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Memorializations of deaths in public space

Preventable, premature, unjust deaths:

• Traffic deaths

• Gun violence in the US (school schootings)

• Police killings/Black Lives Matter

• Immigrant border deaths

• Terror attacks

• Feminicide



Categories of death memorializations

Private Public Advocacy

virtual memorializations

obituaries on fb report from a 
real event

death count

commemoration ceremonies organized events, marches

monuments

spontaneous commemoration



Advocacy-remembrance initiatives



Les Morts de la Rue, FR



Homeless Dying Project, UK



Homeless Remembrance Project, Seattle 



Interdependence of public and virtual spaces



Death and burial in the Polish context

• Pronouncement of death
• death certificates (medical doctors only)

• no coroners, rare investigations

• few autopsies, garbage codes (16,2% of all deaths in 2021)

• Catholic by default

• Low cremation rate

• Municipal burials 



Homelessness in the Polish context

Ministerial point-in -time count 2024 

• 31 042 persons

• 6648 (21%) unsheltered in the winter time

• 80% male

• Aging population, long-term homelessness, ill-health

• Substance abuse – alcohol 

• Relative invisibility in public spaces



What is to be seen in public

• Very rare spontaneous shrines in case of homelessness (however 
common in traffic deaths)

• No crowdsourcing projects – gathering names and tallying

• Relatively rare social media posts (data protection and stigma 
considerations)

• Municipal burials



Municipal burials in Poland

• No data on homeless deaths

The only available data – municipal burials

• Number per year

• Etc 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
population 38437 38433 38434 38411 38383 38089 37908 37766

number of deaths 395 388 403 414 410 477 520 448

number of municipal 
burials 

5,3 5,2 5,1 5,1 5,2 5,7 5,9 5,9

data in thousands
Source for population and number of death: Polish Main Statistical Office
Source for number of municipal burials: Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Policy



Spontaneous shrine, Wrocław, 2014

Source: Polityka 



Individual remembrance on social media



Source: Fanpage Wspólnota Sant'Egidio Warszawa

Recently, two people close to us from DPS (social welfare 
house) passed away.

We knew Mrs. Halinka from the very beginning, i.e. for a 
dozen years or so. She liked competitions and various 
challenges, especially artistic and vocal. She also did not shy 
away from dancing. She felt good in the company of others. 
She enjoyed participating in all our summer picnics.
(…)



Typical Polish cemetary

• Foto dodać

Source: https://zdm.poznan.pl/pl/web/aktualnosci/view/id/wszystkich-swietych-informacje-
komunikacyjne

Typical Polish Catholic cemetery



MUNICIPAL CEMETERY

Source: Google Maps



Municipal cemetery outside of Warsaw
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Municipal cemetery outside of Warsaw
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What can’t be seen

Interviews:

• Not-for-profit service providers (shelter, streetwork, community 
work)

• Local welfare office (homelessness unit)

• City police (medical patrol)

Photo source: https://strazmiejska.waw.pl/4221-uliczny-patrol-medyczny-z-wizyt%C4%85-u-bezdomnych



Close relationships

I admire social workers… they have someone in a 
hospital. They can just go, say farewell, give support 
knowing that the person is dying. Then they just go to 
the funeral, organize everything, contact the family. 
This is so hard.

We are sort of like a foster family to them. [People 
who experience homelessness] they come here [to the 
office] like they are coming home. [...] That’s why these 
deaths are so hard and sad for us.

Interview Homelessness unit, municipal welfare office, 
2024

We know personal stories and therefore we 
don’t agree with people being forgotten. And 
that’s amazing that people who pass, they stay 
in the memory of people who experience 
homelessness. We call these names during the 
service once a year […] whom we knew and 
they knew, and they tell us about these people, 
and we collect these names and these names… 
I thought we’re doing this for so many years 
now.

Interview NGO Catholic service provider, 2024



Klaudia – her real name was unknown, there was no photograph of her.
Organization created a portrait of her and pushed for her alias to be on the
grave so that she was not buried under NN and could be remembered.

Maciek – one of the persons who died in a fire of a vacant building. Organization was pushing for
identification of bodies and burial, which was delayed because of criminal investigation.

A Litany of Names and Stories

Kazik – city policemen collected money to fund a priest and service during funeral and a proper
gravestone on the municipal cemetery with „Our Kazik” inscription.

Piotr – a long term client of the organization and the shelter. Sick with cancer was putting off his
transfer to a hospice. Finally, he agreed to go. He bought lottery tickets on the way. He passed the
following day in the hospice.

Source: 
Fanpage 
Wspólnota 
Sant'Egidio 
Warszawa



Funerals and vigils

Funerals are pretty miserable, short, there’s no solemnity as it is usually at funerals. 
There’s few people, or just one. Or no one, I know it happens sometimes, that there 
are only funeral home staff, a priest and the coffin.

You have to walk a long way there [at the municipal cemetery] and you have to get 
there. So in practice it’s rare that someone goes to the funeral. But they always ask 
us when. And the priest comes here [to the shelter] and celebrates a mass here for 
someone who died, and they come. When this man hanged himself, he hanged 
himself in this gazebo. The service was celebrated there, the gazebo was 
consecrated, guys brought candlelights and flowers.

Interview NGO service provider, head of a shelter, 2023



Remembrance of 
Deceased 
Homeless People 

Source: Fanpage Wspólnota Sant'Egidio Warszawa



Source: Fanpage Wspólnota Sant'Egidio Warszawa



To sum up

• Few memorializations in the public domain – homeless deaths go largely 
unnoticed
• No institutional and rare bottom-up death count initiatives

• Diverse views on posting obituaries online (data protection and stigma 
attached to homelessness)

• Religious or community-based organizations
• Long-lasting and close relationships with social workers and volunteers
• Remembrance practices are more community-oriented than outwardly-

oriented

• Analysis based mostly on intereviews (a big limitation of our study)



Thank you!

This research is supported by the National Science Centre, Poland 
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http://homelessmortality.wgsr.uw.edu.pl/

http://homelessmortality.wgsr.uw.edu.pl/
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