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Jadranka Rebeka Anić and Filip Trbojević 
 
“YOU ARE A FOREIGNER IN YOUR OWN CITY AND IN YOUR 
OWN COUNTRY; I MEAN, YOU ARE LITERALLY LIKE A 
REFUGEE”: THE ROLE OF RELIGION IN THE LIVES OF 
HOMELESS WOMEN – (HIDDEN) MIGRANTS 

Introduction 

International documents and scientific literature provide very distinct definitions 
of homelessness and of migration, which can make it quite difficult to spot the 
experiences common to both groups of people. These groups share the experience 
of uncertainty, poverty, and social exclusion. These experiences are often gender 
specific. Both groups employ, among other mechanisms, religious coping to help 
them overcome adversity. 
This chapter1 focuses on homeless women who share commonalities with 
(hidden) migrants. In the first part, closer attention will be paid to the similarities 
and differences between migrations and homelessness, based upon the definitions 
provided by relevant international documents and scientific sources. Following a 
brief overview of the gender specific characteristics of both migration and 
homelessness, the various coping strategies of migrant and homeless women will 
be outlined. The last part of this article, based upon qualitative homelessness 
research conducted in Croatia, aims to analyse the meanings that homeless 
women who can also be seen as hidden migrants ascribe to their own religious 
experiences. An attempt is also made to assess to what degree these experiences 
make it easier for them to face life difficulties and to what extent their life-views 
are influenced by them. 

Definitions of Migrations and of Homelessness – Similarities and 
Differences 

There is no such thing as a universally accepted definition of either migration2 or 
homelessness.3 Still, referring to the relevant international documents and 
scientific sources, certain basic defining elements and commonalities can be 
discerned. 

 
1 This work is financed within the Croatian-Swiss Research Programme of the Croatian 
Science Foundation and the Swiss National Science Foundation, with funds obtained 
from the Swiss-Croatian Cooperation Programme. 
2 Bridget Anderson and Scott Blinder, Briefing: Who Counts as a Migrant? Definitions 
and Their Consequences (Oxford: COMPAS, 2019), 
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Briefing-Who-
Counts-as-a-Migrant-Definitions-and-their-Consequences.pdf. 
3 Liz Gosme, “Key steps towards a European Union homelessness policy,” Journal of 
European Social Policy 24, no. 3 (2014): 291, doi: 10.1177/0958928714525816. 
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Although when defining migrations international documents place an emphasis 
on the aspect of crossing international borders,4 the phenomenon of migration is 
to a large extent realised within the borders of a nation, a city or a geographical 
region generally. The International Organization for Migration (IOM) defines 
migrants as “persons who move away from their place of usual residence, 
whether within a country or across an international border, temporarily or 
permanently, and for a variety of reasons.”5 They are also frequently faced with 
increased vulnerability, violence and abuse;6 often placed in emergency shelters, 
particularly when they are also refugees. To simplify and generalise, migrations, 
therefore, imply, “the act of moving from one location to another.”7 The most 
popular theory within this area is E. Lee’s theory of migration, which explains 
the phenomenon of migration through push and pull factors.8 The premise of this 
theory is that individuals who are dissatisfied with their economic, social or any 
other kind of position within any given area are going to attempt to satisfy these 
needs in another location. Even though most legal definitions emphasize the 
geographic and temporal factors,9 according to the Oxford Dictionary of 
Sociology, migration also involves “(more or less) permanent movement (…) 
across symbolic or political boundaries into new residential areas and 
communities.”10 From a sociological point of view, therefore, migrations do not 
imply merely a transition into a different physical space; they also breed changes 
within the interactive system11 – they represent, to a larger or lesser degree, a shift 

 
4 European Migration Network, Asylum and Migration: Glossary 6.0 a tool for better 
comparability produced by the European Migration Network (Brussels: European 
Commission, 2018), https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-
do/networks/european_migration_network/docs/interactive_glossary_6.0_final_version.
pdf. 
5 Alice Sironi, Céline Bauloz and Milen Emmanuel, eds., Glossary on Migration 
(Geneva: International Organization for Migration, 2019), 132, 
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml_34_glossary.pdf. 
6 European Parliament, European Parliament resolution of 18 April 2018 on progress on 
the UN Global Compacts for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration and on Refugees 
(2018/2642(RSP) (Brussels: European Parliament, 2018), 
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/c43f4fc6-09dc-11ea-8c1f-
01aa75ed71a1. 
7 Milan Mesić, Međunarodne migracije: tokovi i teorije (Zagreb: Filozofski fakultet 
Sveučilišta u Zagrebu, Zavod za sociologiju, 2002), 243. 
8 Everett S. Lee, “A Theory of Migration,” Demography 3, no. 1 (1966), doi: 
10.2307/2060063. 
9 E.g., see UNHCR, Zaštita izbjeglica i uloga UNHCR-a (Zagreb: UNHCR, 2009), 
https://www.unhcr.org/hr/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2017/08/zastita_izbjeglica.pdf. 
10 John Scott and Gordon Marshall, Dictionary of Sociology (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 470. 
11 J. J. Mangalam and Harry K. Schwarzweller, “Some Theoretical Guidelines toward a 
Sociology of Migration,” International Migration Review 4, no. 2 (1970), doi: 
10.1177/019791837000400201. 
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of identity, a shift of values, of position on the social ladder, institutions with 
which an individual is connected… There is the horizontal mobility to consider, 
as well as the vertical one.12 
The United Nations Sector of Economic and Social Affairs has defined homeless 
households as “households without a shelter that would fall within the scope of 
living quarters. They carry their few possessions with them, sleeping in the 
streets, in doorways or on piers, or in any other space on a more or less random 
basis.”13 Recent studies of homelessness within a European context mostly rely 
on the European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion (ETHOS 
Typology)14 which identifies four main categories of living situations that 
constitute homelessness or housing exclusion – rooflessness, houselessness, 
insecure housing, and inadequate housing, as well as thirteen operational 
categories, ranging from people living rough, to people living in situations of 
extreme over-crowding. Researchers and policy makers are mostly focused on 
the first two operational categories – people living rough, defined as “people 
living in the streets or public spaces, without a shelter that can be defined as living 
quarters,” and people in emergency accommodation, defined as “people with no 
usual place of residence who make use of an overnight shelter.”15 As far as the 
scope of this article is concerned, the fifth operational category is particularly 
interesting; that having to do with people living in temporary 
accommodation/reception centres or migrant worker accommodation. 
Understood in this context, “immigrants in reception of short-term 
accommodation due to their immigrant status” are also homeless,16 but this 
category is often not recognised within official definitions (e.g., see the Social 
Welfare Act in Croatia).17 
Both within and between these two populations there are terminological and 
contextual differences and specificities but there is also a certain amount of 
empirical overlap.18 Other than the fact that migrants are, compared to the local 

 
12 Pitirim A. Sorokin, Social and Cultural Mobility (Glencoe: Free Press, 1959). 
13 UN, United Nations demographic yearbook review: National reporting of household 
characteristics, living arrangements, and homeless households: Implications for 
international recommendations (Geneva: UN, 2004), 23, 
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-
social/products/dyb/documents/techreport/hhchar.pdf. 
14 FEANTSA, European Typology on Homelessness and Housing Exclusion (Brussels: 
FEANTSA, 2017), https://www.feantsa.org/en/toolkit/2005/04/01/ethos-typology-on-
homelessness-and-housing-exclusion. 
15 FEANTSA, European Typology on Homelessness. 
16 FEANTSA, European Typology on Homelessness. 
17 Zakon o socijalnoj skrbi, 2013, accessed 18 January 2021, https://narodne-
novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2013_12_157_3289.html. 
18 Ides Nicaise, Ingrid Schockaert, and Tuba Bircan, “The uncounted poor in EU-SILC: 
a statistical profile of the income and living conditions of homeless people, 
undocumented immigrants and travellers in Belgium,” in Absolute Poverty in Europe: 
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population, exposed to a greater risk of poverty,19 homelessness being its most 
extreme form, mobility is evident in both populations. While migrants are often 
thought of in terms of external migrations (beyond national borders) and a 
relatively permanent leaving of their usual place of residence, daily (circular) 
migrations are more specific to the homeless people, such as those from the places 
where they sleep (e.g., railway wagons or abandoned buildings), through the 
places where they do their more or less formalised work (e.g., regular jobs or 
collecting bottles) and/or places where they receive different types of assistance 
(e.g., soup kitchens or day centres), to the places where they spend their leisure 
time (e.g., parks or libraries). However, as will be shown in this study, the 
mobility of people experiencing homelessness includes external as well as 
internal migrations (within national borders). In both groups, these migrations are 
often connected with some type of duress. The reasons for migrations, as far as 
migrants are concerned, often lie in an escalation of war or economic distress (in 
the best cases it may be relative standard of living). In relation to the migrations 
of homeless people, economic causes are prevalent – they leave their place of 
residence in search of better living conditions as homeless people or in the hope 
of escaping homelessness. However, mobility within the context of homelessness 
does not only imply physical relocation. Many homeless people often move in 
and out of different operational categories (e.g., from living rough to living in 
unfit housing and vice versa) and even from housing back into homelessness. 
They also, on a daily basis, cross symbolic borders ‒ i.e., the borders of public 
spaces where they are often unwanted (public spaces and events, cafés or 
libraries) and from which they are frequently forcibly removed, with the help of 
police. Both populations also share an experience of vulnerability, of insecurity. 
Both migrants (especially illegal migrants) and homeless people are often 
exposed to different types of violence and abuse from which, due to their limited 
economic and social resources, they are often unable to protect themselves. 
Furthermore, both these populations encounter barriers which can be manifested 
through their unfavourable position on the work market and their limited access 
to legal, social or health protection.20 Finally, when they enter a different society, 
or community, they influence social relations. Due to socioeconomic and/or 
cultural differences between the local population on the one hand and homeless 
persons, or migrants, on the other, a social distance often occurs, to a greater or 

 
Interdisciplinary Perspectives on a Hidden Phenomenon, eds. Helmut Gaisbauer, 
Gottfried Schweiger, and Clemens Sedmak (Bristol: Policy Press, 2019), 73–96. 
19 Volker Busch-Geertsema et al., Homelessness and Homeless Policies in Europe: 
Lessons from Research (Brussels: FEANTSA, 2010). 
20 Magdalena Mostowska, “‘We Shouldn’t but We Do ...’: Framing the Strategies for 
Helping Homeless EU migrants in Copenhagen and Dublin,” British Journal of Social 
Work 44, no. 1 (2014): 18–34, doi: 10.1093/bjsw/bcu043. 
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lesser degree, which brings about the problem of integration of newcomers into 
a given community.21 

Gender Specificities of Migrations and Homelessness 

Gender differences “are of paramount importance in understanding the stressors 
experienced by migrants.”22 Women are exposed to further specific risks during 
migrations as research shows that they often experience trauma prior to and 
during migration, which is widely recognised to impact their mental health and 
well-being at the destination.23 One of the most common risk factors is sexual 
and gender-based violence,24 which takes the form of forced or coerced sexual 
relations with traffickers and/or other migrants. This can lead to permanent 
psychopathological and psychosocial damage. Women travelling on their own, 
or without male partners, are particularly susceptible to this type of violence.25 
Even though European countries are obliged to follow guidelines provided by the 
Council of Europe, the European Union and various international conventions 
with regard to ensuring access to medical services for the vulnerable categories 
of migrants ‒ and women certainly qualify26 ‒ migrant women often face 
difficulties in finding a way into the system and/or are refused entrance to 
healthcare facilities.27 Women who are pregnant or have gotten pregnant during 
migration, are especially vulnerable in this sense. They are most often not under 
continual medical supervision, which can result in numerous complications and 

 
21 Goranka Lalić Novak and Teo Giljević, “Pravno i institucionalno uređenje integracije 
migranata u Republici Hrvatskoj – prema europskom modelu,” Godišnjak Akademije 
pravnih znanosti Hrvatske 10, no. 1 (2019): 163–84, doi: 10.32984/gapzh.10.1.8. 
22 Caterina La Cascia et al., “Migrant Women-experiences from the Mediterranean 
Region,” Clinical Practice & Epidemiology in Mental Health 16, no. 1 (2020): 101, doi: 
10.2174/1745017902016010101. 
23 Cindy C. Sangalang et al., “Trauma, Post-Migration Stress, and Mental Health: A 
Comparative Analysis of Refugees and Immigrants in the United States,” Journal of 
Immigrant and Minority Health 21, no. 5 (2019): 909–19, doi: 10.1007/s10903-018-
0826-2. 
24 La Cascia et al., “Migrant Women.” 
25 Jane Freedman, “Engendering Security at the Borders of Europe: Women Migrants and 
the Mediterranean ‘Crisis’,” Journal of Refugee Studies 29, no. 4 (2016): 568–82, doi: 
10.1093/jrs/few019. 
26 Helga Špadina, “Socijalna prava migranata u Republici Hrvatskoj: pravo na pristup 
zdravstvenim uslugama,” Pravni vjesnik 30, no. 2 (2014): 251–67, 
https://hrcak.srce.hr/130956. 
27 Eva K. Robertson, “‘To be taken seriously’: women’s reflections on how migration and 
resettlement experiences influence their healthcare needs during childbearing in 
Sweden,” Sexual & Reproductive Healthcare 6, no. 2 (2015): 59–65, doi: 
10.1016/j.srhc.2014.09.002. 
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a higher incidence of infant mortality.28 Upon reaching their destination, men 
generally get actively involved in the labour market, while women often continue 
performing the same kind of duties they used to perform in their native countries 
(most often domestic duties and caring for children) and they thus become 
invisible members of society.29 They are also not infrequently obliged to work at 
low paying jobs and perform sexual favours. 
Homeless women are underrepresented in homelessness statistics, especially in 
Europe,30 and they often fall within the category of the so-called hidden 
homelessness.31 Homeless women become more vulnerable to living in a context 
permeated by prejudice, violence, and inequality of gender and social rights.32 
While homeless men most often face physical abuse, homeless women face every 
type of abuse, especially sexual abuse, rape, spousal or partner abuse.33 In order 
to earn and to survive, they are often forced into sex work. Consequentially, they 
experience “multiple forms of trauma and other significant stressors,” which have 
“serious negative effects on their mental and emotional well-being.”34 More often 
than not, however, they have no access to (mental) health services that would 
help them cope with these experiences. This results in them being “emotionally 
disconnected, depressed and ultimately hopeless about their circumstances.”35 
Moreover, while both homeless men and women suffer from unmet needs, the 

 
28 Frankie Fair et al., “Migrant women’s experiences of pregnancy, childbirth and 
maternity care in European countries: A systematic review,” PLoS ONE 15, no. 2 (2020), 
doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0228378. 
29 Melita Richter Malabotta, “Feminizacija migracijskih tokova i aspekti integracije na 
području Trsta i Regije Furlanija-Julijska krajina,” Migracijske i etničke teme 18, no. 4 
(2002): 365–81, https://hrcak.srce.hr/107526. 
30 Renée de Vet et al., “Differences between homeless women and men before and after 
the transition from shelter to community living: A longitudinal analysis,” Health and 
Social Care in the Community 27, no. 5 (2019): 1193–203, doi: 10.1111/hsc.12752. 
31 Maria Virginia Matulic Domandzic, Ariadna Munté Pascual, and Irene De Vicente 
Zueras, “Female Homelessness: An Approach to the Intersection between Gender, Age 
and Migratory Processes,” Research on Aging and Social Policy 8, no. 1 (2020): 57–85, 
doi: 10.4471/rasp.2020.4724. 
32 Marie Loison-Leruste and Gwenaëlle Perrier, “Les trajectoires des femmes sans 
domicile à travers le prisme du genre: entre vulnérabilité et protection,” Deviance et 
Societe 43, no. 1 (2019): 77–110, doi: 10.3917/ds.431.0077. 
33 Sara Rodriguez-Moreno et al., “Differences in stressful life events between men and 
women experiencing homelessness,” Community Psychology 49, no. 2 (2021): 375–89, 
doi: 10.1002/jcop.22465. 
34 Laura Huey, Georgios Fthenos, and Danielle Hryniewicz, “‘I Need Help and I Know I 
Need Help. Why Won’t Nobody Listen to Me?’ Trauma and Homeless Women’s 
Experiences with Accessing and Consuming Mental Health Services,” Society and 
Mental Health 2, no. 2 (2012): 121, doi: 10.1177/2156869312445287. 
35 Jana L. Jasinski et al., The Experience of Violence in the Lives of Homeless Women: A 
Research Report (Washington: National Institute of Justice, 2005), 87, 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/211976.pdf. 
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nature of women’s needs is somewhat different,36 especially in view of the lack 
of privacy, personal hygiene, and access to healthcare, especially when they have 
their periods or are pregnant.37 A significant difference between homeless men 
and women lies also in the fact that homeless women are sometimes single 
providers with children, which occurs much less frequently among homeless 
men.38 They often lose custody or put their children up for adoption, which might 
affect their mental health and reduce their hopes for escaping the condition of 
homelessness.39 Finally, differences between men and women are also evident 
after leaving shelters and transitioning to a normal living situation.40 

Religious Coping Strategies among Migrant and Homeless Women 

Numerous studies have confirmed the significance of both positive and negative 
religious coping strategies in dealing with a variety of life stressors41 in socially 
marginalised groups,42 including migrant and homeless women. 
According to Braam et al., migrant women employ religious coping as one of the 
dominant coping strategies. Religious coping can be either positive (when 
religion is utilised as a source of strength, comfort, and as a means to becoming 
closer to God) or negative (when God is identified as the source of difficulties).43 
Migrant women find the strength to keep travelling in faith and in prayer, hoping 

 
36 Judith Wolf et al., “The Health of Homeless Women,” in Women’s Homelessness in 
Europe, eds. Paula Mayock and Joanne Bretherton (London: Macmillan Publishers Ltd., 
2016), 155–78. 
37 Priscilla Ribeiro Biscotto et al, “Understanding of the life experience of homeless 
women,” Journal of School of Nursing 50, no. 5 (2016): 749–55, doi: 10.1590/s0080-
623420160000600006. 
38 Carol S. North and Elizabeth M. Smith, “A Comparison of Homeless Men and Women: 
Different Populations, Different Needs,” Community Mental Health Journal 29, no. 5 
(1993): 423–31, doi: 10.1007/BF00754410. 
39 Micheal L. Shier, Marion E. Jones and John R. Graham, “Sociocultural Factors to 
Consider When Addressing the Vulnerability of Social Service Users: Insights from 
Women Experiencing Homelessness,” Affilia: Journal of Women and Social Work 26, 
no. 4 (2011): 367–81, doi: 10.1177/0886109911428262. 
40 de Vet et al., “Differences between homeless women and men.” 
41 Jeffrey P. Bjorck and John W. Thurman, “Negative Life Events, Patterns of Positive 
and Negative Religious Coping, and Psychological Functioning,” Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion 46, no. 2 (2007): 159–67, doi: 10.1111/j.1468-
5906.2007.00348.x. 
42 Kenneth I. Pargament, “The Bitter and the Sweet: An Evaluation of the Costs and 
Benefits of Religiousness,” Psychological Inquiry 13, no. 3 (2002), doi: 
10.1207/S15327965PLI1303_02. 
43 Arjan W. Braam et al., “Religious coping and depression in multicultural Amsterdam: 
A comparison between native Dutch citizens and Turkish, Moroccan and 
Surinamese/Antillean migrants,” Journal of Affective Disorders 125, no. 1–3 (2010): 
269–78, doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2010.02.116. 
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that God will intervene and put an end to their suffering.44 Being religious also 
serves as a resource in coping with stress, depression, and anxiety, and facilitates 
handling symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder.45 As they often enter 
societies whose (religious) norms and practices are different from those in their 
own cultures, “religion often serves as a salient component of identity for migrant 
women.”46 Religious practice, especially going to places of worship, can also 
serve as a connection between migrant women and their ethnic or religious group, 
which, in turn, can serve as an important source of emotional and material support 
as well as an invaluable tool for battling isolation and marginalisation.47 
Homeless women utilise religious coping to help them survive in shelters, to 
articulate the reason for their homelessness, make sense of the challenges they 
face,48 accept responsibility for their situation, to regain economic 
independence,49 and to buffer negative effects of distress, deprivation, and other 
types of adversity.50 Homeless mothers with children use prayer for 
empowerment and the Church as a source of comfort.51 A study in Croatia also 
reveals that homeless women use religious coping strategies to face life’s 
difficulties. Based on their first-hand experiences of homelessness, women found 
the following to be helpful: (1) going to church and participating in rituals (a 
place and time of respite, filling the void, connection to life as it was, feeling of 
belonging to a community); (2) reading religious literature (finding guidelines for 
their lives and answers in a time of crisis); (3) religious role-models (persons who 
are willing to suffer for others, to selflessly help others, who forgive their 
enemies, who have managed to turn their life around); (4) prayer (gaining self-

 
44 Nigar G. Khawaja et al., “Difficulties and Coping Strategies of Sudanese Refugees: A 
Qualitative Approach,” Transcult Psychiatry 45, no. 3 (2008): 489–512, doi: 
10.1177/1363461508094678. 
45 Stacey A. Shaw et al., “Religious Coping and Challenges among Displaced Muslim 
Female Refugees,” Affilia: Journal of Women and Social Work 34, no. 4 (2019): 518–34, 
doi: 10.1177/0886109919866158. 
46 Shaw et al., “Religious Coping and Challenges,” 3. 
47 Gemma Tulud Cruz, “Faith on the Edge: Religion and Women in the Context of 
Migration,” Feminist Theology 15, no. 1 (2006): 9–25, doi: 10.1177/0966735006068847. 
48 Susan Crawford Sullivan, Living Faith: Everyday Religion and Mothers in Poverty 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011). 
49 Sarah L. DeWard and Angela M. Moe, “‘Like a Prison!’: Homeless Women’s 
Narratives of Surviving Shelter,” The Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare 37, no. 1 
(2010): 115–35, https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol37/iss1/7. 
50 Olivia G. M. Washington et al., “Five Dimensions of Faith and Spiritually of Older 
African American Women Transitioning out of Homelessness,” Journal of Religion and 
Health 48, no. 4 (2009): 431–44, doi: 10.1007/s10943-008-9198-6. 
51 Victoria L. Banyard, “‘Taking Another Route’: Daily Survival Narratives from Mothers 
Who Are Homeless,” American Journal of Community Psychology 23, no. 6 (1995): 871–
86, doi: 10.1007/BF02507019. 
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reliance and strength); (5) belief in divine intervention (God is perceived as a 
saviour, leader, and a friend).52 

Study of Religious Coping in Homeless/Migrant Women in Croatia 

This is a qualitative analysis which is part of a larger comparative study that 
explores homelessness and pathways to social inclusion in Croatia and 
Switzerland (CSRP).53 The main focus of this study is to understand homeless 
people’s everyday lives from their perspectives; exploring their experiences of 
homelessness, vulnerability, and identities in the context of different legal and 
policy regimes in both countries. In this article, we specifically focus on homeless 
women and their migrations as well as their religious coping strategies to 
overcome the hardships of homelessness. It analyses the life trajectories of five 
out of six women from two cities in Croatia, who are part of a larger sample of 
24 persons experiencing homelessness. The interviews on which this article is 
based were conducted in the period from November 2019 to November 2020. 
The participants were aged 39 to 65, having completed either primary or 
secondary level of education (in one case university level, but without actually 
graduating). They all have valid ID cards and health insurance. None of them has 
a permanent source of income. Some are waiting to be eligible for either 
retirement or financial aid, while some are working “off the books.” 
All interviews were recorded and transcribed, word for word, with participants’ 
knowledge and oral consent. Initially, all transcripts were read a number of times 
to ensure familiarity and make certain that we did not lose the meaning or 
misunderstand the context of what was conveyed during the interviews. All 
materials were coded thematically and the selection of quotes presented in this 
article was chosen to illustrate key themes in this analysis. This inductive 
approach allowed themes to emerge from the data rather than imposing a “top-
down” approach in which themes would have been previously determined and 
then sought from the data. All names and other identifying information have been 
changed in order to preserve the anonymity of participants. 
Even though interviews were focused on homelessness issues, all five 
participants mentioned their migratory experiences. These are different types of 
migrations which had occurred at various times within their lives: external 
migrations before and during the period of homelessness (Jasenka), external 
migrations before and external migrations during the period of homelessness 

 
52 Jadranka Rebeka Anić and Lynette Šikić-Mićanović, “…If You Can Turn to God, You 
Can Turn to Anyone! The Role of Faith among Homeless Women in Croatia,” Religion 
and Gender 9, no. 1 (2019): 6–26, doi:10.18352/rg-10212. 
53 This is an ongoing joint research project entitled: Exploring Homelessness and 
Pathways to Social Inclusion: A Comparative Study of Contexts and Challenges in Swiss 
and Croatian Cities (No. IZHRZO_180631/1), which is a part of a Croatian-Swiss 
Research Programme (CSRP). 

PDF-Muster LIT Verlag 10/01/22



24                                                      Jadranka Rebeka Anić and Filip Trbojević 

 

(Tina), internal and external migrations as an exclusive outcome of homelessness 
(Natalija), internal migrations as a consequence of homelessness (Jagoda) or as 
an attempt to break free from homelessness (Nataša). 
There is an underlying economic cause to both the external and the internal 
migrations within the scope of homelessness. For instance, Jagoda leaves a 
smaller town hoping to be able to have a greater opportunity to manage as a 
homeless person. Natalija is aware that her migration is contrary to trends – while 
many emigrate from Croatia, she chooses to return to Croatia. She wishes to travel 
to Bosnia and Herzegovina, hoping that it would be easier to find employment 
there and because she has relatives there who might be willing to help her out. 
Natalija and Jasenka experienced difficulties with obtaining documents, taking 
care of their legal statuses, after returning from abroad. Jasenka states: “You are 
a foreigner in your own city and in your own country; I mean, you are literally 
like a refugee.” 
As for the daily, circular migrations that are the constituent part of being a 
homeless person, and comprise movement from the place one spends the night to 
the place one receives aid or spends one’s leisure time, we only point out the 
problems of homeless women who sleep in railroad cars (Tina and Nataša). They 
are perpetually mobile. They can stay in a particular railroad car for a few hours 
before it leaves; then, they have to move on to the next one. Their greatest 
problem is interrupted sleep. Tina says: “Sleeping. Sleeping is the greatest 
problem, as far as I’m concerned. And the hopping – moving from one car to 
another.” 
All the participants also experienced mostly gender related difficulties connected 
with their life as homeless persons. They particularly stressed their exposure to 
(sexual) violence and the difficulties related to personal hygiene. This particular 
problem is very specific to those living in the street; in a tent (Natalija), or in 
wagon cars (Tina and Nataša). They mention divorce and/or partner violence 
(Jasenka, Tina, and Nataša), debt (Jasenka), and loan guarantee (Jagoda) as 
reasons for their homelessness. Overall, their childhoods were difficult. 
Childhood traumas such as murder of mother by father, parental alcoholism or 
rape, without doubt magnify their vulnerabilities throughout life. All but one 
participant (Natalija) have children. These are mostly adult children who do not 
reside with them but with whom they are in contact. Nataša is an exception; she 
is in contact with some of her children, not with all of them, and she finds it 
difficult to speak about this. 
All the participants come from Catholic families, but they vary in defining their 
religious affiliation. Jasenka was raised a Catholic, but she self-identifies as 
belonging to no denomination. She considers herself to be an atheist and is 
disinclined towards the institutional Church. She does, however, think of herself 
as a non-Catholic Christian. She discovered Christianity, in its positive sense, 
when she was in a commune. Natalija is a Catholic who used to like to attend 
religious ceremonies, listen to Christmas or Biblical stories. She also liked to go 
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to church because she liked the architecture and the wall paintings. She dislikes 
horoscopes, sects, scientology… because “you can’t live on that.” She does not 
consider her faith to have changed over the course of her life. Nataša is a Catholic; 
she self-identifies as such but does not attend weekly Mass. Tina considers herself 
religious. When she was a little girl, she used to walk 20 km to go to Mass. Her 
neighbours used to make fun of her, calling her “the little Church girl.” Despite 
not attending religious ceremonies any more, she does not consider her religious 
status to have changed. Jagoda still attends Sunday morning Mass, like always. 
Research findings in this study show that homelessness is commonly 
characterised by chronic stress, fatigue, and despair. Religion crops up as a 
positive coping strategy in interviews with our participants. Tina testifies: “My 
faith is everything to me. Everything. And I never lose hope. Never!” Jasenka 
considers it especially important to emphasise that she had not found God. It was 
only “ever possible for God to find me.” When she finds life difficult, she seeks 
solace in reading the Bible. Overall, however, all the participants find personal 
prayer to be especially important. 

The Meaning of Prayer 

In this study, prayer has been identified as a dominant coping strategy that has a 
therapeutic function and allows women to overcome hardships associated with 
homelessness. For Jasenka, personal prayer is “very helpful (…) it eases my soul, 
it makes things easier.” Prayer, for her, is as if she speaks to herself. She prays in 
the morning, in the evening, any time of day – when she feels the need. In the 
morning, she prays for her day to “start as it should, (…) in the evening I actually 
give thanks; thank you, God for allowing me to push through this day and (…) to 
feel well.” Prayer encourages her to fight for herself. She finds some of her 
prayers to have been answered and does not mind that some have not been 
answered. “(…) but, regardless of whether you want to help me or not, whether 
you want to hear me or not, I feel better, having unburdened myself.” Jasenka 
distinguishes amongst the help from talking to friends, psychotherapists, and 
God. Friends’ help is much better than psychotherapy, but she fears that she might 
weary her friends with her life issues. Realising that she does not wish to do this, 
she prefers to pray, to talk to God. 
Natalija, whose homelessness has resulted in both internal and external 
migrations, utilises daily prayer to overcome hardships associated with 
homelessness. She wears a cross on a chain around her neck to remind her of 
prayer. Prayer, she says, comes naturally to her, especially when “hardships 
come.” It helped her cope with her brother’s death. Though she does visit the 
chapel at the bus terminal, she has repeatedly pointed out that she does not require 
a church setting for prayer, nor does she need to attend church services weekly. 
She prefers to take care of her problems on her own and a “gaze upward” helps 
her do this. That, for her, is the way to live one’s faith, “rather than going hither 
and thither every Sunday just to show people how religious I am.” Besides, the 
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daily hassle with overcoming the specific issues connected with homelessness, 
such as procuring food and drink or looking for work, does not leave her with 
enough time on her hands to go to church daily. 
Nataša has suffered all sorts of family, partner, and street violence, but she does 
not give in to feelings of helplessness and refuses to lose her sense of self-
reliance. Personal prayer helps a great deal. She self identifies as a religious 
woman, a Catholic, but she does not attend Mass weekly because she does not 
consider it all that important: “You don’t have to be a religious person and believe 
in God to have to go to Church.” However, she considers it important to “find a 
bit of time for yourself to pray.” Regular daily prayer helps her gather strength to 
start a new day, not to feel alone, and to steer herself toward good: “The very first 
thing I do when I wake up in the morning is say, thank you, God, for this morning, 
thank you for my existence. Thank you, God, that I’m alive. And, please keep 
me, God. Don’t let anything stand in my way, and help me to only wish for what 
is right. Preserve me from bad thoughts, bad deeds and so on.” She talks to her 
friends about her prayer, and they mock her by saying that with all her piety she 
could be a nun. 
Tina trusts God greatly and her prayers are mostly of thanksgiving. She used to 
go to church daily – now her visits are infrequent, but prayer, to her is: 
“Everything. Simply everything. Because I know, it’s not a matter of believing, I 
know for certain that God is not going to place a burden on my shoulders that I’d 
be incapable of bearing. Never a cross, so to speak, too heavy for me to carry. 
Because He knows me better than I know myself. He’s the only one who knows 
better than I do [on the verge of tears]. Because He knows everything.” Her 
partner affirms that she prays every time she eats: “So, every time she eats, no 
matter if it’s simply an apple or an orange, she has to pray before she eats.” Tina 
corrects him and says that that’s not praying, but giving thanks to God “for His 
grace, generosity and goodness.” She thanks Him and beseeches Him to give to 
those whose need is greater than hers. Her morning and evening prayers consist 
of the standard Catholic prayer-forms of Our Father, Hail Mary, Glory Be, 
Guardian Angel, and the Creed. She finds it unbearable when other homeless 
people “curse God (…), bread, and all sorts of other things.” 
Going to church and praying represent a source of strength for Jagoda. She has 
always been a churchgoer and attends morning Mass every Sunday. It gives her 
peace of mind. “Spiritual peace, my son. You feel different, (…) completely 
different.” Even though she had always prayed to God, she experienced the value 
of personal prayer, in a sense of providing peace and strength on a pilgrimage 
organised for the vendors of Street Lamps, a magazine dealing with the issues of 
homelessness: “I used to cry, I used to be sad. When someone asked me anything 
I’d just burst into tears. And now, especially after I went to (…), I can’t describe 
the feeling. I entered the church, knelt down. Whenever someone would ask me 
‘how are you?’, I’d start to cry. I don’t anymore.” 
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Summarising, we could conclude that personal prayer is the most important of 
all religious coping strategies in the lives of these women. This is perceived more 
as a conversation with God than mere repetition of memorised words. Viewed in 
this light, prayer signifies them encountering themselves, ordering their thoughts; 
it crops up as a source of relief, calm, empowerment, as a means of attaining self-
confidence, and overcoming the feeling of helplessness. Prayer also serves as an 
aid to steer themselves toward good, to protect themselves from dark thoughts 
and bad acts, clearly pointing to a link between religion and the ethical principles 
that they profess and live. 

Ethical Principles Inspired by Religion 

Some of our participants link some of their ethical principles specifically to their 
religious affiliations, while some do not, but their actions can, indirectly, be 
linked to their sense of religiousness. Jagoda, for example, states that she always 
blesses people: “I always say: ‘May God keep you.’” 
Natalija considers the way she talks to people, the way she treats them, whether 
she helps them or not, to be more important than merely going to church. Her 
parents taught her that God sees and knows everything. In catechism class, she 
learned of the importance of reflection and of taking a stand. In her life, she tries 
to observe the Commandments: “I stick with the don’t lie (…) unless it is 
necessary to preserve your life (…) Don’t use force, I mean psychologically and 
physically (…) Don’t go with your friend’s boyfriend or husband (…) I keep to 
those, you know…” Although she has not stated her actions towards an elderly 
woman who stole the bottles she had collected as an example of living the 
principles of her faith, they can certainly be inferred from the event. On this 
occasion, Natalija first attempted to take the bottles from the lady who had stolen 
them, but when the old woman said that she needed them, she let her go: “Go on, 
take them, but don’t do it again.” She accepted that the old lady needed the bottles 
more than she did, that she was younger and could manage more easily. 
Nataša does not collect bottles, because she does not wish to rob the elderly of 
the chance to earn some money: “Then again, I think to myself, oh Lord, I mean 
(…) I can’t take it away from him (…) Let him have it, he is in more of a…” She 
thinks of herself as a “Goody Two-Shoes,” with a “halo around her head.” She 
sees herself as “an angel sprouting wings (…) I’ll help anyone. If I had five kuna 
left and there was this lady (…) please (…) I need it to buy a bread-roll (…) for 
anything. I’ll much rather give the five kuna to the lady. I’ll go hungry but I’ll 
help her.” She wishes no harm to anybody, even the partner who used to abuse 
her and threaten her with a knife: “I don’t wish harm on anybody and I’ll never 
wish harm on anybody. And I’ll never hate him and he did all sorts of things to 
me. He beat me up, I was black and blue. Messed up. And I don’t hate him. I 
don’t hate him.” Although she feels sorry for him, she states that his abuse made 
her stronger so that she can move on. She has no desire to hate others who had 
caused her harm or to take revenge on them: “I’m not that kind of person. I don’t 
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have that in me. I can’t be like that and I don’t wish to be like that. That is 
goodness. The goodness and the love I have within. It has cost me. But I don’t 
give up.” Nataša does not allow herself to wallow in helplessness. She thinks that 
it is important to believe in oneself and to make an effort. Her ethical principles 
can be recognised in her refusal of immoral propositions she received when, as a 
woman, she had been offered coffee, a shower, clothes, food, etc., in exchange 
for sexual favours. She finds that degrading to women. She has never done that: 
“I’ve never. And I’ve said that (…) I’d never ever sell my body.” Nataša does not 
wish to criticise or judge anyone, she wants to be understanding of the situation 
that has led a person to act in such a way. She also does not want to judge others 
for alcohol consumption, drugs, prostitution. She considers that they might have 
been forced to do those things, that they had had no choice. She is understanding 
because she has seen a lot of things and “felt many of them herself.” 

Conclusion 

Migrants and homeless persons are two distinct groups of people who share a 
mutual experience of multifaceted vulnerability, and who, when dealing with 
life’s difficulties, utilise religious coping strategies. In this article, we attempted 
to draw attention to the migrations of homeless people – a phenomenon which 
often remains hidden simply because homeless people are usually perceived only 
as homeless, but not as migrants. We have focused on the experiences of women 
because they, both as migrants and as homeless, face more difficult, gender 
specific, kinds of difficulties. Our study reveals that homeless women, as 
invisible migrants, use positive religious coping strategies in dealing with 
hardships in life. Further research should be aimed at deepening our cognisance 
of migrations within the homeless population, its gender dimensions, and also of 
(religious) coping strategies people use in facing problems, all with the goal of 
providing them with adequate (spiritual) help. 
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