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Abstract
Building a ‘Home’, Not a Facility

- An Ethnographic Study on a Childcare Facilitiy
in Korea -

Ahhyun Cho
Department of Anthropology
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study aimed to reveal how child care facilities in Korea in
the 2020s have been compared with the home, the symbolic and
normative place of childrearing, and how they perform the daily life.

Sense of place refers to a comprehensive sense in which the subject
experiences the place to which he or she belongs as an inside
separated from the outside, and is a concept that emphasizes the
attachment felt to the place and the sense of security felt as an
internal member. Members of a child care facility also feel a sense of
security within the facility and experience a sense of belonging as a
member of the facility. However, members are always conscious of the
prejudice against the facility in their daily lives and form a sense of
place refracted by the external prejudice while forming a strategy to
respond to such prejudice. In order to emphasize this point, the
researcher refers to the sense of place formed by the members of
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child care facilities through their daily life in the facility as ‘stigmatized
sense of place’. Through this study, I tried to understand how members
perceive the place of the facility and the relationship they have within
it, and through what process they come to recognize it.

To this end, the researcher conducted an anthropological field study
from May 2022 to June 2023 at the ‘Dodamwon,” a child care facility in
Gyeonggi Province. This study pays attention to the major members of
the facility, including children and employees, as the subjects of the
study, but pays particular attention to the children and their specific
daily experiences. It also included various actors who made up their
daily life at the facility together, including those who left the facility,
volunteers, and social welfare trainees.

Efforts have been made to eliminate the “facility-like” sense in the
Dodamwon based on the premise that children should grow up at
family home. The effort to eliminate the “facility-like” sense of the
Dodamwon is also the result of adapting to the continuous demand for
abolition toward the facility. However, the current Dodamwon space,
which is a result of the staffs’ continued efforts to eliminate the
facility-like sense, is understood differently depending on how its
members understand the facility and the home. Based on the reduction
of number of people in the room and the clear separation between
each room, the staff recognized that the current Dodamwon space is
more similar to a family home. However, the separation brought the
entire family from a single house(Dodamwon) to the so-called a house
inside the house and a family within the family, and made the
interaction between the members of one family and the other more
difficult, leading to the elimination of the overall “family-like sense.”
The different comparisons depicting the changed space reveal that the
goal of creating a ‘home-type’ space touches differently to the
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members and reflect a different sense of place about the facility.

The contrast between the facility and the home reflects the ideal of
the ‘mother’ as the child’s primary caregiver. Given that the presence
of an unchanging mother is essential to the child’s mental health, the
changing mothers was a deep-rooted concern and the shift and
turnover of employees were feared that they can harm the stability of
the children. Evidently, for the children, the departure of a mother
who has been with them for a long time, that is, the transfer or
resignation of a staff, comes as a shock. But at the same time, the
children understand well that it is a difficult place to work as a
background for many staff to leave. As many people stay, they often
leave, but the relationship that started with Dodamwon sometimes
continue through Dodamwon even after they leave the workplace or
leave the facility.

The ‘general home’, which is premised on the best environment for
children, is a place in contrast to Dodamwon and at the same time the
goal that Dodamwon aims for. However, on the other hand, 'general
home’ was also a place that contrasted with the children’s original
home as the reason why children came to Dodamwon in the first place.
As Dodamwon’s staff face the families of the children whom they call
their original home, or because the children are unable to meet them
despite constant contact, the staff also think that the home is not
necessarily an ideal environment for the children. The occurrence of
abuse in the home is an increasing factor to the negative feelings of
the home in that the home is an unstable environment for the
children, but the negative feelings of the home is sealed by “the sense
of affection that they are their own parents” that children are
perceived to have. The unfulfillable vacancies of a family are
expressed in terms such as “the thirst for blood relationship,” “longing
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for roots,” and “longing for existence.” The logic of ‘longing’ that the
pursuit of the root or blood relationship is natural and that it cannot
be escaped until it is met, conceals the voices of the children who say
that they don't need a “family” now and makes the longing something
that they cannot evade from. To the staff, the family’s emotional
position is also linked to the sense of stigma that the children
experience by living in the facility. Children often connect to the
relationship of ‘the children of our home’ through the symbol ‘orphan,’
which is a sign of denial by family (parents). But when the staff saw
the children calling themselves ‘an orphan,” they were concerned about
the self-stigmatization of growing up in a stigmatic place. Given the
narrow concept of ‘parental death’ as the reason for admission, an
‘orphan’ occupies less than five percent of Dodamwon’s children, but
everyone who has lived or lived in Dodamwon experiences ‘being
orphaned” according to various ways of understanding their parents’
absence. Although the staff denied that the children were ‘orphans’
based on whether their parents were alive or not, but the children
often playfully called each other an orphan to talk about the
experience of a child’s life in a child care facility as an alien being
placed outside the normative and normal ‘family’ and institutional
boundaries.

As such, children cherish the relationship established in Dodamwon in
various ways, including the title of mother or orphan. After leaving the
facility, relationships that originated in Dodamwon, whether they visit
Dodamwon physically or not, continue in a variety of ways, and they
worry and take care of each other in any way they can. For many
children of Dodamwon and children who left the facility, Dodamwon,
not the original home, was a place to visit again, a place and a

network to rely on when in need. However, this connection was
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obscured when the relationship that originated from the facility
contrasted with that of the family. The children constantly reduced
their relationship to one that would eventually “be done as get out”.
The contrast between the relationship between a family without an
‘end” and a facility with an ‘end’, sometimes different from reality,
leads to a limited perception of the Dodamwon relationship, which also
affects daily life before discharge.

As such, Dodamwon’s daily life and the practice of care are the
process of becoming a place closer to home. As long as the ideal of
the normal family remains solid, Dodamwon's efforts to become a
‘house-home-family” will probably always fail. On the other hand,
Dodamwon’s care and daily performance itself as the process of
becoming the children’s family, home, and house can be understood as
the purpose of the performance. What is truly necessary for the
‘child’s best interest’ is that the daily care relationship in the place
where child care is provided is not belittled, which does not change
solely by the effort in the facility. It is now the turn of the society
outside the facility to bear the burden of clarifying and explaining the
stigma that has been borne only by the members of the child care
facility.

keywords : Child care facility, stigmatic sense of place, family, house,
home, care, COVID-19
Student Number : 2021-20432
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