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Abstract: The author describes a fragment of her research, conducted in a shelter for homeless 
women in Łódź. She is interested in how the structure of the shelter, which is a disciplinary body as 
well as an instituton inducing homeless women to repair their lives, affects the recovery of 
women’s sense of domestication in the social world. The sense of domestication is closely 
associated with a house. The author describes cultural practices undertaken by the shelter’s 
residents, who recreate a house and the ways of living and existing in the facility. The rules of the 
shelter refer, in a specific way, to the sense of living and the meaning of a house. These various 
modes of living (bottom-up, reproduced by women and top-down – induced by the shelter’s rules) 
reveal known as well as the additional senses of “home/hause” and “woman”. 
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1. Homelesness in Poland and its types  
It is difficult to estimate the number of homeless people in Poland. Non-government 

organisations pursuing objectives of public interest and various state authorities are trying to do so 
by giving figures, which range from 18-30 thousand  to 300-500 thousand  (Olech 2010: 285). 
However, Jerzy Żurko, an expert in homelessness from the Institute of Sociology at the University 
of Wroclaw claims that the number of homeless is skewed and proposes 30,000 as the most 
probable. This is confirmed by Census data for the year 2011. According to this source, the number 
of homeless in Poland is 25,000. 

The range of the above figures shows how difficult it is to measure this phenomenon. The needs 
of the homeless, and the programs addressing the issue basically don’t change. Thus, aid programs 
should take into account gender differences, since – as Polish specialists notice – they shape 
homelessness. Men and women become homeless in different ways and therefore their 
homelessness differs (Szluz 2010, 2011; Białas 2000; Szajerska 2008; Dębski 2009; Retowski 
2008).  

Interesting material for further reflection on this issue is provided, inter alia, by the results of 
psychological research conducted by Sylwiusz Retowski (2008). He was interested in the way men 
and women assess their own responsibility for falling into homelessness. Results showed that men 
feel more responsible than women. They also have a different sense of responsibility for resolving 
the situation in which they found themselves. The author makes a point of highlighting that «a 
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stronger sense of responsibility for the causes of homelessness is associated with a lower sense of 
satisfaction with oneself» (ivi: 239). 

Self-satisfaction translates into desire for change and the belief in such a possibility. Retowski 
examined the level of hope for change and a sense of control over homeless people’s own lives. The 
results showed that the homeless women have a stronger belief that they control their lives. Women 
also have a greater hope of success, due to their lower sense of guilt for falling into homelessness 
(ivi: 235-236). One can ask an additional question: is women’s lower sense of responsibility for the 
situation in which find themselves associated with the cultural belief that women are dependent, 
passive, and therefore often victims (of fate, situation or of other people)? 

In this article I want to take a close look at the gender aspect of homelessness in light of the 
selected topic. I want to interpret the organization of life and the strategies, which are offered to 
women in the homeless shelter, where I do my research . These women are advised to use specific 
strategies of adopting the shelter’s space, what in anthropological sense, is understood as its 
domestication, making it livable, and thus re-adaptating it into “homeness”. 

One can become homeless for formal reasons – it is a consequence of not having a permanent 
address, being deprived of one’s own roof over the head and subjected to temporality. This is 
accompanied by a portable homelessness as it is related to lacking a sense of rootedness and 
belonging to the world. Artur Kinal suggests, to grasp this issue following Gaston Bachelard’s 
concept of the “oneiric house” (Kinal 2003: 199). The opposition of the “oneiric house” is the 
“oneiric homelessness”, characterized by a lack of “mental image of home taken from childhood” 
(ibidem). According to Bachelard, house establishes and constitutes human psyche. Bachelard 
defines the function the “oneiric house” as a “vertical scheme of human psyche” (ibidem), which 
structures the perception of the world and is the scaffold on which other experiences are deposited. 

Homeless women staying in the shelter are recreating, in a specific way, the topos of a home 
they once knew or if they are not familiar with it, they are trained to certain forms of living and 
understanding of home. Shelter’s staff does not verbalize how to live like at home, however, they 
do so by implementing the shelter’s discipline in the form of regulations. Employees use 
persuasion, for example, encouragement, reprimands, and ultimately the threat of expulsion. The 
condition for women to stay in the shelter is to participate in the program which helps to end 
homelessness. Their progress is monitored and they are accounted for by social workers on the 
issues they must arrange. 

Therefore, women “learn” how to live and are encouraged to recall what it means, even if the 
way the shelter operates does not resemble a home. Also the administrative procedures that women 
must undertake in order to get a flat, can be seen as a certain process of domestication within a 
community of people who are assigned to a specific location. This strategy allows one to leave the 
state of formal homelessness. But can it also help women to leave the state of “oneiric 
homelessness” (primary or secondary)? As I will show in this article this problem is difficult to 
resolve clearly. 

The design and the logic of the shelter are contrary to the sense of home. Discipline, which 
homeless women are subjected to rests on monitoring their progress and means of living 
(employees are required to note every “anomaly”). In this place it is difficult to achieve intimacy 
and privacy and to liberate oneself from the norms existing in the public space. The shelter is thus 
deprived of what defines the sense of living and being at home. 

Another important element which helps to understand the additional dimension of the process of 
re-adaptating women to the demands of “normal” life is a matter of bonding the domestic sphere 
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with femininity, which is based on stereotype. I will explain this issue in more details further. Here, 
the objective is to simply mention that the correlations between femininity, woman and home were 
shown, for example, in the symbolic and cultural analysis of Danuta and Zbigniew Benedyktowicz 
(Benedyktowicz – Benedyktowicz 2009). Their book on the role of the house in the traditional 
culture is still crucial when exploring the sense of living. 

House and woman also play an important role in the considerations on the division of labor and 
responsibilities of feminist economics (Gustafsson 2003; Skora 2010; Rumińska – Zimny 2010; 
Zachorowska – Mazurkiewicz 2011). The space of the house and the activities of its gendered 
inhabitants further reflect socio-economic relations. Household activities include care, supply, 
reproduction, logistics, finance, etc. which are still associated mostly with women. These 
obligations play an important role regarding to the way of perceiving women, greater than defining 
them in relation to their work. As Anna Zachorowska-Mazurkiewicz recalls «Poles, according to 
Eurostat, are among the leaders in Europe in terms of length of working time [...] the weekly 
working time reaches nearly 41 hours, with an average of 37.7 hours for Europe [...]» 
(Zachorowska – Mazurkiewicz 2010: 5). The author also cites the results of the research saying that 
«the involvement of women in unpaid housework and caring for other family members leads to a 
reduction in their involvement in professional activities. However, the total time women spend on 
work (paid and unpaid) is still greater than the working time of men. Women of the working age 
(between 18 and 64 years old) spend on all their responsibilities an average of 7.5 hours per week 
more than men» (ibidem). 

The “project” of living and running the household, to which homeless women who are staying in 
shelters are inculcated to, also includes the above mentioned social contexts. These are: work, 
concern for others, financial management skills and managing other material resources, self-care 
and carying for other dependent persons. Women who run the house, and are mothers, should also 
be responsible and demonstrate a sense of organization. 

I put the word “project” in the quotation marks, because, I mean here the kind of social norm, 
which is usually subconcious. It is achieved through habituses, strategies and tactics i.e. the 
constituents of culture that often manifest themselves in the situations where norms are disrupted. 
Homelessness, including the homelessness of women is such a situation. The ideas of who a woman 
should be, how her house should look as well as what living is, constitute the implicit program 
which is masked by the official rules regulating the stay in the shelter. Regulations define the 
behavior of the residents and their responsibilities. Shelter does not only provide protection, but 
according to modern assumptions about the aid and legal principles determining what aid is , it also 
aims at the rehabilitation of women. It involves inculcating them to live in accordance with the 
desired cultural norm, which defines what it means to be a “homeness” person and in the same time 
a “domestic” woman. 

Providing support should be based on identifying who is in need and what kind of help is 
required . There are many different forms of homelessness, as well as many ways in which 
homeless people deal with their situation. However, within this wide variety of homelessness 
models, one can separate two basic types, which were revealed by the National Census of 2011. In 
addition, one can definitely say that homelessness in Poland is strongly gendered and located in the 
city. 

The first type of homelessness is based on the life “on ones own”, i.e, homeless are operating 
without the assistance provided by specialist centers (or they use it occasionally). They are 
managing places of their own choice (from staircases to cemeteries), improvising their temporary 
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shelters and dens, but they are often on the move. They make their living out of collecting 
recyclable materials and food. This group represents the minority of the homeless, and it is very 
rare to meet a woman among them. This is due to the fact that the shape of women’s homelessness 
is affected by the social stereotype of being a woman, and “women’s way” of experiencing 
problems and solving them. Women are culturally attached to place. 

The second and predominant type of homelessness is based on the regular use of formal sources 
of aid, homeless shelters, dosshouses and similar facilities. Homeless, who find help there, can be 
treated as residents, because they usually stay in those places for very long period of time or use 
them regularly. They find here the genuine shelter or their only home. My research experiences in 
this environment entitle me to conclude that this model is characteristic largely for women. 

Homeless leave aid institutions for various reasons. Most often they are expeled for not 
complying with the regulations, including breaking abstinence, which is forced while staying in the 
shelter. Some people do not want or cannot maintain it. This occurs more commonly in men than 
women. Alcohol plays a different role for men and women – women mostly leave an alcoholic 
partner and run away from aggression inscribed in their relationship. However, more often it is 
indicated that violence is the main reason for women homelessness, and violence does not have to 
be equated with addiction (Dębski 2009). Women are less likely to be driven to drinking, but their 
alcoholism – as in the case of men – can lead to homelessness.  

Women face homelessness primarily because of economic factors, and thus impoverishment. 
Mainly due to the loss of employment or poor health, as well as an irregular and inadequate income, 
the debt results in eviction and the seizing of income by the bailiff. This is the reason why some 
women who stay in the shelter were once fairly well off, quite highly educated and had a job. 
However, most of the homeless women have not completed primary education or vocational 
training and experience long-term unemployment (at least a few years). 

A crisis situation, such as loosing the house, reveals the fragile network of support and low 
social capital of women who have become homeless. It is difficult for them, or even impossible, to 
deal with the problem in an alternative manner, and the lack of resourcefulness as well as other 
options leads them to shelters and dosshouses. This also applies to the sick and lonely old women. 
This is a large group which reinforces ranks of homeless people. In their case, staying in the shelter 
is a transitional stage leading to the residence in a nursing home. 

There are less homeless women than homeless men. Women account for 10-20 per cent of all 
homeless people. The socio-demographic structure of homeless women is also different. According 
to Maciej Dębski, homeless men are recruited primarily from two age groups: between 41 and 50, 
and 51 and 60 years of age. In the other age groups there are much less homeless men (at least in 
the youngest age group – up to 30 years, as it is only 6 per cent) (Dębski 2009: 41). 

Among homeless women one can meet representatives of each age group (from 30 years to over 
60 years of age). None of these age groups strikes to the fore, with about 20 per cent of homeless 
women come from each group. The smallest number of homeless women are those over 60 years 
old – about 13 per cent and it is comparable to the number of homeless men in the same age 
(ibidem).  

These are very interesting statistics encouraging further research. Such research could contribute 
a lot to the knowledge on the specific biographical rhythms of men and women and help to identify 
the factors constituting their lives that enhance the risk of homelessness. It seems to me, that the 
concentration of homelessness among middle-aged and older men is not accidental, nor is the 
incidence of homelessness among women in almost every age group. Regarding women, the 
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coincidence of certain circumstances does not apply in certain age groups – as it can be considered 
in the case of men. What is important is the variety of elements comprising various problems – 
characteristic to every age. Thus, circumstances may be different in distinct age groups, but they 
can be equally powerful in depriving women of their homes. 

Perhaps the factors which contribute to homelessness could be supported by social prevention. 
Particularly because although homelessness is a democratic state, some groups are more easily 
exposed to it. 

 
2. The shelter and the practices of living 
The shelter is an area governed by specific logic of supervision and discipline (Foucault 1995). It 

can be assigned to the same type of institutions that most gathered the attention of Michel Foucault; 
such as hospitals, prisons, dormitories or barracks and monasteries. These are the places of 
collective and organized isolation for selected categories of individuals who are subjected there to 
various social trainings in order to be shaped according to the norms valid in the society. The 
structure and the way of functioning of these institutions reveal the “power of power” i.e. the ability 
to manage members of society and the power to bring about changes in reality. Shaping appropriate 
internal attitudes in people under supervision is exercised by subjecting their bodies to discipline; 
applying injunctions and prohibitions on their manner of dress, appearance, body language, 
hygiene, what and how to eat, emotional and intellectual expression etc. In areas where various 
forms of persuasion are operating, everyday life is subjected to control «with the discipline of the 
minute» (ivi: 140). 

Therefore, time, imagination and space are controlled. Plans are established, schedules 
introduced, place and time, when, where and how to perform each task are designated. Life in such 
institutions is transformed into a series of tasks and work to be done. They shape a sense of 
obligation, duty and obedience. «Discipline – as indicated by Foucault – sometimes requires 
enclosure, the specification of a place heterogenous to all others and closed in upon itself» (ivi: 
141).  

The author points to the Enlightenment, as the time when the policy of separation and 
monitoring of multiple social categories intangible by their nature, were improved. «There was the 
great “confinement” of vagabonds and paupers» (ibidem). In such a system, poverty and its variety 
– homelessness, were the phenomena explicable with reference to social forces. To the aid 
measures, which were also methodically organized, the obligation for those in need to work was 
added. It was thought as a means of moralization, and consequently as a means of liberation from 
poverty. 

This was the time when the philanthropic movement was born. It was based on establishing 
special institutions implementing welfare and educational tasks. They were educational institutions 
and schools for members of the lowest social strata. These facilities implemented a pedagogy 
characteristic to places where supervision played an important role; so the obedience to the law and 
submitting oneself to the discipline enforced by work were required. These institutions evolved and 
took form of specialized network of aid, which eventually strengthened the legislation of European 
countries (for example German law in the nineteenth century). Over time, a state embarked on 
guaranteeing, in the form of specific legal provisions, various types of assistance to different 
categories of those in need. 

The aid was and is granted under certain conditions and usually over a specified period of time. 
A person in need was subjected (and still is) to the various forms of discipline which makes the aid 
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effective. This means that after subordination to the procedures (nowdays, these are therapeutic 
treatments, rehabilitation, counseling, education), a person should be responsible for oneself and 
independent. 

Currently, the prevention of poverty and exclusion is considered in terms of the fight, i.e. as 
overcoming the effects of global economy, which creates victims. Victims, however, evoke 
ambivalent feelings, which prove that there are at least two outlooks on the individual responsibility 
for one’s own condition. One may wonder how people become scapegoats. Whether by no fault of 
their own they stood in the way of impersonal economic and political forces which operate beyond 
social control, or was it because some kind of defect which pushed them into the margins of 
society. This ambivalent attitude is reflected not only in economic but also in psychological and 
cultural explanations of the causes and effects of social exclusion. To support their thesis, 
researchers refer to the dispositions transmitted culturally (such as the feminization of poverty and 
its inheritance) (Korzeniewska – Tarnowska 2002; Tarnowska 2005; Golinowska – Tarnowska – 
Topińska 2005; Potoczna – Warzywoda-Kruszyńska 2009). This leads, in turn, to introducing 
psychological solutions to the problem of exclusion. The necessity of inducing the inner change of 
the individuals whom seek help in various institutions is emphasised. This is done in order to help 
people to get rid of the stigma of exclusion. This change of individuals would result in providing 
them tools that foster self-determination. They could also move more easily in the world, which 
would not be surprising any more. 

According to Gregor Stangherlin in post-traditional societies, individuals are obliged to 
undertake ongoing management of their lives (Stangherlin 2006). As the author emphasises, this 
requirement entails reinterpretation of past events and approaching life as a project or a plan, since 
identity is constructed primarily through reflection and self-reflection . However, in my opinion one 
should not identify this with the liberation of the individual from cultural determinants. Roles and 
models still apply in different places with different intensities for different people. An important 
difference is that the stratification is less vertical and social mobility – in a positive sense – seems to 
be more accessible to more and more people, but not to everyone. 

Disciplinary practices applied in the shelter where I did my research are also in the certain way 
inscribed in the contemporary project of constructing an individual. These practices are aimed at 
encouraging homeless women to change. They express themselves in the form of specific work 
rules and actions, to which women are obliged to folllow, when staying in the shelter. 

Shelter’s space plays here an important role. The way it is organized to some extent resembles a 
house; it is observable for example, in the attempts to recreate a homely atmosphere. Different 
holidays were celebrated, like Easter and Christmas, Mother’s Day and Children’s Day. These 
celebrations were open to all residents, and women themselves were preparing festive meals. For 
this purpose they were equipped with food products purchased by the shelter’s management and 
financed using special funds. The organization of such events was canceled in 2011 because women 
began to refuse to participate in them. However during this time the shelter is still festively 
decorated and the children are supplied with toys and games, which are generally available in the 
room where they can play and learn. Functional organization of the shelter’s space is diversed as it 
is at home. There is a separate place for cooking, although the kitchen is shared (one on each floor). 
When women come in the shelter, they take off their shoes on the groundfloor. This is the way of 
marking the entrance of their home. 

These are yet only the substitutes of “homeness”. The use of a common kitchen with a single gas 
stove, a sink, a few cupboards and a table top, that is available on each floor for twenty women, 
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causes a number of disagreements. It also forces an unnatural state of being, rather not domestic, as 
after each meal preparation woman must immediately wash their dishes and clean up after 
themselves in order to leave the kitchen clean and accessible for another person. All the traces of 
one’s own presence are instanly wiped off; the space is being cleared of them. As women say, «at 
home, I’ve never washed the dishes five minutes after finished the cooking». They are constantly 
prepared to remove themselves from the space, and to leave it empty, ready to be taken over – but 
only temporarily – by other users. Women living in the shelter are rarely sharing or doing joint 
work. Each performs the necessary actions on her own. The sense of these actions – although they 
seem to be associated with living and private life – cannot be interpreted as an attempt to strenghten 
women’s presence in the shelter’s space or to make themselves at home. Of course, it is impossible 
to act differently in a place organized is such way, where women don’t cook or keep the house 
together. Housing and material conditions are independent even from the staff. Certain rules 
adapted to the circumstances must be accepted, even if they differ substantialy from the rules of the 
home’s privacy.  

Children – due to the safety requirements valid in the shelter – do not use the kitchen. They are 
prohibited from entering it without adults. They cannot heat food, cook, use a knife in order not to 
cause an accident for which not only mothers but also the staff would be responsible. Women 
perceive this situation as regressing children (especially older ones) who helped in the kitchen while 
they lived in their own houses. Thus, working in the kitchen becomes only women’s obligation.  

Another troublesome activity is laundring clothes. On each of the shelter’s floor there is in only 
one washing machine allocated. Laundry has to be planned a few weeks in advance. This situation 
requires women to calculate for how many days their children will have enough of clean clothes 
and underwear. Thus, they live under a stringent schedule. It is especially inconvenient for mothers 
of young children. 

Using kitchen and washing machine are particularly critical aspects of staying in the shelter. 
Doing these works each woman reveals different ways of perceiving cleanness, order and 
organization of the space. Hanging laundry is such an example (in winter in each corridor bend 
there are portable dryers situated near the radiators. Clothes drip dry into children’s tubs and 
bowls). Individual and aesthetic habits are modified by the cleanness standards imposed on by the 
shelter’s rules. 

The way of cleaning, sweeping, washing and drying dishes, hanging laundry, operating washing 
machine, etc., can initiate divisions, creates an opportunity to comment on other’s behavior and 
stimulates continuous evaluation. There is no place or space in the shelter that could provide 
required intimacy and a sense of isolation. Even a toilet does not provide it, as there is a constant 
threat of control if the closet was left clean enough and if there was scent neutralizer used. Women 
also watch for children – especially older ones – to respect the same rules. 

The staff also takes care of cleanliness and imposes this obligation on residents. However, 
women also control each other. The more that they share rooms. Usually there are two single 
mothers with children located in a room. 

Strategies which I observe in the shelter, focus on cleanliness, both external – related to the 
nearest environment of the residents, as well as internal, related to their bodies which are 
subjugated by hygiene practices and the discipline enforced on women. Women should wash 
themselves at a certain hour every day, due to the curfew and the obligation to clean the hallway, 
bathroom and kitchen. Every evening, a different resident is assigned to this task. 
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The purpose of these practices is not only to maintain order, but to influence change in the 
women. The area where these practices actually operate would be in their mentality and the attitude 
to oneself and the world. 

Women cannot not to do laundry, not to wash themselves and their children, not to clean or wash 
the dishes; they also cannot leave things out of place. The literal elimination of dirt and any trace of 
untideness are a part of the institutional strategy and a clear sign of establishing order also in a 
figurative sense, wth reference to the lives of these women. 

As proved by Foucault, the primary purpose of social training conducted in places like shelters, 
is the action directed at the body, to influence the inner change of the individual. This idea seems 
interesting to me as I can observe practices excercised in the shelter for women, where a woman is 
perceived – according to the implicit assumptions standing behind the strategies applied in the 
facility – as a representative of stereotypical femininity. She is reduced to the body, and in the 
traditional sense the female body serves to realize the essential characteristics of the female 
physiology i.e. motherhood. The role of the mother is related to various restrictions and images. 

Mothers, who as a result of various vicissitudes of life found themselves in a homeless shelter, 
are not usually “typical” mothers. They experienced violence, have several children by different 
fathers, and the fatherhood is often not established, and no other family member supports them 
(some are orphans, some were sentenced earlier or their sentences are suspended). 

In the image rooted deeply in the traditional culture, the topos of mother and the topos of house 
are inseparable and carry strong positive meanings. Oikos is a greek word denoting house, but also 
“family” and “mother”. This is reflected in the everyday and ceremonial behavior preserved in the 
cultural texts which constitute the traditional culture, cultivated and remembered even today 
(Benedyktowicz – Benedyktowicz 2009: 56). 

Researchers, which I refer to, draw on the original parallel existsting between an individual and a 
house in the traditional culture. This is revealed for example in the rituals associated with 
childbirth, when a pregnant woman was put on the floor, which is the symbol of the earth, in order 
to ease the labour. In the similar manner a newborn was put on the floor. Earth symbolized the act 
of conception and birth, was the element associated with motherhood and femininity. According to 
the myths about the creation of the world, specified territory and the whole universe are marked out 
in the same way as later, when the foundation stone laying ceremony of the house-microcosm took 
place. The Universe (Earth) and microcosm (the house) were delineated by setting their boundries. 
The house is in fact a whole and closed area. As Danuta Benedyktowicz and Zbigniew 
Benedyktowicz write: «This feature allows it to complement a mother, educator and protector» (ivi: 
69). Closing house’s door means separation from the outside world and returning to the self in 
every possible sense. 

This genuine and almost instinctive gesture is also manifested today in the moment of shutting 
the door and entering the house, or when we change more official clothes and shoes for home 
clothing. Gesture of separation is the most important in establishing one’s own space which is the 
synonyme of a safe and tame place. Krystyna Zachwatowicz-Wajda reminiscing the Warsaw 
Uprising of 1944, shares with her memories of survival strategies of the Warsaw’s inhabitants. By 
survival she also means mental endurement. Constructing their own – even temporary – place to 
live i.e. the house, was very helpful. «I saw that the people who lived during the uprising in the 
bomb-shelters always used a mattress, some pillows or suitcases to organize their own space, to 
build a wall, they were hanging some things here and there [...] the separation was important, it was 
the desire to built their own place to live» (Zachwatowicz-Wajda – Komorowska 2010: 6). 
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However the world may fall apart, the death of the house – which is tantamount to the death of 
the family, mainly of the mother – is also possible. In the songs of rural orphans there is a motive of 
mother's death and the simultaneous dissolution of the house, «as the house comes into being with a 
mother» (Benedyktowicz – Benedyktowicz 2009: 69). 

From the very first moments a newborn, was symbolically included in a society. The gestures 
reflected, inter alia, the traditional gendered order: a girl was put on the bench by the oven in order 
for her to stay in the house or near the oven. This is how woman was perceived. Baking bread in the 
oven and kneading dough for bread are – according to the logic of traditional culture – symbols 
referring to the most vital areas and gestures. Therefore, if the oven is a symbol of women and a 
house, than baking represents an act of procreation, and bread symbolizes body, life, fertility and 
birth (ivi: 63). Particular areas in the house as well as particular equipment and activities were 
metonyms of a household, living and human beeing, playing various roles – as for example the role 
of a mother (ivi: 58). The house, in traditional ceremonies, “accompanied” an individual at every 
stage of his or her life (ivi: 60). 

House can be recreated through a number of metonyms and symbols. The basic and most 
important metonymy – mentioned by me earlier – is setting the boundries of the house, denoting 
delineation of one’s own space. It is also a symbol of organizing chaos and structuring the world, in 
the center of which is a mother – the heart of the home. 

Homeless mothers staying in the shelter have a great responsibility, and are indirectly informed 
of this by the staff. They are not ordinary women; their lives once often very easy, now are being 
controlled by the system of passes and permits on leaving the shelter for a few days. Children are an 
instrument of women’s criticism. Women are judged on the degree of their children negligence, 
valetudinarianism, cleanliness, politeness, progress at school, skills, ability to remain silent (the 
same requirements apply to the two-year-olds and 10-year-olds). Women are also evaluated on the 
way they feed their young ones and spend money (for example if they spend it on children or on 
cigarettes).  

Sexual and reproductive life of the mothers is also being controled. The desire to maintain the 
confidentiality of the matters such as subsequent pregnancies, the number of children and new 
partners is very difficult. In such a small space occupied by forced community, isolating onself by 
cutting the others from the information on one’s own life is stigmatized in the same way as an 
excessive interest in other people’s affairs. 

As I mentioned before, in the shelter the greatest emphasis is put on the principles associated 
with maintaining hygiene of one’s own and of the facility. High demands are also placed on 
obeying the discipline and on the proper behavior of children and mothers. The priority is to respect 
the peace and quiet, not interfering and eliminating all sounds causing any confusion, as is such a 
small space the excessive expressiveness causes discomfort and is unadvisable. However the 
struggle for peace, and for the opportunity to distance oneself from noise, which is inevitable with 
so many people (few tens on a relatively small area), is a lost struggle. 

Usually two women with children are placed in the same room. Thus, the degree of tension 
existsing between the roomates can be high. In addition, they share the toilets and kitchen with all 
the other tenants. It isn’t difficult for conflict to erupt; rumors and intrigues are also spreading fast. 
Sometimes the residents are able to coexist and to manage jointly and this helps them to outlive 
several months or several years of waiting for social housing. 

Women are forced to obey curfew, they have to return to the shelter at certain hour and to inform 
the staff about leaving the facility for a period of time longer than a day. Mothers cannot leave the 
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shelter without ensuring the supervision of their children. This is however, the occasion to support 
eachother and to render mutual favors. Reciprocity is less noticeable regarding borrowing food , 
money, or phones. It depends on personal arrangements between women and the seriousness of the 
situation. Women who are victims of their partners own very little, only that which they could take 
with themselves while leaving the house in a hurry. Sometimes they cannot get back to collect their 
things for a very long time. Also they often do not have funds to start a new life. In these cases, 
before women get financial aid or food allowance they receive help from other residents. They can 
use kitchenware and cleaning products which belong to other tenants or are the shelter’s property.  

The life led by women in the shelter resembles to some extent Foucauldian panopticon. Women 
live in the half-open space, the staff has, for example, the right to look to their rooms before the 
carefew and check if everyhing is all right. This control round often reminds one of a friendly 
meeting (it depends which member of the staff is visiting rooms). For some women, this is the only 
opportunity before the day ends to talk with someone who comes specifically to them, who is 
interested in them, and their children, and how their day was. However, despite the quasi-
therapeutic aspects and friendly relationships, life in the shelter is controlled, including controlling 
oneself and controlling each other. 

The continuous cleaning and washing are the normalizing practices which are aimed at 
dismissing the danger of chaos asociated with women’s previous lives, and imposing the routine 
that helps them to overcome the disorder and to eradicate bad habits. Such is the sense of the 
cleaning schedule, signing up for doing laundry and accounting in front of the staff on the progress 
or lack of it in fulfilling required obligations. 

Half-open area of the shelter is subjected to almost constant observation, thus cannot be 
transformed into a house. The shelter which on one hand is perceived as asylum (women receive 
help there) is also sometimes conceived as the place of isolation and exclusion, which defines the 
residents only as the executors of the recovery plan of their own lives, which has been 
recommended to them. This is the second and less positive aspect of this type of institutions. 
Intimacy of the house, close relationships existing between its inhabitants, which provide a sense of 
security, are in the living space of the shelter replaced by claustrophobic relations and spaces. 
Women retain their intimacy by owning a few things which they were able to bring with themselves 
or bought after moving into the shelter. These are such things as carpets, curtains, white goods, 
blankets, sheets, towels, clothes, kitchen utensils, phones, TVs and computers, and their bag’s 
contents. The moment of privacy is also achieved while smoking in front of the building. 

Things that furnish the house and determine its functionality as well as our biography, in the 
shelter are perceived as ballast, and constantly remind one of troublesome activities. As they have 
to be perpetually organized, assembled, arranged and hide in order not to interfere other residentes 
to live their lives. The moment of smoking a cigarette (in the past, when women could smoke in the 
room inside of the building, it was also a time for drinking coffee), is an escape from the 
overcrowded interior, where everything and everyone is subjected to schedule. 

Women staying in the shelter dream of getting away from there. They even prefer to live in an 
unheated flat without furniture and equipment, but where they have the possibility to lock the door 
and to find themselves in a real home. Even entering the shelter’s building, after spending there 
some time becomes for women a symbol of exclusion and of deepening their marginal status. 
Leaving this place is treated as recovery of “freedom”. 
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One of the women defined her life before she found herself in the shelter as hell (first home), 
staying in the facility as purgatory (quasi-home) and she expected to find herself in a paradise after 
she leaves the shelter (new house). 

 
Conclusion 
The “project home” can take on many faces. It may be a synonym of us, the desired value, 

although it is often associated with the tragedy of women and children. It is an institution that 
reflects the common ideas about various social rules and how they are accounted for and 
established. 

House is subjected to a strong valuation. As proven by the recalled examples of traditional 
culture, this valuation concerns a specific canon of axiological and ontological order. Today, as 
indicated by the researchers who study the practices of living, aestheticization of the house is more 
often subjected to valuation. We treat the house as the element of our identifcation and the space 
subjected to the regime of visuality (Woroniecka 2007). It is also a place to which some categories 
of people have unequal access. Stereotypically this is the space where women should pursue 
themselves – it belongs to them. By showing the practices of the “domestication” of homeless 
women, I tried to illustrate the strength of this stereotype and how it can be modified. 

(Translation by Marta Songin-Mokrzan) 
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