
• disempowerment;  
• suffering in body, mind and heart; and 
• struggle and resistance. 
  
A lack of resources prevents people from living  
in dignity, with no decent work, insufficient and 
insecure incomes, and material and social deprivation. 
Relational dynamics shape the experience of poverty, 
including mistreatment by institutions and society, 
and a lack of recognition of contributions made to 
society by people in poverty. A range of factors 
affect people’s experience of poverty, including 
identity, location, culture, environment and the 
timing and duration of poverty. 

International human rights‐based organisation 
ATD Fourth World works to tackle long‐term 
poverty in partnership with people affected by  

it. Recently, ATD Fourth World worked with the 
University of Oxford to carry out research in six 
countries in the global south and north into the 
dimensions of poverty, using an approach it had 
pioneered as ‘the merging of knowledge’.1 Firstly, 
this approach usually involves repeated peer  
group meetings at which groups of people with 
experience of poverty, academics and researchers, 
and practitioners who work with people in  
poverty, discuss relevant issues. The participatory 
methods used, and the support given, aim to  
ensure that those with experience of poverty can 
participate on equal terms. Secondly, the ‘merging’ 
of knowledge takes place when individuals from 
each of these groups meet together to forge a 
common understanding enriched by each of  
these perspectives.  

The report2 generated from this research found  
that across all six countries three dimensions make 
up the core experience of poverty:  

There is increasing focus in research and policy making  
on the importance of the expertise brought by those with  
lived experience of poverty. What happens when experts  
by experience and experts through study and practice  
come together to merge their knowledge on poverty? And  
what implications does such a merging of knowledge have  
for research and policy? 
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People with lived experience of poverty participated in 
an international research project. Instead of being the 
object of discussion, as the inhabitants of this tent in 
Paris often are, participants and their experience were 
the subject of the study. Peer group meetings were held 
individually then the findings merged (above) to reveal 
insights (below) about the reality of poverty.

ELENA LASIDA 
INTRODUCTION BY FRAN BENNETT

The merging of knowledge: 
empowering and enabling



Here, Elena Lasida, an academic who took part in 
the research in France, reflects on the experience 
and the lessons she learned. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
I had already heard about the method used by ATD 
Fourth World known as ‘merging of knowledge’ and 
I wanted to experience it myself. As a university 
researcher and lecturer, I support participatory 
initiatives, but I find that the term ‘participatory’ is 
often applied to methods that fall far short in terms 
of real participation. I therefore embarked on this 
adventure without knowing much beforehand 
about what it entailed. At the end of the experience, 
I can certainly say that as far as ‘participatory’ is 
concerned, I was not disappointed. 

The experience was in fact extraordinary, in several 
respects  –  in terms of the time taken, the methods 
used, the diversity of the participants, the shared 
guidance and the results obtained. I was impressed 
by the time and attention given to the knowledge  
of those participants with personal experience of 
poverty, and the professionalism with which that was 
valued. I was surprised by the way in which certain 
academic colleagues reacted to both the experience 
itself and the outcomes, alternating between 
trivialising and idolising the knowledge of the most 
excluded. It is clear to me that we need more time 
and analysis to draw out the key lessons from this 
experience in terms of the creation of knowledge. 
Nonetheless, I can already identify several shifts 
that took place which suggest that we should 
question our current academic research practice. 

I am going to reflect here on three of these shifts: 

• the object becoming the subject; 
• the witness becoming the researcher; and 
• the expert becoming the student.  

The object becoming  
the subject 

Poverty has increasingly become an object of social 
struggle. Poverty reduction and elimination routinely 
form part of countries’ political programmes and, 
since 2000, are also included in the United Nations’ 
global programmes. Indeed, it was a great 
achievement to create what were initially the 
Millennium Development Goals and then, since 
2015, the Sustainable Development Goals. For the 
first time, the international community has set  
itself quantified objectives for the reduction of 
poverty on a global scale. Defining these objectives 
collaboratively has allowed for the freeing up of 
resources and support for poverty reduction policies 
on a very large scale. That is worth celebrating. 

Paradoxically, this good news also has a negative 
aspect: defining the objective of reducing poverty 
reinforces the reduction of those living in poverty to 
the category of ‘object’. Poverty becomes more 
visible both in statistics and in policies, which results 
in more effective anti‐poverty programmes. At the 
same time, this objectification of poverty makes the 
person living in poverty less visible. We have a 
deficit model: poverty means, for example, a lack of 
food, housing, clothes, employment and access to 
medical services and training. We lose sight of the 
real person living in poverty, with all the complexity 
of human life, and, yes, with all they lack but also 
with their incredible capacity to survive. The person 
living in poverty is reduced to their state of poverty. 
The subject is reduced to an object: an object of 
study, an object of struggle, an object of politics. 
Poverty is instrumentalised to tackle it more 
successfully but, in doing so, the risk is that the 
person living in poverty disappears.  
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“I took part in the 
research about  
‘the dimensions of 
poverty with those 
most concerned’  
as co-facilitator of  
the team in France, 
together with 
Marianne de Laat  
of ATD Fourth World. 
 
Elena Lasida 

“We lose sight of the 
real person living in 
poverty, with all the 
complexity of human 
life, and, yes, with all 
they lack but also 
with their incredible 
capacity to survive. 

Such images as these, which were both taken in France, 
seem to reflect the common deficit understanding of 

poverty, which focuses on a lack of food, housing, 
education and so on. This approach has obscured the 
people living in that poverty and reduced them to the 

state of their poverty, as do these photographs. 



distance, of making proposals and of listening, of 
resistance and of giving way. It springs from an 
attitude of always being ready to question oneself.  

This is necessary because the danger is that the 
liberation of the subject can itself become a new 
object. The practice of ‘acting with’ can become 
dogma. It is only the permanent questioning of the 
practice, and the rigour in its application, that limit 
the risk of it becoming rigid in this way. The 
liberation of the subject in poverty faces the same 
risks as all processes of liberation: the freedom 
acquired becomes a new form of restriction. 

What I have learned from this research is that it is 
only this rigour, and perseverance in questioning 
and rereading material produced, that gradually 
allow the subject to emerge. This emergence is 
never completely achieved and there is a permanent 
risk that it becomes in its turn a new ‘object’. That  
is why we are never satisfied with the first response 
given. We scrutinize, we search, we consider and  
we reconsider, we explore, and we take notes to  
be able to read and re‐read. The subject appears 
tentatively, through the many disguises either 
adopted or allocated to them by others. Enabling 
someone to do this is an extremely difficult task and 
always incomplete.  

So, if the object did become the subject, that is 
perhaps because this research on the dimensions of 
poverty was based on a huge gamble: to make the 
subject a co‐researcher.  

What I found really valuable in this research was 
that the participation of individuals with experience 
of poverty was not just a declaration of good 
intentions. The means deployed to enable them to 
participate were significant, in terms of adapting 
tools, the length of time provided and the support 
given at both individual and group level. The care 
taken in reading and re‐reading exhaustively what 
was going on, the exceptional quality of the notes 
taken of sessions, and the attention given to each 
word and to each gesture, helped to demonstrate 
that discovering the hidden subject in the object 
‘poverty’ is not just a question of good intentions. 

I am no stranger to the worlds of either poverty or 
social action. I have had experiences that have made 
me aware of the huge damage caused by poverty. I 
discovered through the research we carried out that 
creating the space for the ‘subject living in poverty’ 
demands rigour at a level that will match the scale of 
the damage caused by poverty. It is this rigour that 
creates the necessary conditions for participation.  

The transformation of object into subject  
happens through a process of ‘enablement’ or 
‘empowerment’: someone is enabled to become 
the ‘subject’ and to participate. This process is 
neither spontaneous, nor rapid, nor set out 
beforehand. It is uncertain, non‐linear and very 
fragile. It does not come from good intentions or 
from having certain resources or means available.  
It comes from being capable of allowing and of 
setting limits, of compassion and of keeping a 

The research on ‘the dimensions of poverty with 
those most concerned’, undertaken using the 
merging of knowledge approach, has the precise 
aim of giving the person in poverty the status of 
subject. The ‘poor person’ is not a collection of 
unmet needs, but rather a human being with 
connections. The individual living in poverty is not  
a victim of the system but is instead a key part of 
the system. The individual living in poverty is not  
a ‘social case’ but is instead a social actor. The 
individual living in poverty is not a problem but a 
source of solutions. The individual living in poverty 
is not a beneficiary but a contributor. 

I felt encouraged to adopt this shift in perspective 
by the ‘merging of knowledge’ approach and the 
proposed research. Yet, even if we make this shift  
in theory, and maintain it without any difficulty,  
in practice the situation turns out to be far  
more complicated. 

In today’s world of solidarity, it is understood  
clearly that the objective is working ‘with’ rather 
than ‘for’ people experiencing poverty. Despite  
this declaration of intent, however, the means for 
achieving it remain limited and sometimes even 
reinforce rather than reduce this exclusion. It is not 
enough to make room for people experiencing 
poverty in order for them to participate. If someone 
does not have the language, the codes of behaviour 
and prior experience of participation, that can 
create frustration rather than integration. In 
addition, to value someone’s contribution just 
because they are ‘poor’ is mere paternalism. 

FEATURE
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“We scrutinize, we 
search, we consider 
and we reconsider, 
we explore, and we 
take notes to be able 
to read and re-read.

In 2016, to improve the 
global understanding of 
multidimensional poverty, 
ATD Fourth World and the 
University of Oxford 
launched an international 
research project in six 
countries (Bangladesh, 
Bolivia, France, Tanzania, 
the United Kingdom and 
the United States) to 
identify the key 
dimensions of poverty 
and their relationships 
through the merging of 
knowledge process. 
 
Project participants are 
co‐researchers who 
merge their knowledge 
through mutual learning. 
Findings demonstrate 
that the true participation 
of people living in poverty 
with others is possible in 
international research and 
generates new insights. 



The witness becoming  
the researcher 

In academia, poverty is not reduced to only 
measurable deprivations. For a long time now,  
the lives of people experiencing poverty have  
been investigated by sociologists. Interviews are 
conducted, life stories are collected and participant 
observation is used to get inside their reality to 
grasp and understand it better. People in poverty 
are not reduced to only what they lack. The 
complexities of their lives are taken seriously. It is, 
therefore, possible to claim that space is made for 
the ‘hidden subject’ in poverty indicators in this 
way. The subject, however, is still reduced to the 
status of a witness. 

That is perhaps the most audacious element of this 
research – not to reduce the person in poverty to 
being a witness of their own poverty, but instead  
to enable them to analyse and interpret the data 
collected. People living in poverty often have to  
give an account of themselves to benefit from social 
assistance or other forms of help. To be asked yet 
again to bear witness, even for a study that aims to 
understand how to combat poverty, is another way 
to reduce that individual not to a statistic but to a 
piece of qualitative data. Some authors consider  
this reduction to be a new form of injustice towards 
people experiencing poverty, extracting from them 
the knowledge of their experience – labelled by 
these authors as ‘epistemic injustice’.3 

The research on the dimensions of poverty 
deliberately used methods to enable those 
experiencing deep poverty to analyse together with 
academics and professional/practitioners the data 
collected from groups of their peers ‐ participating 
in the work of classification, definition and 
interpretation of the information brought together.  

The witness thereby becomes the researcher – not 
in the same sense as the academic researcher, not 
with the same knowledge, but with complementary 
knowledge. This knowledge does not consist solely in 
relating what happened, but also uses their capacity 
to define, to connect and to organise concepts. 

In addition, what enabled these different forms  
of knowledge to complement one another was  
the permanent invitation to position oneself as a 
student in relation to the other person’s knowledge. 

The expert becoming  
the student 

During the whole research process, and particularly 
when confronted with differing, even contradictory, 
opinions, we were invited to begin each session by 
acknowledging what we learned from the other 
person’s viewpoint before trying to convince them 
of the validity of our own. In academic work we are 
more used to adversarial debate, to defending 
ourselves against our critics and to arguing against 
opposing viewpoints. Instead, in this research we 
were invited to make a particular effort to 
understand the point of view of the other person. 
That was not easy, especially when our perspective 
was based on knowledge that we could not set out 
in detail, at the risk of overwhelming the other 
forms of knowledge. Nevertheless, asking us to say 
what we had learned from the other person prior to 
expressing our own differing view shifted us from 
the attitude of expert to that of student. 

Mutual learning has not been easy. Each individual 
considered that their source of knowledge, whether 
theory, professional/practitioner expertise or 
experience, was decisive in relation to those of  
the others. With each form of knowledge being 
expressed with different language and frames of 
reference, it was difficult to create a real dialogue. 
The academics sometimes felt frustrated in not 
being able to share their knowledge. Those with 
experience of poverty sometimes considered that 
only lived experience was a legitimate basis for 
speaking about poverty. It was through the ability  
of each participant to accept the contribution of 
another type of knowledge, however, that the 
shared thinking of the research was able to emerge. 

In fact, this common position of being a student in 
relation to the knowledge of others enabled each  
of us to share our own knowledge, even if only 
partially. Mutual recognition gave everyone’s 

contribution the status of knowledge: experience 
was no longer seen as just witnessing, professional 
expertise was no longer seen as only practitioner 
competence, and conceptualisation was no longer 
seen as just a framework of familiar theories. That 
was how witnessing, professional expertise and the 
ability to conceptualise were shared and together 
produced knowledge. 

By way of conclusion, I would add that this merging 
of knowledge initiative was for me a mutual learning 
process between the three types of knowledge 
involved: of people with lived experience of poverty, 
of professionals/practitioners and of academics. It 
was an erratic process, with stumbling blocks and 
meetings of minds, frustrations and discoveries, 
exhaustion and delight. However, each person, 
enabled by the others, learned to give credit to their 
own knowledge in a new way, and to contribute 
that knowledge to the joint construction of a new 
and more comprehensive form of shared knowledge 
about the dimensions of poverty. 

 

Elena Lasida teaches and researches at the Catholic 
Institute of Paris. She was a member of the national 
research team in France that took part in this 
research. This article has been translated by Paul 
Paroissien and Fran Bennett from an article in 
French in ATD Fourth World’s journal, Revue Quart 
Monde 258 (2021/2).  

Fran Bennett is an associate fellow of the Department 
of Social Policy and Intervention, University of 
Oxford, and a supporter of ATD Fourth World. 

Footnotes 
 
1. For a discussion among members of the international coordination 
team, see atd‐fourthworld.org/wp‐content/uploads/sites/5/2021/03/ 
Hidden‐Dimensions‐of‐Poverty‐Discussion‐Feb‐2021.pdf. 
2. R Bray, M de Laat, X Godinot, A Ugarte and R Walker, The Hidden 
Dimensions of Poverty, Montreuil, Fourth World Publications, 2019, 
available at atd‐fourthworld.org/international‐advocacy/dimensions‐
of‐poverty. 
3. See in particular the work of Miranda Fricker and of Emmanuel 
Renault. 
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“The witness thereby 
becomes the researcher 
– not in the same sense 
as the academic 
researcher, not with the 
same knowledge, but 
with complementary 
knowledge.

The project is based on a merging of knowledge 
methodology, in which practitioners, academics 
and people facing poverty are all co‐researchers.




