of Kornelia Koriczal and Joanna Wawrzyniak (2011: 24),
the historical consciousness dominant in Polish sociological reflection
since the 1960s became an important “meeting place” for Polish sociol-
ogists and historians, as both disciplines were united by the need to in-
terpret the past in the context of contemporary social and political prob-
lems. However, whereas sociologists worked with surveys and studied
the current state of social consciousness, historians analyzed, among oth-
er things, school textbooks, pedagogical concepts, the level of historical
knowledge and interest in history, as demonstrated by the 1981 publica-
tion Historical Consciousness of Poles, edited by Topolski, whose introduc-
tion presented his views on the need for research into historical conscious-
ness (Piasek, 2017: 56-57). According to Topolski, for a long time school
education was the most important, but now its competitor is the mass me-
dia: radio, television, and film.

As both a historian and economist, Topolski also attached great impor-
tance to the links between these two disciplines. He emphasized that what
we extract from past phenomena and economic processes for economics
depends primarily on the purposes and methods of investigating the past,
on the extent to which the narrative is subordinated to tracking regulari-
ties, discovering the principles of human action, and building theoretical
constructs. In his opinion (Topolski 2016: 89), concern with the past of so-
cieties not only connects these two disciplines, but is also a platform link-
ing history with other social sciences. He saw the need and potential for
the symbiosis of disciplines and sub-disciplines, a bridge between them,
including the marriage of retrospective economics with research into men-
tality. He demonstrated this by analyzing the importance of mentality for
the beginnings of capitalism (Topolski, 1965; 2020; Flis, 1993). Like George
Homans, to whom he referred, he emphasized the usefulness of the laws
of social psychology for explaining historical facts. He also recognized
the dangers resulting both from the limited - due to methodological con-
straints - possibilities of quantitative analyses, and from exclusive or ex-
cessive quantification.
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It should be emphasized that Professor Topolski was among those
Polish historians who were known and published throughout Europe,
the USA, and other countries (Ligenza, 2018: 466). Moreover, perhaps
more than any other contemporary historian, he was esteemed and main-
tained direct contact both with Western European economic historians
representing a more humanistic, anthropological dimension of research
into the past - shaped largely by the work of Marc Bloch (1962), Fernand
Braudel (1999), and the Annales School - and with representatives of the
New Economic History, the American school also Brzechczyn known
as cliometrics, considered by some to be one of the greatest phenome-
na in the development of twentieth-century science, by others as one of
its greatest intellectual scandals. The main representatives of this school,
Professor Robert Fogel of the University of Chicago and Douglas North of
the University of St. Louis, received the Bank of Sweden Prize in Economic
Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel in 1983. Topolski was open to new
trends in historical writing, even if he did not share certain fascinations.
He engaged in critical dialogue with them, presenting to the Polish reader
what was new and current in the humanities (Topolski, 1980). In his opin-
ions on the apparent “discord” between opponents of dehumanized histo-
ry - as cliometrics was considered in Europe - and its advocates, Professor
pointed out that the anti-integrative influence of New Economic History
stemmed from the one-sided application by some of its representatives of
economic theories and models based on them. He simultaneously empha-
sized that, although this allowed for many important scientific findings,
it clearly distanced historians of this school from the possibility of synthe-
sis and, by eliminating non-economic factors, impoverished the entirety of
their research (Stodowa-Helpa, 2013).

Jerzy Topolski also had numerous connections with archaeology, as
extensively presented by Janusz Ostoja-Zagoérski (1982). Inspired by him,
prehistory began to pay attention to the role of extra-source knowledge,
which, according to Topolski, in the research process serves as a “specif-
ic steering system”.

It should also be mentioned that Professor Topolski even highlighted
the significance of literary fiction as one possible source of inspiration for
scientific analysis (Cwikla, 2006: 143). He stated that:

The novel [...] has sometimes preceded science, for it captures and presents matters
that must wait a long time for scientific treatment. This is clearly seen in the example of
two sciences that only emerged in the nineteenth century: one is the science of the hu-
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man psyche - psychology; the other, sociology, deals with the collective life of human
beings. The issues they address had already appeared in the novel since the seven-
teenth century, which thus paved the way for scientific inquiry (Topolski, 1978: 13).

CONCLUSIONS

Although in this brief article, focused on the issue of poverty, it was dif-
ficult even to signal the multifaceted research legacy of Professor Jerzy
Topolski - and therefore, reading this text may understandably leave a
sense of insufficiency, one not unfamiliar to the author - even on this mod-
est basis, it can be concluded that his achievements continue to be a source
of inspiration for representatives of various research schools. It is there-
fore hard not to agree with Mariusz Ligenza (2018: 467) that Topolski’s
work is far too significant a component of Polish and global historiogra-
phy to confine its familiarity to a narrow circle of specialists. On the oth-
er hand, however, the vastness of his oeuvre makes it difficult to become
thoroughly acquainted even with its most fundamental premises.

It should be added that Topolski presented his position not only in his
immensely rich and highly inspiring interdisciplinary scholarly output,
but also in many interviews, which introduced and convincingly justified
the links between the present, the past, and the future. The Professor ar-
gued that adding the perspective of the past to the analysis of the present
provokes certain conclusions about the future, transforming the time hori-
zon into a triad of past-present-future. It also enables one to bring an inte-
gral point of view and link economic elements with social ones.

According to Szymon Malczewski (2009: 89-90), Topolski, associated
primarily with the methodology of history and rightly regarded as a co-
founder of this field, as well as with such areas of historical reflection as
economic history or historiography of the modern era, was a co-creator
and active representative of the so-called Poznan methodological school.

The broad reflection on Topolski’s theory of historiography is, from
the perspective of historiographical practice, something unprecedented
and still very rare today. An important methodological innovation in his
research, generally unheard of in strictly historical works, is precisely the
interdisciplinary approach presented here, as well as the inclusion of the
sphere of mentality and the inquiry into the motivations behind individ-
ual decisions.
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Jerzy Topolski’s contribution to the issue of historical narrative is wor-
thy of note. The publication, shortly before his death, of the work Jak sig
pisze i rozumie historie subtitled Tajemnice narracji historycznej [How to Write
and Understand History. The Secrets of Historical Narrative] (Topolski,
1996), is considered by many as the crowning achievement of his research.
In many respects, it constitutes a continuation, development, and supple-
ment of the themes discussed in his earlier works.

It is impossible not to appreciate the importance of Jerzy Topolski’s
work, and his role in Polish and world historiography is beyond dispute.
The Professor was, after all, one of the very few historians who could com-
bine the history of Poland with global history and analytical thinking with
the construction of a theoretical image of the historical process.

Professor J. Topolski wrote that history is still the magistra vitae, but
in a different sense than the originators of this expression understood it,
when they believed that it was enough to refer to an example, since the
background does not remain identical on the stage of history - the scenery
changes even when, on the surface, the facts appear similar.

For readers who are not yet familiar with Professor Topolski’s achieve-
ments, the best guide on the path to his solutions for the many problems
they face will undoubtedly be the numerous works of his pupils and col-
laborators (including: Malczewski 2009; Pomorski 1985; 2017; 2019; 2020;
Piasek 2017; Wrzosek 2010, Zamorski 2020). These are cited in the belief
(and hope) that reading these texts will lessen the sense of insufficiency
mentioned above, which arises from the nature and scope of this article.

The author herself, also finding herself at a crossroads and facing di-
lemmas, has often turned to the work of Jerzy Topolski (e.g. Stodowa-
Helpa 2006; 2013: 18). His works are also cited in an article previously
published in SHO (Stodowa-Hetpa 2020: 5).

According to Jan Pomorski (2017: 125), it is especially worth turning to
Topolski’s legacy when we - individually and as a community - must face
the difficult challenges that the present poses to researchers of the past.

As for the issue of broadly understood poverty, which, after all, served
as the inspiration for the preparing this article, it is now the category
of social exclusion that clearly dominates in social research drawing on
the French tradition, and above all in approaches aligned with the poli-
cy practice of the European Union. Social exclusion is considered more
suitable for describing contemporary social issues, although it is not syn-
onymous with the concept of poverty (Golinowska 2012: 99). These new
circumstances have caused the debate at the conceptual level to change
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its character. Earlier comparative analyses, such as those undertaken in
Professor Topolski’s text (Topolski 1992), have given way to discussions
about the similarities and differences between the categories of social ex-
clusion and poverty. However, as these questions clearly go beyond the
issues and scope of this article, I will limit myself here to signaling their
relevance and refer readers to several selected works (e.g. Broda-Wysocki
2021; Golinowska and Broda-Wysocki 2005; Kalinowski 2018; Szukietoj¢-
-Bierikuriska 2005).

In these new conditions, the concept of destitution, which was pre-
cisely the focus of Professor Topolski’s interest (Topolski 1992), has al-
most disappeared from the area of interest of contemporary researchers.
It is therefore worth emphasizing that his reflections presented in points
1 and 2 of this article have not only not lost their relevance but have, in
fact, become even more significant. That is why, after several decades,
they have been deemed worthy of being recalled.

Malgorzata Slodowa-Helpa, Professor Emeritus in Economic Sciences at the Poznan
University of Economics, former head of the Department of Economic History and the
Department of Macroeconomics and Development Research, long-time academic and
teaching staff member at this university, author and co-author of many monographs and
articles in the fields of economics, socio-economic policy, and economic history, in partic-
ular the issues of integrated development, the economy of moderation and the common
good, the role of the historical background in the process of transformation, as well as the
competitiveness of regions, their territorial cohesion and specialization, and regional and
local development policy.

REFERENCES

Literature

Bauman, Z. (2006) Praca, konsumpcjonizm i nowi ubodzy. Obirek, S. (transl.). Krakéw:
Wydawnictwo WAM.

Bloch, M. (1962) Pochwata historii, czyli o zawodzie historyka. Jedlicka, W. (transl.). Warsza-
wa: PWN.

Braudel, F. (1999) Historia i trwanie. Geremek, B. (transl.). Warszawa: Spétdzielnia Wy-
dawnicza Czytelnik.

Broda-Wysocki, P. (2021) ‘Paradygmat analiz ubdéstwa i wykluczenia spolecznego’, Prze-
glgd Europejski, 2, pp. 11-19.

Brzechczyn, K. (2007) “‘Modele zacofania a transformacja w Europie Wschodniej. Recenzja
ksigzki: Anna Sosnowska, Zrozumiec¢ zacofanie. Spory historykéw o Europe Wschodnig
(1947-1994), Wydawnictwo Trio, Warszawa 2004, ss. 387’, Ruch Prawniczy, Ekonomicz-
ny i Socjologiczny, 69(1), pp. 255-263.



28 Matgorzata Stodowa-Helpa

Cwikla, P. (2006) ‘Kilka uwag o zwiazku socjologii z literatura” Studia Socjologiczne, 2(181),
pp. 127-158.

Deonandan, R. (2019) ‘Defining poverty: a summary of competing models’, Journal of Social
and Political Sciences, 2(1), pp. 17-21.

Domaniska, E. (2016) ‘Bardzo kroétkie wprowadzenie’, in Domariska, E. (ed.) Jerzy Topolski.
Teoretyczne problemy wiedzy historycznej. Antologia tekstow. Poznan: Wydawnictwo
Nauka i Innowacje, pp. 7-35.

Filipowicz, J. (2002) ‘Pojecie pamieci spotecznej w nauce polskiej, Kultura i Historia, 2,
pp- 23-29.

Flis, M. (1993) ‘O mysleniu diachronicznym, wyjasnianiu historycznym w socjologii i wy-
jasnianiu socjologicznym w historii’, Studia Socjologiczne, 3-4(130-131), pp. 63-71.
Golinowska, S. (1997) ‘Badania nad ubéstwem. Zalozenia i metoda’, in Golinowska, S.
(ed.) Polska bieda II. Kryteria. Ocena. Przeciwdziatanie. Warszawa: Instytut Pracy i Spraw

Socjalnych, pp. 19-29.

Golinowska, S. (2012) ‘O biedzie i polityce jej zwalczania wspélczesnie. Podejécie
poréwnawcze w $wietle Europejskiego Roku Zwalczania Ubéstwa i Wykluczenia
Spotecznego’, in Kubiak, H.E. (ed.) Polska bieda w Swietle Europejskiego Roku Walki
z Ubodstwem i Wykluczeniem Spotecznym. Krakéw: Krakowska Akademia im. Andrzeja
Frycza Modrzewskiego, pp. 94-117.

Golinowska, S. and Broda-Wysocki, P. (2005) ‘Kategorie ubéstwa i wykluczenia
spotecznego. Przeglad uje¢’, in Golinowska, S., Tarkowska, E. and Topiriska, I.
(eds) Ubdstwo i wykluczenie spoleczne. Badania. Metody. Wyniki. Warszawa: IPISS,
pp. 17-54.

Janicki, T. (2017) ‘Powstanie czasopisma ,Studia Historiae Oeconomicae”’, Zaktad Historii
Gospodarczej, Uniwersytet im. Adama Mickiewicza. http://zhg.amu.edu.pl/historia_
sho/. Accessed 10 November 2025.

Janicki, T. and Graban, M. (2019) ‘Studia Historiae Oeconomicae’, in Balbuza, K., Do-
bosz, J., Konieczka-Sliwiriska, D., Koscielniak, K. and Matusik, P. (eds) Historia na
Uniwersytecie Poznariskim. Od Seminarium Historycznego do Instytutu Historii (1919~
2019). Poznan: Uniwersytet im. Adama Mickiewicza w Poznaniu, Instytut Historii
UAM, pp. 304-305.

Kalinowski, S. (2018) ‘Problem ubéstwa i wykluczenia spotecznego w krajach Unii
Europejskiej w konteksécie zréwnowazonego rozwoju’, Wies i Rolnictwo, 3(180),
pp- 93-112.

Kalinowski, S., Luczak, A. and Szczygiet, O. (2024) Ubdstwo ubogich. Obszary deprywacji
potrzeb beneficjentow pomocy spotecznej. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar.

Kanasz, T. (2015) ‘Czy osoba doswiadczajaca biedy moze by¢ szczesliwa? Koncepcje biedy
a emocje’, in Gorniak, K., Kanasz, T. Pasamoniak, B. and Zalewska J. (eds) Socjologia
czasu, kultury i ubdstwa. Ksiega jubileuszowa dla Profesor Elzbiety Tarkowskiej. Warszawa:
Wydawnictwo Akademii Pedagogiki Specjalnej, pp. 304-322.

Kmak, M. (2012) ‘Kultura pamieci spoteczenstwa polskiego - wybrane aspekty’, in La-
bedz, K. (ed.) Elementy swiadomosci politycznej wspétczesnego spoteczeristwa polskiego.
Krakéow: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Uniwersytetu Pedagogicznego, pp. 118-129.

Kolasa-Nowak, A. (2001) ‘Socjolog w poszukiwaniu przeszlosci: socjologia historyczna
Charlesa Tilly’ego’, Studia Socjologiczne, 4(163), pp. 11-41.

Kolasa-Nowak, A. (2009) ‘Historia i socjologia. Komplementarne metody badan Zycia
spolecznego’, Zagadnienia Naukoznawstwa, 1, pp. 49-58.

Kolasa-Nowak, A. (2021) ‘Perspektywy socjologii historycznej w Polsce. Przeszlos¢ w prak-
tyce badawczej socjologéw’, Stan Rzeczy, 2, pp. 263-286.



On the Need and Methods of Researching Various Aspects of Poverty... 29

Koriczal, K. and Wawrzyniak, J. (2011) ‘Polskie badania pamiecioznawcze: tradycje, kon-
cepcje, (nie)ciaglosci’, Kultura i Spoteczenstwo, 4, pp. 11-63.

Kuklo, C. (2020) ‘Historia spoleczna w teorii i praktyce badawczej Jerzego Topolskiego’,
Historyka. Studia Metodologiczne, 50, pp. 111-129.

Kumor, I. (2011) “‘Ubéstwo - ujecie teoretyczne’, Edukacja Humanistyczna, 1(24), pp. 101-
110.

Ligenza, M. (2018) “Topolski w pigulce, czyli nowy wyboér tekstow i idei’, Historyka, Studia
Metodologiczne, 48, pp. 465-467.

Malczewski, S. (2009) ‘,Metodologie” Jerzego Topolskiego’, Historyka, Studia Metodologicz-
ne, 39, pp. 89-120.

Ostoja-Zagorski, J. (1982) ‘Problemy modelowego ujecia gospodarki w pradziejach’, Slavia
Antiqua, 28, pp. 1-18.

Piasek, W. (2006) ‘Granice dyscyplin i ,integracja nauk”, in Kowalewski, J., Piasek, W.
and Sliwa, M. (eds) Granice dyscyplin-arne w humanistyce - interdyscyplinarnoéc¢ w histo-
riografii modernistycznej. Olsztyn: Colloquia Humaniorum, pp. 111-122.

Piasek, W. (2017) ‘Etnografia mys$li potocznej w dziedzinie pozaakademickich relacji
z przesztoscia. Mysl potoczna jako przedmiot badan historii historiografii’, Historia@
Teoria, 2(4), pp. 53-65.

Pomorski, J. (1985) ‘Jak (nie) czyta¢ Topolskiego? (Uwagi nad lektura , Teorii wiedzy hi-
storycznej” Jerzego Topolskiego)’, Przeglgd Humanistyczny, 29(3-4), pp. 163-182.

Pomorski, J. (2017) Spogladajgc w przesztosé. Studia i szkice metahistoryczne. Lublin: Wy-
dawnictwo Uniwersytetu Marii Curie-Sktodowskiej.

Pomorski, J. (2019) Homo metahistoricus. Studium szesciu kultur poznajgcych historie. Lublin:
Wydawnictwo UMCS.

Pomorski, J. (2020) ‘“Teoria narracji historycznej Jerzego Topolskiego. Na tropach ostatniej
ksiagzki profesora’, Historyka. Studia Metodologiczne, 50, pp. 35-70.

Sen, A. (2002) Rozwodj i wolnoéé. Lozinski, J. (transl.), seria Antropos, 372: Development as
freedom. Poznan: Zysk i S-ka Wydawnictwo.

Stodowa-Helpa, M. (2001) ‘Polskie samorzady wobec probleméw ubdstwa na wsi’, in
Warzywoda, W., Kosmicki, E. and Januszek, H. (eds) Bieda na wsi na tle globalnych
przemian spoleczno-gospodarczych w Polsce. Socjologiczne, ekonomiczne i polityczne as-
pekty problemu. Poznan: Wyd. Akademii Rolniczej im. A. Cieszkowskiego w Poznaniu,
pp. 489-508.

Stodowa-Helpa, M. (2006) ‘Przesztos¢ w procesie wyjasniania terazZniejszosci i prze-
widywania przysztosci’, in Koscik, E. and Gtowinski, T. (eds) Gospodarka i spo-
teczeristwo w badaniach historycznych - dokonania i perspektywy: w 60. lecie polskich
badani statystycznych i gospodarczych na Dolnym Slgsku. Wroctaw: Wydawnictwo
GAJT, pp. 17-32.

Stodowa-Hetpa, M. (2013) Rozwdj zintegrowany. Warunki, wymiary, wyzwania. Warszawa:
CeDeWu.

Stodowa-Hetpa, M. (2020) ‘Economic Policy from the Perspective of Contemporary Chal-
lenges in Economic History - Hopes, Concerns and Dilemmas’, Studia Historiae Oeco-
nomicae, 38, pp. 4-36.

Sosnowska, A. (2004) Zrozumiec zacofanie. Spory historykow o Europe Wschodnig (1947-1994).
Warszawa: Trio.

Sosnowska, A. (2021) ‘Socjologia historyczna - kluczowa na peryferiach’, Stan Rzeczy, 21,
pp. 9-28.

Spicker, P. (2007) ‘Definitions of poverty: twelve clusters of meaning’, Poverty: An interna-
tional glossary, 1(84277-84824), pp. 229-243.



30 Matgorzata Stodowa-Helpa

Szalai, J. (1997). ‘Power and poverty’, Social Research, 64(4), pp. 1403-1422.

Szukietojé-Bierikuriska, A. (2005) ‘Miary ubdstwa i wykluczenia spotecznego w praktyce
i propozycjach Eurostatu’, in Golinowska, S., Tarkowska, E. and Topinska, I. (eds)
Ubéstwo i wykluczenie spoteczne. Badania. Metody. Wyniki. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo
Instytutu Pracy i Spraw Socjalnych, pp. 148-156.

Szymczak, D. (2016) ‘Wprowadzenie do problemu ubéstwa w ujeciu Amartyi Kumara
Sena. Wymiar etyczny’, Annales. Etyka w Zyciu Gospodarczym (Annales. Ethics in Eco-
nomic Life), 19(3), pp. 85-98.

Tarkowska, E. (2000) Zrozumiec biednego. O dawnej i obecnej biedzie w Polsce. Warszawa: Ty-
pografika.

Topolski, J. (1965) Narodziny kapitalizmu w Europie XIV-XVII wieku. Warszawa: Wydaw-
nictwo Literackie.

Topolski, J. (1968) Metodologia historii. Warszawa: Paristwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe.

Topolski, J. (1972) “Historycy wobec socjologii’, in Kwilecki, A. (ed.) Teoria i badania socjo-
logiczne a praktyka spoteczna. IV Ogélnopolski Zjazd Socjologéw. Warszawa: Paristwowe
Wydawnictwo Naukowe, pp. 293-376.

Topolski, J. (1978) ‘Problemy metodologiczne korzystania ze zrédet literackich w bada-
niach historycznych’, in Stefanowska, Z. and Stowinski, J. (eds) Dzielo literackie jako
Zrédto historyczne. Warszawa: Czytelnik, pp. 7-30.

Topolski, J. (1980) Nowe idee wspotczesnej historiografii O roli teorii w badaniach historycznych.
Poznari, Wydawnictwo Poznariskie.

Topolski, J. (1983) Teorii wiedzy historycznej. Poznan: Wydawnictwo Poznariskie.

Topolski, J. (1992) ‘Nedza, ubéstwo, dostatek jako kategorie teoretyczne w badaniu his-
torycznym i ich wartoé¢ eksplanacyjna’, in Sztetyto, J. (ed.) Nedza i dostatek na zie-
miach polskich od sredniowiecza po wiek XX. Semper: Warszawa, Instytut Historii Kul-
tury Materialnej Polskiej Akademii Nauk, pp. 9-14.

Topolski, J. (1996) Jak si¢ pisze i rozumie historie. Tajemnice narracji historycznej. Warszawa:
Oficyna Wydawnicza Rytm.

Topolski, J. (2016) Teoretyczne problemy wiedzy historycznej. Antologia tekstéw. ed. Doman-
ska, E. Poznan: Wydawnictwo Nauka i Innowagje.

Topolski, J. (2000) Przetom gospodarczy w Polsce XVI wieku i jego nastepstwa. Poznar:
Wydawnictwo Poznariskie.

Topolski, J. (ed.) (1981) Swiadomos¢ historyczna Polakéw. Problemy i metody badawcze, £.6dz:
Wydawnictwo Lodzkie, pp. 512.

Topolski, J. (ed.) (1994) Studia nad swiadomosciq historyczng Polakéw, Poznan: Wydawnic-
two Poznarniskie, pp. 284.

Wrzosek, W. (2010) ‘Szkic do portretu Jerzego Topolskiego’, in Wrzosek, W. (ed.) Topol-
ski, J. Varia historyczne. Poznan: Poznariskie Towarzystwo Przyjaciét Nauk, pp. 25-26.

Zamorski, K. (2020) Historia gospodarcza Jerzego Topolskiego. Narracja o wybra-
nych watkach dziejéw gospodarczych Polski, Historyka. Studia Metodologiczne, 50,
pp. 71-87.



