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INTRODUCTION

Last 21st December 2015, Marco Impagliazzo, director of S. Egidio a charitable body devoted to
helping people who have found themselves homeless, presented the so called Michelin Guide for the
Poor 2016'. The guide offers insightful information about hostels, places that serve daily free meals,
public toilets, and so on. However, the guide also comes with a series of important figures, numerical
data and statistics that indicate the number of people who are homeless in Italy; particularly in the city
of Rome, where |, as part of FREUMh, am carrying out the project described in this paper.

According to the study and statistics provided by Marco Impagliazzo, the number of rough sleepers in
Rome is 7709 while the capacity to shelter people accounts for only 2300. This implies that, according
to the census more or less 5400 people find themselves in the condition of sleeping rough, using both
temporary sheltered areas, e.g. portico areas or through the temporary occupation of unused and
abandoned buildings overnight.

It was December 2014 when, while walking nearby St Peter's Sg. in Rome we found a conspicuous
number of people sleeping rough in a portico area just a few steps away from Bernini’s colonnade.
The image of about forty people sleeping rough next to a place that should be devoted to mercy,
provoked strange feelings. It was a mixture of anger and incredulity, together with disappointment. It
was annoying to notice the seeming indifference to people sleeping rough during the winter by
passers-by that were walking the portico area.

As FREUMh we thought something could be done and decided to get in touch with this group of
rough sleepers through a series of encounters. We were interested in understanding the dynamics that
could characterise the life of a person who lives on the street. The project so far has involved around
ten encounters with this community of rough sleepers while in the meantime a series of meetings and
interviews involving charitable bodies and both cultural insiders and outsiders" were led.



HOUSED by CHOICE HOUSED by FORCE - Homes, Conflicts and Conflicting Interests

Avrchitecture_MPS; University of Cyprus; Cyprus Institute
21—22 January, 2016

i

Figure 1. The portico area during night

This paper describes the experience we have been carrying out so far. It will initially address the issue
with homelessness and rough sleeping, according to qualitative analysis of the data we gathered
through the interviews with passers-by in St Peter's Sq, people who volunteer for charitable projects
and people who are not involved in any charitable project, interviewed outside the context of St Peter's
Sg. In particular what emerged from the interviews is twofold: First, the incapacity of passers-by to
cope with the encounter with homeless people on the street. This incapacity determines the exclusion
of the other. Second and consequently to this incapacity, it emerged a desire to house people who
sleep rough. However, particularly this last aspect is somehow in contrast with the data we gather from
the encounters we had with the community of individuals who identify as homeless and who utilise the
portico area near St Peter's Sq.

By taking into account the work of Judith Butler and Davide Susanetti, the paper will firstly address
the will to house homeless people as a universalisation of desires. The projection of one's individual
private into the political sphere of the public. Secondly, the paper will argue about the possibility of
developing new strategies for dealing with the issue with homelessness in public space. One that is
based on the account provided by Butler and Susanetti of a dialogue with the dead together with the
use of a provotype". Rough sleepers may be regarded as specters. They are the living dead. Therefore
this condition requires a different methodological approach. One that is based on Susanetti's
suggestion of an inversion of the gaze.

Projection of desires in public space

As mentioned in the introduction, the project combines the use of a cultural probe- provotype together
with ethnographical studies. In this first part, the paper focuses on the project's presentation and
interviews we had with charitable bodies and both cultural insiders and outsiders. This initial account
is useful in order to outline a first important aspect concerning the presence of rough sleepers in public



HOUSED by CHOICE HOUSED by FORCE - Homes, Conflicts and Conflicting Interests

Avrchitecture_MPS; University of Cyprus; Cyprus Institute
21—22 January, 2016

space. The aspect with cultural domains- tolerance that determines exclusion of the other. This is the
aspect that the philosopher Slavoj Zizek defines as the incapacity of extricating oneself from his/her
cultural background, which prevents a proper understanding of the other."

How are rough sleepers perceived by passers-by when on the street? The question with perception was
one of the first aspects we were interested in investigating. We were concerned with a seeming public
indifference to people sleeping rough in winter we witnessed while encountering the community who
utilise the portico area in St Peter's Sq. The question concerning the perception towards rough sleeping
was asked to people in different situations: Either directly in St Peter's Sg or outside the context of the
Square and the portico area. The answers we received from both cultural insiders and outsiders reflect
a mixed feeling of indifference and confusion”.

If on the one hand, a group of cultural outsiders interviewed was claiming that the presence of
homeless peole in the city of Rome goes unnoticed due to the conspicuous number of individuals who
sleep rough on the street. On the other hand, when people were interviewed directly in St Peter's Sq,
the perception of people who sleep rough on the street can be summarised in the following statement:
“Yes, I noticed them, but what can I do? I gave them some coins and moved away!”. In this second
case, people are aware of the presence of people sleeping rough on the street. However, interviewed
passers-by found themselves in the condition of being incapable of coping with that type of encounter.
The same feeling was experienced by Ruggiero a male in his late twenties who serves with me at a
charitable project in Edinburgh”. When he was asked about the perception of individuals who are
homeless on the street, he reported how the perception of a same subject in two different contexts, i.e.
the Convent where The Homeless Project takes place and the streets of Edinburgh, changes
completely. He in fact stated:

I notice the difference between seeing a same person in the Convent, when | am serving food and when
he is on the street. I feel myself ineffectual! I don’t know how to help!

From what emerged during the interviews with both cultural insiders and outsiders, it seems that
whether there is an awareness of the presence of rough sleepers in public space, homeless people are
acknowledged as forming part of a socio-cultural background. However, the aspect that emerged with
feeling or finding oneself helpless when encountering rough sleepers in public space may offer some
more clue about the perception of homelessness.

Analysing strange objects in public space

In this respect, it is not simply the case of a strange or unfamiliar object. One that, once it is
decontextualised, moved from a familiar context, e.g. the comforting environment where a charitable
project takes place, and projected into the contingency of public space results extraneous. Rather, it is
the simultaneous condition of perceiving an individual as extraneous to a context and yet
acknowledging him/her as in need. This process underlies certain mechanisms in the observers that
require to be further analysed.

In fact, the presence of homeless people on the street puts individuals, i.e. passers-by in St Peter's Sq
in an analytical modality. They try to understand a human condition. Zizek apropos writes that “the
object assumes clear and distinctive features only if we look at it “at an angle”, i.e. with an
“interested” view, supported, permeated, and “distorted” by desire (emphasis already in the article,
FG)”™. In other words, there is a movement of cultural and social insights that from a familiar inside
is projected into an unfamiliar outside. This aspect will be also discussed in the second part of this
paper in the analysis of Judith Butler's account. It will be described as the relationship between the
private and public or political sphere. For the now moment it is interesting to note that this projection
of socio-cultural insights that passers-by carry out is effectively a projection of desires. They are
projected onto the person who is homeless on the street for s/he is perceived as missing something™",
e.g. money, house or food. The same desire was in fact expressed by the interviewees with regards to
the necessity of housing homeless people. An aspect that was pointed out quite strongly and as two
divergent positions during one of the project presentations to Caritas, one of the most important
charitable bodies in Rome that deals with issues concerning homelessness and urban poverty; and also
to Archbishop Konrad Kraiewski, the Papal almoner.

In particular, when the project was presented to Caritas and to Archbishop Kraiewski they both
pointed out how the presence of individuals sleeping rough on the street is somehow tolerated (by
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public authorities, general public, police, and so on). However, what both of them stated was also the
desire to “open the eyes to the city”iX, by putting pressure on local authorities and the city council to
open unused buildings, e.g. abandoned army bases or schools to host homeless people.

WHAT'S WRONG WITH MERCY?

The question one may be tempted to ask at this point is: What is wrong with mercy*? Perhaps, wrong
is a strong word, particularly in an academic context. Probably, by saying what is the danger with
mercy would have sounded more appropriated. However, the use of the word wrong here does not
have any judgmental connotation. Rather it aims to express a sense of rupture. A breaking with a
certain attitude we regard as an exhausted way to deal with socially unaided people.

Judith Butler in the essay titled Can one lead a good life in a bad life? Argues about what she
describes as the cynical response. Butler writes: “There is always the possibility of a cynical response,
according to which the point is precisely to forget morality and its individualism and dedicate oneself
to the struggle for social justice. Pursuing this path, then, we might conclude that morality has to cede
its place to politics in the broadest sense.””™ In this respect what the philosopher is arguing is a type of
path that, in order to realise ideals of justice and equality, may universalise values. The
universalisation of values then comes as an effacement of the | and as an absorption into common
norms, i.e. the homeless person must be housed.

Butler's argument follows a twofold analysis: First, the aspect with the differentiation of values that
characterises the life of a person. Second, the argument with private and public- the private sphere as
the support to the public. According to Butler, differentiation of values implies that it is not possible to
determine the value of an individual's life without determining the structure that gives value to life and
establishes differences among lives. Life is therefore not just what an individual is living but also the
interactions within a system in which one is just a part.

Differentiation of values: highlighting the community

In the last passage, Judith Butler seems to advocate for a type of value that is not determined by
economical wealth. This aspect is surely part of what can be regarded as a good and successful life.
However, she asserts that the value of a life should be measured also according to the social ecology
around an individual's life and whether that social ecology determines also forms of support for that
lifexii.

During one of the encounters with the community of people who identify themselves as homeless in St
Peter's Sg., Mauro a male in his mid-forties defined the portico as a refuge". He did not intend the
portico area as an emergency shelter. Rather the area represented for Mauro a safe place where to
sleep over night together with his friends. Safety, in fact is not granted by the mere fact that the area is
next to a highly surveilled area and the presence of police nearby may prevent malicious people to
harm or harass the community of rough sleepers. Safety for Mauro was depending on the presence of
people who are kin to him. The same feeling was also described by Stefano and Barbara a couple in
their late-forties that sleep in the portico as well. Despite, they used the word ‘slumdog’ to describe the
condition and quality of life underneath the portico, Stefano and Barbara pointed out how the space is
also the place where they meet their friends and find mutual support™”.

On the one hand it is possible to argue that the type of support identifiable below the portico area
assumes the form of a community of people, who share a common space (not just) to sleep over night.
On the other hand, this type of support is due to uncertainty. Homeless people experience a condition,
which is determined by the absence of any bond with the life they were living before. Therefore this
absence is substituted and replaced with a new type of support that derives from other people sharing
and experiencing the same condition and that is based on mutual support™.
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Figure 3. Tait presented and discussed with the community of homeless people in St Peter's Sq.

'Useless suffering': Denying the community!

However, the value of the social structure highlighted by Mauro, Stefano and Barbara enters into
contrast with its representation. That is to say, the perception of the presence of people who are
homeless by passers-by and general public is influenced by the latter's private sphere. Consequently,
this highlights how the private sphere has permeated into the public sphere.

In this respect, by taking into account Hanna Arendt's relationship between private and public, Judith
Butler points out how the public sphere is determined by the reproduction of the private. This is a
movement that leads from the private to the public. Butler mentions the example of ancient Greek
polis and how public space at that time was not conceived as a space of multilingualism. Greek was
the only language that permeated also the public sphere. People who entered into that sphere without
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speaking Greek where considered as barbarians. Butler notes that the condition of being slaves was the
point of convergence in the relationship between private and public. Slaves in fact were regarded as
both having no value and speaking an incomprehensible language™'.

This account is useful not simply because it establishes a link with Susanetti's argument on spectres in
ancient Greece, which will be analysed in the following section. Rather, the argument with slaves
seems to represent an element comparison with the life of homeless people. With regards to having no
value: Despite the life of the people who inhabit the portico is characterised by the presence of a social
structure- they are a community based on mutual sharing and support, this aspect is not noticed by the
general public. It remains, to use Butler's words, “a useless suffering”xvii. It is a pre-political action,
an act of resistance against a public sphere permeated by protocols concerning the use of public
spaces. In fact, when the project was illustrated to Archbishop Krajewksi, the work was introduced as
a collaboration with the community of people using the portico area to sleep over night. The
Archbishop suddenly interrupted the presentation, pointing out how these people were not a
community but simply individuals utilising the space. He then added that his office was aware of the
situation. However, they kept the eyes closed in order to allow these individuals to sleep there. The
aspect with speaking an incomprehensible language instead was already discussed before. It is directly
related to the incapacity manifested by the interviewees to cope with a situation that is regarded as
unfamiliar.

Living dead in public space

At this point it is possible to outline two aspects: First, the projection of the private into the public
sphere. It does not only manufacture a closeness towards the other, whose is perceived as extraneous
and unfamiliar. Rather, by preventing individuals from seeing the social support that characterises the
life of people living on the street, the reproduction of the private into the public sphere determines an
absence of value. Butler asserts that this is what designates a life which is considered not life, or only
partially-living, or already dead™". Second, the perceived absence of value determines attitudes
towards homeless people that can be described as charity, e.g. allowing homeless people to sleep
rough by using the portico, or giving them some coins and move away. However, charity is not
solidarity. In fact, the former can be rooted back in the word desire, which was already analysed in the
account provided by Zizek. The latter instead means mutual responsibility. Solidarity admits the idea
of a network or of interconnection among individuals, which is one of the salient aspect we pursued in
the design of the provotype.

DIALOGUING WITH THE SPECTRES

These two aspects, i.e. homeless people regarded as partially living a life and the shift from charity to
solidarity, have characterised the development of a methodology that combines ethnographical studies
with theory and transposes these into an object. As an important account, we considered the
encounters with the community of rough sleepers in St Peter's Sq. as a dialogue with the dead, an
interrogation of spectres as described by Davide Susanetti in the book Atene Post Occidentale
(litteraly Post-Western Athens). This acknowledgement, although perilous, is fundamental in order to
clarify certain aspects outlined by Butler. In facts, they have delineated the lines of enquiry we started
from as researchers and practitioners.

Susanetti describes the interrogation of the dead in ancient Greek culture as a ritual. This implies the
use of blood by the person who is interrogating the spectre. Blood was the vehicle through which the
dead could speak and open to truth those who were seeking for answers. However, Susanetti argues
also that blood is on the one hand, an extraneous element to the spectre. On the other hand, blood
constitutes the subjectivity of the person who is interrogating the spectre. Susanetti warns that blood,
by running through the spectre could lead to a mystified truth®™. In effect, in metaphorical terms the
aspect with blood can be seen as a warning identified with the danger to sympathise with the homeless
person. This could have led us to cease to distinguish their authentic voice, e.g. the necessity, emerged
during the interviews and project presentations, of housing homeless people- the universalisation of
desires. Furthermore, as designers the same desire can be identified in the numerous projects of pop-
up temporary shelters for homeless people. Conversely, Susanetti is concerned also with the
possibility of considering spectres as simply the other. This entails a relationship with alterity that
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determines a demarcation of domains. The other, i.e. the person who is homeless belongs to an
unfamiliar socio-cultural domain and therefore s/he is excluded.

Inverting the gaze

However, Susanetti suggests the possibility of an inversion of the gaze: “Spectres are the only true
plane of reality while events are just the shadows of a metaphorical theatre.”™ This inversion of the
gaze determined the strategies we used to design the provotype. It is a piece of dynamic street
furniture, which incorporates recycled cardboard that could form both city bench and temporary
mattress. The object is not only thought for the homeless person nor for the passer-by but for both®".
Hence, the concept was to make the provotype a shared object while provoking questions with regards
to the liminal and contentious sharing of the space of the portico.

Tait — The adjustment is ten

The object explores several themes, functioning as a reminder: First, the democracy of public space.
The object attempts to transform the portico from a public space of exclusion into a space of encounter
for diverse social and cultural actors. By incorporating digital contents accessible through our website,
the aim is to outline aspects concerning the community of homeless people that emerged during the
encounters, i.e. the aspect with being a community that is based on mutual support or the effort these
people put to clean up the portico every morning and keep it clean throughout the day. Second,
democracy through fragile dialogues. Democracy must be built through dialogue. This object
establishes a dialogue due to its fragility. The object is made out of cardboard and it is fragile,
demanding that users take care of it. By doing so, each user indirectly takes care of a remote other,
manufacturing a form of remote dialogue in a network of involved people. The third theme is
concerned with a witnessed indifference towards social injustice with regards to the production of
social waste. The materiality of the object, recycled cardboard, extends a metaphor: Production of

XXii

social waste has potential to remediate and convert new sets of relationships™".
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Figure 5. Tait's mechanism
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(h)acknowledgement for architecture #2

Figure 6. One of the image used to rise awareness on the production of social waste

Conclusion: an experiment of democracy in public space

Butler contends that, to live a good life in a bad life involves the manufacturing of conditions that
allow the collective to establish forms of dialogue. This implies neither to affirm one side or the other
but to allow people to manufacture a network™"'. While carrying out the ethnographical study we were
faced with two contrasting views: The will to house homeless people and, by contrast, the fact that the
community who inhabit the portico area do not demand to be housed. Within these poles lies a tension
between dominant and dominated classes. This is why we insist on manufacturing a dialogue that
could lead to the definition of a common. A common good that can transcend social and cultural (and
political) differences. The object therefore it is not thought for a specific user™”. It aims at defining a
right to the city, in the sharing of public space™ and a right to be housed that does not afflict only
homeless people but a larger part of excluded people. In this respect we believe our project defines a
different modality of architectural activism™" that does not deploy acts of protest as a mechanism of
inclusion™". Rather it seeks for a dialogue through the direct activation of the parts involved, i.e. the
community of homeless people and passers-by. It brings to light aspects that have so far remained
mostly in the shadow in order to determine more mutual relationships among individuals.
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(Abingdon, [England] ; New York, N.Y.: Routledge, 2011., 2011),
http://ezproxy.lib.ed.ac.uk/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cat00234a&AN=
edinb.1881376&site=eds-live.), e.g. the design of tiny little shelters for people who are homeless can be seen as

a modality of mediation in which the designer of the shelter substitutes him/herself to the services already
provided by city councils or charitable bodies. However, it should be noted that in this respect, the homeless
person remains always the object of mediation. S/he passively takes what is provided to him/her. By contrast, the
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idea of activism we pursued is the one of working with the situation we found below the portico, without altering
it. Furthermore as written in the paper, the object seeks for a direct activation of the user, intending the latter as
both the homeless person and the passer-by. A further reference to the agency that already homeless people
posses can be found in the article Cameron Parsell and Mitch Parsell, “Homelessness as a Choice,” Housing,
Theory and Society 29, no. 4 (December 1, 2012): 420-34, doi:10.1080/14036096.2012.667834.
i An example could be the project titled Bed Sheet by Transgressive Architecture. See:

Gil M. Doron, “The Bad Sheets.,” City 6, no. 1 (April 2002): 43-59.
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