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Abstract

The subject of this presentation is the attempt to defi ne and to present the origins, 
socio-cultural content and the evolution of The Polish Mother myth, present in the polish 
national consciousness. The author tries to show how this myth was born, what functions 
it fulfi lled and what forms it took in the changing historical and social reality, from the 
moment of loss of independence, through a period of real socialism, until the present day. 
The impact of this myth in the lives of real women and their motherhood is taken into 
consideration. Then, the author comparing the results of the latest polish sociological rese-
arches on the family and its transformation, and transformation of value systems together 
with theories about the specifi cs of life in the period of postmodernity, wonders whether 
it’s time to deconstruct the myth of The Polish Mother, because it does not fi t the conditions 
of today’s world, which is characterized, above all, by the apotheosis of individuality, self-
-realization and freedom, or perhaps in polish society there is still strong traditionalism in 
thinking about motherhood, and the myth of The Polish Mother is still alive?

Key words: Polish Mother, national myth, motherhood, woman, transformation of 
value systems, postmodernity.

Who was and who is The Polish Mother?

The Polish Mother has featured in the collective consciousness for many years, 
functioning as a social myth93. Why do we actually see it in these categories? Well, 
“myths belong to the vast class of beliefs (…). These are the judgments which the 
individual shares with his social group, usually under its infl uence; and are clo-
sely related to the functioning and the fate of a given group (…). Participation in 
social beliefs is governed by the laws of cultural transmission, in which on the one 
hand works the mechanism of imitation, on the other hand the impact of anony-
mous authority, which is a social group for its member, who identifi es with it”94 
(Marciszewski 2011). Importantly, the myths are determined by the value system 
of the given community, for example, The Polish Mother is the result of polish tra-
ditionalism, conservatism and catholic values. Martin Punpur, claims that every 

93 This subject is discussed by historians, sociologists, philosophers and representatives of gender 
studies. See: Kowalczyk 2011; Walczewska 1999; Titkow, Duch-Krzystoszek, Budrowska 2004.

94 All translations in this article are made by the author.
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myth can be described by referring to three functions, namely: hermeneutic, inte-
grating, and therapeutic, and it seems that at least two of them can be related to 
the myth of The Polish Mother (Punpur 2011). In fact, this myth describes the 
world, gives it meaning, “constitutes the identity of the individual and shapes its 
attitude towards reality” (Punpur 2011). It also integrates community, strengthens 
the links between its members through the validation of certain norms, values 
 behavior patterns. On these last it has infl uence at least through a system of do’s 
and don’ts. Moreover, you can fi nd an analogy in the sense ascribed once to stories 
about Greek heroes and tales about The Polish Mother, because in both cases the 
goal is “to provide the ideals of noble and dignifi ed life. In concreto, it manifests 
itself in being a model and example for others to follow” (Punpur 2011).

In fact, The Polish Mother is a pattern of femininity, the effect of our complica-
ted history that created the image of a heroic woman, capable of incredible sacri-
fi ces for the good of the homeland, focusing primarily on family, not on herself. 
Historical turbulences of our statehood dictated, that it is them, women, that were 
obligated to raise their children in a spirit of profound patriotism, take care of 
continuity of the language and culture, but also send their sons to certain death in 
the name of the common good. At the same time they had to take care of the entire 
households, while their husbands were absent fi ghting for Poland. The vastness of 
issues which they needed to tackle, combined with emotional challenges, inspires 
admiration and still affects the mentality of many Polish women.

Anna Titkow, Danuta Duch-Krzystoszek and Bogusława Budrowska, while 
examining problems of modern Polish women, use the locution “Polish Mother” 
to describe a certain type of woman: “overloaded, devoting themselves to their 
loved ones, convinced of their irreplaceable skills, [acting as the – footnote author] 
managers of family life” (Titkow, Duch-Krzystoszek, Budrowska 2004, p. 65). 
Research, which was carried out by them in 2002 on a representative sample of 
the Polish population shows that the image of The Polish Mother consists of the 
following self-commentary of women: “without my sacrifi ce my family would not 
manage”, “I bear on my shoulders so many things, that they would be enough for 
several other women”, “I prefer to do most things on my own, because no one will 
do them so well as I do”, “often at home I will do something alone rather than ask 
someone for help” (Titkow, Duch-Krzystoszek, Budrowska 2004, p. 65- 66). Thus, 
features that constitute this type of woman is above all hard work, devotion, abi-
lity to sacrifi ce, the belief of being irreplaceable in carrying out housework, a kind 
of multifunctionality in realizing these tasks and taking care of the family.

By practicing such an attitude, a woman can somehow limit her subjectivity, 
since her behavior is determined not by her internal, very personal desires, but by 
the social expectations addressed to her and tasks arising from her motherhood. 
She is defi ned by a cultural script of being a mother, a perfect mother. Subjecti-
vity, understood as “the one’s ability to infl uence the events in the external world 
around him and in him, while still maintaining fullest possible autonomy” (Sulik 
2010, p. 14), is questionable, especially when it comes to women, who more or less 
consciously inscribe in the myth of The Polish Mother. Repeatedly they reduce 
their femininity, and perhaps even whole being to the motherhood, which, accor-
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ding to B. Budrowska can be defi ned as “total institution” (Budrowska 1997, p. 
297) referring to the similarities between the situation of mother, and people who 
are in total institutions within the meaning conceived by Erving Goffman. The 
author of this defi nition believes that becoming a mother is a turning point in 
woman’s life because it introduces signifi cant changes in her biography, modifi es 
goals and priorities but also leads to “redefi ne the experience of time” (Budrow-
ska 1997, p. 301), introduces “processual time” to the existence of woman. Karen 
Davies (Davies 1994) wrote about it, stating that child care takes the woman’s 
every moment, and this time “refers (...) more to the tasks and the perceived needs 
of the people under her care than the clock that determines time relationships. 
Things take as much time as they need, and are quietly immersed in other acti-
vities” (Budrowska 1997, p. 303). The child and its needs become the center of 
mother’s activity, which is normal, but can also be an alarming phenomenon 
when a woman at all costs tries to incorporate the role of the perfect mother.

The recipe for a Polish Mother, 

the well-known thread of Polish martyrology

This pattern of woman did not arise out of nowhere. Mostly, its origins are belie-
ved to be the result of the diffi cult history of the Polish nation, especially in times of 
the Polish partitions. “Women stood then in front of the various kinds of tasks. The 
guarantee of maintenance of the national identity was the appropriate upbringing 
of children, so it became a political matter (...). When men were in prison, in exile 
or were involved in the armed uprisings, from which they often did not return, 
women were engaged in running the farm or business. And they lived up to all of 
these roles extremely well. The need to meet these various obligations led to forma-
tion of the syndrome of the heroic Polish Mother, capable of bearing every burden” 
(Budrowska 2000, p. 93). Man fought for the Motherland, was involved in politics, 
and “women’s role was simply to endure everything and admire” (Środa 1992, p. 
10), as well as to give birth to successive generations of Poles – patriots. Her respon-
sibility was to ensure continuity of Polish culture, language, customs – so it can be 
said that she realized unconsciously the feminist postulate that much later appeared 
in Western feminism, namely “the personal is political”95. 

The role of such education can be seen in the line of Adam Mickiewicz To 
The Polish Mother, in which he concluded the conviction that the duty of the title 
mother is preparing her son for the role of conspirator and future martyr for the 
national cause. The fate of this mother is tragic, since she realises that her child 
may not be glorifi ed because of the conspiratorial nature of his struggle, or even 
having a real awareness of the risk of losing a beloved son, she must raise him so 
that in future he will be ready to give his life for his country. Here is visible the 
analogy to the fate of Virgin Mary, who also had to reconcile with the death of her 
95 The slogan „the personal is political”, in the context of the educational work of Polish women at 

the time of loss of the statehood, can be interpreted as a form of being responsible by them for the 
nation and its fate. By contrast, according to some feminists, such as Catherine McKinnon, making 
political what is private, such as domestic violence, can be emancipatory strategy and publicizing 
such problems may show the need for systemic solutions.
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son in the name of a higher purpose. Also, looking through the prism of Polish 
messianism, we can conclude that if the great mission of the Poles was widely 
understood as the salvation of nations, the crucial task assigned to the women, 
was the education of the future generations in the spirit of that mission. The Polish 
Mother can thus be read as “formula of women’s participation in Polish national 
community. For a woman in Poland motherhood is to ingratiate oneself in this 
community” (Walczewska 1999, p. 53).

After a period of loss of statehood, it was in the time of two World Wars, when 
women once again faced with the dilemma, that can be described as a classic 
example of tragic confl ict: on the one hand a duty to the Motherland, and thus 
- the need of spreading patriotism - upbringing based on the ideals of national 
heroes prepared to sacrifi ce their lives for the glory of the motherland, and on the 
other hand, the obligation towards the family, the mother’s love towards children, 
care for their development and simultaneously life in the sense of fear arising from 
the possibility of their loss.

The Socialist Polish Mother

The times of real socialism were no less demanding for Polish women: when 
on the one hand, they played a food-acquiring role while standing in the mile-long 
food queues, “the gastronomic mothers” (Walczewska 1999, p. 165), who ruled 
the house using a specifi c weapon, which was then the monopoly of the kitchen 
power, at the same time also working professionally. Their situation is described 
by Sławomira Walczewska who uses the term “home matriarchy” (Walczewska 
1999, p. 164-169) and defi ning it as a situation in which woman has power over 
the rest of the family, but within a very narrow range, which includes the area of 
the household only. In addition, this authority is ransomed by many sacrifi ces, a 
lot of time, labor and fatigue. It can therefore be concluded that the signifi cance of 
the power wielded by women in general is limited, and it seems to lose more of its 
importance when juxtaposed with that represented by men, because in fact is not 
the woman who makes the decisions on important matters that take place in the 
public sphere, and has huge impact on the private sphere, for example the shape 
of the economy at that given time.

On the other hand, Polish women at the time of People’s Republic of Poland 
were often incorporated into the role of the opposition Polish Mother, “a main-
stay of the house, where patriotic values are nurtured, home, where you listen to 
Radio Free Europe, and the duplicator prints opposition newspapers and fl yers (…). 
During the dramatic moments of worker’s strikes, The Polish Mother again must 
make sacrifi ces, suffer, once again she becomes the tragic mother. In one of the 
opposition songs about Janek Wiśniewski, there are words: »Do not cry mothers, 
it was not for nothing... «” (Kowalczyk 2011). Also meaningful was the inscription 
on the walls of the striking Gdańsk shipyard: “Women, do not disturb us, we are 
fi ghting for Poland”. These women from the NSZZ “Solidarność” (Independent Self-
-governing Labour Union “Solidarity”), assuming the role of the invisible, by limiting 
their activities only to supporting their brave men, suffering and waiting, con-
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demned themselves to a lack of recognition and appreciation of their sure effort 
for the sake of the success of the common cause (Rutkowska 2011). S. Walczewska 
interprets this as one of the many proofs of the existence of “nobility - knightly 
gender contract” (Walczewska 1999, p. 11), which is “a decisive factor for the spe-
cifi city of women’s emancipation discourse in Poland (…). A woman encoura-
ging a man to fi ght for the motherland, pinning a bow to his breast, woman as a 
Samaritan, devoting herself, healing his wounds – is its catholic-national variation 
[nobility - knightly gender contract – footnote author]. In the liberal discourse a 
knight is a gentleman adoring his lady, in the discourse of socialism he is a gallant 
social activist dealing cloves »to our beautiful ladies« at the Academy of Women’s 
Day” (Walczewska 1999, p. 11). The functioning of “nobility - knightly gender 
contract” is very dangerous for the existence of emancipatory discourse in Poland, 
because it creates the illusion that women in Poland have always been surrounded 
by extraordinary honor, reverence, adoration almost, and creates the conclusion 
that movements fi ghting for gender equality are unnecessary in this country, for 
emancipation has already taken place.

“Ordinary Woman” vs. feminists, 

that is, who needs feminism in Poland

At last The Polish Mother often takes the form of “ordinary women”, also very 
often she is characterized as being in opposition to feminists, which may suggest 
that the feminist movement is not needed. At the same time it is worth nothing that 
the conviction of the obsolescence of this movement in Poland is most common 
in the right wing discourse. Exemplifi cation of this can be an article by Rafał 
Ziemkiewicz “Male, female, Polish”, in which he puts the thesis that Poland is a 
matriarchal country – after all, “Polish women are in a much better position than 
female residents of the countries from which they are importing feminism to us” 
(Ziemkiewicz 2011), because, as he writes, in comparison with other countries, in 
Poland we have the largest number of women engaged in small and medium sized 
businesses. Unfortunately, he doesn’t write why this situation is taking place, and 
according to a World Bank report, a fairly frequent reason for them opening their 
own business is unemployment and lack of career prospects (Paci 2004, p. 55-56; 
Lisowska 2011). Then, we read in the R. Ziemkiewicz’s article, how positive the 
statistics are on the participation of women in management, scientifi c and mana-
gerial staff. Also in this case knowledge that the reader is given, is selective and 
incomplete, because, although the percentage of women in leading positions in 
Poland is relatively high, it should be noted that it concerns only the management 
of low and middle managers, not the highest, and therefore it is an example of the 
existence of the phenomenon called “glass ceiling”, both in business and politics 
(Titkow 2003; Puigamau 2009, p. 18; Dmochowska 2007, p. 227- 243). Moreover, 
according to R. Ziemkiewicz, a woman is portrayed in Polish culture “as a person 
who transfers the heritage of generations, saving them and resurgenting” (Ziem-
kiewicz 2011), and further evidence of the privileged position of women in Poland, 
the author sees in the religious layer: “Catholicism in which, after all, the maternal 
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element submitted more than the paternal element” (Ziemkiewicz 2011). Along 
with glorifying the status of women in Polish society, R. Ziemkiewicz presents an 
attitude deeply discrediting to feminism, claiming that it is unnecessary in Poland, 
as “it reduces women’s issues to slogans as questionable as facade parities” (Ziem-
kiewicz 2011) but not really caring, according to a publicist, about the interests 
of the mothers. R. Ziemkiewicz’s statement may suggest that he does not see the 
importance of parity, and that it is for example the stimulation of democracy and 
giving a chance to half of Polish citizens to fi nd their representation in the struc-
tures of power, according to the title of the fi rst Manifa (feminist manifestation): 
“Democracy without women is half democracy”. Likewise, by taking criticism of 
accused feminism, this time - as a movement insensitive to the needs of Polish 
mothers – R. Ziemkiewicz simplifi es and abuses it, because in Poland there are 
feminist foundations and associations like MaMa Foundation or Konsola Association 
of Women, in whose statutes support for mothers is entered as a primary objective.

Unfortunately, titles of articles like this one which appeared in the “Polityka” 
in 2003, are no longer surprising: Women against feminists (Kobiety przeciwko femi-
nistkom 2003, p. 13) – which describes the protest of “ordinary women”, in this 
case predominantly catholic, against the government’s program to liberalize the 
law concerning the anti-abortion act and funding contraceptives from the budget, 
which they considered to be full of “extreme feminist solutions” (Kobiety przeciwko 
feministkom 2003, p. 13) – or Feminism is striking the woman from a catholic portal 
fronda.pl (Brzezińska 2011). Compilation of the opposition of “ordinary women” 
versus feminists is to suggest that feminism is not needed in Poland and that it is 
contrary to the traditional values  Polish women which can be regarded as a family 
orientated, and Catholic.

In an emphatic, and no less absurd way, the problem is illustratated by the 
blog Hammer on atheists (http://mlot.blogspot.com/search/label/Feminizm) 
founded by two student-catholics, cited in the aforesaid article, Feminism is striking 
the woman (incidentally written by a woman): “Is it really for the good of women 
[feminism – footnote author]?. Why does not any feminist protest against wome-
n’s image promoted in the media, as an object used for sexual needs? Why, instead 
of aparity act or other legal crap will they not put through Parliament laws prohi-
biting pornography or brazen acquisition of contraceptives by gynecologists, as a 
cure for every problem? Why will they not start an information campaign on how 
very harmful, especially carcinogenic, are artifi cial means of contraception? Why 
have feminists not warned future mothers how expensive, ineffective and espe-
cially humiliating for a woman it is to use the method of in vitro? What a moral 
blow to the mother is abortion?” (http://mlot.blogspot.com/search/label/Femi-
nizm). Superfi ciality and one-sidedness of such reasoning is probably obvious, 
and the text itself is full of ideology, innuendo and conspiracy theories, but it also 
well illustrates the fact that feminism in the discourse of the right wing is seen as 
opposed to Catholicism, family and tradition, and even harmful to the health of 
women- simply as a movement that can only harm the Polish women.

In this context it is worth explaining how this sudden revival of right-wing 
discourse in Poland in recent years happened. I will cite two arguments: the Polish 
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system transformation expert, David Ost and the Polish feminist, Agnieszka 
Graff. D. Ost sees the reason for this political return to the right side in the acti-
vities of “Solidarność”, which after 1989 could not orchestrate naturally occurring 
social anger around categories of different social group interests, but the issue 
of identity was made paramount. “It paved the way for the anti-liberal culture, 
which has burgeoned over the process of democratization in Poland since then” 
(Ost 2007, p. 365) and excludes many groups of citizens, making them “strangers”. 
The right wing acquired electorate in large part due to the fact that other politi-
cal forces have disappointed it. The heritage of “Solidarność” (“Solidarity”) concer-
ning identity divisions inherited such political parties as Samoobrona (Self-Defense), 
Liga Polskich Rodzin (The League of Polish Families) and Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (Law 
and Justice), which to this day successfully continue the rhetoric of exclusion, thus 
undermining the existence of a genuine democracy and civil society in Poland, tre-
ating, among others feminists as an enemy of the Polish people and putting them 
in opposition to the hallowed tradition of The Polish Mother. 

A. Graff (Graff 2008) claims in turn that the polish accession to the European 
Union has revived some nationalists concerns and defensive reactions of conse-
rvative groups, who regard the EU countries as supposedly too liberal in lifestyle. 
Therefore, the representatives of the Polish right wing, ensuring continuity of 
Polish national identity, so strongly emphasize the distinctiveness of Poland, its 
uniqueness in Europe, paying attention to its high level of moral traditionalism, 
conservatism, respect for the traditional, heterosexual family, etc. (Graff 2008, p. 
15-16). Of course, the ideal of The Polish Mother, cultivating all these values   and 
opposition to abortion, in vitro, contraception and civil partnership again becomes 
prominent in this context. The emphasis here is primarily on abortion because 
“having children is treated as a fulfi lling the national requirement. This is prima-
rily about visions of our nation’s demographic decline spreading through prona-
talists. As a result, present-day Polish Mothers are opposed to the feminists, which 
should not be surprising, considering how much The Polish Mother has always 
been a patriarchal structure” (Kowalczyk 2011).

Climacterium vs. Motherland 

– about invalidity of Polish women 

in flesh and blood

The Myth of The Polish Mother was and still is a real challenge for Polish 
women, because the crossbeam of moral immaculateness was placed very high. In 
the end caring for the welfare of the Motherland, the attitude presenting devotion 
with virtually no limits, a comparison to the Mother of God- all this entails. The 
Polish Mother is an ideal woman, devoid of selfi shness, and even her own body. 
Her mission is to provide for Motherland citizens raised in a spirit of patriotism 
total dedication to motherhood, and in implementing these obligations there is 
no place for such trivial things, like physicality. “We need to point out that The 
Polish Mother was actually deprived of a body. It is only an apparent paradox, 
because if you treat her as a structure, it is worth noting that physical issues were 
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eliminated from her (...). The Polish Mother is so much a paper form that you can 
have the impression that problems such as menstruation, the pain of childbirth, 
menopause do not apply to her. After all, she entirely renounced herself, and her 
physiological issues compared to the Motherland’s matters appear to be frivolous 
and unworthy of consideration. In every conversation she always appeared only 
as a mother, but it is not known how it happened that she became a mother. Phy-
siology and physicality remain fully rejected as unsuitable for the myth, the more 
The Polish Mother was seen in terms of the secular equivalent of the Virgin Mary” 
(Kowalczyk 2011).

About the latter, there is a very interesting article by Magda Łazar-Massier 
called Mary corporal, in which we can read that “the secret of giving life, giving 
birth - which is the basis of so many religions, in Christianity is focused on the 
fi gure of Mary. This character embodies the Christian ideal of womanhood, which 
includes the relationship to sexuality, body, sensuality and femininity itself” 
(Łazar-Massier 2011). The Virgin Mary is an example that Christianity makes the 
strong linkage between physicality and sinfulness, as well as between purity and 
holiness. The Catholic Church emphasizes her virginity, and when speaking about 
sex, its procreative function is at the forefront. The Statue of Mary was stripped 
of sensuality, a characteristic of her predecessors, goddesses of fertility. About the 
catholic Great Mother we say: immaculate, pure, virginal, and her physicality usu-
ally remains hidden. It can be said that Mary was reduced to the role of mother, 
her sexuality does not exist, and she is above all quiet, humble, always obedient 
to God. This picture of the Virgin Mary is so important that as Magdalena Środa 
marks, Catholicism in Poland cannot be seen solely in terms of religion. It should 
be remembered that it also has essential educational and socialization functions 
and describes how the various roles in society should be fulfi lled – including the 
role of the mother (Środa 1992, p. 13). So if the Virgin Mary was characterized by 
some specifi c virtues, polish mothers should strive for them. 

The Polish Mother is a fi gure devoid of body and eroticism, which in fact are 
irrelevant in the face of its supreme role – motherhood. And even though it is a 
phenomenon most immersed in the sphere of physicality, in her case it is reduced 
to the role which is mainly symbolic, spiritual, even metaphysical. Also today, 
the issue of women’s physicality is both a symbolic and political matter. Politi-
cians together with various associations, social movements are fi ghting for a right 
to decide about it. The ideal exemplifi cation of this is a dispute about abortion. 
The pro-choice side argues that the legal sanction of choice is crucial because it 
involves issues such as personal freedom, autonomy, respect for women and their 
right to decide for themselves, shaping their lives at their own will. The opponents 
of abortion, people identifying with the pro-life movement, emphasize the moral 
importance of motherhood, evaluate life of the unborn child (by their opponents-
-fetus) more than the life of the mother, whose real-life problems are completely 
ignored. In this way, women are deprived of their physicality, and with it – sub-
jectivity. It is depriving them of the right to decide for themselves, because in this 
case, “the personal is political” and the single woman’s motherhood is not only her 
matter but a matter of national importance. At the same time politicians (mostly 
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men) feel allowed to impose their will on all the Polish women, regardless of their 
fi nancial situation, health status, religious beliefs, personal value system, and 
fi nally common desire to be a mother or absence of it. Such a woman, remaining 
passive to interference in the scenario of her own life, humbly accepting another’s 
burdens and limitations, is the newest incarnation of The Polish Mother. Even in 
the parliamentary debate on maternity leave, Law and Justice MPs more often 
referred to the child’s welfare than the life-giving women, creating the impression 
that this leave is not really designed for the mother (Graff 2008, p. 145- 147).

In conclusion, on refl ections on the myth of The Polish Mother we can settle 
on the basis of two aspects: the idealizing and the tragic, while the second results 
from the fi rst. Based on the idealizing aspect - we see a woman reduced to the 
role of a heroic, self-sacrifi cing, virtuous mother, similarly, that of the ladies who 
cannot fi nd themselves in such a role or try to fi ght with the normative infl uence 
of the society, awaiting a kind of ostracism. Reducing womanhood to motherhood 
in Poland led to unhappiness of many women who feel the stigma of childles-
sness, or are mothers against their will, and fate of them all shrouded in taboo.

Is it time to overthrow the myth?

Incentive to write this article was a refl ection, whose object was the question 
of the validity of the myth of The Polish Mother, about whether it affects mother-
hood of Polish women, and how its potential impact is manifested and whether 
there is a possibility, perhaps even the necessity for its overthrow. In order to 
answer these questions I will briefl y outline the major trends in the context of 
changes in the sphere of family and procreation. Of course, the transformations 
that occur in them are not directly conditioned by the myth of The Polish Mother, 
hence we cannot speak about its monopoly on the attitudes and behavior of Polish 
women. But we must be, however, aware, that as a national myth it contains a lot 
of our history, traditions, mentality, so it is legitimate to presume that it may at 
least partially affect the motherhood of Polish women, for example through social 
pressure that it produces. On the other hand, it seems that transformations of the 
modern social world, including the family, infl uence this myth and show that its 
power is weakening.

We live in a world that is called postmodern (Bauman 2004; Beck 2002) by 
some and whose characteristics are e.g. consumerism, individualism, denying 
the great narratives subjectivization, secularization, laicization, the perception of 
freedom as supreme value, cultural pluralism, crisis of traditional authority and 
transformations in relationships. All this to some extent determines the quality of 
our private lives, it also affects the sphere of the family, which was clearly shown 
by Dirk van de Kaa’s Second Demographic Transition theory, created by him with 
Ron Lesthaeghe, it describes the decline in fertility rates below the level of vola-
tility guaranteeing generations in European countries since the early sixties. This 
decrease is related to the overvaluation of the family, returning to the values of 
individualistic, self-fulfi llment, professional work (http://www.mojasocjologia.
pl/ articles.php?article_id=147). D. van de Kaa describes these changes as “a 
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transition from traditional marriage to cohabitation, the shift of focus from chil-
dren to adults, replacement of the preventive contraception with conscious pro-
creation, the shift from a homogeneous type of family and household for a variety 
of forms” (Kurkiewicz 2011; van de Kaa 2002). This theory is confi rmed by the 
Central Statistical Offi ce, according to which “the results of the latest long-term 
forecasts of the Polish population for the years 2008-2035 shows that in the next 
28 years, (...) the numbers of Polish population will steadily decrease, the rate of 
decline will become higher with the passage of time” (Waligórska, Nowak 2008, p. 
1). Ulrich Beck also writes about the impact of postmodernity on the shape of the 
modern family, liberating women from their traditional roles, which is considered 
an irreversible process (Beck 2002, p. 170-172).

In Poland, we can observe signifi cant changes in attitudes towards the family, 
alternative forms of marital life and sexuality, although the picture that emerges 
from the research is highly ambiguous. Poles are marrying later, divorcing more 
often, live in cohabitation relationships or alone; they also declare their increasin-
gly liberal views associated with these spheres of life (Boguszewski 2008, p. 2). 
Even though most respondents expressed a desire to be a parent, it cannot be igno-
red that an increasing number of people are undecided on this issue, refl ecting the 
weakening of the family with child model (Kowalczuk 2010b, p. 3). It is intere-
sting that women who already have children “are far more reluctant to enlarge the 
family, than men with children. Women’s attitude towards planning another child 
probably results from the fact that household responsibilities fall predominantly 
on them, and having a baby affects their careers to a greater extent than on the 
careers of their husbands (partners)” (Kowalczuk 2010b, p. 16). Still the traditio-
nalism of Polish society is vivid and can be characterized by the fact that “family 
values   in the declarations of Poles are still most important, and family bonds in 
their lives are not signifi cantly reduced despite the time fl ow” (Boguszewski 2008, 
p. 20); 4/5 persons still childless, under 30 years of age want to have children 
(Kowalczuk 2010b, p. 3), but “the stronger relationship with the church by people 
without children, the more frequent declarations about planning offspring in the 
future” (Kowalczuk 2010b, p. 9-10). As for life goals, more or less the same people 
declare that work is most important for them, than those who point to the family 
(40% and 41%), while men more often choose work, and women choose family 
(Kowalczuk 2010a, p. 2). The Public Opinion Research Center study from 1998 shows 
that only one in seven respondents said that “parents have their own lives and do 
not have to sacrifi ce their own good for the good of children” (Falkowska 1998, p. 
3), while 76% said that “parents should do in their lives everything which is possi-
ble for their children, even at the expense of their own good” (Falkowska 1998, p. 
3). According to Krystyna Slany, “Polish family cherishes a strong model »child 
with their parents« (the king-child with parents), not a model of »parents with a 
child« (the king-pair with a child)” (Slany 2008, p. 247-248).

However, in spite of all these results, which show that the sphere of higher 
values has not transformed and “in axiological-normative level, there are no radi-
cal changes that would make a revolution in the sphere of marriage and family” 
(Slany 2008, p. 247-248), and young people are mostly traditionalists – in spite of 



150 Polish culture and society

that there are visible some changes in attitudes and behaviors. They can be descri-
bed as “in many aspects similar (...) to those manifested and performed by their 
peers in Western countries” (Slany 2008, p. 247-248). Perhaps they are a manife-
station of the increasing individualization and liberalization. A signifi cant force 
supporting these two phenomena, is mass culture, which “because of its, dictated 
by commercial considerations, hedonistic image (...) is often depicted as a force of 
anarchic and subversive nature: stopping the old taboos in the name of pleasure, 
and impelling to abandon the established social roles and ways of life” (Rymar-
czyk 2006, p. 158). 

It should be remembered that examining values which are adhered to by 
respondents is always exposed to mistakes and inaccuracies because of its com-
plicated nature. We can distinguish values felt and recognized (Ossowski 2000, p. 
73), while the latter means that although they are not directly emotionally attrac-
tive for us, we consider them as objectively important. Therefore, they often direct 
our behavior, especially when we are afraid of the possible social consequences of 
behavior contrary to them (Ossowski 2000, p. 75).

All this makes that examination of problems related to motherhood become 
very diffi cult. Is it possible to investigate the constancy of The Polish Mother’s 
pattern today? Perhaps a good idea would be to apply the scale proposed by 
Jacek Santorski, according to which “we can say that there is a factor of The 
Polish Mother, for example, a 10- point scale, which women have in them. Its 
male equivalent would be a complex of The Polish Mother, who through her 
dedication makes them feel guilty. Her role is dangerous for the partnership, 
based on responsibility, respect. Nevertheless, neurotic attractiveness of this 
pattern is very large in Poland. Women, in exchange for sacrifi ce are taking the 
power at home, and for men it is simply convenient” (Podgórska, Kapecka 2003, 
p. 92-95). But this attitude is changing and it’s perfectly visible when we com-
pare responses, about the roles in which young women saw themselves while 
entering adulthood. In 1979, most of them (53.3%) perceived themselves as 
“a woman caring for a house, wife and mother” (Titkow, Duch-Krzystoszek, 
Budrowska 2004, p. 160), while in 2002 as “a woman equally reconciling home 
and work” (62.3%). The desire to carry themselves mainly in the family circle 
decreased by 17.5%. Besides, those women who saw themselves primarily in 
the roles of wife and mother, “are more controlled by the outer world and have 
a more negative self-image” (Titkow, Duch-Krzystoszek, Budrowska 2004, p. 
165). So maybe it’s time to overthrow the myth of the ideal mother, a mother 
who always commits herself to others, a mother who always chooses her chil-
d’s welfare and not her own plans and desires? Is it really true that “Poles are 
satisfi ed with the role that was designated for them by society” (Ksieniewicz 
2004), are they “contented slaves” (Ksieniewicz 2004) as Henryk Domański calls 
them? This is a very important question, because “the belief that »man is the 
head and woman is the neck, which turns it« refl ects the nature of the apparent 
power enjoyed by Polish women (...) and increases (...) a compensation myth 
of The Polish Mother” (Ksieniewicz 2004), often harmful to the psychological 
well-being of many women who felt social pressure, unable to even admit that 
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motherhood is not just a simple sum of the joy that they sometimes cannot cope, 
that they have had enough (Sokolińska 2011).

Maybe it’s time to start to follow slogans which the portal nowamatkapolka.pl 
announces: “The New Polish Mother especially appreciates and loves herself”, 
“We dissociate ourselves from the stereotype of the tortured Polish Mother” and 
“Motherhood is not a treadmill and chains, but a creative challenge” (http://
www.nowamatkapolka.pl/). The founder of this site speaks directly: “I  I am the 
voice of the generation” (http://www.nowamatkapolka.pl/). At the same time, 
the question arises as to whether it is possible to escape from this myth, without 
constructing another, which would take its place. Izabela Kowalczyk (Kowal-
czyk 2011) wonders by what model The Polish Mother would be replaced – busi-
nesswoman taking care of her appearance, but also self-realization, conscious of 
her needs, liberated, modern, or the “hyper-resourceful” mother from the adverti-
sements, which ideally takes care of the house and family? The author emphasizes 
the role of popular culture, which produces pressure against women, often inter-
nally contradictory, that they should simultaneously be good-looking, achieve 
success in the workplace, but also dedicate themselves entirely for the benefi t 
of children and husband, perform all household duties and have more time for 
themselves. It is worth noting that popular culture along with the ideology of con-
sumerism may be a strategy to tackle the myth of The Polish Mother, but at the 
same time they can create a danger of falling into another myth-modern, eternally 
young and beautiful, successful women, or “super-mother”. The fact that modern 
woman realizes herself also at work, “does not mean (...) at all, that she allows 
herself a more concessionary approach to the role of mother, Sharon Hays wrote. 
She described a pattern of views on the proper way of parenting as »the ideology 
of intensive motherhood«. According to it, appropriate child-raising requires a 
huge amount of effort, time, energy and money” (Hays 1996 in Titkow, Duch-
-Krzystoszek, Budrowska 2004, p. 206). The role of the mother is probably the 
most responsible in society. On the one hand, we can speak of a “mother-ideal”, 
on the other a “mother-everything guilty” because she bears full responsibility for 
the child’s life, his development, health, intelligence, behavior, etc. (Hays 1996 in 
Titkow, Duch- Krzystoszek, Budrowska 2004, p. 206). Unfortunately, it is often 
forgotten that “motherhood is work that must be learned” (Hays 1996 in Titkow, 
Duch- Krzystoszek, Budrowska 2004, p. 207). 

It can be said that the question of The Polish Mother myth validity is in part 
a question of whether, in today’s Poland the individual or society as a whole is 
more important, whether the culture of individualism, or collectivist, freedom of 
the individual citizen or community pressurewins. Finally it is the question of 
whether a woman can live for herself, or just for others. A mother does not need to 
be someone who is completely selfl ess and dedicated to the family, at every step 
heroically demonstrating her love. A mother can have many different faces, can 
explore motherhood in her own way and not try to implement standards-ideals 
by force. She has the right to be herself and be for herself.
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