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Organization Among the Expelled

Now others are coming. Of fewer words. Who have long been forced to eat their
own misery and swallow it as bitter dregs.

They have nothing to lose. They know how much arrogance and humilia-
tion are contained in the extravagant welfare attitude of the authorities. So now
they mean business.

They come from juvenile correctional institutions and prisons, from youth
hostels and hostels for vagrants, from condemned houses and slums, from men-
tal hospitals, old people’s homes, and institutions for alcoholics, from establish-
ments for handicapped people and for the psychologically damaged, from de-
populated areas and Lapp towns, from ghettos for gipsies (sic) and immigrants.…

At Kungsgatan in Stockholm they form an enormous parade, which not
even the total police force of the city can withstand. The wild horde of psycho-
paths and habitual criminals (affective, rootless, irresponsible, deceitful, en-
emies of society) make their way in the first row with bayonets, crowbars, and
sawn-off guns. Behind them the deformed and disfigured bang their way ahead
in wheel chairs and with crutches. Their weapon is obscene self-abandonment,
slanting bodies and blind faces are offered without reserve to the swords and
clubs of the police—a lump of plasma made of silent suffering, which after
each blow of a club immediately returns to its terrible shape. And when the
handicapped are threatened with being massacred by police on horseback, a
staggering crowd of vagrants launch an attack with injection needles and old
beer bottles. The street whores pull out large knives and prepare to come out of
the whole affair with a cock as a souvenir. The gipsies sneak around stealing
horses from under the police officers. The mental patients, the unaccountable,
those not responsible for their acts, scuttle back and forth and confuse law and
order, spitting, scratching, tearing, biting. And the Lapps? Well, they force their
last herd of reindeer into an enormous traffic jam at Stureplan …

This is the way it will look when the “minorities” take power.
When the myth of Social Solidarity finally breaks down and lets in a dawn-

ing speck of light in the land.

In row after row they march up to Hötorget with their black banners and
posters.

In the first row: EXISTENCE and IDENTITY.
In the second row: EQUALITY and SOLIDARITY.
In the third row: FREEDOM.

Excerpt from Jörgen Eriksson’s book, Revolt i huvet (Revolt in the Head)  (1970).
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Foreword

The focus of this book, which evolved from my graduate thesis on homeless-
ness, is, first, how and why specific individuals use the services of a downtown
urban shelter and, second, how the practices of care and control compete for
space in the placement and management of particular persons. The life experi-
ences of homeless and near-homeless people are framed within the context of a
political/economic structure, of which the facility is only one small part.

Semi-structured questionnaires were administered and open-ended inter-
view sessions were conducted with twenty-six residents and visitors of Triage
Emergency Services and Care Society, an emergency room, board and drop-in
shelter in downtown Vancouver for homeless and near-homeless persons. Us-
ing a constant comparative method, emphasizing process and content, common
and contrasting themes were developed from interview materials and were
connected to participant observation data and the extant literature.

From the interviews emerged lives of poverty, isolation, desperation, home-
lessness and marginalization. The participants related how they survived on the
streets, in run-down hotels and in violent or threatening situations, and how
conceptions of home and safety organized their coping strategies and their
seeking of shelter. It is found that the need for social support, acceptance and
identity of the participants was defined and constrained by scarce resources and
was inextricably linked to the demands for control.

Homelessness and the vulnerability to homelessness are shown to be the
products of a complex interaction of events and circumstances which can be
alleviated by providing safe and affordable housing, not just in the urban core
but throughout all our communities and neighbourhoods. Supportive services
that empower and advocate are needed. The homeless and near-homeless must
be included in the decision-making process. As the downtown shelter becomes
a form of quasi-permanent housing, in which empty beds are a scarce commod-
ity, the concept of housing as a basic right needs to be adopted.
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Introduction

The further you dig your way into the system and the more payments
you have to make, what are you gonna do if that all falls apart? (Mark)

Hope’s all these things you grab on to. (Simon)1

In the urban milieu of most large Canadian and American cities a nucleus of
service institutions shares a territorial base for entire populations of discredited
persons and outcasts (Goffman 1963). Services and agencies proliferate “in a
spatially limited zone where individual support is made possible through
proximity” (Dear and Wolch 1987:21). In a process of “reification of clienteles”
(Friedenberg 1975:1) a cadre of personnel and resources serves the needs of
homeless and near-homeless persons who inhabit these areas.

From “the passage of the English poor law reform in the 1830s, which
eliminated ‘outdoor relief’ in favor of the workhouse” (Piven and Cloward
1996:76), to contemporary practices of erecting more shelters in the cities, the
historical development of poor relief in the Western democracies is one of cost
containment and categorical distinction of problem populations (Culhane 1992;
Gounis 1992; Piven and Cloward 1993). In Canada specifically, social cutbacks
and retrenchments have resulted in practices that seek to separate the deserving
from the undeserving poor in a bureaucratic emphasis on eligibility require-
ments and individual inadequacies. Affordable housing has steadily dwindled
as private business seeks expanding profits. Emergency shelters are increas-
ingly “being used as quasi-permanent residences because the range of per-
ceived solutions is quite narrow and it appears that there are few other choices”
(Daly 1996:162).

This book will explore the phenomenon of homelessness in order to
understand the dialectical relationship that prevails between systems of care
and control. In a rational, bureaucratic state the designs of care for those who
need a helping hand often compete with the control and containment of prob-
lem populations. Service ideals for the poor and homeless often give way to the
management of disciplinary space and to practices of convenience when every-
day demands are many and the resources to meet these demands are limited
(Aulette and Aulette 1987; Belcher and Singer 1988; Blasi 1994; Christie 1994;
Cohen 1985; Daly 1996; Foucault 1980; Hopper 1990; Ingleby 1983; Reitsma-
Street 1989; Stark 1994; Swift 1993).

Competing perspectives of homelessness are arranged on a continuum. At
one end is the concept of absolute homelessness, namely, that the homeless are
those without shelter, staying outside or in abandoned houses or cars. At the
other end is the idea of relative homelessness, which includes not just those
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who are absolutely homeless, but also those at risk or those vulnerable to
homelessness (Daly 1996). This latter concept, which informs the research
depicted in this book, allows a consideration of those living in unsafe, danger-
ous or precarious situations, in which the threat of homelessness is always
present.

The population of the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver is over-repre-
sented by persons who suffer a variety of physical, social, economic and
emotional disabilities resulting in isolation and lack of self-worth. The preva-
lence of violence, victimization and denied opportunities, and the narratives of
tragic, sad and abused existences, far exceeds the prevalence of these same
conditions in the surrounding communities. The concentration of injection drug
users in the area has contributed to the highest HIV infection rate among any
population in North America and probably the Western Hemisphere (Culbert
1997; “The Killing Fields Campaign” Committee for Compassion and Social
Justice 1997).

Service-dependent populations have gravitated to the Downtown Eastside
because rents are cheap, services are relatively plentiful, other service-depend-
ent persons hang out, and coping is easier, or at least possible. In efforts to meet
the increasing demands an industry of poverty has proliferated, where service
providers expand and set the rules. The professional caregivers, in concert with
the community and the clients, have defined the geography of the inner city.
This is not necessarily a bad thing because the homeless and near-homeless
who gravitate to the downtown services are in dire need of support and care.
However, it has resulted in a ghetto of poverty and dependency, in which many
persons’ lives have become entwined.

Chapter One of this book offers a brief historical overview of the develop-
ment of social welfare in the Western democracies generally and then specifi-
cally in Canada and British Columbia. It is noted that the present-day social-
welfare system still relies on the early poor-law practice of separating the
deserving from the undeserving poor. Divergent explanations for the growing
numbers of homeless persons are explored. Policies and practices are shown to
be results of the individualization of social problems as theories of personalized
inadequacy which further the interests of cost efficiency and containment. As
the building of more shelters becomes an institutionalized response to dealing
with the growing numbers of homeless persons, the gap between those who
have and those who have not widens.

Chapter Two details the research method used for data collection and
analysis and gives a brief history of the research site, the Triage Emergency
Services and Care Society. The Downtown Eastside, in which most of the
homeless and near-homeless of Vancouver are situated, is located in geographi-
cal space, and relevant demographics and characteristics of the area are summa-
rized. This research gives voice to some of those toward, and against whom, the
activities of social assistance and state regulation are directed; it advances
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“knowledge through a process of exploration grounded in the experience of
people who have been treated as the objects of research” (Kirby and McKenna
1989:61). It authenticates, expresses, validates, locates and organizes the inter-
ests and needs of the homeless and those at risk of being homeless. In essence,
this book is “about people in interaction with each other and finding out about
how they understand their reality” (Kirby and McKenna 1989:97).

In Chapter Three the homeless and near-homeless are given a voice through
an exploration of the experiences, thoughts and observations of twenty-six
persons who used the services of the Triage shelter. Their words are given
verbatim, with no correction for grammar or syntax, and are intertwined with
my own observations and experiences as a worker in the facility. Previous
research and relevant literature are incorporated into analysis of the data.

The participants’ responses reveal lives of transitory and abusive relation-
ships, extensive institutionalism, emotional and material deprivation, and re-
current instability. Marginalized and living in precarious circumstances, the
participants recount how competing for a safe place to stay organizes their
everyday activities. In the absence of family on whom they can depend, shelter
and agency workers provide alternative mechanisms of support. Drugs and
suicide are a way out.

Chapter Four reflects on these findings and offers some policy recommen-
dations as to what can be done about the “homeless problem.” Foremost is the
need for a substantial enhancement of the availability of safe and affordable
housing and non-judgemental services for those on the streets and in the rooms.

Note
1. Simon and Mark are participants in the interview research that informs this

book. In order to ensure confidentiality, all participants’ names are pseudo-
nyms.




