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An anthropological shift in perspective and culture animation. Research workshops 

Those parts of Poland where such negative social phenomena as unemployment, poverty, exclusion and marginalisation persist are typically going through a period of long-term change. This is usually connected with some sort of systemic transformation brought about by closing down workplaces, deindustrialising, de-collectivising collective farms or abandoning centrally regulated small-scale farming (where the state guaranteed the sale of all produce until the early 1990s). These are the “new poverty”
 enclaves created by widespread post-transformation unemployment.

 There are therefore areas in which an increasing number of people are being relegated to the transformational periphery. They become socially excluded and find themselves shut out of the labour market. This inevitably leads to a “culture of dependency”, a “culture of unemployment” or a “systemic residual”. These terms cover a broad range of circumstances from the lower status now accorded to miners and heavy industry workers to the impoverishment of farmers and rural areas formerly dominated by collective farms. All these places are witnessing other phenomena as well as other contexts of transformation and incipient marginalisation. The social and cultural marginalisation which invariably follow in the wake of economic marginalisation are apart of any given local context. 

To combine all these terms, however, is to identify those social groups in need of support and activation. These groups are threatened with exclusion (see European Social Fund priorities 1.1, 1.5, and 1.6) and remain outside the mainstream of social development where the Polish brand of Socialism is being transformed into a democratic state. Worst of all, however, is that this spirals into a vicious conceptual and keyword circle where these groups are forever tucked away inside a “social phenomena” cubbyhole of professional inactivity, resignation and “living on the dole”. As such, there are deemed incapable of living in society and to be in some way socially defective or even devoid of “civilisation competence”
. This also demonstrates that professional and social participation and social, economic and cultural development are inextricably linked conceptually with such positive values of mainstream society as entrepreneurship, can-do attitude, planning ability, rationality, efficiency, etc. This is the background against which the lack of an appropriate cultural model or, if you prefer, lack of cultural skills typifying these communities is portrayed. We therefore often find ourselves dealing with entities which are in some way defective, culturally incompetent, or lacking in social, cultural and emotional capital. This “culture of poverty”
 viewpoint, from where people are seen as being excluded from social transformation, looks out over a desolate landscape of deculturation and diminution of culture. One thing that cannot be discerned is a socially sensible reality. 
But, from our cultural anthropologist vantage point, we can see a completely different reality. Many communities have a very colourful socio-cultural fabric with a lot of hidden activity. There exists an alternative communal life that we need to be aware of. Based on our research, we can state that a lot of people in places like deindustrialised Wałbrzych and those regions of high rural unemployment near Szydłowiec and Przysucha (in Świętokrzyskie voivodeship), are very active but very stressed in coping with their change in status resulting from the systemic transformation of the 1990s. They are dealing with the “Great Change”
 in their own way – one that befits their cultural and personal situation. This has a significant bearing on our attitude towards these communities and these groups [individual experience].
Firstly, people whingeing and moaning, and expressing aversion and resignation are just what an anthropologist should be looking for
. In a “traditional” peasant milieu, this may even be something of a communication ritual - a form of negative perception, the flip side of the “keep smiling” paradigm or just typical “peasant griping”. At the same time, they may be expressing a fatalistic conviction about the inevitably of the changes being thrust upon them (“this has all been decided by that powers that be, there’s nothing we can do about it). This is followed by all types of withdrawal rituals exhibiting social manifestations - aggressive, ritualised outpourings of having been the “losers” in the transformation process and so on. However, these are unusually radical ways of coping with the reality of post-transformational loss of social standing. These are intra-social manifestations of helplessness, impotence, social humiliation and disaster, and they find their outlet in the mass repetition of autoaggressive and autodestructive declarations. 

Secondly, these groups are not completely passive or inactive. An alternative economy emerges with hidden social relationships and its own kind of concealed cultural sphere. This sort of economic activity therefore falls outside official employment. A whole panoply of offbeat ways of making a living has become noticeable over recent years, although some of them actually have a long tradition. Here we might cite the seasonal picking of mushrooms, berries, snails, curative herbs, tree bark and (illegally) fir branches as examples. In some regions, like the Świętokrzyskie Foothills, entire families make a living from activities like these. Illegal coalmining from makeshift pits, stripping abandoned industrial sites of scrap metal, collecting bricks and working on rubbish tips are other ways of scraping by. There are also mass-scale, unofficial, temporary migrations to other EU countries to take up seasonal work, as well as intra-community work and one-off non-market jobs (only locals need apply) such as renovation, bricklaying, sewing and housework - often for those who have returned from working abroad. Nor is there any shortage of unpaid work helping out neighbours. It is well known that this type of family or neighbourly “self-employment” strengthens the bond of mutuality and is most common in rural areas during times of economic hardship, crisis, hunger, etc. Hence the phenomenon of hidden rural unemployment. Unemployment definitions and statistics, quantitative measures of poverty and other economic indicators fail to adequately describe areas like these. These people are not so much unemployed as underemployed and underpaid whenever they do find work (a phenomenon known as the working poor). The countryside is a patchwork of mutual support, of renovation, of watching over the farm, making it more self-reliant and finding ways of cutting the costs of its upkeep, of obtaining fuel for the stove, of collecting herbs and mushrooms to make money, of knowing all the ins and outs of the social security system (e.g. how much land can be owned without losing eligibility for benefits), of replacing heating facilities in rural blocks of flats with self-made ones which consume less energy and so on. The countryside is of course also a place of internal conflicts and resentments. 

All this goes hand in glove with an informal, immeasurable way of running cash-strapped farms that presses every available internal, self-sufficient administration strategy into service. Making farms self-sufficient and lowering of costs of living is elevated to an art form and gives a sense of independence and resourcefulness (this is both a withdrawal strategy and a social innovation). These are the skills and subjects that form the focus of community attention. They are swapped and discussed at length, and give a sense of resourcefulness. These activities are additionally accompanied by new forms of social interactions, new types of social and cultural behaviour and the emergence of new centres of attention.
In Wałbrzych, for example, former miners know how to mine coal illegally in makeshift pits. This clandestine knowledge is passed on via bush telegraph in the form of stories, myths, jokes, secret mining knowledge etc. Something of a hidden transcript
 emerges, “a second communal life”, a sort of resourcefulness pitted against external conditions, against the dominating structure, or simply against the state. The “state”, it should be added, is often perceived as a passive, unpredictable organisation, whereas this “hidden economy” and household self-sufficiency is a sort of “art of resistance” which strengthens bonds and builds culture in its own way (through telling jokes, passing on arcane knowledge, instilling feelings of shrewdness and resourcefulness, collecting benefits, hiding luxury goods etc). This can be compared, in a socio-historical context, with the social traditions of the post-feudal peasantry and, getting a little closer to home now, the Socialist-era black market economy, which offered a similar ersatz for feeling independent and resourceful (“You can’t do anything here but anything’s possible”, was how Podhale people used to put it in the eighties
). 

This entire sphere of communal life is therefore overlooked in almost every discourse, including the European Social Fund debates, on socially marginalised areas, and whenever drawing up guidelines to support them. This may be because the current “appropriate” social mainstream development model of building entrepreneurship, a “knowledge-based” society, civic behaviours, etc. always springs to mind straight away. Another reason is that the quantitative and economic measures applied fail to uncover the existence of this sphere, let alone its enormous socio-cultural significance. They merely skirt around the edges and can only make out the extent of the underground economy, hidden unemployment, etc. In any case, terms like these, and social activities, treat this internal sphere of communal life, which is full of tensions, precisely as though it were an unpatterned social existence
. They neglect the social expressions of fears and the informal signs of resourcefulness, i.e. they fail to see the “culture of existence” as a genuine and fully-fledged means of cultural existence. The studies, the descriptive language and the social activation policies underpinning every project aimed at counteract social exclusion projects, all fail to take this dimension into account to a greater or lesser extent.
The European Social Fund claims on its website that it aims to “pursue an active social policy by supporting special risk groups” and that this means reducing social marginalisation and preparing people at risk of social exclusion to enter or return to the workforce or stay employed. This is to be effected through a set of training programmes and workshops aimed at diagnosing work potential, raising skill levels, and increasing self-reliance for people in the highest risk groups, by supporting Social Integration Centres and by promoting voluntary work as a way of integrating people threatened with social exclusion into the workforce. 

We can see then, that this hidden, informal zone, is being sidestepped even while the guidelines are being drawn up. According to these statements, people from socially excluded communities lack self-sufficiency, work potential, and skills, and are in need of social integration. Yet anthropological studies of rural and deindustrialised areas show that a good many of them are far from being passive in the cultural sense. 

This is precisely the point. We are referring here to something which cannot initially be seen. Firstly, what may at first blush be taken to be a sign of resignation or opportunism is often a significant act through which a story (of losing social standing, for example) is being told or social messages created. Secondly, these people have a number of informal occupations. These activities are vitally important to them, even though they may find them painful or degrading (this is certainly the case with activities like picking mushrooms, collecting scrap metal and digging for coal). However, what is at issue here is neither the communications nor the economic dimension of these practices, but rather a particular conception of the kind of person towards whom these actions are to be directed. This person is not, to use an anthropological term, some “idling entity” or someone lacking “culture”, “a communal life”, “knowledge” etc. We would like to acknowledge the rights of these communities to their difficult histories and to their entire cultural smorgasbords of experiences and attempts to cope with reality through internal, hidden activities.

Studies 
Rural areas are often thought of as places of social exclusion and marginalisation, and social, as well as cultural, isolation. This is especially true of impoverished villages crippled with unemployment and cut off from the local labour market. We conducted our anthropological studies in just such a village, Ostałówek near Szydłowiec, in a region where structural unemployment exceeded 30% from 2002 to 2005. The majority of farmers there work small plots. They often use animals but only rely on modern fertilisers and protective chemicals to a limited extent. Many of them lost their jobs in the 1990s when local factories were shut down. We therefore met with and observed a community which can be described as being stuck on the fringes of transition, lacking social contacts outside their immediate vicinity, and economically and culturally isolated. 

However, through our studies, we have sought to show, that this community is by no means “empty” or culturally “passive”. Studies like these may just give rise to an entire “animation” programme or, to be more precise, a culture animation programme based on ethnographic studies and workshops conducted among local communities. This may help the experiences of these communities become valued – together with their difficult economic and social situations – and their internal “hidden activity” accepted. The existence of this alternative, foreign way of functioning in the social world – often full of tensions, anxieties and fears – may then come to be recognised. 

All these “activities” would then be a revival of the existing cultural sphere
 rather than its implantation (“implantation” because a loss is presupposed). First and foremost, though, they would recognise the value of these communities’ experiences and way of life from the very outset. This is because whenever we carry out anthropological studies in communities like these, we experience precisely this “internal manifestation” of shame on the part of our interlocutors. This comes out in feelings of incompetence and being maladjusted, and sometimes bitterness, resentment and even aggression. It is all too easy for “socially excluded” people to become even more convinced of their own insignificance in these situations because, from the very outset, this “second social life” (in the sense that it has a stabilising function and helps to neutralise the feeling of being marginalised during the transformation process) is disavowed or discredited, or when its existence is acknowledged, deemed shameful or improper.


Our studies in the village of Ostałówek village were conducted in November 2005, April 2006 and throughout 2007. Some excerpts from our reports are presented below. These were written during these short, but extremely intensive ethnographic workshops. These give some idea of the research work carried out and at least sketch the nature of this “invisible” knowledge while revealing the ever present “invisible” cultural resources lying at the roots of these communities as the anthropologist discovers them.
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