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Charity, Philanthropy and Social Welfare in Poland - 
Historical Contexts 

Anna SZYLAR1 

Abstract 
The main purpose of the present research will be a synthetic presentation of the 

history of human help in the Polish lands during the period from the X-th to the XX-th 
century, its evolution from ad hoc and appreciative, charitable and philanthropic support to 
the formation of the system of benefits and professional services. The paper also point out 
on the most important connection between the development of subsidiarity in other countries 
and their impact on the development of such activity in Polish lands. In the process of 
historical development the social organizations have undergone a huge evolution from the 
provision of temporary and discretionary philanthropic support for the implementation of 
statutory benefits and services in the post-war state. 
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Introduction 

Social organizations were and are welfare base, without which it is 
difficult to imagine the functioning of ancient and modern societies. Many 
centuries of tradition of social service of various associations from religious 
and lay societies and philanthropic foundations is a permanent part of 
culture and order of civilizational societies.  

Hence it is my interest in service to help a man called charity, 
philanthropy and social assistance in different historical periods. They all 
relate to aid, differentiating factors are the level of support, its form and the 
helping person or institution. 

Charity is the concept determining a voluntary, optional form of 
assistance and care. Its scope includes the provision of wealthy people, 
mostly educated and economically resourceful in favor of the weak, poor, 
who cannot deal with life. One form of charity is philanthropy, whose 
origins date back to the ancient Greek philosophers. The basis of its 
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development was the love of man and all-embracing attitude of kindness, 
which resulted from altruistic tendency to love all people. Hence there is the 
development of philanthropic activities in different fields and in different 
areas of human existence, regardless of whether the addressee was a poor 
man or person with no material deprivation. Philanthropy is associated more 
with the desire to improve the lot of all people by financing activities for 
those in need or creating such a social order that will protect their needs 
(Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 1998, 2009; Leś E., 2001). 

The third, used in the title term refers to social assistance. It means 
social policy of the state whose mission is to help individuals and families 
cope in difficult situations. One of its aspects is social work, which consists 
of restoring the ability of the weakened social functioning through early 
detection and exclusion of events leading to the emergence of social 
dysfunction (Trafiałek E., Kieszkowska A., Stojecka-Zuber R., 2004). 

The functions of assistance institutions have changed during many 
centuries. This was due to the economic and social transformations, and 
adapting them to the new challenges of development in the following 
epochs. But always social organizations belonged to the most significant 
social security institutions, serving strengthening order by promoting civic 
solidarity. 

The main purpose of my consideration will be a synthetic 
presentation of the history of human help in the Polish lands during the 
period from the X-th to the XX-th century, its evolution from ad hoc and 
appreciative, charitable and philanthropic support to the formation of the 
system of benefits and professional services. I shall also point out on the 
most important connection between the development of subsidiarity in 
other countries and their impact on the development of such activity in 
Polish lands. 

Medieval Caritas  

Medieval caritas (Latin) expressing love towards man and 
charitativus (Latin) meaning charity and kindness, which is a form of 
Christian charity towards the poor - are the two elements defining the 
essence of assistance. Philanthropy focused primarily on providing care to 
the poor in the name of Christian charity, and then philanthropic 
associations fulfilled rescue institutions’ functions (Geremek B., 1989). 

In the Middle Ages the development of charity followed under the 
influence of the Christian tradition, accepted form of religious and lay 
philanthropy. Both forms of assistance were aimed at helping the poorest, 
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who often chose poverty as a stage to achieve salvation (Radwan-Praglowski 
J., Frysztacki K., 1998; Leś E., 2000). 

The Roman Church, convents and parishes can be considered as 
precursors of organized charitable activities, and hospitals, asylums, 
orphanages and charity fraternities are the first social welfare institutions. 
Fundamental aspect is visible in the church activity, that is, care for the 
redistribution of income in the form of alms and the creation of elementary 
education for the poorest. In the XI and XII centuries a secular philanthropy 
developed in the field of care and educational activities. Thanks to the 
generosity of the laity, clergy, rulers and nobles it was possible to maintain 
hospitals and nursing homes. The nuns belonged to the group, which first 
devoted exclusively to care, and in their activity one can look for sources of 
expertise, professional care, continued in the following centuries. Convents 
separated food and alms at their gates, and their walls gave shelter to 
pilgrims, soldiers, beggars and travelers. Help had become a ticket to 
paradise, was a benefit for the forgiveness of sins. 

In urban environments there were first professional corporations of 
craftsmen and merchants, being prototypes for the later insurance 
institutions (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 1998, 2009; Leś E., 2001; 
Kępski C., 2002; Szylar A., 2004). 

With the adoption of Christianity on Polish lands it followed 
takeover of Western civilization basic elements of culture and institutional 
order. Introduced models of philanthropic institutions, based on formal help 
were a new phenomenon, as previous aid was based on the support resulting 
from the race-tribal system and was provided within the framework of 
family solidarity. 

Hospitals, being shelters, appeared in the Piast country quite early, 
first funded by the bishops, and later founded in the thirteenth century by 
the Order of Holy Ghost who specialized in nurturing the sick and 
educating orphans, also Dominican and Franciscan hospices appeared. 
Among the first hospitals in the Polish lands one should specified those in 
Wroclaw, Jedrzejów (1152), Zagość (1166) and Poznan. 

One should remember that the difference between hospice and 
shelter faded and basically both fulfilled an equal role. They gathered sick, 
old, unable to work, or seeking temporary shelter. Their visitors became like 
people in need of assistance, as any loose element, often associated with the 
criminal world (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 1998, 2009; Leś E., 
2000; Słoń M., 2001; Antosiewicz. K., 1966, 1979; Topolski J., 1992). 

There were also leprosaria, where people affected by the plague were 
isolated from the rest of society. They were founded outside the cities, at 
secluded places, due to the real threat of the plague. An example would be 

Szylar, A. (2015). Charity, Philanthropy and Social Welfare in Poland - Historical Contexts. In O. Clipa & G.
Cramariuc (eds.), Educatia in societatea contemporana. Aplicatii (pp. 135-147). Iasi, Romania: Editura LUMEN.



Otilia CLIPA, Gabriel CRAMARIUC (coord.) 

138 

established in 1327 in Poland leprosarium for lepers (Radwan-Praglowski J., 
Frysztacki K., 2009). An interesting initiative shown by Casimir the Great, 
introducing the 1347 decree concerning the care of the mentally ill that 
meant the beginning of state intervention in the social sphere (Radwan-
Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 2009). 

Another example of such actions was the wish to reduce the plague 
of vagrancy and villainy during the reign of the Jagiellonian dynasty. In 1496 
the law was issued requiring owners of towns and parishes to carry records 
of begging, to list and issue certificates for the continuation of this practice. 
Those who did not have such authorization, after catching had to be 
directed to forced labor for the state (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 
1998, 2009). 

Mercy in modern times 

Modern times have brought population growth, progressive 
pauperization of society, and thus - a new look at the fact of poverty. The 
rapid growth of the poor in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was 
associated with economic change and development of early forms of the 
capitalist economy in the West and the manorial villain economy in the East. 
These transformations influenced significantly change the property status of 
the population. There slowly also followed a change in the approach to 
poverty, and the fact of its existence kept a basis entitling to help. Poor 
people were seen more often in terms of evil threatening the social order. 
Organized charity was focused on providing help and care incapable of 
independent existence to the sick, invalids and children. In relation to poor, 
but able to work, there was used compulsion of work, records of beggars 
and verify of their status were realized (Leś E., 1998). 

The adoption in England in 1601 the new legal solutions had vital 
importance. They involved the introduction of mandatory taxes for the poor 
unable to work and creating homes with forced labor. The last ones gave a 
chance of apprenticeship, which in turn would ensure the man to exit from 
the state of misery. New welfare mechanisms providing a more far-reaching 
and more thorough guarantees of social security were introduced, following 
the example of England, in other European countries by the end of the 
eighteenth century. Countries institutionalized and oversaw help for the 
poor are able to work, and the philanthropic companies supported other 
poor (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 1998, 2009; Leś E., 1998, 2000). 

Undertaken initiatives in Western Europe have also found significant 
resonance in Poland. An example would be the above-mentioned legal 

Szylar, A. (2015). Charity, Philanthropy and Social Welfare in Poland - Historical Contexts. In O. Clipa & G.
Cramariuc (eds.), Educatia in societatea contemporana. Aplicatii (pp. 135-147). Iasi, Romania: Editura LUMEN.



Educaţia în societatea contemporană. Aplicaţii 

139 

regulation of King John Albert. In turn, Andrew Frycz Modrzewski in the 
first half of the sixteenth century in the work of “bout customs” wrote 
about the introduction of moral guards. Appointed guardians had to control 
poor people and coerce slackers to work, and support only truly poor. In 
view of the poor homeless people one should take action to ensure them 
place to stay and nourishment in hospitals built for them, and the poor 
cottagers should be encouraged by giving them land and cash assistance. The 
money for this purpose should come from municipal and be complemented 
by universal charity (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 2009; Leś E., 
2000; Szylar A., 2004). 

Initiatives of this kind were the first reform of philanthropic 
activities and accelerated the development of secular philanthropy and 
initiated the formation of public activity in the field of social policy. They 
also contributed to the acquisition, administration and standardization, and 
to finance philanthropic institutions by secular authorities. In the modern 
period previous role of philanthropic associations gave way to the duality of 
public bodies and philanthropic societies in the field of care. Laic 
philanthropy developed under the influence of Renaissance thought, and 
then the Enlightenment, focused on humanitarianism and solidarity between 
people and ethos, to a lesser extent, the need to care for the poorest. 

Significant changes in the perception of poverty also flowed from 
the developing Reformation. The movement of the Reformation in the XVI 
(sixteenth) century strengthened the dualism in the sphere of social 
assistance, in addition, public bodies conducted activities next to 
philanthropic organizations, have been a secularization and centralization of 
activities. The Counter-Reformation movement was also the strength of 
inspiring the development of charity, making the revalorization of mercy and 
helping the poor in the reform of the Church. There appeared charity 
brotherhoods and parish charitable societies, dealing mainly with visiting 
prisoners and the sick and providing medical assistance, the creation of free 
credit consultation and surgical chambers. In the seventeenth century the 
scope of the charity with the development of church education and foster 
care for orphaned children broadened (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 
2009; Leś E., 2000; Szylar A., 2004; Augustyniak U., Karpiński A., 1999; 
Flaga J., 2004; Delimata M., 2004). 

Short-term influence of the Reformation in Poland allowed the 
Catholic Church comprehensive oversight of charitable organization. Lay 
philanthropy became largely the domain of increasing number of religious 
fraternities. Supported by the rulers, bishops, nobles and wealthy citizens, 
funded by donations, it was a guide for the institutions operated by public 
bodies. Notable were the actions of Father Peter Skarga. He founded the 
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Brotherhood of Mercy in Cracow, helping the sick and the poor who 
shamed to beg, Box of St. Nicholas, being a kind of dowries for the poor 
brides and the Pious Bank, which gave free of interest free loans.  

Attention should also be paid to the Cracow Academy initiative, 
which establishes scholarship support for poor students. The Jesuits and 
Piarists assured poor youth free education in colleges, sisters of mercy, 
commonly called Sisters of Charity, executed substitute child care, 
Trinitarians bought up prisoners from captivity, and the Order of the 
Brothers Hospital provided medical assistance. The contemporary charity 
was primarily religious in nature, and religious communities took care of 
other religions dissenters (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 1998, 2009; 
Leś E., 2000; Szylar A., 2004, 2011a, 2012; Polkowski I., 1884; Raś D., 2011). 

Stanisławowski period, despite the fact that it lasted a little over three 
decades (1764-1795), had great importance because of the clarification of 
views on the foundations of religious and lay philanthropic societies and 
public health in the modern Polish state. According to the model of Western 
European countries, the antidote to poverty is primarily the work not the 
mercy, which in turn led to the establishment of houses of work and houses 
of the poor. Government took the attempts to reform the field of social 
protection aimed to clarifying the status of the poor and to assume 
responsibility for supervising hospitals (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 
1998, 2009; Leś E., 2000; Szylar A., 2004, 2011b; Antosiewicz K., 1981) 

The building in 1762 in Warsaw Hospice of the Child Jesus is 
considered for turning point in the Polish hospital sector. There was place 
for 300 patients, chambers with beds for mothers and infants, brick cell for 
the insane, classrooms, chambers for staff and service, kitchens, warehouses, 
etc. (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 1998, 2009; Leś E., 2000; Szylar 
A., 2004). 

The most important of private initiative in the field of social welfare 
was the establishment of the Institute of the Poor in Warsaw, performing a 
dual role - charity and work, Charitable Society under the patronage of the 
king, Lodge of Virtuous Sarmata leading immunization of children against 
smallpox. Pioneering activities of the Duchess Anna Sapieha Jabłonowska 
created institutions of rural midwives, social workers and orphans of the 
House of Mercy Foundation for retirees (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki 
K., 2009; Leś E., 2000; Szylar A., 2004). 
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The nineteenth century - the “golden age of philanthropy” and Poles 
patriotic ethos 

From the second half of the eighteenth century the development of 
the doctrine of the new philanthropy and social policy of the state, due to 
industrialization, economic liberalism and the progressive impoverishment 
of societies took place in Europe and America. Social activities organized by 
the state have become inevitable. Range of state interventions expanded in 
Europe with the supervision of philanthropic organizations, public health 
and to ensure everyone the right to work and education instead of 
compulsory labor. New philanthropy was a form of defense of society 
against liberalism, was a component of social reform and focused on helping 
the poorest in accordance with the principles of humanity. Efforts were 
made to improve the situation of the prisoners, the sick, tried for the rights 
of workers and women, and for the abolition of slavery.  

The nineteenth century is known as the “golden age of 
philanthropy”, a traditional charity was replaced with new forms of 
professional activities. Caring, educational and therapeutic help was provided 
not only to those who were unable to ensure it themselves, but the 
environmental help was developed by organizing cheap provision, free 
medical advice or vocational training.  

This service was done by lay people for free, and they organized 
community associations and parties to support the most vulnerable sections 
of society, the workers, the homeless and the poor. It has become an urgent 
need to set up institutions to coordinate the work of social services. The first 
was established in London in 1869, the next - in Buffalo in 1877, both under 
the name of the Charity Organization Society. Tasks included research 
needs, office registration of companies in order to avoid duplication of 
services and other related activities. In this way the foundations of social 
work in the implementation of the scientific basis of social diagnosis were 
prepared and modern methods of care and educational activities were 
developed. The emancipation of the humanities in the XIX-th century 
created the basis for the development of the theory of social work. As the 
beginning of the existence of the social worker profession one accepts the 
appointment of summer school “practical philanthropy work” in 1898 by 
the Charity Organization Society of New York and the New York School of 
Philanthropy in 1904. University studies had to give professional status of 
social work, the first began to be organized in the USA in 1930, and in 
Europe - after the World War II (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 1998, 
2009; Leś E., 2000; Szylar A., 2004). 
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This particular period in the development of Polish social 
organizations was in the time of partition. The loss of independence by 
Poland 1795 caused the collapse of the existing institutional order. With the 
loss of independence, there have been significant changes in society. The 
diverse social and philanthropic activities found new, ultimate goal, God and 
man had to give way to the nation. Despite many limits and difficulties, 
many innovative social initiatives managed to develop the Polish lands at this 
time. An example of such an initiative can be Hrubieszowski Society 
founded by Stanislaw Staszic. The members were forced by the principle of 
mutual assistance, orphans were admitted to the families without children, 
there had been cared of the sick, invalids and unable to work, keeping of 
schools and hospitals was funded. But it also contributed to the 
development of societies and social relationships, operating openly and 
conspiracy, various philanthropic societies, co-operative movement and 
people’s banks. It was the expression of efforts seeking to maintain its 
national existence by social and economic self-organization, being social, 
economic and political symbiosis of aim. 

Polish organizations during the partitions were a form of Polish 
national expression and instrument of political resistance and philanthropic 
activity was an important part of the patriotic ethos. An important function 
of social and economic societies was the creation of an institutional base for 
the welfare, educational, medical and economic activities. Reform social 
initiatives on Polish lands were undertaken during the partitions almost at 
the same time as in Western European countries, and social work has 
become a universal dimension. Philanthropic activities of societies, co-
operative movement and people’s banks formed the basis for supporting the 
nation by economic and social self-organization. The most important thing 
was bringing the education, which was considered as a patriotic duty. 
(Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 1998, 2009; Leś E., 2000; Szylar A., 
2004; Kępski C., 1993; Bobrowska-Nowak W., 1998). 

Among the charitable institutions founded in the XIX-th century by 
the religious congregations elementary schools, rural farm schools for girls, 
rural nurseries, rural infirmaries, homes for poor girls, nursing homes and 
homes for the victims of war occupied special place. There was also held 
financial assistance for people in special circumstances, prepared statues and 
expeditions for poor girls, supported poor students and those who were 
ashamed to beg. A lot of care and support interventions were preventive to 
moral degradation in pathological family environment. The involvement of 
many prominent and wealthy lay persons, associations and social 
organizations in collecting funds for activities additionally served to increase 
public awareness on social issues and was a reminder of religious duty of 
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charity (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 2009; Leś E., 2000; Szylar A., 
2004, 2011c; Bobrowska-Nowak W., 1998). 

As the Polish lands were the scene of warfare during World War I, 
there was a need to organize care for children at risk the consequences of 
war, mostly orphans and maimed. An example would be donation of 
Tarnowski family buildings for the organization of nurseries for children - 
orphans of the war in Tarnobrzeg - Mokrzyszow (Szylar A., 2009). 

The organization of social assistance in Poland in the XX-th century 

After Poland regained independence in 1918, social service was 
created from the beginning, using a small part of the experience of individual 
partitions. In addition, in 1923 an Act about social care was passed. There were 
divisions of social care including maternity and children, care for people 
unable to work, assistance to those affected by natural disasters, care for 
unemployed, care of exiles and foreigners, care of prisoners, vagrants and the 
prevention of prostitution and drunkenness and the protection of citizens. 
The second trend included the cultural and educational activity among the 
workers and peasants, organizing and working in the people’s houses, libraries 
and people’s theaters (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 2009). 

With the organization of the state and the introduction of the 
constitution in March 1921, the Ministry of Social Welfare appeared, 
functioning till World War II. The duty of care rested on communal unions, 
and municipality has become the basic welfare unit in the context of social 
service organizations. Its obligation was to support their people and 
outsiders who were on its territory and needed help. The cooperation with 
social institutions was also developed that was associated with private 
initiatives and operated on the basis of their own funds. Their activity was 
independent, but was parallel to the projects undertaken by municipalities 
and higher levels of support cells. The contracts often meet the obligations 
of municipal unions (Radwan-Praglowski J., Frysztacki K., 2009; Leś E., 
2000; Szylar A., 2004). 

Associations based on community and Catholic congregations stood 
out in the activity. Almost in all the major urban centers brotherhoods, 
associations and charitable assemblies grouping lay people carried help the 
needy. In addition, aid activities were carried by orders specialized in the 
performance of care and nursing duties, as female Magdalene, the Sacred 
Heart, Albertine’s order. In turn, the municipality dealt mainly with 
Protestant schools, and Jewish communities next to the cultural, educational 
and school activities, provided also charity one.  

Szylar, A. (2015). Charity, Philanthropy and Social Welfare in Poland - Historical Contexts. In O. Clipa & G.
Cramariuc (eds.), Educatia in societatea contemporana. Aplicatii (pp. 135-147). Iasi, Romania: Editura LUMEN.



Otilia CLIPA, Gabriel CRAMARIUC (coord.) 

144 

In the 30s of the XX-th century more than 10 thousand associations 
and 3 thousand foundations were registered in Poland. Then, among others, 
the Polish Red Cross and Caritas appeared. Ludwik Krzywicki, a great 
sociologist and one of the founders of social work in Poland called it social, 
national service. Fundamentals of occupational social work in Poland were 
created by Helena Radlińska in Department of Social-Educational Work 
in1925 at the Free Polish University (Szylar A., 2004; Orłowska M., 1998; 
Malinowski L., 1998). 

During World War II, all existing social organizations were 
considered by the occupier to be illegal, and the aid was granted in the 
conspiracy. Central Welfare Council appeared then and represented the 
Polish voluntary organizations, social welfare and Jewish Mutual Aid and the 
Ukrainian Central Council. Charity women's religious congregations, helped 
Jews and Jewish children, deserve particular attention. 

In Poland, after World War II, unlike in Western Europe, the model 
of social policy had to be changed in the context of a radically changed 
political system. The state took control of the whole social life and proclaimed 
the responsibility for providing social security. Model of state policy meant 
that social organizations in Poland during 1947-1989 were not autonomous 
entities of social initiative, but served to implement the policy. After a short 
period of unrestrained activity in 1945-1947 the process of uniformity and 
centralization of social organizations and the systematic elimination of many 
associations, foundations, associations and religious orders began in the 
second half of the 40-s. As a result, many organizations have been deprived of 
their institutional base and continuity of operation, and their property was 
taken over by the state. The right of organizations to represent the needs and 
rights of specific groups was also drastically reduced. 

After October 1956, social organizations in Poland gained partial 
autonomy, and social policy doctrine highlighted their importance as subjects 
complementing state activity, workplaces and trade unions in the social area. 
However, before 1989, their business met substantial limitations. They 
resulted mostly from limiting freedom of association and the politicization of 
existing social organizations. In the area of social work there were not many 
associations, and functioned ones had a monopoly in its field of operation. 
This resulted in a drastic reduction in the openness of statutory of social 
organizations to the needs of groups and communities needed support. 

Political changes in Poland, started in 1989 restored the public's 
subjective participation and democratization of the social sphere. From the 
very beginning of political changes, Polish associations and foundations 
played an important role in meeting basic needs and alleviating social 
tensions caused by radical social change. These organizations are active in 
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defending the rights and interests of citizens, who are often powerless trying 
to apply for their rights alone (Leś E., 1998, 2000, 2001). 

Polish social organizations play a significant role in the realization of 
tangible and intangible services, contribute to the modernization of public 
social sphere and to some extent support it financially. They run schools, 
welfare, rehabilitation, medical, therapeutic centers, hospices, nursing homes. 

Conclusions 

To sum up, one can state that in the process of historical 
development the social organizations have undergone a huge evolution from 
the provision of temporary and discretionary philanthropic support for the 
implementation of statutory benefits and services in the post-war state. 
Social functions of charity societies and philanthropic associations evolved 
as well as the leading mechanism for mitigating the social and economic 
tensions to the instrument constituting a substitute, complement or 
alternative state activities, and finally, the entity which is a partner of public 
authorities in the implementation of state social programs and the objectives 
of public benefit. 
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