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abstract. This article consists of two parts. The first includes a review of Polish and mainly English-language 
publications in geography related to the theme of home and the flat. The second part presents the results of 
a study of ‘homes in a block of flats’. It is primarily an attempt to identify opportunities that studying homes 
offers the contemporary cultural geographer. One of the aims is to pinpoint differences between the Polish and 
English output in this field, and to prove that such studies in our country are justified. The results clearly indicate 
the universal character of the notion of home and help to lift the spell of a hostile space off a block of flats. In more 
general categories related to the geographical understanding of space, it should be added that, as respondents 
indicate, this is a space which is neither homogeneous nor monotonous.
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1. Introduction

The article consists of two parts. The first 
includes a review of Polish and mainly Eng-
lish-language publications in geography relat-
ed to the theme of home and the flat. The sec-
ond presents the results of a study of ‘homes 
in a block of flats’. It is primarily an attempt to 
identify opportunities that studying homes of-
fers the contemporary cultural geographer. One 
of the aims is to pinpoint differences between 
the Polish and English output in this field, and 
to prove that such studies in our country are 
justified. The diversity of theoretical approaches 

enables the researcher to formulate many new 
problems.

The second part is an example of a study of 
home performed at the intersection of social and 
cultural geography. The object of the study was 
a special type of home – a block of flats. This form 
of housing is not the most desired form of a living 
place in Poland. The panelak (a large-panel build-
ing) is commonly associated with poor execution 
and design as well as strictly limited and high-
ly uniform space. Today, more and more people 
consider living in a block of flats as a transition-
al solution, before moving to ‘something better’. 
Those are mainly young people who inherited 
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their first dwelling from, e.g., their grandparents. 
There are, however, a growing number of people 
who give up a lovely house with a small garden 
in the suburbs and long inconvenient commuting 
for a block apartment in the city.

The assumption of this research was that ‘a 
home’ was a notion describing relations between 
a human being and the place and people. Those 
relations are very intimate and personal in char-
acter. Dwelling is a process of building one’s 
own identity, locating oneself in time and space. 
It could be expected that the process would sat-
isfy one of the basic human needs: the need for 
security. The social context of home is defined by 
co-dwellers, usually the closest family and neigh-
bours. In the case of a block of flats, home space 
is the flat itself (private space), shared or not with 
other people (in ideal conditions, those closest to 
a person), and its surroundings – all the areas lo-
cated between the flat’s door and the entrance to 
the building (quasi-public space) and the closest 
surroundings of the block of flats (public space, 
e.g. a car park, a children’s playground, the en-
trance to the staircase). The distance in all those 
areas can be measured using the own/alien cat-
egory. In the social dimension, a home in a block 
of flats is a space where we know people occupy-
ing it (we know, e.g., their names, at least some of 
them). Each of the three areas has its own struc-
ture. This also applies to a flat. Its space, though 
of a micro-scale, may be graded by its inhabitants.

The study utilised the qualitative method of 
collaborative photographs. Respondents were 
asked to take photographs on the theme of “My 
dwelling in a block of flats”. The ambiguity of the 
term ‘dwelling’ was intentional to offer a chance 
of talking about dwelling as an activity or as an 
area within a space. The photographs taken were 
then discussed. Seven interviews were conduct-
ed. The study was carried out between 2011 and 
2012 in Łódź.

2. There’s no place like home – home 
in Polish geographical research

Even though it is one of the most important, 
or the most important, place for a human being, 
home as a notion has not received a comprehen-
sive definition in Polish geography. This is prob-

ably due to the dominance of the positivist (scien-
tist) approach within the discipline. As a result, 
most studies concentrate on the types of urban 
housing where home appears first of all as an ele-
ment of the structure or fabric of the city. Second-
ly, the theme of home is indirectly discussed by 
population geographers who analyse the house-
hold situation. The problem of living conditions, 
inhabitation conditions and dwelling conditions 
has generated a particularly rich body of litera-
ture. Among the authors who publish studies 
in this field one could mention Dzieciuchowicz 
(2002, 2011, 1972), Marcińczak (2009), Kaczmarek 
(1996), Suliborski (1976, 1972), Liszewski (1995), 
and Groeger (2004 a, b)1.

Dzieciuchowicz (2011: 14) offers a definition of 
dwelling conditions. According to him, “Under 
this notion, people usually understand the tech-
nical and property-ownership status, the size, 
level of equipment and population of the housing 
stock viewed in relation to specific population 
needs.” Traditionally, researchers identify inter-
nal and external dwelling conditions. The former, 
as the name suggests, refer to what is inside the 
flat: a quantified description of space (its square 
area, number of rooms, equipment, population, 
costs, etc.) External conditions refer to everything 
that is outside the flat. Thus, evaluation applies, 
e.g., to the residential area – its physical, social 
and service infrastructure. It is worth noting that 
there is also a notion of inhabitation conditions. 
Kaczmarek (1996) defines them as mutually re-
lated elements, such as: the flat, the building and 
the building’s surroundings. Janiszewska et al. 
(2011) offer a similar approach towards the un-
derstanding of residential space within a block 
of flats writing about a close (private) internal 
space, a remote (quasi-public) internal space, and 
an external (public) space. The notion of ‘public’ 
means it can be accessed by people who are not 
the inhabitants of a given flat, e.g. neighbours or 
other people. Such an approach seems particu-
larly apt as the analysis applies to multi-family 
housing. Discussions related to dwelling condi-

1 Polish geography has considerable achievements in 
the research on housing estates, neighbourhoods and 
city districts. Kotus (2005, 2007), Węcławowicz (2003, 
2004, 2005) and Szafrańska (2010a, b, 2012) are among 
authors who have dealt with block-of-flats neighbour-
hoods. 
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tions fit the broader research area of the standard 
of living and the quality of life, i.e. an objective 
(standard) and a subjective (quality) evaluation 
of need satisfaction.

Geography shares the basic notions related to 
dwelling and living (place and activity) with oth-
er disciplines, mainly architecture and urbanism. 
There are also references to terminology used in 
statistical research. The Central Statistical Office 
divides homes into: shelters for the homeless, 
shelters for mothers with minors and for pregnant 
women, malls, cultural centres, social aid centres, 
student houses, and department stores. Howev-
er, home itself is not defined. There is, however, 
a definition of a dwelling. Thus, a dwelling is “a 
property consisting of one or more bedrooms 
and support rooms for continued occupation, 
built or redeveloped for residential needs; con-
structionally separated using fixed walls within 
a flat with an individual entrance from the stair-
case, corridor or common vestibule, or from the 
street, courtyard or garden”2 (Mieszkanie ...).

Polish geographers generally never approach 
the problem of inhabiting in the sense proposed 
by Heidegger (1977). In an essay entitled “Build-
ing, dwelling, thinking” he reflects on whether 
the sole existence of dwellings guarantees the 
‘situation’ of inhabitation. Even though the text 
is a linguistic analysis of German vocabulary 
(’building’, ‘dwelling’), one can arrive at much 
more general conclusions on its basis. His view 
on space and place is only seemingly different 
from Tuan’s (1977). According to Heidegger, 
“inhabitation is the basic outline of being which 
makes them mortal” (1977: 333). In order to in-
habit, one must build and think. They do not pos-
sess any reflection upon the sense of dwelling as 
being. Tuan also argues that this does not entail 
a lack of knowledge of the significance of home. 
His discussion regarding intimate spaces can be 
translated onto Heidegger’s discussion of being. 
The geographical research which relies on the ac-
complishments of the Polish humanities can only 
be limited to the question of the degree of sat-
isfaction in dwelling, without any reflection on 
one’s own ‘being’.

2 On the basis of the Residential Property Act of 24 June 
1994, Law Gazette of 2000 No. 80, item 903, amended.

3. Home is the father’s kingdom, 
the children’s paradise, the mother’s 
world – experience of English-
language geography

Although the notion of ‘home’ does not fea-
ture prominently in Polish geography, it has 
found a place in the seminal International Ency-
clopaedia of Human Geography. Its authors define 
home as “a material and an affective space, real 
or imagined, that is formative of personal and 
national identity, shaped by everyday practic-
es, lived experiences, social relations, memories, 
and emotions” (Peil 2009: 5/180). It is then seen 
as a material phenomenon, as in Poland, and as 
an imaginative one. In the latter case it is strong-
ly rooted in humanistic tradition and connected 
with the notion of topophilia (cf. Tuan 2004).

Apart from social geography with its hu-
manities’ paradigm, more interesting opinions 
and interpretations of home are offered by the 
feminist paradigm and radical geography. At 
this point, one must refer to Sibley (1995) and 
his Geographies of exclusion. He argues that ge-
ographers’ interests usually focus on public 
space and are limited to what can be mapped. 
He further claims that home can be a place con-
taminated by the presence of people, activities 
or objects which induce a feeling of discomfort 
and which consolidate exclusion. He points out 
that regardless of this, people more often talk 
about “the house of heaven” than “the house of 
conflict”, neglecting home as a locus of power 
relations in human geography. In this idealistic 
approach, space and objects form a whole sim-
ilar to a gestalt, i.e. “a sense of organized whole 
which is greater than the sum of its parts, for 
the people who live with them, a gestalt secures 
a sense of individuality”. But this is “too cosy” 
(Sibley 1995: 94). Home is not a sense of securi-
ty or, as Heidegger wrote, cover and freedom. 
Home is also a context for violence, child abuse, 
depression, etc., and the routine use of space can 
provoke tensions and conflicts. Thus, reference 
to the paradigm of radical geography necessi-
tates a transition to territorial micro-structures 
and severance with the positive symbolism of 
domestic space. Moreover, it requires a new 
look into the family. It can no longer be treated 
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only in terms of a ‘statistically’ existing house-
hold the main goal of which is reproduction.

Home also belongs to the area of interest of 
feminist geography. It is one of the main struc-
tures exemplifying genderisation of space since 
femininity means the inside (the private) and 
masculinity – the outside (the public). After Val-
entine (2001), one can conclude that it is again 
a matrix of social relations and not just, e.g., an 
architectural issue. Yet, she stresses the weak-
nesses of the feminist approach3 of the 1970s and 
‘80s, according to which the physical form of 
housing could literally be read as a map of the 
social structures and values which had produced 
it. She accuses its proponents of simplifications 
(the misconception that the built environment 
is a simple metaphor of the society that has pro-
duced it) and environmental determinism where 
women become victims of space. Changes in 
studying home have been forced by changes in 
social and economic life: paid women’s work 
outside home and return of work (men’s and 
women’s) to home (cf. Massey 1998).

Valentine (2001) also emphasises the need for 
an intersecting approach. This proposal can be 
extended to other problems, not only those re-
lated with home. It seems that, even if not un-
der this (feminist) paradigm, the author offers us 
a chance to understand home in terms of ‘third-
space’, as initially proposes by Lefebvre (1991), 
Soja (1996) and Smith (1999). One can note an 
evolution of the view and study of home within 
the feminist framework.

Home, within various paradigms, is a sub-
ject of study of social and cultural geographers. 
The former highlight the meanings of home once 
more. Somerville (1992) summarises them as fol-
lows:
1. shelter – not only protection from the weather 

outside, but also a place of physical security;
2. hearth – a place to relax and to be comfortable 

(“at home”) and from which to offer welcom-
ing hospitality;

3. heart – emotional security, with the home pro-
viding a site of love and affection;

4. roots – a place in which to belong and which 
can be an expression of our identity;

3 A classic example of the second phase of feminism 
and The Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir.

5. privacy – a legal and socio-cultural haven in 
which questions of “who enters” and “what 
are acceptable practices” can be regulated;

6. abode – a place to stay and to sleep; and
7. paradise – an idealised expression of the emo-

tional pleasures of belonging, being safe, and 
feeling secure (after Warf 2006: 225).
Apart from meanings, social geographers 

analyse the experience of home. Home becomes 
a place of work, violence, resistance, negation 
and contestation. In 2005, a review of works in 
this field was published by Blunt in Progress in 
Human Geography. She starts with a definition 
of culture. After Anderson et al. (2003), she out-
lines its five scopes: culture as the distribution 
of things, culture as a way of life, culture as 
meaning, culture as doing, and culture as power 
(Blunt 2005: 506). She points to two approach-
es: phenomenological (human experience of 
a place) and contemporary, treating ‘dwelling’ 
as ‘inhuman’ thinking about space. She defines 
home (2005: 506) considering the human dimen-
sion: “The home is a material and an affective 
space, shaped by everyday practices, experienc-
es, social relations, memories and emotions. [...] 
The meanings and lived experiences of home 
are diverse: ‘As a space of belonging and aliena-
tion, intimacy and violence, desire and fear, the 
home is invested with meanings, emotions, ex-
periences and relationships that lie at the heart 
of human life’ (Blunt, Varley 2004: 3)”.

Blunt organises the theme of home present 
in cultural geography by three main fields of 
study: residence, dwelling, and cohabitation. 
Residence refers to the architecture of houses 
and flats, their spatial organisation (specific sec-
tions of home), and material artefacts existing 
in the space. The home space itself is sometimes 
expanded to include, e.g., a garden or court-
yard (cf. Bryden 2004). Researchers also analyse 
visual art and culture (cf. Painter 2002, Rose 
2003). An analysis of family photographs offers 
a chance to establish relations with the past. It 
is also a spatial transfer, just as in the case of 
homes and migrants’ photographs (Tolia-Kelly 
2004).

Dwelling is the lived experiences, social re-
lations and emotional significance of domestic 
life. This refers to both, a positive and a negative 
reception of home. There appear problems of 
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exclusion, violence and homelessness. This also 
means entering the intimate zone: identity, affin-
ity, which in post-colonial geographies is associ-
ated with transnationality and migration as well 
as their political aspects.

Cohabitation is understood by Blunt as “the 
domestic entanglements of nature and culture” 
(2005: 506). The author explains that those are 
philosophical and ethical reflections on the do-
mestication and cohabitation of humans and 
non-humans within the home and garden space.

In 2006 Blunt and Dowling published their 
important book, Home. They presented there the 
term “critical geographies of home”. It employs 
three overleaping elements. The first, “home as 
simultaneously material and imaginative”, is 
a vision of home not only as a physical space 
but also as an imaginative place of feelings and 
belonging. The second, “the nexus between 
home, power and identity”, means connec-
tions between home as a locus of personality 
and ‘social’ identity (according to age, gender, 
ethnicity, etc.). The last element, “home as mul-
ti-scalar”, might be described as a catalyst for or 
transition between personal, public and political 
worlds. As Brickell (2012: 227) concludes, Blunt 
and Dowling “propose a ‘critical geography of 
home’ which moves beyond a binary of exclu-
sionary or idealized space to show the ambigu-
ity of this ‘spatialized’ and ‘politicized’ space”. 
She also calls for a ‘new’ critical geography of 
home and suggests that ‘doing’ and ‘mapping’ 
have to meet and be treated as complementa-
ry attitudes. She argues: “’mapping’ remains 
an important prerequisite for ‘doing’ if inter-
ventions or otherwise are to be appropriately 
tailored and actioned, especially when dealing 
with the intricacies and politics of domestic life. 
(...) the mounting professional onus on academ-
ics to directly ‘get out there’ and ‘do’ something 
(Castree, 1999) to challenge negative expres-
sions of home needs to be balanced against their 
bringing to light of affected people’s own forays 
into the politicization and publicization of do-
mestic issues” (2012: 238).

4. Blocked and locked4 – in search 
of a new perspective for Polish 
research into blocks of flats

Since the mid-20th century, there has existed 
an unequivocally pejorative notion of ‘blokow-
isko’ (a large body of blocks of flats). The poet 
and writer Miron Białoszewski, upon moving 
from downtown Warsaw to its block-of-flats 
suburb Ursynów, wrote that he had landed in 
Chamowo (Roughville) (1978). However, one 
must remember that residential districts and 
blocks of flats stem from the idealist principles 
of the 19th-century social and urban develop-
ment concepts (utopian cities)5, directly related 
to the Athens Charter signed in 19336. It was 
a document of the 4th International Congress of 
Modern Architecture (Congrès International d’Ar-
chitecture Moderne – CIAM). Its authors proposed 
functional changes of cities. The main proposals 
were to ‘air’ them and make residential districts 
privileged, so as to make them de-congested and 
full of greenery. They also proposed the intro-
duction of loosely distributed apartment towers 
(Syrkus 1976). Formally, many contractors and 
urban designers drew upon neoplasticism7, the 
main representative of which was P. Mondrian8. 
The new trend in architecture was called ‘the in-
ternational style’. Its main features included the 
use of reinforced concrete, emphasis on the func-
tionality of buildings, modularity (use of mod-
ules), and the ability to produce prefabricated 
elements. The most famous people of that period 
were W. Gropius, A. Meyer, A. Reinhard and L. 
van der Rohe, but most of all Le Corbusier. This 
Swiss architect is considered the father of the 

4 After M. Białoszewski (1978) – “Zblokowani – zkloco-
wani”.

5 One might quote here, e.g., Ch. Fourier’s phalanstere, 
i.e. the idea to build self-sufficient communities (ca. 
1,600 people) in buildings distributed in a square lay-
out. 

6 In 2003, the European Council of Town Planners pub-
lished a document entitled “The New Charter of Ath-
ens. The ECTP vision for cities of the 21st century”.

7 Neoplasticism is also called “Der Stijl”, which is 
Dutch for “style”. Probably the best known institution 
promoting it was the Bauhaus, a German art institute. 

8 P. Mondrian, P. Klee, W. Kandinsky and K. Malewicz 
are considered the creators of abstract painting (Estre-
icher 1984).
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block-of-flats building industry. Unfortunately, 
Polish blocks of flats after the Second World War 
had very little in common with the initial artistic 
and architectural concepts. And very few social 
proposals survived. Blocks of flats became not 
only a synonym of ugliness, but also of atrophy 
of community life.

It seems that blocks of flats are a special type 
of houses. They entail a special space and a spe-
cial lifestyle. However, the essence of home re-
mains the same. Close and troublesome neigh-
bours do not influence the domestication of 
space, though they surely influence one another’s 
lives. A dwelling in a block of flats becomes for 
its inhabitants ‘mine’ or ‘ours’, and the highest 
point in their universe, almost always receiving 
the highest (positive) valuation.

“I respect my dwelling because it seems that this 
is the best place where a person lives, where a per-
son relaxes, lives, so I will go somewhere, even 
if I go to my son, I don’t like to spend there too 
much time because I think that my home is the 
best.” (Respondent 1)
“My own place, my space. And it’s just, well, 
a piece of residential space where you can feel 
good, right? [...] It’s some kind of a sense of se-
curity that you come back to your place, that you 
have something that is yours. And that it’s just 
something of yours, where you can feel at home 
regardless of all the inconveniences, such as the 
lack of intimacy.” (R3)

Such opinions do not, however, mean there 
are no critical opinions. Yet, apparently, that 
which is bad is not located within the private 
zone.

“R: Do you like your dwelling?
A: I do.
A: Is it your first, long-awaited dwelling?
R: Yes, my first, long-awaited. You know how it is. 
It’s like when you’re building a house. You build 
your first house for your enemy, the second one 
for your friend, and only the third one for your-
self. And this is my first dwelling, so...
A: What would you change?
R: The location.” (R3)

The floorspace of the dwellings is not a prob-
lem – its insufficiency is.

“Generally, I associate dwelling in this block of 
flats with limited living space. It took me a long 
time to decide what to show and this finally 
seemed most appropriate and the resulting limit-
ed space, e.g. children sleeping in bunk beds be-
cause we cannot afford for both of them to have 
their own rooms.” (R6)

The structure of the living space is usually 
created by nodal points – favourite or important 
places. Some respondents called what they had 
chosen “my favourite place at my home”. One 
might suspect that such an axis mundi, a transi-
tion point, would be the table. However, no one 
took a photograph of one, and no one even men-
tioned a table in this sense. The focal points of the 
living space were leisure items – armchairs.

“A: And do you have your favourite space within 
your dwelling, your favourite place?
R: This armchair, this armchair.
A: Why?
R: Because it’s close, for example, to the window 
and that’s how I feel and yeah. When I sit in it, 
I can see everything around me.” (R7)

Only one respondent showed us around his 
dwelling, presenting all the rooms. He started 
systematically – with the entry hall. At the same 
time, he quite specifically showed us what decid-
ed about its identity. He talked about it by de-
scribing the colours on the walls – the respondent 
is a historian.

“R: [...] the entrance is very important. I even tried 
to arrange it in such a way that it would not be 
clattered, so it would not be an obstacle when 
entering, which is not only for me but for all the 
inhabitants. So that there would be a clear and ac-
cessible passage through the hallway. And I also 
tried to arrange it in a modest but tasteful, as I feel 
it, way.
[...] it’s the beginning..., this is where you enter, 
exit. So basically it’s a neck, bottleneck, if you will.
A: So I understand that everything there is well 
thought-out and purposeful. For example the col-
ours on the walls.
R: Well, the colour is Pompeian red, which is close 
to me, professionally ... but it is also a lively col-
our, in a sense, not like some... A room without 
any source of light cannot have dark colours.” (R5)

Home is placed within time structures. The 
fact that it is located in a block of flats does not 
change anything. Its dynamics is visible in the 
daily cycle. Its various parts are used with vari-
ous intensity during the day and at night. There 
are places which ‘switch owners’ and completely 
alter their functions.

“R: In the first picture, there is our bedroom. That 
hanging thing, those two angels of harmony hang 
right in the middle above our bed. They have been 
hung there on purpose by my wife so that we 
would always live in peace, so to speak, right? So 
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that even if we fall out, we could at least recon-
cile in bed. Because that’s the way it sometimes is 
that people reconcile in bed, right? [...] And it’s the 
worst situation, God forbid, to go to bed angry, 
then it’s really bad...
[...] I don’t really know how important a bed is for 
other families, but, in general, the bed is important 
for our kids as well because they use it during the 
day as a springboard and for other weird stuff and 
we have to calm them because they turn it into 
a real playground.” (R2)

Home within a block of flats symbolically 
unites its inhabitants with their ancestors and 
with the past, giving them at the same time 
a foundation for their individual and family 
identity within a certain continuum. Its symbols 
are the furniture and paintings (photographs).

“R: In the second picture, that’s the cupboard in 
the living room, you mean generally what is in 
the corner of the room, right? But generally, that 
cupboard and all that lies on it, as I was taking the 
photograph, I looked at it, it’s such a homely spot 
– a museum is not a good word, yes, but it’s like... 
First of all, the cupboard is important because it’s 
our grandma’s cupboard, saved from the turmoil, 
as I always say, because it was supposed to be de-
stroyed, it was supposed to be thrown out. We de-
cided that it would be a great loss and we restored 
it, right? So it stands here and serves us, it’s also 
like a piece of history. Well, so you could say that 
it’s a piece of the room with a history, right? Dif-
ferent, well, people, or places, or things, right? Be-
cause, as I’m saying, it’s a historic cupboard of our 
grandma. There are our pictures, well, wedding 
photos, our family photos from various times. 
They are important at a given moment, signifi-
cant, for my wife, for example, gifts that she has 
received, this is the most recent one, right? This 
box, yes, well this is something ... for precious 
things.” (R2)

Home can also be ‘adjusted’ to the time struc-
ture which signifies the yearly cycle – the passage 
of seasons, summer to winter.

“I would like to show you my entire dwelling be-
cause it’s beautiful, and I like some places in sum-
mer, and when it’s cold I like other places. Because 
now, the most important is my dear little arm-
chair. The kitchen is close, the TV is right in front.
Yes, this is a winter-time place.
Because in summer, my most favourite place is 
on the balcony. I have plants, I love to sit there, 
a flower here, a flower there, here’s my armchair 
and I look down at what people are doing there, 
but, generally, I love sitting on the balcony be-
cause this is my link with Łódź.” (R4)

In this statement one might find some interest-
ing elements: the balcony (a window for others, 
for obvious reasons) as a link with the outside.

“If there is a balcony, then it’s so nice at home. 
You can dry something, put something there. 
Well, it’s a third room, that’s how I see it. When 
I sit there the whole summer, I think I have three 
rooms and a kitchen, because in my small rooms 
... I sit around, the armchair is always there, [...] 
I sit there all the time. In the morning and in the 
afternoon. Whether it’s sunny or not. I used to do 
a bit of sunbathing, but then I could not sunbathe 
any more because when you get old and sick you 
cannot sunbathe any more, but I still sit a lot on 
my balcony. When it’s hot, I sleep till two in the 
afternoon there.” (R1)

Another element is plants – non-human na-
ture. For one of the respondents flowers have be-
come a focal point of his home.

“R: My beautiful araucaria [...], I wanted it as an 
element of nature. My favourite plant is araucar-
ia. According to people of the East, coniferous 
plants are preferred by men, by warriors, with all 
relevant connotations ..., so I have an araucaria, 
as well as other coniferous plants, Chinese juni-
pers, which aren’t here. Araucaria is particularly 
close to me as it is a demanding plant, well, which 
requires, first of all, one person looking after it, 
secondly, a caring person, and it needs some com-
fort. It shouldn’t stand near an opened window, it 
shouldn’t be moved. The bottom line is that you 
have to take good care of it.
A: Like a demanding woman ...
R: Well, yes, but there’s no comparing it with my 
wife, who is very ... feminine.
A: Araucaria is probably less expensive?
R: Well, yes, my wife is always on-line and buys 
the kid some necessary and unnecessary things, 
and some necessary things for herself, and even 
for me.” (R5)

It is often said that a city is a place where a per-
son can look from the windows of one home into 
the windows of another. For a large number of 
people, blocks of flats are a symbol of such look-
ing into the neighbours’ windows. It turns out, 
however, that the mixing of the public with the 
private usually occurs within the audio zone. In 
short, neighbours are usually heard rather than 
seen.

“It works both ways. I can hear them, they can 
hear me. I think that, considering my lifestyle, they 
can seldom hear me. But when I come back home 
and I would like to spend the evening in peace 
and quiet, and I can hear through one wall a kid 



88 EWA KLIMA

shouting till midnight and through another wall 
a young married couple where he can play video 
games or some shooters all night long, then, well, 
this isn’t the best aspect of my living in a block of 
flats.” (R3)

Whether people know their neighbours de-
pends on their age, how they have lived there 
and on which storey they live. An older re-
spondent, who had lived in the same place for 
40 years, was able to list from memory not only 
their names, but even the marital status of her 
neighbours: “We have twenty inhabitants in this 
block of flats. You know, there are eight widows, 
one widower and one older bachelor. This gives 
us ten singles, the rest are couples, and there are 
three families of three.” A young inhabitant from 
the ground floor said something completely op-
posite: “I don’t know my neighbours’ names. 
I mean, I know the neighbours who live above 
me, and those on the fifth floor, but if you asked 
me to tell them one from another, I could do it by 
their dogs and cars, who drives what and who 
walks which dog.” (R6)

It is interesting that no one took any photo-
graphs of the staircase, attic or elevator, nor did 
anyone take a photograph of their neighbour. 
Some people were not even aware there were 
such amenities as a laundry room or a drying 
room. Cellars were rarely visited. No one men-
tioned such areas spontaneously. Comments 
would appear after extending the interview. An 
inhabitant of the first floor offered some inter-
esting comments on the elevator and his neigh-
bours.

“[...] I have noticed a difference, yes, because now 
that I live on the first floor and when I used to live 
with my mum on the ninth floor, the difference is 
that when I lived on ... , basically, the lower you 
live, the fewer neighbours you have whom you 
know and, basically, you are less aware of who 
lives in your block of flats, basically.
[...] when I used to live on the ninth floor and 
when I used to take the elevator, I would always 
meet someone so I knew who entered the eleva-
tor on which floor, on which floor he was, yes, so 
I had a better overview of who lived in the flats in 
my staircase. I knew that this was someone from 
my staircase. But now that I live on the first floor, 
I know who lives on the ground floor, and may-
be who lives one, two floors above me, but I have 
no idea of who lives on the ninth, eighth, seventh 
floor. I don’t, I don’t know those people, I don’t.
I only remember some of them, because when 
we used to have a dog, I would walk it and there 

were other people walking their dogs, so there 
was something we had in common, yes, some-
thing clicked and ... there must be some common 
element. The common element when I used to live 
on the ninth floor was taking the elevator, right? 
There was a neighbour who would come into the 
elevator and we would use it together, and would 
say hello, right? Sometimes a few more words.” 
(R2)

It turned out that the title “My dwelling in 
a block of flats” was understood literally and it 
was limited to the living space. The quasi-pub-
lic and public space was presented only as an 
area for meeting neighbours. This does not mean 
that anything outside home is identical or, which 
would be even worse, not important. A homeless 
person, a very special user of the block space, no-
ticed all the details.

“Blocks of flats differ in terms of construction, 
because there are those where everything is in 
front, in front of flats and you can see everything 
through the peephole, right. Yeah. But there are 
others which have, well, recesses, that you don’t 
see anything there and you can sit there in peace, 
but you have to remember not to make too much 
noise.” (R8)

5. Conclusion

The first aim of the article was to present dif-
ferences between the outputs of Polish and Eng-
lish-language geography. It is mainly a result of 
Polish geography limiting studies of home only 
to the positivist approach. The word ‘home’ itself 
is virtually absent from any studies. One might 
only find some indirect references when dealing 
with important or significant places. At the same 
time, there are many publications related to liv-
ing conditions and dwelling conditions. Regard-
less of whether the authors refer to the output of 
economic or social geography, they use a quanti-
tative method of research.

English studies are much more diverse. More 
than one paradigm is significant. Home as an ob-
ject of study is mostly explored by feminist ge-
ographers dealing with gender issues. The theme 
is also tackled by cultural geographers, whose 
publications will include references to any given 
element of culture: values, norms or material ob-
jects. Home is understood not only as a space for 
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living, but also as a space for social relations. It is 
what gives identity and supports identity. A spe-
cial example is the research on immigrant homes 
performed within the paradigm of post-colonial 
geography. In human geography, researchers 
clearly focus on individuals.

The second aim was to present the results of 
an empirical study conducted in a block of flats 
in Łódź. The researchers used the assumptions 
of cultural geography. The results clearly indi-
cate the universal character of the notion of home 
and help lift the spell of a hostile space off blocks 
of flats. In more general terms related to the ge-
ographical understanding of space, it should be 
added that, as the respondents indicated, this is 
a space which is neither homogeneous nor mo-
notonous. It undergoes constant material and 
conceptual transformations. Finally, home does 
not only consist of walls, media, people, furni-
ture, plants and views, but also implies the pro-
cess of living.
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