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Abstract: This study examines communication ethics in homelessness through 
a dialogic analysis of professional encounters with people experiencing 
homelessness crises. Drawing on philosophical frameworks from, inter alia, 
Levinas, Marcel, and Ricoeur, the research investigates how ethical dialogue 
can transform relationships between housed and homeless individuals. The 
study employs a transformative approach to dialogue (TAD), analysing 
empowerment and recognition genres in communication at St. Lazarus 
Shelter in Warsaw, Poland. Through documentary analysis of a shipbuilding 
project involving homeless residents and community supporters, the research 
demonstrates how face-to-face dialogue restores dignity, agency and 
understanding. The findings reveal that authentic dialogue enables 
bidirectional transformation that empowers both homeless individuals and 
professionals. The research confirms that modern homelessness requires 
interventions addressing fundamental human needs for acceptance, security 
and belonging. The study contributes theoretical insights to dialogic 
communication while offering practical implications for homelessness 
services, suggesting that relational approaches achieve superior outcomes to 
deficit-based conceptions. 
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1. Introduction: The Sociocultural Background of Modern 
Homelessness 

Homelessness has accompanied humanity since time immemorial. Its diverse 
forms across historical, geographical and cultural contexts are reflected in broad 
terms used worldwide to grasp this complex and multifaceted phenomenon 
(Glasser and Bridgman 2004, 240). The ways in which homelessness has been 
labelled in different times and places correspond to the unmeasurable variety of 
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lifestyles, issues and strategies that it involves (Koegel 2007b; O’Sullivan 2023). 
Not only do these perspectives articulate visions and realisations of homelessness 
by the homeless themselves (see Levinson and Ross 2007, Part I), but more 
importantly, they indicate how such people have been seen and responded to in 
their cultures and beyond (McNaughton 2008, 7; Bretherton and Pleace 2023b, 2). 
The categories by which the homeless have been framed within and outside their 
environments disclose the condition of not only this specific group, but also of the 
whole society. In the past, the image of the homeless person in the Western world 
was reduced usually to a stereotype of a middle-aged lone (white) male, often with 
a criminal history, addictions, and mental problems. In the light of recent 
knowledge, however, such a profile was produced by arbitrary counts resulting 
from difficulties in reaching out to homeless people, from imprecise research 
methods and from political ideologies (Koegel 2004, 227; Mostowska and Sheridan 
2016, 235–43; see also Bretherton and Pleace 2023c, Part I). From the mid-twentieth 
century onwards, homelessness has uncovered a much more intricate, dynamic, 
and convoluted landscape as a global phenomenon of (post)modern times. 

Statistically speaking, the second half of the twentieth century brought an 
unprecedented growth in rates and extent of homelessness around the world. This 
rise has accelerated even more at the turn of the century, with diverse and large 
social groups such as women, children, adolescents, families, migrants, refugees, 
and ethnic minorities joining the global homeless population (Erickson 2004, 205; 
Toro and Janisse 2004, 246; Koegel 2007a, 245–46; Mostowska and Sheridan 2016, 
235–43; Ginsberg 2020b, 57–73; see also Bretherton and Pleace 2023c, Parts II–III). 
The social diversity of the homeless from the transitional decades of the two 
centuries have inescapably brought new forms of homelessness, which make 
today a socio-cultural continuum (Erickson 2004; Toro and Janisse 2004; 
McNaughton 2008, 4–7; Humphry 2022, 4–5; Bretherton and Pleace 2023b, 2–3). It 
encompasses such broad social cohorts as the literally homeless (the roofless—
“absolute homelessness”), the houseless (those living in sheds, motor vehicles, 
tents, etc.), the precariously housed (those living in hostels, squats, temporary 
accommodation, overcrowded accommodation) and, remarkably, the invisibly 
homeless (living on families’/acquaintances’ floors —“hidden homelessness”; 
Erickson 2004, 204–5; Toro and Janisse 2004, 244; Ravenhill 2008, 13; Ginsberg 
2020b, 57; Humphry 2022, 4). All these types indicate the omnipresence of 
homeless people across social and physical space in the last decades. It is these 
groups now who are the carriers of the new variant of the still intensifying 
phenomenon called “new” or “modern homelessness” (Koegel 2007a, 245–46; 
Farrugia 2016, 17). 

The visible signs of this trend go back to at least the 1970s, which triggered 
a series of socio-economic and political transitions in the capitalist West, turning 
the world to the globalizing era of “second” or “late modernity” (e.g., 
McNaughton 2008, 27). Its continuing decades have been marked particularly by 
widespread dissolution of collective sources of meaning and identity in the face of 
major changes that took place in the labour market and family structure of modern 
capitalist societies. The locus of these changes is usually identified in mid–
twentieth-century deindustrialisation, which not only rearranged the social 
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organization of work but also drastically affected family life. First of all, it became 
a driving force of ensuing social fragmentation and individualisation, both 
producing detraditionalized and consumer reality, governed by rising neoliberal 
ideologies (Farrugia 2016, 17–30). More specifically, the underlying relocation of 
manufacturing facilities to cheaper countries led to the ultimate decline of the 
industrial sector, which was drastically reduced or completely shut down in the 
face of the influx of lower-priced goods from abroad. The elimination of 
production-based economy was paralleled by the gradual replacement of the latter 
with a service-based economy. The whole operation caused a serious economic 
downturn that affected especially industrial classes (Borchert 2007). Having lost 
their well-paid, secure and often life-long jobs, the former industrial employees 
were forced to move to the growing service sector, where they usually got less-
paid and unstable positions. In the midst of these transitions, large numbers of 
people were struck with unemployment and poverty. 

Additionally, the late modern shift from production to services in capitalist 
societies has involved disembedding the class-based social collectives from their 
formerly stationary (often locationally close) workplaces to the new and 
residentially independent (often technologically mediated) workspaces. This was 
preceded by an earlier dissolution of collective sources of labour power 
(previously based on the traditional nuclear family as a stable provider of 
workforce based on the gendered division of labour) and the ensuing 
individualisation of the labour power by assigning it to the worker as its 
individual owner (Farrugia 2016, 19–20). The isolation of people in the labour 
market and their separation from local collectives have led to widespread 
fragmentation of social ties. This is observed especially in the demise of former 
class-based cultures, which used to build their identifications and coherence on 
the common sense of belonging to their shared worlds. The breakdown in the 
traditional division of labour (navigated by, inter alia, the ongoing gender 
revolution; McNaughton 2008, 27–28) has also strongly influenced family 
structure. This has happened particularly by loosening the family’s internal bonds 
and shifting the source of individual identity from the collective to the self. The 
emphasis placed externally, for instance, on the role of (professional) self-
dependence, efficiency, and entrepreneurship has much devalorised the 
importance of intimate relations, thus shifting the locus of human self-constitution 
and fulfilment outside the person’s closest community. This has further 
destabilised nuclear families, whose progressive decomposition is now visible 
especially in growing rates of divorce, one-person households, non-matrimonial 
relationships, childlessness, and the blurring distinction between the private and 
the public (Farrugia 2016, 30). Arguably, the waning personal attachment to the 
family in the age of late modernity has distanced people from their local contexts, 
thus producing a correlated social effect of “detraditionalization,” with the so-
called “ahistorical” individual as its agent (Farrugia 2016, 23).  

The well-known phenomenon of human “alienation” in late modernity 
(e.g., Colonnello 2020) has additionally been fuelled by the liberalisation of 
political governance in the neoliberal mode (McNaughton 2008, 25–27). 
Prioritising financial and economic criteria for defining the freedom of the “new” 
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liberal subject, the growing neoliberal movement has questioned “welfare” as the 
criterion of freedom for the liberal subject under social liberalism. Public goods 
assumed as collective warrants of individual power (largely controlled by the 
state) in welfare liberalism (esp. the state’s provision of healthcare, education, and 
protection, as well as obligations to the state resulting from citizens’ work and 
duties) are reconstituted in neoliberalism as commodities subject to privatisation, 
competition and consumption on the market. The increasing stress of this 
framework on initiative, productivity, and efficiency construct the “neo-liberated” 
rationality of the autonomous subject, who is meant to respond to the challenges 
of the highly dynamic, changeable, and, hence, unstable conditions. This is how 
the neoliberal self acquires a sense of individual power, which simultaneously 
holds them liable to manage the precarity of the situation.  

On the one hand, this results in the development of the aforementioned 
entrepreneurial identity, with self-promotion, flexibility, and self-reliance as 
modern keys to success. On the other hand, this helps navigate complex transitions 
that people are expected to make over their life courses to confront the large-scale 
structural changes in progress (McNaughton 2008, 28–30). Transitions with a high 
risk of life failure (“divestment”) are linked particularly to contractual (temporary) 
employment, job insecurity, frequent returns to education, constant training, 
family fragmentation, and the erosion of welfare. What emerges in this context is 
a so-called “risk society” (McNaughton 2008, 27–29), formed by alienated 
individuals who negotiate their insecure power of decision-making reflexively 
against limited choices offered to them under global constraints. Portrayed as 
creators of their own biographies, such “reflexive subjectivities” (Farrugia 2016, 
23–25) paradoxically lose sight of irreducible relations between self and others (for 
examples, see Toro and Janisse 2004, 246–47; Koegel 2007a, 248–55; Mostowska 
and Sheridan 2016, 241–49; Bretherton and Pleace 2023a, 32). Consequently, they 
also lose track of collective reasons for social problems. Fearful of the uncertain 
social terrain, they remain more and more dependent on the labour market, 
consumer goods, and the welfare state. 

The precarity of the late modern period translates directly to the condition 
of modern societies, generating the inevitable growth of social inequalities and 
new forms of homelessness. The neoliberal dilemma of human vacillation between 
personal freedom and a fate dependent on the global restructurings brings social 
configurations where those in advantageous positions become more powerful, in 
contrast to the disadvantaged ones, who become more disempowered. Such 
conditions build the ground for a new “class-in-the-making” called “the precariat” 
(Standing 2011). It is constituted by insecurity in at least seven work-related 
domains: the labour market, employment, job conditions, career pathways, skill 
development, wage level, and worker representation. It should be emphasised, 
however, that the emerging social order is not only a function of work–labour 
relations. It is now reaching the scale of a life condition, whose extreme case is 
modern homelessness (Humphry 2022, 10–11). The latter overlaps with other 
forms of precarity, such as lack of income, inadequate or disproportionate 
competencies/qualifications, barriers to education and employment, or insecure 
health, all representing different variants of modern impoverishment.  
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The landscape of the new precarity as a background of modern 
homelessness is extended by some additional markers of the social crisis under 
global capitalism (McNaughton 2008, 27). Its economic policy of reducing welfare 
services, tenancy security, and affordable and subsidised housing (e.g., Humphry 
2022, 4–5) is tightly linked to the regular programmes of “deinstitutionalisation” 
and “gentrification” (Baumohl 2007; Williams 2007). The first trend exchanges the 
relational idea of care, managed by public or social institutions, into the people’s 
self-reliance in care, managed by non-governmental, voluntary, or privatised 
organisations. In effect, the lack of easy access to social support particularly 
impacts the vulnerable ones, who are marginalised even more by rising costs of 
housing evidenced worldwide (Speer 2023, 108–12). When home locations of the 
disadvantaged become attractive for business investments, they often fall prey to 
economic interests, giving the pretext for massive evictions. This is what underlies 
the second trend of gentrification, which deepens the gap between the poor 
(powerless) and the rich (powerful) by producing enforced human mobility or 
migration (Ravenhill 2008, 13–21; Humphry 2022, 8; Consoli 2023, 191–95; 
Mostowska 2023, 370). Moving people either to ghettoised spaces or, alternatively, 
across dispersed locations, this and other new regimes (see, e.g., Mostowska and 
Sheridan 2016, 241; Ginsberg 2020b, 58, 73; Humphry 2022, 11–13; see also 
Bretherton and Pleace 2023c, Parts II–IV) segregate humans into marginalised 
positions. When imposed especially on the powerless, such positions further grow 
their insecurity, exclusion, and isolation, thus triggering individual histories of 
new homelessness (Ravenhill 2008, 19; Parker 2020, 142; Bretherton and Pleace 
2023a, 31–32). The complex interplay of both systemic and individual factors in 
this phenomenon (Toro and Janisse 2004, 246–47; Koegel 2007a, 248–55; 
Mostowska and Sheridan 2016, 241–49; Parker 2020, 142; see also Bretherton and 
Pleace 2023c, Part I) results generally in blurring the boundaries between different 
forms of (near) homelessness associated with late modernity, such as housing 
exclusion, hidden homelessness, or rough sleeping (Speer 2023, 112). 

2. The Ethics of “Home” and Homelessness 

What has already been said above indicates that the roots of (new) homelessness 
can be traced, by its strict connections to modern family and society, in the sense 
of “home” in human life. This is because the origins of home itself, and by the same 
token of homelessness too, go to both family and society (Ravenhill 2008, 23). In 
the words of Ginsberg (2020b), we fully understand the meaning of home, thus 
also of homelessness, only “if we . . . understand the plight—and the right—of the 
homeless” (57). Indeed, it is the homeless themselves who confirm more or less 
outwardly, in both their stories and actions, the importance of home for a human 
being. There is evidence, for instance, that young homeless people associate home 
with comfort and security, which both mean for them “where one can construct a 
positive and valued identity” (Farrugia 2016, 31). The homeless people’s silent 
longing for home is also reflected in the fact that especially the newly roofless tend 
to evince the strongest drives to avoid homelessness. This is interpreted as an 
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indicator of their significant determination at this stage to oppose their plight, and, 
simultaneously, of their high motivations to stay in contact with both society and 
themselves (Farrugia 2016, 183). On the other hand, when they are dragged into 
homelessness culture, the drive is stimulated typically by basic human needs, 
appealing, generally, to security, acceptance and love. For this reason, homeless 
cultures are usually based on dense social networks, strong interpersonal ties, 
reciprocity, co-dependence, intense friendship, trust–mistrust oppositions, and 
mutual protection (Ravenhill 2008, 12, 146, 161, 182; Farrugia 2016, 146). Similar to 
other “poverty cultures,” such relations characterise people experiencing anxiety, 
and they are especially painful when people leave or are denied access (Ravenhill 
2008, 210). 

All the mechanisms described above uncover the natural human search for 
a sense of belonging, attachment, and identification. Such and like values are first 
experienced in privacy, whose cradle is family and home. According to Finch 
(1989), family ties are less contingent than all other social ties, and in times of social 
insecurity the former are most stable due to their special moral meaning. This is, 
first, because kinship is taken for granted (i.e. one is born into a network of family 
members) and, second, because it involves a sense of responsibility and obligation 
incomparable to any other relations. The moralised character of these bonds is a 
source of one’s principled standing and identification in the world (Ricoeur 1992). 
On the one hand, the ties offer space for a person to acquire their sense of human 
authenticity (Heidegger 1998), which is indispensable for the human experience of 
autonomy, freedom, and selfhood (Schrader 2020, 110). On the other hand, the ties 
relate a person to the rest of society, whereby a subject acquires their sense of 
rootedness and co-dependence as stimuli of communal sharedness, respect, and 
participation (Parker 2020, 147–48). Viewed in this way, familial bonds lie at the 
heart of home(-making) (Farrugia 2016, 31; Ginsberg 2020a, 45–46), which is, in 
Aristotelian terms (Politics, 1252b–1258a), a bidirectional portal to both the private 
and the public (Schrader 2020, 111–23; Burkum 2020, 132–35). As such, the ideal of 
home, traced in many (if not all) of the world’s cultures (Ginsberg 2020a, 43–44, 
2020b, 55), generates meanings invoking the dialogic centre of human self-
constitution, self-governance and safety. This is to say that the experience of home 
and home-making rests on the ethical presence of and exchange between oneself 
and others. In its role for the formation of multilayered personal—social identities 
(Ravenhill 2008, 11–13), home is thus what organically arranges, regulates and 
secures people’s dialectical relations with both themselves and broader circles: 
peers, communities, institutions, society, homeland, etc. (see Abbarno 2020). 

The search of homeless people for a satisfactory abode is reflected in their 
attempts, observed worldwide, to find alternative homes that can become spaces 
of their communal belonging. Inadequate as these alternatives often are in terms 
of minimal housing conditions defined for specific cultures (see Bretherton and 
Pleace 2023c, Parts I, IV), they give the illusion of meeting these conditions, as they 
are on the verge of satisfying people’s basic needs. There is evidence of how 
people’s resistance to extreme insecurity and homelessness can make them oppose 
despair by inventing stable housing with the potential for regular community life 
(e.g., “young towns” in Peru). Similarly, research on the effects of poverty in a big 
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city (Rio de Janeiro, Brazil) indicates that poor people’s efforts in their self-built 
resettlement can be much more profitable for the city than for the poor themselves 
(for an overview, see Glasser and Bridgman 2004, 241–42). At the same time, 
homeless people’s visions of alternative homes are sometimes realised by less 
visible self-made dwellings that pose challenges to the violence of city streets or 
the dangers of nature. For example, residing in motor vehicles may be a response 
to the threat of police raids, which can be evaded thanks to the mobile character of 
such means. Common tactics include also using hidden spaces, arranging park 
encampments, building communal shacks, or moving out to the rugged 
wilderness with an aim to bypass city havoc and restrictions (Speer 2023, 113–14). 
Reshaping the urban and rural landscape, such alternatives imply the search for 
stillness, safety and homelike belonging. Additionally, they seem to open the door 
to private dwellings whose informal communities may offer protection against the 
vicissitudes of life. 

However, the street relations on which the improvised homes are thus 
based by no means guarantee privacy or security. The first sign of the lack of the 
former is body exposure to the public, which deprives the people of intimacy—a 
basic marker of the private. The compromise between the private and the public 
in homeless cultures is also visible in the frequent necessity of their members to 
respect majority rule in return for acceptance. Following Swanson’s (1992) analysis 
of the Aristotelian distinction between the private and the public, Schrader (2020, 
122) observes that whenever prevailing morality or common opinion encroach on 
private activities to enforce the loss of virtue in the latter, this results in the loss of 
control over the private to the group. This loss further leads to the loss of personal 
sovereignty and, in consequence, to the change from the private to the mass 
collective of externally subjugated individuals (see also Arendt 1998, 257). The 
abridged personal sovereignty of the homeless additionally means, due to their 
lack of home, restricted “moral personality” (Schrader 2020, 121–23). Unable to 
protect a person’s self-governance and free choices, the diminished moral 
personality further constrains public recognition of these individuals. 

The increasing exposure of the homeless to the public is also noticed, along 
with the spread of modern global culture, in intensified consumption of media 
technologies by the growing “mobile homeless communities” (Humphry 2022, 5–
9). This concerns especially homeless migrants, who aim to live self-enclosed 
domestic lives through intimate relations maintained at a distance. As supportive 
as the technologies are for regular interpersonal and communal contacts, they 
transform domesticity by uncoupling it from the spatial specificity of home. 
Facilitating private exchange through telecommunication channels, virtual 
connections mediate what is called “mobile privatisation” (Humphry 2022, 7). This 
means that the private encounters in such communities are navigated by the 
virtual sphere, whose technological component exposes the interpersonal relations 
to the public. Not only is private communication thereby modified by 
technological structures, but it also forms so-called “telecocooned” social 
networks that simulate the private, thus opening it to surveillance. This is how 
hybrid practices: traditionally domestic (familial, residential) and originally non-
domestic (industrial, virtual) allow the exercise of improvised homes as 
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alternatives conveyed by modern technologies. The effect of such practices is also 
“private mobilisation,” which evinces the reverse side of the same process of re-
embedding home(-making) technologically into virtual/public domains 
(Humphry 2022, 8). 

The threat for the vulnerable which results from the demise of the private 
parallels another threat that comes from the experience of homelessness itself. 
Broad evidence from personal histories of homelessness suggests that this 
phenomenon usually happens in response to violence, stress, or loss experienced 
in different social groups, at different life stages, and from various sources. Many 
episodes of homelessness, especially in children, women, and minority 
representatives, are caused by domestic aggression, physical/sexual abuse, power 
imbalance, or racial discrimination, all pointing to different kinds of home or 
institutional aberration (Farrugia 2016, 27–34; Humphry 2022, 6). Typical causes 
of homelessness in migrants and refugees, in turn, are economic restrictions, 
political/military violence, or oppression by state/migratory regimes (Mostowska 
and Sheridan 2016; Ginsberg 2020b; Consoli 2023). As far as teenagers and adults 
are concerned, they generally show, like the previously mentioned groups, 
heightened levels of aggression (Ravenhill 2008, 165–71; Burkum 2020, 128), which 
can be interpreted as a symptom of their isolation, rejection, and exclusion 
(Johnson 2017, 17).  

Importantly, the popular belief that the reasons for people’s bigger 
aggression in homelessness lie in “deficit” explanations (especially criminal 
activities, mental problems, and personality disorders) turns out to be 
insubstantial in the light of recent observations (Bretherton and Pleace 2023a, 30). 
First of all, the views reflecting these explanations (of “sin,” “sickness,” and 
“systems,” respectively) disregard the fact that many factors of homelessness (e.g., 
addiction, mental illness, criminal behaviours) are in a mutual but inconsistent 
relationship. Arguably, much addiction starts after homelessness, not before—
similar to mental illness, which may happen both before and during homelessness. 
Likewise, serious criminal histories belong to a minority of homeless people, who 
are often arrested for victimless offenses due to their homeless lifestyles (Toro and 
Janisse 2004, 246). What follows is, first, that the individual causes of 
homelessness—hence, of aggression generated with it—are more variable than 
structural causes: the broader the scope of homelessness considered, the weaker 
the individual causes, with structural factors remaining constant (Bretherton and 
Pleace 2023a, 32). Second, homelessness is not only attributable to “social 
disintegration” or “weak social integration” (for a discussion of these factors, see 
Erickson 2004, 206–7 and Lovell 2007, 137–39), which themselves turn out to be 
derivative of more basic causes. At the core of the latter lie unmet personal needs 
for, inter alia, (mental) healthcare, complex treatment, and support (Bretherton and 
Pleace 2023a, 25), all detailing the more fundamental human needs noted above 
(see also Ravenhill 2008, 182). 

For the above-mentioned reasons, it can be claimed that homelessness is 
always a situation of pain and suffering that comes in reaction to significant stress 
and trauma caused by the lack of acceptance or security in a person’s social 
environment (Erickson 2004, 206; Johnson 2017, 17; Levy 2017a, 40; Ginsberg 
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2020a, 52; Pleace and Bretherton 2023, 440). This lack may take different forms: 
mistreatment, belittlement, criticism, abuse, or violence, to name but a few, and it 
often leads to various disorders: psychological, mental, physical, behavioural, etc. 
Underpinned by fear and anxiety, the distress produces isolation, which manifests 
outwardly in withdrawal, suspicion, aggression, and exclusion (Ravenhill 2008, 
208–21; Parker 2020, 150). It can thus be claimed that the effect of personal/social 
disintegration in homelessness is generated by the above-mentioned lack. The 
reverse side of this lack is the need for social contact and safety, which generates 
the alternative strategies of home-making discussed above. Although the practices 
strive for integration, they are not adequate for building stability or security. This 
is especially visible in the life hazards that the homeless accept: environmental, 
hygienic, health, etc. (Speer 2023, 114), despite huge risks to their well-being and 
future (Pleace and Bretherton 2023, 434). Next, this is also visible in the frequent 
institutional circuits that the homeless make (in their returns to shelters, hospitals, 
prisons, etc.) in search of social services. This means, first, that street ties are 
insufficient for help in homeless cultures; second, that interpersonal support is 
missing or inadequate there (Shinn 2007, 297); and, third, that the activities behind 
the returns (especially criminal ones) are often motivated by help seeking—a poor 
substitute for adequate services (Fischer 2007, 326–27). To sum up, it can be said 
that the home alternatives performed by the homeless function as 
“survival/coping strategies” (Leufgen and Snow 2007) to respond to and resist the 
social, economic, and ideological pressures of the modern world (Humphry 2022, 
6; Speer 2023, 114). 

3. Dialogic Communication in Homelessness

The relevance of wholesome family and community life for regaining acceptance, 
stability, and security by homeless people is observed in dialogic initiatives 
undertaken in cooperation between the housed and the homeless towards mutual 
integration. These activities operate through flexible, contextualised, and need-
oriented programmes for the homeless launched especially in areas of governance, 
finances, and housing. They are performed by the use of “dialogic language” (cf. 
Levy and Johnson 2017), which contributes to subjective participation of both the 
housed and the homeless in their mutual interaction (Parker 2020, 148–51).  

The dialogic communication in the programmes runs through inclusive 
discourse tuned to the special needs of homeless persons who are willing to 
resettle to temporary or more stable housing. The diverse genres of this exchange 
arrange access to long-term employment, low-threshold housing, micro-credit 
financing, revolving loans, tenure security, or title to land. The genres may also 
include requests for a relaxation of municipal or provincial building standards 
(Glasser and Bridgman 2004, 242–43; Ravenhill 2008, 222). Such practices are 
applied to help the vulnerable maintain economic self-sufficiency and ease the 
tension accompanying decisions to start new life. Although legal, economic, and 
housing support is not sufficient as an exit route from homelessness (Ravenhill 
2008, 182), when boosted by human cooperation in everyday activities, it is a 
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predictor of prolonged stays in permanent housing (Toro and Janisse 2004, 249). 
For one thing, stable housing has been shown to lessen symptoms of complex 
trauma and mental/physical illness. This is evidenced in matching proportions 
between human compassion recognised in housing support and overall rates of 
homelessness (Toro and Janisse 2004, 247–48). Due to a steady decrease in stress 
levels produced by tenure stability in all adult groups, the provision of secure 
housing is considered a priority for social integration, before any other support, 
including the potential need for formal treatment (McNaughton 2008, 95; Johnson 
2017, 17). 

The dialogic aspect of this support lies specifically in the unconditional and 
ethical quality of the help discourse shared. This is what underlies the 
participatory exchange between the helpers and help recipients (Parker 2020, 148–
51), where both parties attend to each other’s calls for agency, partnership and 
responsibility (see Levy and Johnson 2017). Such dialogic initiatives are 
exemplified, for instance, by self-made/self-help housing projects and various 
kinds of intermediate help between outreach and permanent shelter/housing 
(Glasser and Bridgman 2004, 241–44). The former build on future residents’ capital 
(e.g., Housing First, Homes First, or Homes First Society), assigning homeless 
people the rank of project constructors responsible for planning, building, and 
arranging their own housing (Finn 2017, viii; Johnson 2017, 17; for a critique of 
practical realisations of such programmes, see Speer 2023, 111–12). The idea is to 
offer low-demand, “no-questions-asked” services whose main goal is acceptance. 
This goal may also be pursued by means of special architecture discourse, which 
can adjust transitional housing to tenants’ needs for social spaces. For stability 
purposes, such projects are often supported by professionals or tenant 
organisations. They assist the residents in acquiring community rules, routines, 
and responsiveness, which are indispensable for social discipline and a sense of 
personal safety (Ravenhill 2008, 212; Johnson 2017, 18–23). It is noteworthy that 
the process relies primarily on homeless persons’ engagement and decision-
making, which are crucial for the individuals to achieve independence and self-
sustainability (Ravenhill 2008, 183). Similarly to self-made/self-help housing, the 
initiatives of outreach—shelter help mentioned above focus on other types of 
support “on demand.” Providing adequate facilities for everyday functioning 
(hygienic, physical, educational, recreational, etc.), this kind of help mediates the 
development of community sites that offer daytime or day-and-night respite 
(Speer 2023, 113; see also Levinson and Ross 2007, Part VI). Based on non-profit 
local connections (Johnson 2017, 21), such support exemplifies a disinterested 
attitude towards helping (Parker 2020, 146). 

The above-mentioned “service” genres could not play their helping role 
without the use of dialogic language. Most communication that contributes to 
social integration in homelessness exploits various aspects of storytelling, 
narrative role-building, and rhetorical perspectivation. These function as major 
discursive strategies for the construction of their agents’ dialogic contexts, 
identities, and relations. One of the basic dialogic means for people’s exit routes 
from homelessness is developing narration on the individuals’ complicated life 
histories. Its function is to process the subjects’ difficult past and open new, 
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constructive visons of the future to them. The stories told accentuate their authors’ 
strengths and weaknesses with the aim of learning about the subjects’ individual 
profiles, experiences, values, and ideas (Levy 2017c, 75–80). Any contrasts, turns, 
or disconnections in narrative plots may serve as transition points for transforming 
conflictual accounts into dialogic retellings inviting other characters. The stories 
also enable participants to take both a personalised and knowledge-focused 
approach to issues covered. They construct a context-rooted grasp on matters 
voiced, whereby the tellers can avoid data abstraction and recognise the trauma 
underlying homelessness. In this way, narratives emphasise the centrality of 
relations in human life and enhance trust and a sense of safety in their sharers. At 
the same time, they build distance between the past and the present, which 
reinforces an objective reflection on the problems considered (Ravenhill 2008, 207; 
Levy 2017c, 76–80; Johnson 2017, 14–23; Middleton 2017, 94). 

Sharing stories of homelessness involves constructing and reconstructing 
old and new social roles and positions simultaneously (Quinney 2017). First of all, 
it allows the voices of the vulnerable to be heard publicly (Ravenhill 2008, 212; 
Parker 2020, 150), which, in turn, requires the dialogic skill of “discursive 
listening” by the stories’ recipients (Winslade and Monk 2000, 140–43). The latter 
expresses one’s stance of neutrality and openness, signalled in communicative 
readiness to accept contrasting perspectives and worldviews. At the same time, it 
includes an ability to reflect on one’s cultural bias, which in dialogic terms means 
avoiding thematic “blind spots” (Levy 2017c, 78–80). The discursive construction 
of social roles in dialogic narratives of homelessness also consists of following the 
continuum of expertise–partnership discourse styles. This includes reviving in 
interaction between the vulnerable and their interlocutors different roles from the 
speakers’ histories, which may involve taking on by them cooperative roles of 
experts, laypeople, and peers.  

Reviving positive roles enables the speakers to recognise their relational 
potential, which can thus be redefined and channelled to new social contexts (Levy 
2017c, 73). If not through interpersonal retellings, such potential may be 
discovered, for instance, through personalised re-readings of culture texts: films, 
pop science, literature, biographies, documentaries, etc. Making sense of their 
content can facilitate the readers’ own dialogic recovery of a sense of achievement, 
self-pride and dignity. Reviving negative roles, on the other hand, serves to 
reconsider the subjects’ complex past with the purpose of accepting it as part of 
their identities. The idea is to assist the homeless in coping with their distress by 
confronting it, evaluating it, and, finally, disconnecting from it (Ravenhill 2008, 
207–12). In the critical assessment of their life roles, the vulnerable may attain 
positions of experts in their own affairs or so-called “experts by experience” 
(Ravenhill 2008, 211). As such, they can become partners for their professional 
counterparts, so-called “experts by training” (see Levy and Johnson 2017). These 
positions allow both groups to cooperate on equal terms, with mutual advice and 
help given in issues tackled (Levy 2017b). The reflexive flow of ideas and support 
stimulates the dialogic construction of “peer culture” (Finn 2017, vii). Building on 
its members’ shared mindsets, practices, and emotions (Ravenhill 2008, 182; 
Johnson 2017, 21), the culture dismantles old routines of social isolation and brings 
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new creativity of human participation in an integrating community. In effect, the 
peer discourse contributes to blurring the boundaries between the lay and the 
professional and, by the same token, between the housed and the homeless. The 
overall condition of flux in which stories locate their characters makers narration 
what Middleton calls “journeying dialogue” (2017, 92). Opening to people a 
multitude of interpretations of their lives, narration offers them creative solutions 
to their issues.  

Changes in interactants’ perspectives on the world also belong to the 
dialogic ways of managing homelessness. This concerns, strictly speaking, 
developing “common language” (Levy 2017a, 35) or a “universe of language” 
(Johnson 2017, 16) among all communication partners. The powerful means of 
such language include rephrasing and “bridging,” which involve the use of 
common words (instead of specialised language), community (simplified) jargon, 
linguistic playfulness, or expanded definitions of stigmatised terms. Their role is 
to avoid social categorisation through shared meanings and a sense of acceptance. 
Such rhetorical mechanisms neutralise issues potentially threatening to the 
vulnerable by changing/broadening the scope of sensitive topics. Foregrounding 
more constructive options for difficult matters (Levy 2017c, 80), the strategies 
reframe the largely fearful and exclusionary visions of the world as seen through 
the homelessness lens into the more inclusive discourse of social understanding 
(Levy 2017a, 42; Johnson 2017, 25–36). The bridging effects of such communication 
involve additionally opening the floor for personal opinions, viewpoints and 
disagreements. This floor bridges the vulnerable not only with other individual 
voices but also more broadly with collective institutions. It does so by creating so-
called “houses of language” (Levy 2017a, 37–38), where the homeless can feel more 
“at home” with both others and surrounding systems due their mutual 
transformation. 

4. Dialogic Analysis of Crisis Discourse—A Theoretical 
Perspective  

The interhuman dialogue that the above-mentioned genres initiate subjectifies its 
participants in at least three ways. Firstly, the generic practices engage both help 
givers and help recipients ethically to “respond to the call” from others (Marcel 
1940; Levinas 1979). The response by the helpers consists in taking action to attend 
to the vulnerable and in accommodating the helpers’ discourse to that of the 
needy. The response by the vulnerable, in turn, consists in activating their agency 
and ethical readiness for integrative reaction in “the sense of being human beings 
together” (Parker 2020, 147). The first step to this readiness is the disposition of the 
homeless to overcome so-called “fierce independence,” or their (frequent) 
inhibition against taking anything from anyone (Ravenhill 2008, 208). The 
subsequent reaction pursues the individuals’ disposition to accept the help given 
as a gift. Thus established, the dialogue transforms not only the subjects 
interacting, but also their collectives. The former become rightful participants of 
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communities that themselves change through reflexive amendments of social 
norms (Erickson 2004, 206). 

In what follows, a dialogic analysis is presented of communication around 
building a “human community” (Arnett 1986) with homeless people in a social 
institution: a shelter for the homeless in a big European city (Warsaw, Poland). The 
communication is observed from the perspective of the dialogic model of 
discourse (DMD; Grillo 2005b), which foregrounds the “participatory” conception 
of power in social exchange. From this perspective, power exercised with another 
contributes to the formation of “dialogical” social systems, as opposed to power 
over another, which produces “monological” social systems (the “agonistic” 
conception of power). The former are stimulated by human empowerment, 
collaboration, and solidarity, whereas the latter are governed by conflict, 
domination, and inequality (Grillo 2005b, xi). In its search for dialogue as a 
constitutive aspect of all human communication and creativeness, the DMD 
inscribes into Arendt’s theory of human action (Arendt 1998, 175–247; Grillo 
2005d, 6–7). In light of this approach, “a genuine dialogical strategy requires that 
[communicating agents] act as communicating partners directed to an explicitly 
common aim” (Grillo 2005d, 14). This, in turn, requires that the common objective 
becomes a priority for all the actors involved, which means subordinating their 
private interests to the common vision in the enterprise. Prioritising the parties’ 
common vision entails disinterested action focused on mutual understanding 
(Habermas 1984, 273–337). In ethical terms, this invites action pursuing a common 
good with the underlying “logic of gift” (Marcel 1940; Levinas 1979; Ricoeur 1996). 

As opposed to instrumental action (with the transactional “logic of 
economy” and the agonistic conception of power behind it; Habermas 1984, 273–
75, 285–86), the action of “giving” is characterised as the so-called “non-
possessive” stance on “things” of the world emerging from comprehension and 
work: issues, topics, ideas, problems, etc. (Levinas 1979, 156–74). When given to 
the other freely, these things become (without the intention to “grasp” them by 
particularistic meanings) givens, or Objects1 open to shared inspection and 
interpretation (1979, 98–99). This is to say that the condition to free oneself from 
possession and see things “as they are” is one’s disposition to “give” what one 
possesses. The act of giving assumes admitting the absolutely Other into my 
world, which means questioning myself together with my possession. Both the 
admission and the questioning signify the “presence” of the Other in the infinite, 
ethical mode of face. It indicates the Other’s own non-possessable identity, 
deprived of all social attributes, which can suspend possession and initiate the 
ethical relation (Levinas 1979, 170–71). The latter is where “things given” to the 
Other become thematised and thereby acquire Objectivity. Levinas describes the 
Object’s Objectivity as a form of the Other’s “assistance always given to the word 

1 Whenever the term “object” appears in the ethical sense of “offering it to the Other as a 
gift,” thus in the sense of including the Other in its interpretation, it is capitalised to “Object” 
throughout this essay. The same applies to the corresponding terms of “Objectivity,” 
“Objectification,” “Objectify,” etc.  
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which posits the things,” or else, as assistance to the proposition given (1979, 97). 
When a thing is offered, it manifests the one who is signifying, or else “the issuer 
of the sign, an absolute alterity which nonetheless speaks to [the thinking subject] 
and thereby thematises, that is proposes the world.” As Levinas (1979, 96) 
additionally explains, the signifying agent, “who emits the sign, faces, despite the 
interpretation of the sign, without proposing himself as a theme.” In other words, 
the signifying one, the Other, “manifests himself in speech by speaking of the 
world and not of himself; he manifests himself by proposing the world, by 
thematising it.” 

This takes us to the essence of what the present study frames as “ethical 
discourse” (cf. Ricoeur 1992) or “ethically grounded dialogue” (cf. Arnett 2018, 
277–81). Adhering to the logic of gift, this communication rests on the reciprocity 
of “giving” and “taking” (see also Burkum 2020, 138). The ethical action in such 
dialogue, which we call “dialogic action” (Okulska 2016, 2018), follows the 
communication chain of “attention–response,” where both agents “present” their 
faces to each other (Levinas 1979, 194–97; see also Marcel 1940, 127, 151). In this 
sequence, attention expresses one’s ethical assistance to, or “presence” in, one’s 
words uttered. Moreover, attention communicates also one’s ethical assistance to, 
or presence for, the “call” (for attention/assistance) from the other. The response, 
in turn, expresses, one’s ethical reaction to attention or the call from the other, 
whereby it does justice to this call (Levinas 1979, 82–84, 100–101). The relation of 
justice thus established confirms one’s responsibility for the other, which legitimises 
the moral bond between the agents and puts them in irreplaceable positions to 
give the response. Importantly, in articulating the face, both attention and 
response communicate the “surplus of meaning,” or “expression,” which is one’s 
infinite and unconditional Desire to welcome what one does not lack in finite 
terms. In this Desire (contrary to finite needs), one welcomes “the other across 
themes which the other proposes to [one] or receives from one, without absenting 
[oneself] from the signs thus given” (Levinas 1979, 97). This is to say that the 
surplus comes from one’s absolute alterity communicated in expression as an 
inexhaustible abundance of attention given to the other’s ethical presence (face) in 
dialogue. It provides the world “as it is,” i.e., in its Objectivity, by “stating” or 
clarifying it to the other (1979, 97–98). 

The surplus is what gives sense to the interpersonal encounter and what 
also makes the dialogic relation meaningful to its participants (Ricoeur 1976; 
Gadamer 2003). As a primary generator of all sense and sense-making, the surplus 
of meaning is an original stimulus to community formation (Levinas 1979, 92, 98). 
According to Ricoeur (1976, 16), the human experience as lived by people in the 
intimacy of the ethical encounter becomes public, i.e., is communicated, through 
its sense, its meaning. But the origin of any practical meaning that surfaces in the 
pragmatics of social action lies in what Marcel (1940, 104–5, 135) describes as the 
“recognition” of the other/oneself as “Person.” To “recognise” means to 
acknowledge that before I can belong to/be myself, I acknowledge my openness 
to/being with the other—the absolute freedom I get from them as a gift. “As 
Person” means recognising the fact that the other is not reducible to a term in the 
finite, subject–(practical) object system, and neither am I (Marcel 1940, 145–151; 
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Levinas 1979, 94–96; see also Wojtyła 1979; Ricoeur 1992, Maritain 2015). When 
posited as a practical object (issue) of my subjective predication, the other becomes 
only an image/concept derived from/relative to myself—a different term of the 
same system and a deictic centre of a closed sphere of my own (Marcel 1940, 98–9; 
Skarga 2002, 55–72; see also Chilton 2004, 48–65). In such a system, the other is split 
into pieces or reduced to a conglomerate of composite parts, represented in the 
subject’s partial socio-cognitive (linguistic) categories.  

Instead, the other is a non-possessable and irreducible alterity that extends 
beyond the finite subject—an isolated/faceless individual. Limited by the causal 
logic of practical rationality (Habermas 1984, 280–86; Arendt 1998, 144–59), the 
latter acts purposively upon others, thus instrumentalising them to the means of 
their centralised predication, which itself becomes the end, or ideology, of such 
communication (Grillo 2005d, 8–12). As Levinas (1979, 96) remarks, when an issue 
(object) is posited as a theme given (Object), or when its agent (subject) is 
recognised as a Person, this is already what begins the chain of signification in its 
entirety (Marcel 1940, 92–3). The extended series of signifying is not confined to 
the closed subject–object system. It reaches the ethical sphere, where the other 
within a Person “manifests” their absolute alterity (Levinas 1979, 96). To be sure, 
manifestation does not signify the other’s “disclosure” but is an expression of their 
ethical presence in discourse. This is because the sign, aside from its signification 
of the signified (issue) in the practical domain, always signals the signifying 
(speaker) in the ethical domain. The speaker, however, is not the signified of the 
sign, as they are in strictly purposive systems, reducing action to its strategic 
aspect only. In dialogic action, by contrast, “[h]e who signals himself by a sign qua 
signifying that sign . . . delivers the sign and gives it” (Levinas 1979, 92). So, 
manifestation is an expression of the other’s assistance to the word spoken to the 
other, to a proposition offering the world. This is what Marcel calls “engagement” 
(Marcel 1940, 142–49; see also Marcel 1949, 35)2 and Gadamer (2003) describes as 
“the desire” to find the most appropriate word dedicated to someone, both these 
aspects constituting the essence of living speech and dialogue (16, 40, 102; see also 
Gadamer 1986, 184–98, 330–60). 

What emerges in the act of signifying under the ethical premises is the 
double movement of intentionality. As Gadamer (2003) observes, it turns out that 
language goes in two directions: on the one hand, it tries to problematise things, 
and on the other hand, it withdraws from problematisation/conceptualisation, 
going back to the binding word, which has the power to absorb them all (65, 71; 
see also Gadamer 1987, 65–86). It is in this return to the word, to living speech and 
to the given—Marcel claims (1940, 190–91)—that one recovers “pure intention,” a 
direction in signifying that surpasses the problematised and opens itself to 
expression. This inward movement of intention in dialogic action changes the 
quality of the sign itself (Marcel 1940, 92–93). It splits signifying into practical 

 

 
2 Although the English translation of Marcel’s engagement (Fr.) is “involvement,” for 

consistency with the French original, the English equivalent term “engagement” is used throughout 
this essay. 
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reference to issues posited in the world by the finite subject (sameness, idem) and 
into face manifestation in the call from/to the other addressed to/by a Person 
(selfhood, ipse; Ricoeur 1992, 115–25). Both these dimensions join in dialogic action, 
oriented to “solicitude for one’s neighbor and . . . justice for each individual” 
(Ricoeur 1992, 18). It is in this quality of action that issues obtain Objectivity and 
individuals become Persons. Ricoeur shows how this happens through the 
intervention of dialogic “narration” (speakers’ disinterested action) in 
conventional “stories” (tellers’ practical schemata). When decomposed in 
narrators’ ethical collaboration, faceless individual/social routines transform 
discursively into living interpersonal dialogue. This transformation contributes to 
the formation of speakers’ personal identity (Ricoeur 1992, 113–39), with 
“personhood” (ipseity) as an ethical indicator of human transcendence and 
integrity (Wojtyła 1979). 

In view of the above, a question arises: “is practical significance the 
primordial domain of meaning? Does it not presuppose the presence of a thought 
to which it appears and before which it acquires this meaning?” (Levinas 1979, 94). 
With the double movement of intention in dialogue comes also the double 
movement of human thinking that true dialogue and dialogic transformation 
transmit. According to Levinas (1979), before a sign can refer to its own signifying 
agent, “it is necessary that the given function as a sign for it to be even given” (92). 
Put differently, before a given can appear as a sign signalling a speaker, on the one 
hand, and signifying an Object, on the other hand, there must already be a “face-
to-face” relation between Persons. This relation is that of direct contact between 
absolute alterities that present their faces to each other, despite infinite, 
unsurpassable distance separating them. It is in this contact across distance that 
the other’s face reveals its dignity and “Height” (superiority) that appeal to one, 
as a unique and irreplaceable being, for respect and hearing. As Levinas has it 
(1979), in front of this appeal, expressed by the other’s “destitution and nudity,” 
one cannot remain deaf (200). The appeal appoints its recipient to the position of a 
sole interlocutor who is themselves chosen, and who, by this fact, is given a choice 
(freedom) to either respond or reject the call (77). Invoking an interlocutor means 
exposing oneself/the other to the other’s/one’s own response and questioning. This 
dialectic of the “Height and Humility” of the other in ethical action is 
encapsulated, Levinas (1979) adds, in the Desire of the infinite other (200). The 
dialogic realisation of this Desire is expression, which communicates attention to 
the other and solicits a response. The latter extends the scope of ethical action to 
the moral ground of responsibility for, obligation to, and justice with the other (see 
also Ricoeur 1992, 203–39). 

It is thus the attention/appeal to/from the other, initiated in Desire and 
communicated in expression, which is the beginning of what Levinas (1979) calls 
“free thought” (200; see also Skarga 2015, 249). Following goodness to promote 
freedom and truth, this thought combines ethico-moral thinking with or for the 
other in dialogue (Marcel 1940, 200–01). Without reducing the other to an end 
product of thinking about them in finite terms, free thinking is correlated also to 
“pure” or “theoretical” thinking (e.g., Skarga 2002, 109, 117; Gadamer 1987, 65–86; 
Gadamer 2003, 46). Devoid of strategic interests, it starts with the aforementioned 
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re-cognition of the other (cf. Marcel 1940, 135), which reflects an original 
movement of human thought (cf. “ac-knowledgement,” discussed above) before 
the latter proceeds to cognition, with its practical intention to fabricate ends 
(Levinas 1979, 76–77; Arendt 1998, 167–74; Skarga 2015, 111). Levinas additionally 
stresses that “recognition passes necessarily through the interposition of things  
. . . , and in it [my welcoming the other] the things figure . . . as what one gives”—
that is as gifts (1979, 77; see also Marcel 1949, 69). In the theoretical movement, 
recognition/acknowledgement leads to the constitution of knowledge in its pure, 
“genuine” sense (Grillo 2005a, 234–35). Rooted in ethics and morality, this 
knowledge is the origin of all human knowledge and cognition (Skarga 2009, 150–
51). It is for this reason that ethics—a source of human experience and 
consciousness, is referred to as the “first philosophy”—the beginning of all 
philosophical thinking, including ontology (Levinas 1979, 1984, 1998; Ricoeur 
1992; Skarga 2017; Arnett 2022, etc.). 

Secondary to ethically motivated thinking (Levinas 1979, 178, 208–9; 
Skarga 2017, 181) is what Heidegger (1998) identifies as “thinking . . . by and for 
the truth of being” (240)—“true thinking.” Radiating to the ground of ontology, 
this thinking takes the form of a theoretical movement of “being” towards thinking 
itself reflectively in questions about understanding one’s selfhood. Addressing the 
sense and quality of human existence, true thinking raises the problem of 
humanity, where it narrows the original question about the other’s ethical 
presence in discourse to the question about I (Dasein): “Who am I?” in existential 
terms vis-a-vis “What am I?” in practical terms (see also Marcel 1940, 225; Ricoeur 
1992, 56–87; Skarga 2009, 44, etc.). As Ricoeur demonstrates, the dialogic effect of 
this questioning is the opening of a Person to otherness, recognised in the 
uniplurality of “oneself as another” (see also Arendt 2003). The dialogic 
construction of personal identity is where ethics links to ontology through the 
entrance of alterity in what can be called full human “Subjectivity,” combining 
both the other and oneself (Wild 1979, 26–36; Gadamer 1986, 184–98; Gadamer 
1993, 350–61; Gadamer 2003, 10, 28–34; Skarga 2009, 188; Skarga 2017, 158–59). 
One’s return in thought to oneself—“the care for being” (Heidegger 1998, 261) is 
what Heidegger calls “being at home with oneself” or being oneself (1998, 264)—
the “essence” of human authenticity and “humanity” (243–49, 268–72). The 
emphasis that these observations put generally on human self-/other-
consciousness in thinking, or self-/other-understanding, draws attention to the fact 
that thinking is far more than analysis of something. Its full scope embraces also 
thinking towards what, in Heideggerian (1971, 145–61) terms, is worth questioning, 
and questions about this worthiness is what shifts practical analysis to the right 
track (Skarga 2009, 47). When actualised in social practice, this questioning can 
transform strictly analytical thinking to one that manifests alterity. 

What follows from the abovementioned approaches is that free thinking, 
in its diversified aspects, is a disinterested human search for truth, clarity, 
certainty, and concreteness. Its aim is to reveal “what is,” or things “as they are,” 
without distortions and in their essence (Marcel 1940, 81–110, 214–15; Marcel 1949, 
69; Levinas 1979, 92–99; Heidegger 1998, 239–49; Gadamer 1986, 232–50; Gadamer 
2003, 91; Skarga 2002, 109; Skarga 2017, 142, 165–66). The origin of this search, 
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Levinas (1979, 92–96) claims, is in the face-to-face exchange of gifts, where it is 
Persons, not objects, that play the focal role. Attending to each other in mutual 
giving and taking, the parties construct meanings that surpass those obtained in 
strictly causal thinking. The participants’ assistance to their speech leads to the 
revelation of the unity between what is said and what is meant. Signalling the 
speakers’ ethical presence in and identification with their speech (Marcel 1940, 125; 
Gadamer 1986, 330–60; Gadamer 1987, 65–86, 2003, 62), this unity leads to the 
agents’ personal integration with their actions and thoughts (Marcel 1940, 125; 
Marcel 1949, 10–26, 70–71; Skarga 2009, 238, 285; see also Wojtyła 1979, Part III; 
Ricoeur 1992, 18–19; Grillo 2005d, 37–39). Guided by the presence of alterity, this 
exchange is driven not by the practical criterion of finality 
(“success”/“effectiveness”), the causal end of production (Habermas 1984, 281, 
285), but by the ethical criterion of “the other,” who is the principle, not an end, of 
all dialogic and human action (cf. the dialogic principle, esp. Buber 1937; Ebner 1963; 
see also Arendt 2003: 184–85; Gadamer 1986, 330–60; Gadamer 1987, 65–86; 
Gadamer 2003, 71, 135; Skarga 2009, 140–41; Skarga 2017, 101).  

From Plato to Heidegger, Levinas, and beyond, the flow of pure thinking 
has been tied to an unrestrained conversation, a dialogue, with the exchange of 
open-ended questions and answers, whether to another, to oneself, or to thinking 
itself. As Gadamer (2003) has it, this thinking is indeed a conversation, since one 
can ask oneself as another person or one can speak to oneself as to someone else 
(38; see also Gadamer 1993, 350–61). Even in a conversation with another one must 
be—as long as s/he thinks—in contact with oneself. However, unconstrained by 
any limits, thinking is endless and can go beyond any human presence. Thereby, 
it always risks what Kant noticed long ago: the loss of contact with experience—a 
guideline for a direction and order in thinking (Skarga 2002, 117–23). So, thinking 
needs principles, which can protect it against going astray. These principles can be 
found, as Aristotle argues (Metaphysics, book VII, 1032b), in reasoning directed at 
knowledge based on truth. Whereas for Heidegger this truth lies in knowledge 
derived from ontology, for Levinas it lies in justice derived from morality (for a 
critique of Heidegger by Levinas, see Levinas 1979, 84–90, 298–99; see also Skarga 
2009, 124–25). Following the Levinasian standpoint on “reasoned thinking,” 
thinking with/for the other, it is thus the other with their call to responsibility and 
justice that can arrest the limitless flow of unreasoned thinking. As a principle in 
this flow, the other with their appeal to the face can put a bar on the otherwise 
faceless thinking without the other. The latter’s technical direction, visible in 
strictly practical and intellectual thinking, may pose a threat to oneself, the other 
and the human community (Skarga 2017, 164–66). 

So the promise of all reasoned/rational thinking and dialogue is, as has 
been mentioned above, the constitution of community with the other (Skarga 2015, 
101). The roots of this community should not be searched in the plurality of voices 
that petrify what is commonly said. Neither should they be searched in individual 
opinions that disintegrate plurality into numerical parts. Both these cases 
represent different aspects of totality, whose first dimension underpins 
collectivism and the second individualism. Instead, the traces of the rational 
community, of uniplurality in the personal–social continuum, lead to thinking 
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from the particular (individual) to the general (shared), but with the necessary 
observance of discontinuities (cracks/irruptions) breaking the whole (Ricoeur 
1992, 197). The gaps opening the whole to alterity can be found in diverse linguistic 
observations of more or less direct manifestations of the human presence in or 
assistance to different forms of discourse (for examples, see Ricoeur 1976, 45–69; 
Ricoeur 2004; Gadamer 1986, 1987, 1993; Skarga 2002, 55–72; Skarga 2009, 74; Grillo 
2005c; Okulska 2016, 2018). They all indicate the surplus of meaning whose scope 
extends the sum of its parts (Levinas 1979, 178; Arendt 1998, 200; Skarga 2009, 72). 
The assistance to the living word that such instances show already assumes what 
Levinas (1979) calls “serving the Other” (179). 

The examples of the surplus also illustrate moments of the face intervention 
in social exchange and, by the same token, of human reasoning and sense-making. 
The function of human reason(ing) lies in the capacity of speaking and thinking to 
collect, order, and connect into a self-sustainable plurality, or logos (Heidegger 1953, 
95–102; Skarga 2009, 56). This function also entails simultaneous attention paid in 
speech to the face and personal uniqueness (Levinas, 1979, 201–4, 216–19). It is these 
rational qualities that give leeway for the other to dismantle the Said (dit) in social 
practice and transform it to the Saying (dire) in dialogue (see Levinas 1998, 5–9, 37–
38, 48–51; Arnett 2022, 210–13; Skarga 2002, 55–72). Whenever invoked by the face, 
dit can always change, irrespective of time/space, to dire, which surpasses dit. This is 
where Levinas locates the constitution of sense, which reverses the formerly 
established sense of constitution (Levinas 1979, 127–30, 147). In his view, it is not the 
ontological constitution of consciousness or sense that enables communication but, 
conversely, the ethical communication between faces that constitutes all sense and 
sense-making (Levinas 1979, 98, 203–6; see also Skarga 2009, 142). Departing from 
disinterested participation of speakers in the ethico-social sphere, this constitution 
rests on the aforementioned principle of the Other, which gives orientation and 
direction to meaning (Levinas 1979, 98). It is thus dialogic action and thinking face-
to-face that condition the integration of what Gadamer (2003) calls the “community 
of sense” (108; see also Gadamer 1986, 330–60). Its combined thinking towards 
personal recognition and self-/other-/world-understanding makes the sense 
community more broadly an integral dimension of the human, or better, humane 
community (Arnett 1986; Skarga 2009, 2015). 

5. Dialogic Analysis of Communication with People in the
Homelessness Crisis—The Case of St. Lazarus Shelter in
Warsaw, Poland

In what follows, the transformative approach to dialogue (TAD)3 is adopted 
(Okulska 2016, 2018; cf. Cloke 2001; Bush and Folger 2005) to institutional 

3 The transformative approach to dialogue is a modified, ethically extended, 
methodologically revised, and discursively oriented version of the earlier transformative approach 
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communication between residents of St. Lazarus Shelter for the Homeless in 
Warsaw (henceforth SLS) and professional staff in charge of this organization, run 
by the Camillan Welfare Mission. The communication investigated is around an 
exceptional chain of events that took place at this shelter from 2007 to 2021. It 
involved the voluntary building of a fully oceanic (two-masted) ship by the 
homeless from SLS in cooperation with the project supporters: architects, 
engineers, craftspeople, donors, etc.—altogether about two hundred contributors. 
The project was initiated by Fr. Bogusław Paleczny (1959–2009), the SLS founder 
and a shipping enthusiast, and ended on 26 April 2021 with launching the ship 
into the channel of the Vistula River in Warsaw. This undertaking is perceived in 
Poland as a symbol of human solidarity, power, and dignity of all the people 
engaged. 

The conversations studied include interviews recorded at different stages 
of the ship construction, and they are gathered in three video documentaries that 
serve as linguistic material for this research. The first documentary (D1), Droga do 
portu [“The Road to a Port”], was published by the section pozyteczni.pl on the 
public channel of the Polish TV (TVP). The second documentary (D2), Bezdomni 
popłyną w rejs [“The Homeless Will Go on a Cruise”] was made for the programme 
Serwis informacyjny [“Information Service”] by the private channel TVN24. The 
third documentary (D3), Misja statek [“The Mission ‘Ship’’’], was produced for SLS 
purposes and published on the YouTube channel of the video director Paweł 
Kostowski (2017). The interviewees are the SLS residents involved in the project, 
the mission’s director and social workers, and the ship’s captain, craftspeople, and 
volunteers. The examples analysed are English language translations of their 
Polish originals (their time locations in the documentaries are provided in square 
brackets). 

It will be shown by means of TAD how the interlocutors’ contributions to 
the documentaries—narratives, recollections, and accounts of personal 
engagement and collaboration in the construction process—function as 
testimonies of the people’s ethical presence and participation in discourse-
mediated dialogic action. Inspired by the “principle” to act across social barriers 
or divisions, the agents of this dialogue—members of various social groups, come 
together “face-to-face” to recognise, reflect on, and respond to each other in the 
context of homelessness in their community. In attending to each other ethically, 
they also attend to their discourse, which simultaneously transforms the quality 
of their communication. This manifests in relations of mutual openness, 
engagement, and respect shaping this exchange, in the growth of the self-esteem, 
pride, and motivation to arrange local life felt by both the homeless and the 
professionals, and in a sense of connectedness and understanding spreading 
across the social networks. The transformation thus observed proceeds reflexively, 
radiating from a person to the institutions. In the words of Bush and Folger (2005), 
its premise is the qualitative change of the parties’ communication “from a 

 

 
to conflict (TAC; Bush and Folger 2005), which developed originally in the sociological field of 
alternative dispute resolution. Proposed by Okulska (2016), TAD was initially referred to as TAC. 
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negative and destructive interaction to a positive and constructive one—which 
represents both a private benefit to them and a public benefit to society” (21). 

The transformative power of this interaction arises from a “vision of self 
and society, one based on relational connection and understanding rather than on 
individual autonomy alone” (Bush and Folger 2005, 23–24, emphasis in the 
original). Advocating a shift in moral vision of society, “from an individualistic to 
a relational and interactive conception,” this approach strives to uncover dialogic 
ways to “a full integration of individual freedom and social conscience, in a 
relational social order enacted through new forms of social processes and 
institutions” (Bush and Folger 2005, 24). So the dialogic meanings established in 
transformation not only affect the quality of interaction itself; more importantly, 
they also change “the mindset of people who are involved in the process” (Bush 
and Folger 2005, 22). As Okulska shows (2016, 2018), this is mediated through 
principled communication, whose major promise, not a strategic or “non-
communicative” aim (cf. Habermas 1984), is to “strengthen both the parties 
themselves and the society they are part of” (Bush and Folger 2005, 13).  

Cloke (2001) further specifies that “[t]ransformation works on the 
undeveloped, rejected parts of self. . . . [O]rganizational transformation . . . bring[s] 
group cultures and systems into congruence with the wishes and desires of the 
people who work in them, who are served by them, and who are the true reasons 
for their existence” (xiii). Personal transformation, in turn, consists in “helping 
[people] become more authentically who they really are.” This implies that “it is 
not possible to look deeply into others without looking with equal depth into 
ourselves” (Cloke 2001, xiv). Factual results of this transformation are observed in 
examples of “people moved to forgiveness and reconciliation, groups revitalized, 
lives renewed, and relationships reclaimed” (Cloke 2001, xv; see also Okulska 
2016, 2018). Such communication requires authentic dialogue, which, in Cloke’s 
(2001) words, “demands openness, honesty, and vulnerability to others. Being 
vulnerable means risking pain and disillusionment, while anticipating the same 
honesty in return” (5). Following Buber (and with him also Levinas), such an effort 
is explained by the common search for truth (Cloke 2001, 10), arrived at 
relationally in the absolute alterity of and essential interconnectedness between 
You and I. The dialogic perseverance to maintain this community is the testimony 
of the ethical power “to understand . . . the universal beauty of the human spirit” 
(Cloke 2001, 6). 

In line with TAD, the ethical transformation is enacted discursively by two 
dialogic genres: empowerment and recognition (Bush and Folger 2005; Okulska 2016, 
2018). Empowerment is defined as “the restoration to individuals of a sense of 
their value and strength and their own capacity to make decisions and handle life’s 
problems” (Bush and Folger 2005, 22). Recognition, in turn, is interpreted as “the 
evocation in individuals of acknowledgment, understanding, or empathy for the 
situation and the views of the other” (22). Both these stages of dialogue proceed 
concentrically, i.e., they do not make a fixed, linear system. Instead, they are used 
to elicit recognition and empowerment with the hope to encourage interactants to 
learn from their experience (past and present), and to invoke the parties’ 
“read[iness] for introspection and fundamental change” (Cloke 2001, 11). So the 
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transformative exchange is integrative in that its participants do not shy away 
from risks that the dialogue may bring, and they attend to the principle to “reflect 
on possibilities, based on intuitive assessments at the time” (12). Whereas 
empowerment consists mainly in the transition from weakness to strength, 
recognition consists more in the shift from self-centredness and self-absorption to 
responsiveness to the other (Bush and Folger 2005, 55). In practice (see Okulska 
2016, 2018), the former may rely on two kinds of discourse: either it is negative 
discourse of the past examining (inter)personal weaknesses, deficiencies, and 
exclusion, or it is positive discourse of the past or future examining the parties’ 
strengths and potential based on historical facts, old experiences, and anticipated 
hopes. This exploration serves to make the parties ready for openness to, 
acceptance of, and recognition of the other(s) and/in themselves. The latter, in turn, 
relies more on positive discourse of change “here and now,” of novelty and of 
principled inclusion. They all mediate qualitative transformation in three basic 
spheres of human experience: identification, relations, and knowledge (Habermas 
1984, 309). 

To follow discursive traces of transformation in these areas, the dialogic 
moves of empowerment and recognition are subdivided into three analytical 
categories of action oriented to reaching understanding (Habermas 1984, 286–95). 
These categories include, respectively, expressive (self-related) action (E), 
relational (self–other-related) action (R), and epistemic (knowledge-related) action 
(K). Without reducing themselves to teleological activities (Habermas 1984, 288), 
all these moves combine in action used without reservation. It can be recognised by 
the fact that “the speaker means nothing else than the literal meaning of what he 
says” (Habermas 1984, 294–97). In pragmatic terms, this points to the congruence 
in this action between locutionary and illocutionary acts (Habermas 1984, 283). In 
ethical terms, this means nothing else than, as has been shown in Section 4 above, 
the speaker’s personal assistance to and presence in their own words. This 
assistance can additionally be traced in ethical requirements underlying the three 
subtypes of dialogic action, which are expected to follow the conditions of 
rightness, truth, and truthfulness. Moreover, the speaker’s attendance is signalled 
in their selection of “a comprehensible linguistic expression only in order to come 
to an understanding with a hearer about something and thereby to make himself 
understandable” (Habermas 1984, 307, emphasis in the original). This description 
highlights the speaker’s disinterested care in the choice of linguistic tools for 
mutual interaction and the author’s effort to build interpersonal connection also 
through the topics offered for deliberation. The parties’ attitudes toward the topics 
raised invoke again the Heideggerian question mentioned above about the 
worthiness of themes undertaken in dialogue and of their integral bonds with 
Persons giving them in speech (see also Gadamer 1993, 350–61; Gadamer 2003, 31). 

5.1. Empowerment Genres of Dialogic Action 

The empowerment stage (henceforth EMP) of the dialogue between the SLS 
residents and staff, as recorded in the documentaries on the construction of the 
ship Fr. Bogusław (named after the project’s founder), runs through sequences of 
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attention and response related to the speakers’ past and future experiences as well 
as to their (inter)personal identities and relations. These include thinking with 
others (K-EMP) through the discursive mediation of past events and future 
expectations, revivals of ethical bonds (R-EMP) between the current interlocutors 
and those who have already gone, and also the tellers’ own returns to selfhood (E-
EMP) through engagement with others via participation in the shipbuilding. All 
this happens with the issue of homelessness in the background and is undertaken 
with the hope of transforming all sides of the local community towards mutual 
acceptance, principled inclusion, and ethical integration. This means recognition 
by all the sides of their own and others’ deficiencies and potentials as well as a 
change in their discourses: communication and practice in a way that can 
accommodate all the community members. 

When it comes to the K-EMP in the SLS dialogue, it proceeds through the 
parties’ externalising shared Objects of speaking (cf. Winslade and Monk 2000, 6–
8). This Objectification consists in thematising without reservation common topics 
of past events and future hopes, which are exchanged by the parties as gifts for 
mutual consideration. It also consists in examining working inspirations for the 
present community as thoughts and ideas passed to them from other (old) 
community members. Additionally, the K-EMP runs through the speakers’ 
thinking processes of self-reflection and self-understanding influenced by ideas 
and events carrying traces of “face-to-face” encounters with others. All these 
mechanisms are enacted despite and beyond the homelessness issue, which is 
assumed as an open topic that can be tackled freely at a convenient time when the 
parties gain sufficient power from the ongoing dialogue. 

The externalisation of Objects given in the SLS discourse takes place 
through thematising the topic of the ship itself and of the people’s efforts put to its 
building. Example 1 below illustrates a conversation between Captain (Waldemar 
Rzeźnicki, hereafter C) and one of the shelter’s residents (R1), who recall together 
past phases of the project realisation. 

(1) D1 [00:11–00:35]

1. C: The cranes we welded ourselves. Do you remember the crane for pouring
lead, for lead?

2. R1: Oh gosh! [laughter]

3. C: Nine tons of lead we poured in here. There were stories. And we got so
much engrossed in this construction work that we nearly forgot that she [the
ship] was about to sail=

4. R1: =this is coming very soon=

5. C: =that this border is is very close.

The parties’ engagement in this topic (the cranes) is seen in the high level of their 
determination to reach out to each other’s faces. Discursively, this is transmitted 
in R1’s emphatic reaction (in Turn 2) to the details provided by C (Turn 1) about 
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the way the construction crew, including R1, made the cranes for building the ship. 
C’s desire to attend to R1’s face can be read from the former’s encouragement for 
R1 to contribute to the topic. C does so by developing further details about the 
construction work (Turn 3): Nine tons of lead; she [the ship] was about to sail. He gets 
the desired response from R1, who in the cooperative Turn 4 (its latching with the 
contiguous turns is marked with =) expresses his enthusiasm about the time 
proximity of the ship’s release. 

The thematization sequence above features the growth of tension in both 
participants along the whole topical section of Example 1. This is observed in C’s 
reference to the team’s engross[ment] in this construction work (Turn 3) and in both 
C and R1 complementing each other’s words across Turns 4–5. The narrative 
reaches its peak in C’s last utterance (Turn 5), marking the topic closure by 
returning to the main theme in the metonymic anticipation of the ship finalisation 
(this border is is very close). Such references to the common positive experiences 
from the past and to the common expectations in the future allow the parties to 
give each other the meanings shared as gifts. The speakers’ dedication to weaving 
this theme jointly may indicate their attempt to empower each other/themselves 
for personal assistance to the turns uttered. The dialogue thus arising enables the 
parties not only to make sense of the issue posited, but also to think together 
towards mutual recognition of each other’s partnership and alterity. In attending 
to each other’s presence throughout this discourse (manifested in the use of the 
inclusive we), the parties empower each other epistemically by extending their 
practical knowledge of everyday experience to the acknowledgement of their own 
and each other’s understanding as humans.  

The contribution of the K-EMP to the growth of reasoned knowledge with 
the other in dialogue continues also in Example 2 below. The excerpt provides C’s 
assessment of the ship’s condition in its raw stage. The linguistic reference to the 
historical authorship of the “ship” idea and to the decision made years ago to 
follow this inspiration can be described as a recollection of an earlier response of 
the SLS community to Fr. Paleczny’s face (After Fr. Bogusław Paleczny’s idea, . . . she 
was decided for building). C’s factual declaration (we have pulled her to this condition) 
that the project makers (we) have all fulfilled Father’s legacy so far functions here 
as a K-action empowering the speaker dialogically for continuing this 
undertaking. As such, the K-EMP has the role to maintain the speaker’s Desire to 
meet Paleczny’s face again.  

(2) D1 [00:43–00:57]

C: After Priest, actually Fr. Bogusław Paleczny’s idea, eleven and a half years 
ago eh she was decided for building. Father died one and a half years after 
starting the construction, and we have pulled her to this condition. 

In the ethico-moral sense, what C is additionally doing via his K-EMP in example 
2 is preparing himself for a judgment by a recipient (Bogusław Paleczny) fully 
legitimate to measure C’s responsibility (cf. Levinas 1979, 84, 101). Similarly to the 
preceding example, the “ship” project thematised here functions dialogically as an 
Objectified intermediary to reconstruct what Grillo (2005a) calls “genuine 
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knowledge” of the participants themselves and of their humanising world (234). 
The time-crossing epistemic bonds that C is trying to reestablish discursively 
between his own face, the faces of the community represented, and the face of the 
person who has left his legacy empower the speaker to invoke the characters’ 
presence and participation in this narrative. He perseveres to revive them through 
the topic flow across four points in time: voicing the “ship” idea, the decision to 
build the ship, the proponent’s death, and the project realisation up to the moment 
of speaking, all serving as the K-gift shared between the parties mentioned. 

The K-EMP evidenced in the theme of the shipbuilding develops further to 
the R-EMP moves of the dialogue between the SLS residents and professionals. In 
her narrative of Fr. Bogusław’s life history provided in Example 3, the mission’s 
director (Adriana Porowska, hereafter MD) recounts past events to search for 
Father’s contributions to the fate of homeless people (He . . . noticed people who are 
hungry). She does this to empower herself through her relation to the historical 
figure, whom she sets as an example for both the SLS community and other helpers 
in the homelessness crisis. Closing her narrative with the moment of the SLS 
foundation, MD builds a coda between the relations from the more remote past 
and their outcome in the nearer time distance (so, St. Lazarus Shelter came into being). 
The attention paid to people’s efforts to run SLS empowers her to turn her own 
attention to the plight of homeless people in general. 

(3) D1 [02:00–02:28] 

MD: He [Fr. Bogusław], as a young boy, seminary student, walking through 
the Central Railway Station in Warsaw, noticed people who are hungry. And 
first, he gave them his sandwiches, he simply made more and more of them, 
and then, together with nuns, they cooked soup and distributed it in the 
Station’s vicinity. He also saw that most of these people simply needed eh 
institutional, shelter help, and so, St. Lazarus Shelter came into being. 

The shift of attention is expressed in MD’s understanding of homeless people’s 
needs, which she verbalises by paraphrasing Fr. Bronisław’s words: most of these 
people simply needed eh institutional shelter help. By looking at the homeless through 
the eyes of the SLS founder, MD invites not only Fr. Paleczny’s face but also the 
faces of the vulnerable. Thereby, she opens herself to the presence of these faces in 
her own discourse. Additionally, Example 3 demonstrates MD’s listening to the 
appeal by other helpers in the homelessness crisis (nuns [who] cooked soup and 
distributed it). The communicative practice of active listening in dialogue 
(Winslade and Monk 2000, 140–43) empowers the listener, MD in this case, to 
reflect the voices heard, together with their actions, in her discourse. Confirming 
the importance of the helpers’ contribution to the shelter foundation, MD 
expresses her readiness to respond to the call addressed to her for the mission’s 
continuation. Articulated from the position of the mission’s head, such a signal can 
be read as MD’s participatory R-EMP to serve others. 

The promise arising from the R-EMP towards a response from the 
homeless people themselves can be traced in the SLS residents’ narratives of their 
agentive reactions to the invitation to join the project of the shipbuilding. Example 



Okulska 

 

227 

4 illustrates a response of the shelter inhabitant R2, who shares with the 
Interviewer (Ir) his enthusiasm (I fell in love . . .) and long-term attachment (I could 
stay on the ship all the time, all year long.) to the communal action (inclusive we—
Turn 3) of building the ship. 

(4) D2 [01:52-02:00] 

1. R2: I fell in love completely. I could stay on the ship all the time, all year 
long. 

2. Ir: Where have you sailed? 

3. R2: We were in Gotland, we were in Lithuania. 

Foregrounding by R2 the pronoun I in his discourse (Turn 1) implies the ongoing 
E-EMP, which consists in retrieving by the man agency during his participation in 
the shipbuilding. R2’s use of the past tense and hypothetical mood in attending to 
his own subjectivity (I fell in love; I could stay) may indicate the resident’s EMP for 
self-understanding. The memories that he provides of sea routes traversed with 
companions (we) on the ship (Turn 3) testify additionally to R2’s pride and joy of 
his maritime achievements. The growth of self-esteem that the sense of pride 
releases (visible in R2’s smile when he is speaking) may be an outward sign of R2 
enacting the E-EMP for his self-transformation in community with others. 

 5.2. Recognition Genres of Dialogic Action 

The REC stage of dialogue consists in reaching out to others/self “here and now,” 
and similarly to the EMP genres discussed above, it often takes place through the 
mediation of Objects given. The moments of facing true otherness confirm the 
agents’ welcoming and internalising alterity in their discourse practice. The 
dialogic integration with others/oneself in communication manifests the process 
of ethical transformation going on in people. In phenomenological terms, the REC 
moves indicate transcending the time perspective of the past and future and 
entering the ethical dimension of the “face-to-face” in the present. In discursive 
terms, the REC genres proceed in what Winslade and Monk (2000, 86–89, 161) call 
“unique outcomes,” understood as qualitative speech acts that initiate creative and 
novel interaction with others. The transformative endeavours in the ethical sphere 
have their concrete participatory realisations in the social sphere (for the 
philosophical background of “concreteness” in dialogue, see Marcel 1940, 81–110). 
They are evidenced in the growth of speakers’ personal identities (E-REC), in 
principled redefinitions of social relations (R-REC), and in humanised 
understandings of communal lifeworlds (K-REC). 

Beginning with the K-REC, the dialogic activities of this type include 
speakers’ attestations to new visions of reality emerging from Objectifying 
narratives. Processing the topic of the ship again in a different conversation 
(Example 5), MD testifies to the fact that the result of the community’s effort is now 
working, and accomplishing [its] mission. The activation of reasoned knowledge in 



The Journal of Dialogic Ethics: Interfaith and Interhuman Perspectives 228 

this move can be noticed in MD’s description of the role that the ship is already 
playing in the SLS’s life: her role is to change the way of thinking. 

(5) D3 [01:51–02:06] 

MD: Frankly speaking, she [the ship] is now working, and accomplishing her 
mission, as her role is to change the way of thinking. We don’t collect money 
for the shipbuilding. We help homeless persons, and it is the help for 
homeless persons that we collect money for. And the ship is built in such a 
way that we collect materials. 

The transformation that this passage mediates consists in expressing concrete acts 
of service that the community members, especially the SLS staff and supporters, 
currently perform: We help homeless persons; we collect money; we collect materials. The 
use of the inclusive we demonstrates the simultaneous process of community 
building in the local context (R-REC). The present tense and agentive meanings of 
the predicates help and collect communicate the agents’ personal engagement and 
ethical presence in these practices (E-REC). The coalescence in this example of the 
K-REC genre of dialogic action with the R-REC and E-REC genres suggests the 
speakers’ ethical integration going on live in this discourse. 

The SLS community’s K-REC of the impact they have on human minds 
elicits an overt response from the SLS residents. In Example 6, they cooperatively 
express the R-REC of support experienced at the shelter. R3’s appreciation of the 
help received from others (Turn 1) transforms to R4’s R-REC of the Desire to give 
this help back (Turn 2). In recognising the good obtained from others (karma), R4 
simultaneously recognises his own Desire (is coming back) to reciprocate this good. 
It is noteworthy that R4’s R-REC of other faces here leads him to the parallel 
understanding of his own humanity (E-REC): Today you help me, tomorrow I can help 
you. Moreover, the personal statement that R4 gives on the reciprocity of helping 
(if you don’t help anyone, you shouldn’t count on someone else’s help.) resonates with 
the K-REC by MD from Example 5 above. R4’s stance expressed in Turn 2 (I think, 
. . .) can be treated as his positive response to the K-appeal from the other (MD) to 
reflect on one’s “way of thinking.” 

(6) D1 [04:56–05:29] 

1. R3: Surely, many families in Poland are not so well off as we are here from 
this side. 

2. R4: As they say it, karma karma karma is coming back. Today you help 
me, tomorrow I can help you. This is a different situation. If nobody, I think, 
if you don’t help anyone, you shouldn’t count on anyone else’s help. 

3. R3: So, we have to help each other, because if we don’t help each other, it 
would be bad. 

Example 6 additionally shows that the R-REC of the other spreads in this dialogue 
from R4 onwards to R3. The latter includes himself in R4’s response (Turn 3) by 
taking on the same position. R3’s moral judgment of behaviours lacking 
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reciprocity (if we don’t help each other, so it would be bad) may indicate the 
manifestation of his own face (E-REC) in transformation proceeding towards 
severing ties with the isolating practices described. Similarly to R3 and R4, also 
another resident of SLS, R5 from the next example (7), enacts both the R-REC of 
the other and E-REC of his selfhood in the ongoing transformation. R5’s use of 
deontic modality (have to) to express the necessity to reciprocate the help received 
from others (R-REC) actualises his self-consciousness (E-REC) that he is chosen by 
his helpers as a unique and irreplaceable Person to respond to the gifts obtained. 

(7) D1 [06:00–06:24] 

R5: I was raised in such a spirit that if I get something from somebody, some 
goodness, something, I then have to reciprocate, have to give it back in 
return. I obtained such goodness from Fr. Paleczny, who took me from the 
Central Railway Station, sixteen of us. From these sixteen I’m the only one to 
be alive. And I’m happy that God has given me such a chance, and took me 
right here. 

As R5 conveys in the past tense, the R-EMP section of this account, one of such 
gifts that he got in his history from the SLS founder is his own life. The gratefulness 
that he expresses at the moment of speaking to both Fr. Paleczny and God for 
saving his life invokes again his personhood, actualised in the E-REC of himself 
with others. 

The inseparable links that hold between R-REC and E-REC in dialogic 
action take us to additional illustrations of the E-REC move proper in the SLS 
exchange. As has been shown in the preceding examples, the occurrences of E-
REC tie up with moments of self-recognition in discourse. This usually results 
from earlier processes of thinking with others, which in the case of E-REC is 
redirected to oneself, who is treated as another (Ricoeur 1992; Arendt 2003). Put 
differently, E-REC involves mechanisms of self-reflection and self-understanding, 
which confirm the process of ethical transformation going on live in one’s personal 
sphere. The last two examples (8–9) from the SLS documentaries present accounts 
by two participants of the ship project: SLS resident R6 and a volunteer (V)—a 
joiner making wooden parts for the ship. They both testify to the principled change 
happening in them as an outcome of their participation in the shipbuilding and, 
by the same token, in the community’s life. 

Discursively, the transformation proceeds through unique outcomes 
expressed in the present tense developing new options that emerge in these 
people’s lives. The alternatives emerge in creative discourse practices and 
lifestyles that open to the speakers qualitative ways of living in contact with 
themselves, with others, and with a sense of what they do. In other words, what is 
going on in this transformation is acquiring for the interlocutors an understanding 
of their world. 

(8) D2 [00:51–01:06] 

R6: Instead of sitting and looking thoughtless at the TV screen that someone 
turns on for me, and chooses a programme, as this is a collective, right hm, I 
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prefer to do this [shipbuilding], where where at least I will complete hm I 
will complete some of my mental tasks. 

(9) D1 [07:31–07:43] 

V: I hope that we’ll go by this ship for a long journey, across the oceans, so my 
work is not in vain. I’m buying this! 

The transformation is observed in the speakers’ choices, by means of the E-REC, 
of new discourse practices formulated as unique outcomes expressing creativity 
and novelty in the interlocutors’ decisions. For example, in Example 8, R6 
expresses his preference to work on the ship (I prefer to do this) over the old habit 
of remaining an agentless individual within a collective. In Example 9, in turn, V 
expresses dedication to and self-fulfilment in his work on the ship (my work is not 
in vain), derived from his hope to experience unusual adventures at sea. Both 
speakers build their understanding of the new life plans by linking these prospects 
to their personal growth and integrity: I will complete some of my mental tasks. 
(Example 8); I’m buying this! (Example 9). 

6. Conclusions 

From what has been said above, it emerges that the use of ethically grounded 
dialogue for communicating in homelessness has a strong potential to initiate 
qualitative change in speakers’ personal and social practices. In parallel with 
earlier findings on the use of dialogic interaction in social crises, the transformative 
approach to dialogue, with its ethical background, has demonstrated that modern 
homelessness, ensuing from the mutual isolation of the housed and homeless 
populations, can be responded to in interaction that addresses peoples’ ethical 
Desire. The extensions of this Desire in social life can be traced in basic human 
needs, such as acceptance, security, and respect, which signal voices appealing to 
alterity. The ethical response to these voices conditions the growth of personal 
identity and communal solidarity. The dialogic analysis of the transformative 
genres of empowerment and recognition in the interaction at St. Lazarus Shelter 
for the Homeless in Warsaw, Poland, has shown the process of ethical 
transformation proceeding in the discourse and experience of participants 
involved in the shelter’s collaborative project of the shipbuilding. The 
conversations with the ship builders, who come from various social backgrounds: 
the SLS residents and staff, as well as the project’s designers, managers, and 
volunteers, uncover the ongoing process of recognising, responding to, and 
understanding alterity in this exchange. In discoursal terms, the transformation is 
observed in the gradual integration and principled inclusion of the Other in these 
people’s personal and communal narratives. In social terms, it means 
accommodating the Other in the speakers’ individual behaviours and cultural 
patterns. The communicative outcome of such transformative dialogue is the 
development of agentive, participatory, and humane ties in the community’s 
network. The micro-study of lay–professional encounters over the issue of 
homelessness in the Polish context can serve as an illustration of ethically inspired 
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human power that can be actualised in dialogue locally to challenge the more 
global phenomenon of homelessness around the world. 
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