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ABSTRACT 

An overview is presented of anthropology's interest in 

voluntary association, from the classical influences and 

studies to sociological and anthropological work from the 

last decade that Illustrate recent trends. Information is 

presented from the author's fieldwork with the Tucson 

Homeless Union and the Southern Arizona Coalition for the 

Homeless that describes the homeless situation in Tucson and 

the efforts of these groups, whose members share a dedication 

to improving conditions for socioeconomically marginal people 

through activist means of protest and civil disobedience. 

Marked by fluidity of membership and unique internal 

dynamics, these groups present a special case-study of 

voluntary association as a means of urban adaptation through 

self-help and as a vehicle for social change. It is 

demonstrated how an examination of the values expressed by 

the existence and actions of these associations is useful in 

understanding the nature of society and the stability of the 

political system. 
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Anthropology has long been interested in the phenomenon 

of voluntary association, generally defined as a type of non-

kinship organization with a criterion for recruitment and 

membership that is either variably ascribed or achieved and 

whose members share common interests and goals. The area of 

focus burgeoned in the 1950s when urban anthropologists 

concentrated on the adaptive and integrative functions that 

mutual-benefit organizations serve for rural migrants in the 

urban milieu. While anthropological fieldwork has tapered off 

in the last decade, the amount of sociological inquiry has 

remained high. 

The first section of this paper will present an overview 

of the history of the study of voluntary associations, from 

the classical theoretical influences and pioneering 

anthropological studies to sociological and anthropological 

work from the last ten years or so that illustrate the recent 

trends. The second section will present information gathered 

from my own fieldwork with the Tucson Homeless Union and the 

Southern Arizona Coalition for the Homeless that details 

various aspects of the problem of homelessness in Tucson and 

describes the many and varied efforts and strategies of these 

two common-interest voluntary associations. The final section 

will relate concepts from the first to data presented in the 
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second to understand how these two groups, forms of voluntary 

association marked by fluidity of membership and unique 

internal dynamics, serve as a means of self-help for 

economically marginal people. I will also demonstrate how an 

examination of the values expressed by the existence and 

actions of these two associations is useful in understanding 

the nature of society and the stability of the political 

system. 

OVERVIEW OF ANTHROPOLOGY'S INTEREST IN VOLUNTARY ASSOCIATIONS 

Before anthropology began to look at voluntary 

associations as a unique form of social organization, other 

social theorists had addressed them from a variety of 

perspectives, providing key concepts for future study. First 

published in 1835, Democracy in America, Alexis de 

Tocqueville's monumental two-volume study of the United 

States' political experiment, has been an intellectual 

stimulus for interpretation and debate by political and 

social scientists ever since. Tocqueville is credited as one 

of the first and most important celebrants of the voluntary 

association in America, inaugurating the image of America as 

a nation of joiners with the often quoted phrase, "Americans 

of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions constantly 

form associations" (de Tocqueville, 1961: 141). 
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Tocqueville, believing the right of association to be 

inalienable, described associations as an efficient check to 

the tendency toward democratic despotism, yet requiring 

mature wisdom for effective citizen use. Major uses he 

identified are for expressions of trade, political, literary, 

and religious interests. The temperance societies of de 

Tocqueville's time are noted for the seemingly incongruous 

private nature of the common Interests they represent, in 

that they are associations of men who mutually agree to 

abstain from a vice and find cooperative strength and support 

in resisting something that is most intimate to each member, 

his own inclinations (de Tocqueville: 132-133). 

While warning against the danger of government 

displacement of a principle which permits the execution of 

the broad multitude of tasks in a way that no political power 

could ever render, Tocqueville, believing that one learns the 

power of association only by experience, also refers to 

voluntary associations as a "dangerous freedom." Individuals 

who are powerless when standing alone are described as not 

very explicitly realizing or anticipating the strength that 

they may seize by uniting together. Tocqueville ominously 

pronounces that this power must be shown to them 

(de Tocqueville: 195-201). 

Although Tocqueville's role as the patron saint of 

voluntary associations has in recent years become both a 
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target of criticism and point of theoretical departure, the 

precedence and inexhaustible scope of his ambitious effort 

is undeniable. In a 1969 critique, George Kateb, wanting to 

see if the associations praised by Tocqueville resembled 

modern forms of association in all the meaningful ways, 

pointed out the obsolescence of Tocqueville*s emphasis on 

the political party, now a "quasi-public institution" that 

is greatly connected with the life of voluntary associations, 

but not sufficiently understood as voluntary associations 

themselves (Kateb, 1969: 139-141). 

Also, the fact that Tocqueville was writing before the 

age of great corporations and could not foresee the rise of 

oligarchies and the concomitant use of great power and 

influence explains his bias toward business firms in the 

category of civil associations and his condemnation of state 

direction of the economy as a threat to freedom. Kateb, 

casting a jaundiced eye on Tocqueville*s romantic portrayal 

of democratic idealism and his somewhat patrician 

convictions, as recognized in his thoughts on the ability of 

the non-enlightened to lead themselves, feels that 

Tocqueville was "too worldly, too desirous of finding a 

democratic equivalent for the older orders- the secondary 

powers- of aristocratic society, to do anything but praise 

voluntary associations" (Kateb: 143-144). 

More recently, David Knoke has pointed out that, despite 
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the image perpetrated by Tocqueville• s initial glorification, 

contemporary participation is neither outstandingly prevalent 

nor deep. He cites studies that show that at any given time, 

probably a third of adults in the United States belong to no 

formal voluntary association, and only a third are members 

in more than one association, including churches. He goes on 

to say that active participation is even lower, as many of 

these memberships are of a nominal or ceremonial nature 

(Knoke, 1986: 3). 

With the arrival of urban sociology following the growth 

of cities in the United States and Europe in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century came an interest in 

understanding the various forms and functions of human 

organization in the urban setting. Georg Simmel, Max Weber, 

and Louis Wirth laid Important groundwork for future study 

of people living in cities who willingly enter into 

association. 

Simmel postulated that the burdensome circumstances the 

individual faces in the metropolis elicits a 

compartmentalization of life and thought that ultimately 

results in manifestations of creativity and innovation. 

Voluntary associations can easily be viewed as one of these 

inspired innovations that exist in the "formal sociology" of 

Simmel. This view holds that society is simply forms of 

sociation, composed of a variety of circles and with its 
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equilibrium contingent upon the interwoven networks formed 

by the circles. In The Web of Group Affiliations, Simmel 

states that society arises from the individual and the 

individual arises out of association and that the "creation 

of groups and associations in which any number of people can 

come together on the basis of their interest in a common 

purpose, compensates for that isolation of the personality 

which develops out of breaking away from the narrow confines 

of earlier circumstances" (Simmel, 1955: 162-163). 

This entangling of social circles is seen as part of the 

dynamic both of groups and of the personalities of the 

individuals of which they are composed. Rather than seeing 

change and conflict as disturbance of an inherently constant 

thing called society, Simmel sees stability Itself as a 

temporary balance among forces in interaction, which are by 

definition capable of being described only in terms of 

change. This classical approach developed into sociological 

pluralism theory and spawned models of society useful in 

examining both the stability of the political system and 

"conflict" versus "consensus" representations of society vis-

a-vis voluntary associations as agents of social change. 

Germane to my data concerning the Tucson Homeless Union and 

the Southern Arizona Coalition for the Homeless, all of these 

spheres of concentration that are indebted to the work of 

Georg Simmel will be discussed later in this paper. 
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Max Weber, concerned with understanding rationally 

established systems of order, addressed voluntary 

associations specifically in The Theory of Social and 

Economic Organization, including them in his typology of 

corporate groups. Designating "corporate organization" as an 

associative social relationship characterized by an 

administrative staff devoted to purposive activity of a 

specified nature, Weber defined voluntary association as a 

"corporate group originating in a voluntary agreement and in 

which the established order claims authority over the members 

only by virtue of a personal act of adherence." For Weber, 

voluntary and compulsory associations are both examples of 

corporate groups where performance is controlled by a 

rationally established system. It does not matter whether the 

individual has personally taken on such obligation, as in the 

case of voluntary association, or played any role in creating 

the established order. Order is external and imposed in a 

definite sense (Weber, 1947: 147-151). 

Weber sees the distinction between voluntary and 

compulsory associations as relative in its pragmatic 

employment. Takashi Maeyama in a 1979 account of pre- and 

post-World War II Japanese associations in Brazil noted the 

Weberian compulsory character of organizations that insisted 

that "living in the territory and being a Japanese meant 

being a member of the association or facing rejection and the 
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violation of "natural law'" (Maeyama, 1979: 594). 

The interests of non-members may be affected by the 

rules of a voluntary association, and acknowledgment of the 

legitimacy of these edicts may be imposed on them by 

expropriation or employment of the power of the association. 

Laws governing corporate securities are mentioned as an 

example of the promulgation of laws in meeting such ends. In 

a later proposal for the study of voluntary associations, as 

cited by Maeyama, Weber advanced the idea that the 

investigation of associations lies in the gap between the 

"politically organized or recognized powers" such as the 

State and the "natural community of the family" (Maeyama: 

606) . 

Louis Wirth1s 19 38 essay "Urbanism as a Way of Life," 

considered a ground-breaking work by one of the primary 

architects of urban sociology, sought to establish a 

sociologically significant definition of the city by picking 

out those components of urbanism that identify it as a unique 

manner of human group life. Wirth proposed the often quoted 

minimal description of the city as a "relatively large, 

dense, and permanent settlement of socially heterogeneous 

individuals." (Wirth, 1951: 37). Using these axioms as a 

framework for systematic analysis of city life, Wirth drew 

upon the abundant literature of the time (primarily the 

efforts of Weber, Park, Durkheim, and Simmel) to formulate 
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a theory of urbanism. 

Wirth approaches urbanism as a distinctive mode of 

existence from three interrelated perspectives: as a physical 

entity encompassing a population base, a technology, and an 

ecological order; as a collection of ideas and attitudes; and 

as an arrangement of personalities employing typical forms 

of collective behavior and open to emblematic means of social 

control. It is in the perspective of "urbanism as a form of 

social organization" that Wirth's early ideas on the 

functions of voluntary associations emerged (Wirth: 44). 

Substitution of "secondary for primary contacts," 

loosening of kinship ties, and a decline in the importance 

of the family and neighborhood are some of the distinctive 

characteristics of the urban mode of life. Wirth asserted 

that since such traditional foundations for social action and 

cohesion are subverted by life in the city, "the urbanite is 

bound to exert himself by joining with others of similar 

interest into organized groups to obtain his ends. This 

results in the enormous multiplication of voluntary 

organizations directed toward as great a variety of 

objectives as there are human needs and interests" (Wirth: 

47) . 

Wirth1s postulates were vital to future study when 

anthropologists first approached urban environs. They began 

to look for these alternative institutions which would meet 
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the needs previously fulfilled by kinship and family groups 

in "traditional" society. With the work of Kenneth Little 

and others that followed, detailed studies of the mutual aid 

voluntary associations for rural migrants to the city 

proliferated as anthropologists searched for such 

intensification of needs and the routes available for meeting 

them. 

The first American anthropologist to extensively deal 

with associational forms was Robert Lowie in his historic 

1948 book Social Organization, an encompassing typology that 

stressed the great flexibility and diversity of such bodies. 

Lowie's most obvious contribution to the study of 

associations is his demand that no unilineal evolutionary 

scheme of development could apply to his abundance of data. 

Lowie identifies Heinrich Schurtz (Altersklassen und 

Mannerbunde, a 1902 study of age grades and mens'societies) 

as the first ethnologist to see voluntary associations as a 

"distinct and widespread cultural phenomenon" and to realize 

the significance of recurrent "primitive" parallels with the 

innumerable organizations of "civilized" society. Schurtz and 

Hutton Webster (Primitive Secret Societies, 1908) are 

acknowledged for their early contributions, but their 

reliance on a neat scheme built upon the factors of sexual 

solidarity and age-grouping is criticized by Lowie in light 

of the culturally relative fluidity and variance of 
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associational forms (Lowie, 1948: 3-18). 

That "voluntary association" was included as one of six 

important principles (sex, age, kinship, coresidence, and 

consciousness of kind being the other five) of organization 

was a turning point for anthropology1s regard for this 

sphere of inquiry, which Lowie propelled with detailed 

attention to the elements of this criteria for organization. 

The frequent inaccuracy of the adjective "voluntary" is 

asserted by Lowie. Although feeling that "elective affinity" 

is a "genuine and frequent motive" for organization, he, like 

Weber, points out a variety of circumstances in which various 

degrees of compulsion are present even where there is no 

question of physical force. He likewise notes that even 

associations of an entirely voluntary nature are frequently 

"psychologically and genetically" related to those which are 

not. Basically, the criteria includes that entire spectrum 

of organized groups whose membership results from an act of 

joining (Lowie: 3-18). 

For descriptive purposes, Lowie adopts the term 

"sodality" to refer to associations not primarily linked with 

kinship or coresidence. Although in chapter 13, entitled 

"Sodalities" (along with family, unilateral descent groups, 

social strata, and the State as one of Lowie*s five 

overarching categories of social units), he concedes that 

men's tribal societies, secret societies, exclusive clubs, 
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age classes and economic sodalities are "definable categories 

that recur with considerable frequency", he emphasizes the 

aforementioned assertion that the concept of sodality cannot 

be connected with any particular institution or psychological 

motive. Aims, functions, and composition of such groups are 

seen as being in a state of flux and fine-tuning, as the 

groups arise in response to certain needs in situationally-

specific circumstances (Lowie, 1948: 294-316). 

Thus, Lowie left the door open for others to furnish 

ethnographic information for this "convenient lumber room", 

the constituents of which he sketched as that which is left 

over after one considers kinship and politics (Lowie, 1948: 

294). Kenneth Little's work in West Africa from the late 

1940s through the 1970s greatly expanded thinking on the 

forms and functions of voluntary associations, which gave 

particular attention to their function as mechanisms of 

adaptation to urban life. 

In an early 1949 article, the role of secret societies 

among the Mende of Sierra Leone and Liberia are examined in 

terms of the cultural specialization functions they perform. 

These societies, which driect rules of behavior and function 

as the sole medium for violation absolution, are described 

by Little as organizations that sanction membership 

activities in four realms of secular life: (1) general 

education, (2) sexual conduct, (3) political and economic 
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affairs, and (4) social services ranging from medical aid to 

entertainment and recreation. Although their position has 

been weakened by the influences of government and 

Christianity, these secret societies have persisted as the 

prime repository of traditional cultural (Little, 1949). 

Little's extensive work in West Africa culminated in his 

frequently cited 1965 monograph West African Urbanization, 

in which he brings together most of the situations he had 

addressed and ideas he had advanced in his previous 

publications. Founded on the "Frazer Lecture" that Little 

gave at Cambridge in 1963, the main focus of the book centers 

around the disturbance of traditional ideals of status by 

the substitution of a market economy for one based upon 

subsistence (Little, 1965). 

Little distinguishes four non-mutually exclusive kinds 

of voluntary associations: (1) tribal unions, (2) friendly 

societies, (3) occupational associations, and (4) 

entertainment and recreational associations often based upon 

common interests in such things as Christianity and Western 

social or cultural endeavors. Using the criterion of degree 

of modernization, Little then discerns three types of 

associations: (1) traditional, (2) traditional-modernized, 

and (3) modern. His contention is that these organizations 

operate as mechanisms for adaptation and integration for 

migrants in West African towns and cities, where life is 
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characterized by dispersion of new ideas, habits, and 

technical relationships as a repercussion of the new 

technical roles and groups (Little, 1965). 

Little demonstrates how voluntary associations 

frequently combine Western aims with traditional African 

customs. He analyzes how the social functions of the extended 

family and other kinship segments in the traditional social 

structure are substituted for and expressed by voluntary 

associations. The role of women, the emergence of new social 

classes, and the growth of modern African society are also 

viewed in light of the contributions of voluntary 

associations (Little, 1965). 

A 197 3 book entitled African Women in Towns examines the 

phenomenon of migration to urban areas by African women. 

Their role in the political arena and in the urban economy 

is looked at as well as aspects of lineage conflict, 

courtship and social mobility, and matrimonial power. Little 

argues that in the past most women were destined to be 

satisfied with a traditionally ascribed position, but with 

the move to the city, many women have sought achieved forms 

of status as well. Means of social mobility he identifies 

are: (1) identification with their husband's position, (2) 

membership and participation in voluntary associations, (3) 

trade and commerce, and (4) positions of prestige acquired 

through their relationships with educated sons or husbands 
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(Little, 1973). 

Chapter four, entitled "Women's Urbanization Through 

Voluntary Associations," explores the urbanization process 

through membership. Areas of emphasis include: social and 

cultural advantages of association, politicing, rotating 

credit associations, prostitution, education, dancing, 

regional and national organizations, trading, Islamic and 

Christian organizations, and social clubs and the elite 

structure within them (Little, 1973:85-120). Such 

considerations of gender as a criteria and individual 

variable for membership and participation in voluntary 

associations and of the utilization of voluntary associations 

as vehicles for social mobility and economic advancement 

continued as a trend for social scientists from the mid-1970s 

through the mid-1980s (Knoke, 1986: 4-5). In a 1976 article, 

however, James Kerri notes that Little's work fails to 

acknowledge the role of the traditional position of women in 

the contemporary scene. Kerri points out that women had 

positions of prestige in the past and that these were 

undoubtedly influential in the urban context (Kerri, 1976: 

27). 

In a 197 3 study of the mining town of Lunsar in Sierra 

Leone, Little outlines the apparent "functional dualism" of 

voluntary associations as an adaptive mechanism. On the one 

hand, the attitude of the regional association is very 
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orthodox and provincial and by augmenting ethnicity induces 

its constituents to cohere more closely. On the other hand, 

this increases the association's control over its membership, 

as the organizations supervise public as well as private 

conduct in an effort to reduce intertribal tension. Urban 

standards are taught and assimilation into the wider 

community is achieved. Consequently, emphasis of "urban" 

status over "rural" status encourages class, rather than 

tribal consciousness (Little, 1973a: 414-418). 

Little concludes that the function may not be as 

paradoxical as it seems. Although the associations provide 

an immediate outlet for ethnic and tribal expression, their 

true, although latent, function is to "facilitate the 

conversion of city people into townspeople." He feels that 

the associations are just as much a part of the urbanizations 

process as such recognizably urbanizing influences as 

schools, churches, and masonic lodges (Little, 1973a: 419-

421) . 

As with the previous slighting of the traditional role 

of women as noted by Kerri, Little here again opts to 

maintain that the primary function of voluntary associations 

is to act as "civilizing enterprises" in helping individuals 

adopt Western cultural practices in the urban setting. In 

detailing the part that associations play in reconciling the 

opposing tendencies of their "paradoxical function," Little 
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refers to the work of William Mangin in Lima, who emerged in 

the 1950s as the premiere authority on rural migration to 

cities in Peru and whose findings on the rural/traditional 

end of the migration spectrum diverged from the ideas of 

Little. 

With the barriadas of Lima as his field setting, Mangin, 

like Little, noted the processes of acculturation the 

associations served in helping the individual learn the new 

ways of life in the city. Group membership is shown as 

providing social education in a variety of material and non-

material manifestations and fostering interest in the 

national culture through both formal and Informal discussions 

of national issues. Club members have access to lawyers, 

doctors, politicians and businessmen and can seek aid in 

areas such as financial, medical, and cooperative tasks. 

Social advantages identified center around the promotion of 

feelings of personal security. Club fiestas and the club bar 

are described in terms of the opportunities for socialization 

that they provide. Participation in athletics is also greatly 

emphasized. {Mangin, 1959). 

Mangin also noted the positive effects that associations 

achieve in rural modernization, i.e. migrants sending aid and 

resources back to their community of origin. Practically 

every sizable town and district in Peru is represented by a 

club in Lima, with club members often defending local 
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interests and lobbying for services in the various government 

ministries (Mangin: 27). 

The integrative effects (rivalries, over-burdening by 

club demands, etc.) are also brought to light by Mangin. 

However, he points out that a wide variety of clubs offer 

the individual opportunity to alleviate such stresses. 

Political clubs, soccer clubs, music clubs, labor unions, 

neighborhood associations, and associations of property 

owners in the illegal urbanizations are a few of the 

alternative means of expression described by Mangin 

(Mangin: 32). 

Paul L. Doughty followed Mangin to Peru in the next 

decade and built upon his ideas. Examining the social life 

and character of highland migrant groups in Lima, Doughty, 

like Mangin, contends that migrant regional associations 

serve three main functions for the individual and the nation 

by maintaining key social institutions and relationships. 

First of all, the stressful pace of social and cultural 

change is slowed down. Secondly, rural modernization efforts 

are promoted. And finally, regional associations also greatly 

contribute toward the social and political integration of a 

nation which is "fragmented not only by poor communications 

but deep social and cultural divisions as well" (Doughty, 

1970: 30-31). 

Doughty's description of the "provincial life" that 
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exists "behind the back of the city," his argument for the 

rural enclave has been a point of contention and source of 

debate. Although Doughty recognizes the social and economic 

problems associated with the wave of migration, he believes 

that notions related to Oscar Lewis' "culture of poverty" 

(the idea that a life of extreme poverty is learned and self-

perpetuated) are not applicable to his data in Lima. 

Disallowing the ideas of anomie, deculturalization and 

absence of organisation beyond nuclear and extended family 

levels, he stresses the unifying effect of the clubs and the 

integrative structures that allow people to reorganize their 

lives in ways that are meaningful to them (Doughty: 31-3). 

Also using data from Lima, Fred Jongkind challenged the 

three-fold role of voluntary associations as presented by 

Mangin and Doughty. Peeling that their conclusions of 

voluntary associations as being representative of the urban 

rural enclave "cannot survive the test of empirical 

criticism," Jongkind uses Doughty*s data as a point of 

departure for his own ideas (Jongkind, 1974: 481). 

After measuring such things as the main objectives of 

each club's most recent fiesta, the net income from the most 

recent fiesta, and the frequencies of different responses to 

questions of non-material help to the region of origin, 

Jongkind compares attempts to aid the region. He examines the 

average monthly income of members who stated that they had 
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given financial assistance to relatives in the last year and 

comes to the striking conclusion that the associations are 

essentially elitist, composed of well-adjusted and successful 

migrants who do not significantly contribute to the 

development of their regions of origin. As opposed to 

Doughty, he prefers to characterize them as precisely a form 

of urban life in the city, a definitively urban Institution 

(Jongkind: 474-482). 

In a 1977 paper, Ronald Skeldon presents the conflicting 

interpretations of Mangin and Doughty versus those of 

Jongkind over the role of migrant associations in Lima. 

Skeldon feels that the migrant-assimilation functions of 

voluntary associations has been overemphasized and presents 

evidence that demonstrates how, as the needs of increasingly 

urbanized populations change, so changes the form and 

function of associations in adapting to those needs. Skeldon 

feels that the previous analysis has ignored spatial and 

temporal dimensions by assuming that the role of clubs 

remains constant over time and that this role of clubs is 

identical for associations representing communities at 

different distances from the capital (Skeldon, 1977: 328-

329) . 

Skeldon's point echoes both Wirth's projection for 

interminable needs and corresponding shapes of redress, and 

Lowie's culturally contingent variance. Outlining the stages 
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of migration, Skeldon designates two important changes that 

take place in later stages of permanent movements: (1) the 

community of origin is transformed through the departure of 

its members and, even more significantly, through the 

assimilation of the culture of the outside world brought back 

by returning migrants, and (2) as migration evolves, the 

destination of migration changes, with population being 

dispersed as migrants become more established in the city. 

Skeldon believes that this dispersal either causes or at 

least accentuates the deterioration of the original migrant 

communities in the inner-city. He feels that in the face of 

such changes in the city of origin and in the early rural 

enclaves, the role of the club must change if it is to 

survive (Skeldon:329-331). 

Skeldon presents data from his work in Papua New Guinea 

as evidence that the rate of diffusion and development of 

migration stages will differ depending on the nature and 

degree of urbanization of society. Since Papua New Guinea has 

a recent history of urbanization, regional associations have 

little importance, with mutual help being given usually 

through informal and extremely flexible kin, clan or regional 

networks of people from the same language group. Many 

rotating credit associations are also found in the towns. 

Skeldon believes that as migration evolves, formalized 

"primary" regional associations may arise. His main point 
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is that rather than seeing associations as a rural enclave 

or as a truly urban institution, it is more fruitful to 

consider them as a reflection of the process of urbanization, 

an essential component of the change from a society which is 

primarily rural to one which is dominated by cities (Skeldon: 

331-332). 

The debate that has been described here illustrates the 

productive dialogue that can be established through varying 

interpretations of cultural data based on the study of 

voluntary associations. Skeldon's "compromise" exemplifies 

the resiliency of associations in accommodating changes in 

the modern social structure. 

In a 1976 paper, James Kerri reviews the anthropological 

literature through the mid-1970s on voluntary associations 

with the purpose of demonstrating how these groups have been 

analyzed as adaptive mechanisms in situations of social, 

cultural, and technological change. It is shown how these 

types of change when associated with accelerated urban growth 

and large-scale migrations of rural populations to towns and 

cities have been dominant areas of focus. 

Kerri provides information from five areas: <l) 

general theoretical and classificatory considerations (which 

will be discussed in detail in the analysis of my data from 

the Tucson Homeless Union and the Southern Arizona Coalition 

for the Homeless), and examples of fieldwork done in (2) 



27 

Africa, (3) Asia, and (4) Western Europe/North America and 

(5) rotating credit associations (which will be detailed in 

my examination of recent trends) (Kerri, 1976: 26-33). 

Besides the early work performed in Africa by Little, 

Kerri describes pioneering efforts by Banton in Sierra Leone 

in the 1950s, Beidelman in a Tanganyikan chlefdom (1970), 

Clement in Kisangani (1956), Comhaire in the Belgian Congo 

(1955), Hamer in Ethiopia (1967), and Meillasoux in Mali 

(1968) that presented rich yet mostly descriptive data, in 

the realm of urban adaptation. These studies have proven 

invaluable as guidelines for examination of African urban 

life as dynamic and fast-changing, as opposed to the static 

pictures painted by studies with too strong an emphasis on 

traditional structures (Kerri: 26-29). 

Two anthropologists whose data on voluntary associations 

in Africa are of note for their contributions to unique 

dimensions of the field are Claude Meillasoux and Immanuel 

Wallerstein. In Urbanization of an African Community, 

Meillasoux critically assesses the suitability of both 

voluntary associations as the most efficient means of urban 

adaptation in all circumstances and of anthropology's wholly 

utilitarian view of them. In the new context of political and 

economic construction that took place in Mall during and 

after the struggle for independence, voluntary associations, 

which initially arose to meet the needs of urban migrants 
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during the colonial period, were stripped of much of their 

prominence as the new government sought to fulfill the needs 

of citizens in a more systematic and educative manner. It is 

Meillasoux's remarkable conclusion that not all voluntary 

associations are appropriate for adaptation to urban life. 

In this way, he shed new light on the overemphasis that 

anthropologists have placed on the purely beneficial 

functions of voluntary associations. He feels that official 

concern for providing an alternative and more appropriate 

means of integration into the urban setting is legitimate. 

However, Meillasoux notes that the attempt to make the 

official associations obligatory has not been entirely 

effective and that voluntary associations have once again 

emerged. This time, however, they are seen to exist as an 

opposition to the existing party system, compared to which 

they are much narrower in scope (Meillasoux, 1968: v-vi). 

During the colonial period, associations served most 

of the functions identified by other anthropologists in 

different areas of West Africa. Traditional associations for 

the most part organized cooperative work groups and 

entertainment. Associations of the colonial period provided 

help in times of sickness and trouble, gave emotional support 

and a sense of solidarity, and addressed the wide array of 

other basic human needs. Meillasoux sums up the prime need 

of the new city dweller as that of setting himself into a 
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"system of collective security comparable to that which was 

provided by rural society" (Meillasoux: 57-68). 

After independence, the government suppressed the 

associations because of their tendency to perpetuate 

regionalism. Also, they were seen as demanding competition 

for loyalty with the national political party. As a 

substitute, the party tried to mobilize the entire population 

into an immense comprehensive network of official 

organizations (Meillasoux: 73-142). 

Meillasoux's picture of the new voluntary associations 

is that of "bubbles rising and disappearing on the surface 

of boiling water," simply a reflection of a deeper source of 

motivation. Failing to perpetuate themselves, they are 

marginal institutions in relation to the society and far from 

completely cover social needs (Meillasoux, 1968: 143-147). 

Immanuel Wallerstein's historical essay "Voluntary 

Associations", published in the 1964 book Political Parties 

and National Integation in Tropical Africa, provides a 

striking economic and social control perspective in the 

examination of the role voluntary associations play in the 

political development of Tropical Africa in the early 1960s. 

Leading off the section entitled "The Control of Non-Party 

Groups," this essay maintains that voluntary associations 

represent an effective means of crossing kin barriers and 

creating national groups (Wallerstein, 1964: 330-331). 
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Wallerstein shows how in the traditional societies of 

Tropical Africa, ascriptive associations, usually based on 

age and sex, did not attempt to change the existing social 

structure and were to a good degree "extensions of the 

government." When colonial administrative structures were 

established, urbanization, participation in world-market 

economy and various aspects of modernization gave rise to the 

voluntary association, a new form of social organization 

different in function and structure than the associations of 

tribal society. As voluntary associations, frequently 

inspired by European administrators, defined roles in 

society, the colonial structures acquired new mechanisms for 

social control under the premise of "civilizing agency" 

(Wallerstein: 322-331). 

Over a period of time, the associations moved from 

European inspiration to African Inspiration. This trend was 

marked by a shift to a large number of mass organizations 

with specialized objectives and programs. The rise of the 

nationalist movement had a great impact on the character and 

activities of the associations. As colonial leaders feared, 

voluntary associations turned from "promoting approved social 

change" to "advocating political change." Wallerstein 

demonstrates the vital link between the development of 

voluntary associations and the development of political 

consciousness as associations became training grounds for 
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leaders and provided communications networks for new and 

forbidden ideas (Wallerstein: 331-336). 

The achievement of independence in Tropical Africa 

intensified the political role of associations. The trend 

toward a single-party system, in turn, lead to a trend toward 

a single trade union and single youth, women's, students' 

and cooperative structures, with these groups playing an 

integral role in the party. Wallerstein concludes by 

asserting that this trend will probably be reversed with 

voluntary associations turning, to the operative expressions 

of Wirth, in the direction of "multiplicity, specificity, and 

autonomy" with the increased social differentiation that 

accompanies economic development (Wallerstein: 338-339). 

Data on Asia is sparse and Kerri stresses the need for 

more work to be done there. The efforts of Norbeck in Japan, 

however, is lauded for being one of the few meaningful 

endeavors to deal with general issues related to the study 

of voluntary associations. Kerri praises the work of Norbeck 

for (1) using the term "common interest associations" as a 

broad category, (2) arguing for a definition of common-

interest associations as "egalitarian, malleable, and both 

indicators and instruments of change," (3) extending the use 

of looking at voluntary associations into rural areas in 

which cultural changes are also observed, (4) realizing the 

possibility of a connection between types of societies and 
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the presence, absence, and degree of development of 

associations, and (5) including religious groups as common-

interest or voluntary associations, depending upon the 

character of such organizations. In general, work in Asia has 

shown how associations have emerged primarily as adaptive 

strategies for social, cultural, and technological change 

(Kerri: 29-30). 

Kerri lumps together studies in Western Europe and North 

America because of the limited amount of information, due to 

anthropology's traditional focus on non-Western "primitive" 

societies. He cites sociologists, social workers, historians 

and other "non-anthropological scientists" for providing the 

bulk of the information on voluntary and common-interest 

associations in the Western world. Also, as previously 

mentioned here, once anthropologists finally came to the 

Western urban milieu, it was in the area of immigrant groups 

or native associations that were the areas of concentration. 

(Kerri: 30-32). 

Kerri believes that there is a great need to compare 

data and findings in non-Western societies with those of 

Western societies. He notes that in both areas, associations 

have functioned as adaptive mechanisms in situations of 

change and other urgencies. He feels that it is important 

to see that despite the complexities of Western political 

systems, associations still do much to meet the needs of 
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their respective members. A salient point of debate is 

"whether the incidence of certain types of voluntary 

associations in the non-Western world can be accounted for 

in terms of the influence of Westernization" (Kerri: 32-33). 

For Kerri, three primary questions need to be resolved 

in future efforts: (l) What causes individuals and/or groups 

to resort to the use of common-interest associations as 

mechanisms for dealing with adaptive problems?; (2) What 

types of alternative forms of adaptive strategies are 

available from which a common-interest strategy is chosen?; 

and (3) Are the interests and adaptation those of individuals 

or those of groups? He hopes that further study will produce 

results that more clearly give an accurate descriptive 

knowledge of the features of common-interest associations, 

allow for an understanding of co-variance and co-occurrence 

between contexts, account for causal, determinant and 

limiting factors, and permit with some degree of certainty 

how and when they will occur (Kerri: 34). 

As previously stated, in the past decade, sociology has 

provided more information in the area of voluntary 

associations than has anthropology. This final section of the 

overview will detail popular areas of research emphasis and 

give examples from the anthropological and sociological 

literature. 

In reviewing ten years of sociological research previous 
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to 1986, David Knoke identifies three levels of analysis that 

have produced a good deal of measurable findings with regard 

to the individual member of the association, the association 

itself, and the political system. Social factors of 

membership, gender and "race" differences, and the effect of 

incentives on individual decision-making are cited by Knoke 

as recurrent themes of inquiry (Knoke, 1986: 1-6). 

In reference to considerations of gender, Knoke 

describes the data from the past twenty years as a "blurring 

of the gender gap." In the early 1960s, comparative studies 

from five nations demonstrated that men belong to 

associations at a higher rate than women. By the late 1970s, 

the data suggested that, due to increased employment in the 

labor force, female participation in "instrumental" 

(business-related and union) groups had increased (Knoke, 

1986: 4-5). 

J. Miller Mcpherson and Lynn Smith-Lovin have 

contributed a good deal of insight into the ways in which 

this perceived increase in participation camouflages the 

considerable chronic dissimilarities in the types of 

associations and their repercussions between participation 

by both sexes. Seeing participation in voluntary associations 

as opportunity meachanisms for "weak tie" channels to the 

dominant community's economy and polity, these affiliation 

patterns provide males with a distinct advantage over 
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females. A 1986 study of the sex composition of 815 voluntary 

associations in 10 communities sought to determine the extent 

of sex integration produced by voluntary affiliation. The 

voluntary sector was shown to mirror the sex segregation in 

other realms of society. In fact, McPherson and Smith-Lovin 

believe that it divides men and women even more effectively 

than the occupational structure. Status differences are 

maintained through the creation of networks of weak ties that 

"restrict men's and women's information and resources to the 

domains that are traditional for each" (McPherson & Smith-

Lovin, 1986). 

As expected, although sociology has contributed the bulk 

of information concerning sexual division in types of 

associations and their consequences, other fields have made 

offerings as well. A 1986 article in the Journal of 

Occupational Psychology by Robert A. Snyder, Kathleen S. 

Verderber and James J. Morris utilizes voluntary union 

membership for United States social service organization 

employees as a setting to identify differences in personal 

characteristics, perceptions, attitudes and gender among 

members. Potentially important sex differences were shown to 

exist between voluntary members and non-members. 

Males, in general, were shown to share many personal 

demographic characteristics and to be relatively advantaged 

in holding positions of authority and keeping them longer 
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than females in general. Women who have chosen to Join the 

union seem to have "greater organizational tenure" than males 

in general and their female non-participant cohorts, but are 

not as likely to occupy a "supervisory position" as are 

males. They are also shown to be less satisfied with 

promotion opportunities than the other two groups, but in 

terms of the work satisfaction variables, female similarities 

cross-cut union membership categories. By contrast, union and 

non-union males differ dramatically in terms of these 

variables. The authors cite "contemporary theories of 

attitude formation and learning" to account for the pervasive 

perceptual and attitudinal differences between males, due to 

the above-mentioned presence of true volition and the 

"objective absense of differential extrinsic gain." The 

results for females are also believed to be consistent: the 

apparent promotion disadvantage providing an extrinsic 

rationale for membership (Snyder, Verderber, and Morris, 

1986). 

Repressed access to instrumental voluntary association 

activity has thus been shown to act as a mechanism for the 

continued subordination of women in the workplace. A 1986 

anthropological case study of a Newfoundland fishing village 

demonstrates how women's involvement in voluntary 

associations of an expressive nature serve to promote the 

village's struggle to maintain their traditional lifeways in 
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the face of rapidly changing economic development in the 

outside world. Although these efforts do not serve to promote 

the socioeconomic interests of women in particular or even 

the competitive viability of the local fishery in the world 

fishery markets in general, it is specifically at the 

intracommunity level that such female input into occupational 

identity and what Davis refers to as "social imagery" is 

psychologically functional. This study is a good example of 

what anthropology has to contribute to the investigation of 

the differences between the sexes in terms of the realization 

of goals pertaining to this other range of prestige 

enhancement (Davis, 1986). 

Davis found that the social networks of women are much 

more expansive than those of men. Their recreational and 

expressive voluntary associations represent the community, 

celebrate the history of the village, and provide links with 

valued traditions from its past. Women dominate the 

"secondary group structures," sharing a much greater degree 

of involvement than men and are also responsible for 

organizing and planning recreational activities for the 

entire community. Going along with the preservation of 

traditional function, the "egalitarian and levelling forces" 

of such organizations allay the forces of leadership 

initiatives and instrumental group formation that are the 

result of the shift to modern economic development (Davis, 
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1986) . 

An important study by Verba and Nie sparked a debate 

during the last twenty years concerning ethnic differences 

in participation in voluntary associations. They found that 

the paucity of political participation of blacks in 

comparison to whites is diminished by "multiple active 

affiliations" with voluntary associations. However, it was 

shown that whites, with a higher proportion of organizational 

activists, attain the far greater overall political gains 

from their participation. This gap between blacks and whites 

was demonstrated to be not as great as that between lower and 

upper socioeconomic status (Verba and Nie, 1972: 205-208). 

David Knoke described the recent controversy over 

whether participation by blacks can be explained as a strong 

ethnic community process. The argument here is that a large 

number of Blacks, particularly since the social movements of 

the 1960s, expend efforts beyond what can be anticipated by 

their socioeconomic status. Although several studies accepted 

and others rejected this "ethnic community process," Knoke 

cites a conclusive 1983 study by Guterbock and London that, 

while demonstrating the usefulness of a conflict model for 

explaining the differences between Blacks and whites in 

individual socio-political participation, found evidence to 

support the theory (Knoke, 1986: 4-5). 

An even more recent trend has advocated the prioritizing 
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of a class-based study, particularly as far as public policy

making is concerned. In a 1988 study, Michael D. Woodward 

champions an approach to voluntary association among urban 

Afro-Americans that views blacks as the group of reference 

and concentrates on social class, what Woodward calls "the 

most salient dimension of the Afro-American social structure 

for the post-civil rights era." This is an alternative to 

earlier studies which either failed to take into account 

these differences and fostered the isolation thesis of black 

non-participation or controlled for socioeconomic disparity 

and interpreted greater black participation as compensation 

for discrimination, yet still held the frame of reference 

outside the Afro-American group to explain the differences 

(Woodward, 1988: 65-69). 

Woodward's findings are that membership will vary 

directly with socioeconomic characteristics and that people 

with more education and higher level occupations will have 

the necessary skills for economic and social advancement, and 

will more likely hold membership in instrumental 

associations. Conversely, people in lower level occupations 

or who are unemployed and lack a high level of education will 

more likely belong to organizations, such as church groups, 

that are more expressive in nature. Woodward shows that 

social class differences in the extent to which blacks 

participate are empirically observable and that education is 
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the most outstanding determinant of membership across 

associations. This, along with the contribution of high level 

occupation, accentuates the breadth of vertical variation 

among Afro-Americans and points out the fundamental way that 

these differences determine Afro-American life (Woodward: 70-

79). 

The phenomenon of "rotating credit associations" has 

been an area of interest in anthropology for the last four 

decades. Kerri points out that studies of the Yoruba by 

Bascom in Nigeria, the Afikpo Ibo by Ottenberg, rotating 

credit associations in India by Anderson, comparative 

analyses and general considerations by Geertz and Arderner 

covered a sixteen-year span between 1952 and 1968, yet share 

many commonalities in their perspectives and interpretations. 

All of these anthropologists, according to Kerri, view 

rotating credit associations as special-interest associations 

based on a rational system of mutual support and outfitted 

essentially towards economic aid in the shape of capital 

development and supply of short- and long-term loans and 

credit. Also, all of these anthropologists see such systems 

as temporary and transitional, eventually to be displaced by 

the more formal credit institutions of Western economies 

(Kerri: 32-33). 

In a 1983 book Bonds of Mutual Trust, Carlos G. Velez-

Ibanez examines the phenomenon of rotating credit 
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associations in Mexico and the American Southwest, describing 

it as an "adaptive cultural invention," designed as an 

attempt to reduce the uncertainty of people's lives. The key 

concept in understanding how these organizations work is that 

of cofianza, the willingness to engage in generalized 

reciprocity (described by Marshall Sahlins as a type of 

exchange in which gifts of goods and services are offered 

without the obligation of an immediate or equivalent return) 

with others. A communal sense of commitment and mutuality is 

thus expressed through the bonds of trust of the credit 

associations (Velez Ibanez, 1983: 1-5). 

Velez-lbanez identifies eleven different Mexican credit 

associations, ranging from informal groups in which the 

mutual trust is the sole basis of contract, to intermediate 

organized procedures in which someone within a company 

integrates the association into the payroll structure, to 

complex mutualistas which are sanctioned by state laws and 

assert much control over the associations. All three types 

act as savings, lending, and borrowing associations, 

permitting individuals access to money and resources while 

simultaneously promoting participation in the rotation of the 

resources. An important anthropological contribution of the 

book is its revelation of learned culture constructs that 

arise from such interaction. Velez-Ibanez demonstrates how 

a single practice leads to a sequence of unintentional 
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adaptive consequences that permit a large number of people 

to meet sociocultural and biological needs and serve to shape 

goals and expectations. Presenting an ethnodrama that 

demonstrates abuse of mutual trust Velez-Ibanez shows how no 

cultural controls guarantee behavior and often "too much 

coherence" can lead to miscommunication (Velez-Ibanez: 95-

111). 

These associations can allow the accumulation of large 

amounts of capital to meet extraordinary demands or eliminate 

interest payments on large capital loans. "Natural systems" 

in a variety of occupational circumstances and fictive 

friendships in an array of social situations can be formed. 

They can create and extend social credits and reciprocal 

networks, serve as political vehicles for people in 

interdependent situations, lead to an Increase in individual 

status and serve to integrate networks of personal 

relationships in institutional organizations. Capable of 

cross-cutting hierarchical and occupational divisions, they 

can even be avenues of affinity for people of different 

classes, residential and institutional contexts, regions and 

even nations. They can serve the function of reinforcing 

ethnic identity between the two nations, as the cultural 

construct of cofianza is extended across political boundaries 

(Velez-Ibanez: 4-5). The prevalence and variety of 

mutualistas as described by Velez-Ibanez affirms a resiliency 
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like that rendered by Lowie. These situationally-specific 

bodies born of the realities of border economics repudiates 

that previous assumption about the inevitable supersedence 

of rotating credit associations for standardized Western 

credit institutions. 

In the 1980s, voluntary associations of rural migrants 

to urban areas has continued to attract the interests of 

anthropologists, as the functions and consequences drawn from 

concepts initiated by the myriad of earlier studies continue 

to be debated and refined. For example, Kenneth Little's 

ideas on immigrant adoption of western culture in the urban 

milieu are contrasted with Jiann Hsieh's findings in a 1985 

study of Waichow Hakka associations in Hong Kong. The people 

of this group maintain an abundance of their traditional 

elements of organization and revel in their perceptions of 

themselves as "genuine Chinese" {Hsieh, 1985). 

In a 1983 article, Lane Ryo Hirabayashi looks at the 

formation of Mixtec and Mountain Zapotec migrant village 

associations in Mexico City, tests previous assumptions by 

Orellana by presenting a "negative case" in which a group of 

Mountain Zapotec did not organize, and submits an amended 

framework of prerequisites and variables that provide data 

from both the rural and urban end of the migration process, 

considerations like those of Mangin, Doughty, and Skeldon 

(Hirabayashi, 1983). 
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In a different angle on the passage from "traditional" 

to "modern" territory, Jasmeet Sandhu in a 1984 article in 

Eastern Anthropologist examines the organization and 

functioning of caste associations in a new and planned city, 

Chandigar, to determine if caste associations in a new city 

perform similar or different functions from the ones 

performed in old cities. Sandhu comes to the conclusion that 

associations in this new city are organized on modern 

democratic lines like any other voluntary association. 

Functions are dependent upon the level at which the 

associations are organized. If the group is organized at the 

national or state level, then its function is primarily 

political (the author cites other such studies). These 

associations are based on caste sentiments and strive to 

preserve the caste and maintain the system rather than 

overthrow it {Sandhu, 1984). 

Such maintenance of the status quo either through 

preservation of traditional systems or through the 

integration of outsiders into the dominant political and 

social system is but one end of the adaptation spectrum. The 

well-documented "advocacy explosion" that took off in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s (exemplified by Woodward's look 

at the history of black participation in "self-help" groups) 

has produced a growing literature on voluntary associations 

as active agents of social change. Abraham Makofsky's 1978 
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article on union activists under a repressive El Salvadoran 

government is significant for its description of unions as 

a unique condition of voluntary association in situations of 

immoderate social conflict and political subjugation 

(Makofsky, 1978). 

Two studies that give attention to ethnic considerations 

when dealing with the political advocacy function of 

voluntary associations are a "negative" case-study by 

Jonathan Okamura in 1984 and a 1985 article by Stephen S. 

Fugita and David J. O'Brien. Okamura gives a historical 

account of Filipino voluntary associations in Hawaii and 

attempts to discern how they have and have not played a role 

in establishing a "corporate ethnic identity" for furthering 

socioeconomic and political status. Okamura asserts that all 

ethnic groups in a society share interests, but differ in the 

corporate forms they assume or utilize in attaining or 

maintaining these interests. His case study here shows that 

not all ethnic groups take advantage of voluntary 

associations to advance their statuses. Primarily it is the 

socially disadvantaged who rely on their aid, but the United 

Filipino Council of Hawaii does not really serve the Filipino 

community in this way due to resistance within the 

organization, the non-political orientation of most Filipino 

voluntary associations, and lack of support from voluntary 

associations not in the council and from the larger Filipino 
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community (Okamura, 1984). 

In a 1985 article in Social Forces, Stephen S. Fugita 

and David J. O'Brien contend that a unique feature of 

Japanese American life is that more than any other American 

ethnic group, they combine high levels of both structural 

assimilation and involvement in ethnic community 

associations. Examining the impact of these features on 

political participation, Fugita and O'Brien characterize the 

circumstances as being a contradiction with traditional 

assimilationist perspectives which hold that as members of 

an ethnic group become structurally assimilated, they 

relinquish their ties to their community of origin. The 

"personal resource" of education is described as a strong 

predictor of involvement in non-ethnic groups that has no 

real effect on political participation through involvement 

in Japanese American voluntary associations. The common 

ethnic experience and the need to interact provides the 

primary incentives for persons belonging to these kinds of 

groups. Thus, while structural assimilation helps many 

Japanese Americans enter the political arena by building 

"bridges" to the dominant group, the network of organization 

within the ethnic community affords an "additional 

complimentary" avenue for participation in conventional 

political activity (Fugita & O'Brien, 1985). 

Two articles published in sociology journals within the 
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past five years have employed views of voluntary associations 

as instruments of social change to either bear out or disavow 

theoretical representations of society. In a 1984 article, 

Edward P. Dutton looks at four organizations instrumental in 

the 1965 California grape strike and examines their 

activities within the framework of a "consensus" versus 

"conflict" models of society (Dutton, 1984). Martti Siisianen 

has illustrated how voluntary associations can be useful in 

evaluation of assumptions pertaining to the stability of the 

political structure. Comparing two classical means of 

analysis: the social pluralism of Simmel and de Tocqueville, 

and the corporatism of Max Weber and Robert Michels, 

Siisianen proposes a combination of aspects from both views 

to adequately appraise modern-day capitalism (Siisainen, 

1985). Both of these articles will be described in greater 

detail in the final section of this paper to explicate my 

findings on the two activist-oriented groups in my study. 

Considerations of "group dynamics" and internal and 

external variables of individual membership and participation 

in voluntary associations have also been a popular sphere of 

inquiry in the 1980s for both anthropology and sociology. The 

"incentives" factor of individual motivation has been an area 

of attention for sociology since the 1965 publication of 

Mancur Olson's book The Logic of Collective Action: Public 

Goods and the Theory of Groups, which proposed a "cost-
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benefit" model of participation (Olson, 1965). David Knoke's 

1988 study presents evidence from the last twenty years of 

sociological research that has used Olson's work as a point 

of departure and taken him to task on many of his ideas 

{Knoke, 1988). 

Knoke's 1981 study of "commitment and detachment" 

factors sought to determine the degree to which a voluntary 

association's political structure and means of social control 

has observable effects (Knoke, 1981). The incentive factor 

and commitment/detachment variables will also be discussed 

in greater depth in the analysis of my data. 

Detachment to the extreme of withdrawal is the subject 

addressed by the anthropologists John M. Roberts and Garry 

E. Chick who in 1984 presented evidence from the "Monday Nite 

Pool League" in Butler County, Pennsylvania to demonstrate 

the cultural process of "covert disengagement" from voluntary 

associations. Alfred L. Kroeber's 1948 discussion of 

"cultural fatigue" is applied to the state of incipient 

quitting as an explanation of the endogenous conflicts that 

lead to the abandonment of cultural practices when the time 

is ripe. The authors feel that anthropology's understanding 

of voluntary associations will not be complete until the 

dynamics of voluntary departure are more clearly understood 

(Roberts and Chick, 1984). 

This survey of the progression of anthropology and 
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sociology's interest in voluntary associations has 

demonstrated the great pliability of the concept in 

accommodating a wide range of research interests from a vast 

and diverse expanse of cultural settings. Since the rise of 

urban anthropology, voluntary associations have been analyzed 

as mechanisms of urban adaptation, specifically as vehicles 

for integration that substitute for the kinship-based primary 

institutions of rural society in meeting psychic and material 

needs. Within this sphere of consideration emerged 

discussions over the extent of voluntary associations as 

"modernizing agencies" {social mobility and economic 

advancement through social education and material and non-

material manifestations that emphasize the urban over the 

rural end of the continuum) in light of the effects of ethnic 

augmentation and unification. Other salient points Include: 

the positive effects on rural modernization, evidence of the 

rural enclave in the city, and considerations of the 

transformation of the community, the point of destination, 

and the association itself. 

The recent trends, to which sociology has been the 

primary contributor, have focused on mainly empirically 

testable socioeconomic factors of membership and membership 

and participation variables of gender (which seek to 

understand how associations mirror or perpetuate the 

segregation and subordination of females in the larger 
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culture) and ethnicity (which popularly emphasize the gap 

between class positions within ethnic groups as the salient 

factor). Studies of the group dynamics of voluntary 

associations are popular and likewise reflect sociology's 

general preoccupation with various levels of quantitative 

description and analysis. Incentive factors of membership and 

participation, levels of communication and decision-making 

participation, and variables of commitment, attachment and 

withdrawal are common themes of inquiry that are significant 

of the distinction between anthropological and sociological 

contributions to the study of voluntary associations. As 

anthropology's efforts have curtailed, the shift has been to 

this type of analysis and understanding, a marked change from 

the archetypical descriptive ethnographies that identitified 

the adaptive and integrative functions of associations. 

It has been shown that voluntary associations can 

function as either mechanisms for maintaining the status quo 

by helping outsiders adapt to the values and social system 

of the dominant group (a means of social control i.e., 

Wallerstein's "civilizing agencies" in colonial Africa) or 

as vehicles for making a social or political change in the 

existing system. Since the "advocacy explosion" of the late 

1960s, voluntary associations have flourished as a means of 

self-help for people seeking to correct some commonly-

perceived malevolent aspect of the social system and the 
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literature seeking to understand how such groups function as 

agents of social change has correspondingly grown. Studies 

of the prevalence of and tactics utilized by these accepted 

avenues for social change have proven invaluable in making 

societal models that seek to discern the stability of the 

political system. 

The Tucson Homeless Union and the Southern Arizona 

Coalition for the Homeless are two voluntary associations 

that seek social change and self-help through activism. The 

interests they represent are those of the economically 

marginal and the politically powerless. Their numbers are 

large and ever-growing and the economic and social realities 

to which they attest involve issues far more complex and push 

into the ranks of the dispossessed people from a much wider 

range of cultural background than the "urban nomads" of James 

Spradley. 

Spradley's 1970 book You Owe Yourself A Drunk: An 

Ethnography of Urban Nomads is considered a standard text in 

urban anthropology and an exemplary exercise in the 

utilization of the ethnoscientlfic approach to the study of 

culture. The majority of the book deals with understanding 

urban nomad culture as a mobile, alienated, poverty-ridden 

lifestyle that is perpetuated, through recurrent 

incarceration, and by its relationship with various 

institutions of the dominant group. Determined to destroy the 
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myth of the melting pot, Spradley makes his case for cultural 

pluralism by stressing the great cultural distance between 

the rest of us and people living this socially repugnant way 

of life (Spradley, 1970: 1-8). 

Spradley's intenc is to present an emic perspective on 

the subculture of Skid Row "tramps" in Seattle through the 

collection of terminology that denotes specific aspects of 

the experiences of these people and that is peculiar to their 

lexicon. Thus, literally hundreds of terms gathered through 

interviews are taxonomically defined and elementally 

dissected by Spradley in an effort to elucidate from 

commonalities of experience, a cognitive map of tramp life 

(Spradley: 72-74). 

The book has a reformist undertone and played a 

significant part in changing attitudes on alcoholism and 

homelessness. From the outset, Spradley makes clear his hope 

that this work will inspire Americans to "renew our 

institutions and include the urban nomad in our multi

cultural society (Spradley: 252-262). 

As social forces have altered the constituency and 

expression of homelessness, anthropology's treatment of this 

growing segment of society must also change. This year, the 

first two issues of Practicing Anthropology, a publication 

of the Society for Applied Anthropology, were devoted to "The 

Changing Face of Homelessness in America." In the 
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introductory article, Margaret s .  Boone and Thomas Weaver 

identify five principal public policy issues that cut through 

the issue of homelessness. They are: (1) the problem of the 

ever-widening gap between the rich and the poverty-stricken, 

perpetuated by the discrepancies between educational 

opportunity and employment requirements; (2) issues 

associated with drug addiction, multi-substance abuse, and 

other "lifestyle-related health epidemics;1' (3) issues of 

mental health and the rising population of people with 

untreated disorders (a result of the "deinstitutionalization 

policies" that began in the 1960s);(4) the lack of affordable 

housing; and (5) multiple Issues raised by an increase in the 

population of the nation's elderly, a group rapidly at risk 

for becoming homeless and whose demands for health care will 

continue to exert pressure on government (Boone and Weaver, 

1989: 4). 

Boone and Weaver contend that anthropology offers a 

perspective on homelessness that is "older, deeper, broader, 

and more encompassing than that of most policy analysts." 

Anthropology fosters concentration on the basic values that 

make homelessness in America such a "vexing, conflicted, and 

morally troubling" issue. Some "value-laden questions" that 

should be posed are those concerning society's responsibility 

in helping a marginal working population when addiction is 

so easy and widespread for all members of society, society's 
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interest in protecting the children of addicted or mentally 

ill homeless parents, and questions of individualism and 

freedom of choice measured against "the Public Good" (Boone 

and Weaver: 4). 

The continually increasing social distance between 

marginalized people with nothing to lose and the rest of 

society, a hierarchy of vertical segmentation, and the anger 

and frustration at the concomitant gross inequality makes 

measures of rebellious self-help, like that offered and 

fostered by the Coalition and the Union (two voluntary 

associations representing homeless people in Tucson), seem 

more likely to occur. An article by Alfred H. Katz that 

appeared in the 1981 Annual Review of Sociology scrutinizes 

the social science literature from the past two decades on 

self-help and mutual aid groups. Described as endemic and 

chiefly reflexive in nature, these groups organized on the 

self-help/mutual aid pattern make up a major type of informal 

voluntary association in contemporary societies. Katz 

deploringly contends that despite the extraordinary upsurge 

in research since the mid-1970s (attributable to the fact 

that the prevalent social movements of the late 1960s and 

early 1970s demanded that they no longer be neglected) they 

have been given slight methodical analysis by social 

scientists (Katz, 1981: 129). 

Katz distills four "categories of interpretation" from 
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M. Killllea's comprehensive analysis of pertinent scholarly 

publications. These categories, which can also be seen as 

four functions that voluntary associations serve, are: (1) 

self-help as self-treatment,(2) as ideology, (3) as 

organizational form, and (4) as empowerment strategy. It is 

my contention that the Tucson Homeless Union and the Southern 

Arizona Coalition for the Homeless lend themselves to all 

four of these categories, but most specifically the final 

one. "Empowerment" is unequivocally the critical term used 

in the discourse of the Union's organizers and "self-help as 

an empowerment strategy for relatively weak, stigmatized, 

disadvantaged populations" seems to acutely describe what 

these groups are attempting to accomplish (Katz: 136-137). 

THE HOMELESS SITUATION IN TUCSON 

The statistics on the issue of affordable housing show 

that Tucson is a microcosm of the aggregate situation in the 

United States. Before looking at the local situation, some 

grave illustrative facts should be presented. The Winter 1988 

edition of Guadalupe, the newsletter of Casa Maria, quotes 

statistics from a study by Philip L. Clay, an associate 

professor of urban studies at Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology. From 1981 to 1988, the federal government has 
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annually reduced its housing budget form 32 billion to 7 

billion dollars. The percentage of the population categorized 

as poor has grown in the last ten years from 12% to nearly 

15% of all Americans. Translated into numbers, 7.2 million 

more Americans are ranked as poor today than ten years ago. 

It has been projected that between 1983 and 2003, the total 

number of low rent units in the United States will drop from 

12.9 million to 9.4 million. During this same period, the 

total number of households in need of low-rent units is 

projected to increase form 11.9 million to 17.2 million. A 

considerable percentage of the 1.9 million privately-owned 

but federally-assisted low-income rental units are at risk 

as a result of expiring federal contracts and use 

restrictions (Petit & Browne, 1988). 

An August 1988 cover story in the Tucson Weekly provides 

statistics for the situation locally. According to the 

"Mayors Task Force on Low and Moderate Income Housing, 

approximately 2,500 Tucsonans have no homes at all {This 

number is considered low by the Coalition and the union). At 

least 7,000 homes in Tucson are in an acute condition of 

disrepair and another 9000 homes are overcrowded. An 

estimated 20,000 Tucsonans are paying more than half of their 

earnings for housing. As is the national trend, the most are 

women and children. There is not a lack of housing, but a 

lack of affordable housing. Studies and estimates by local 
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real-estate agents show that more than 10,000 rental units 

in Tucson are vacant in any one month (Zanger, 1988). 

In September 1989, the Community Planning Project of 

Information and Referral Services, Inc. released an 

"Inventory of the Services for the Homeless in Metropolitan 

Tucson." This survey listed twenty-one agencies that are 

available to these 2,500 or more people with nowhere to 

legally spend each night. They are: 

(1) The Brewster Center for victims of Family Violence, 

a shelter for abused women and children with 16 beds and 4 

cribs. Maximum allowable stay is four weeks. During 1988-1989 

264 women and 609 children sheltered, while another 297 were 

turned away due to lack of space; 114 other women who were 

homeless but not abuse victims were directed elsewhere. 

(2) Casa de los Ninos Residential Center, a "crisis 

residential center" for children 11 years of age and under 

whose parents are temporarily unable to care for them or who 

are at risk of neglect or abuse. With 32 beds (2 reserved for 

children of homeless families), an average of 100 children 

are cared for each month. 25-30% of these are from homeless 

parents who want to insure that their children are not 

sleeping on the streets. The shelter is filled to capacity 

approximately 80% of the time. 

(3) Casa Maria Free Kitchen, the center of the Union and 

Coalition activities provides free noon-time meals to anyone 
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in need. Everyday between 550-650 meals are served. Around 

half of the people who are fed are regulars, most of whom 

live in the immediate neighborhood. No one is turned away, 

although when there is a shortage of food, smaller portions 

are served. 

(4) El Rio Health Center, provides primary and limited 

specialty services to about 2,500 people per year. During the 

first half of 1989, 1,346 people were given medical 

assistance. 

(5) Episcopal Community Services of SE Arizona's Grace 

Medical Screening Clinic, staffed exclusively by physician 

and nursing volunteers, provides disease screening, 

physicals, and medications for homeless persons on the first 

and third Saturday mornings of each month. During 1988-1989, 

152 people were attended to. 

(6) Family Counseling Agency, a case management 

organization for homeless youth in the Amphitheatre-Flowing 

Wells area. Assistance is aimed toward family reconciliation 

and health and safety. Since April of 1989 approximately 18 

youths have received benefit from this group. 

(7) Gateway, Inc., provides drug and alcohol 

detoxification for men or women who lack the resources to 

purchase treatment (1-10 days, 32 beds total), residential 

treatment services for men and women who have been in 

treatment previously (four week program with 30 beds total 
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for men or women who have not previously been in treatment, 

twelve week extended care program with 20 available beds for 

longterm substance abusers) and transitional apartments for 

men who have completed treatment (three to six month re

integration program for men who have completed treatment, 22 

apartments with 2 men living in each unit). 9,737 "bed-days" 

of detox and 14,8 37 "bed-days" of treatment were provided 

during 1988-89. Approximately 65% of the detox clients were 

homeless. Both facilities are always filled to capacity, with 

a minimum of 80 people being turned away from detox each 

month. The transitional apartments are always filled, with 

5-10 men turned away or placed on a waiting list each week. 

(8) Gospel Rescue Mission, provides showers, meals and 

shelter for homeless men, women, and children (48 beds for 

men, 18 for women and children) . Maximum stay at this shelter 

is three nights. Attendance at a gospel service is required; 

17,153 nights of shelter were provided during the past year. 

(9) The Haven, a residential long-term alcoholism 

treatment center for adult females. Length of stay is 6 - 9 

months. There are 21 beds, three set aside specifically for 

homeless women. Between 1988 - 1989 79 women were treated, 

with at least as many turned away due to the long waiting 

list. 

(10) La Prontera Center, provides outreach and case 

management services for severely mentally ill homeless 
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persons; 300 - 370 people each month are given assistance 

which includes psychiatric evaluations, medication, aid in 

procuring entitlements, and domicile location. 

(11) Nostros, Inc., provides transitional shelter and 

case management for homeless families. Twelve apartments 

housed 201 families during 1988 - 1989 for maximum stays of 

30 days; 155 more persons received casework. There is always 

a waiting list of 4 - 5 families. 

(12) Open Inn, an emergency shelter with 29 beds for 

homeless youths or youths who are temporarily unable to 

remain in their homes. The maximum length of stay is 60 days, 

the average is two weeks. During 1988, 975 teens were given 

10,504 nights of shelter. Approximately 200 youths are turned 

away each month. Open Inn's "Transitional Independent Living 

Program" oversees apartments for youths ages 16 - 18. Ten 

persons occupy five apartments, with a maximum stay of nine 

months. Beginning in August of 1989, two triplexes were 

leased through the HUD $l-a year program which permits non

profit groups to lease repossessed houses as shelter for 

homeless persons. 

(13) Our Town Family Center, provides outreach and 

referrals to homeless youth. Since March 1989, 40 youth have 

been served. 

(14) Pima County Community Services Department, gives 

career assessment, employment counseling, job search 
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assistance, case management and follow-up services to 

homeless adults looking for employment. Primavera and 

Travelers Aid reserves 50 beds for clients in this program. 

During 1988 - 1989 444 people were assisted. 60% found 

employment, 17% were continuing in the program. 

(15) Pio Decimo Center, a transitional shelter that 

provides support services for "high risk" families who are 

living in substandard housing and under threat of eviction. 

By the end of this year, 12 units should be completed and 

opened for residency. These units are 1, 2, and 3 bedrooms 

and length of stay is six months to one year. 

(16) Primavera Foundation, an emergency shelter (90 

beds, overflow capacity of 135) for men. Maximum length of 

stay is usually seven days, however up to fifty beds can be 

extended for men with medical demands or in employment 

search. Offers day shelter for up to 25 men with night jobs 

or medical needs. During 1988 - 1989 3,583 men were 

sheltered, an average capacity of 84.5 per night. The shelter 

is filled to capacity almost every night during the winter 

and 80% of the time during the rest of the year. 

October lrst saw the opening of Five Points Apartments, 

transitional housing (capacity 28 people) for up to six 

months for working men and women. 

(17) The Salvation Army, provides four kinds of 

services. "Hospitality House" (47 beds for men, 34 for women 
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and children) is an emergency shelter for homeless adults and 

families whose maximum length of stay is 2 - 3 nights within 

a thirty day period. During 1988 - 1989, 24,682 nights of 

shelter were provided to 4,974 people. The "S.A.F.E. Shelter 

Program" gives transitional shelter (20 units, plus 10 

extended stay shelter beds at Hospitality House) and case 

management for people and families in work training or 

seeking employment. 307 clients were given 14,628 nights of 

accommodations during the past year. The "Adult 

Rehabilitation Center" is a residential program for single 

men with special needs who are unable to contend with their 

problems on their own. During 1988 - 1989, 1,920 cases were 

managed, 25,102 nights of lodging were provided, and 75,805 

meals were served. About half of the men were homeless at the 

time they sought help from the program. The "City Hall Soup 

Kitchen" is, along with Casa Maria, the other place where 

mass free feedings are held. The 3 pm meals at Sunset Park, 

adjacent to City Hall, were served to an estimated 5,500 

people during 1988 - 1989. 

(18) Shalom House, a transitional shelter for single 

mothers with children which can accommodate up to ten people. 

Three months is the maximum length of stay; 22 families were 

sheltered during the past year, with an average of 40 

families turned away per month. 

(19) Travelers Aid, provides case management for 
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homeless persons, individuals in financial crisis, or 

stranded travelers. Services provided include casework and 

referrals, emergency financial aid, short and long term 

shelter, job counseling, transportation assistance, and 

assistance in obtaining entitlements. During 1988 - 1989, 

5,299 people were served and 7,507 turned away. The short-

term shelter program (864 people given lodging during 1988 -

1989) gives motel vouchers to people with nowhere else to 

stay while participating in Travelers Aid case management 

program. The capacity is eight motel rooms and length of stay 

is usually held to thirty days. "Phase II Shelter" program 

(129 individuals sheltered during 1988 - 1989) provides 

transitional housing for people who are employed but need to 

save up for rent and utility deposits. The capacity is 21 

rooms, the length of stay is no more than six months. "Women 

in Transition" program gives transitional shelter (34 women 

served during 1988 - 1989), case management, and life skills 

training for single women desiring employment or work 

training. The "Families in Transition" program performs case 

management for dislodged families adopted by local religious 

groups to receive shelter and assistance. During 1988 - 1989 

15 families (59 people) were sheltered. 

(20) Tucson Center fojtr Women and Children, provides 

emergency shelter (38 beds and 6 cribs, maximum length of 

stay is four weeks), counseling and casework for women and 



64 

children seeking refuge from domestic violence. During 1988 -

1989, 684 women and 544 children were sheltered and 

counseled. During the same period, the Center's "Second Step 

Program" provided 6,742 nights of transitional shelter for 

70 women and children. Six apartments house victims of 

domestic violence for no more than six months. 

(21) Veterans Administration, informs homeless veterans 

of available services; 20 people per day are found and 

counseled. Residential treatment services were purchased for 

160 persons with mental illness, substance abuse problems, 

depression or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (Community 

Planning Project of Tucson Information a Referral Services, 

Inc., 1989). 

A perusal of the above-listed inventory of services 

illustrates, in light of the numbers given at the beginning 

of this section, the exigency of the homeless situation in 

Tucson. The president of the Coalition, a member of the Casa 

Maria community, described to me the frustration when all he 

can do is refer people to shelters that are sure to be filled 

to capacity or place adult males' names on the waiting list 

at Prlmavera. More than ever before, the food lines consists 

of women and children and one of the biggest concerns is the 

extreme shortage of beds available to women who are not 

domestic abuse victims. The monthly cycle of the "Sally 

shuffle" was was explained as consisting of two nights at the 
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Salvation Army, three nights at the Rescue Mission, back on 

the streets in between, with the whole process starting over 

again each month. 

The Casa Maria Free Kitchen is the home of the Catholic 

Worker Community in Tucson. The operation exists entirely on 

private donations and is staffed by volunteers from the 

larger community who donate time in the kitchen from eight 

a.m. until noon and by eight live-in members (six males and 

two females) who receive a salary of $10 a week for their 

efforts. Three of these people lived on the streets before 

living at Casa Maria. 

The people who live at Casa Maria comprise the nucleus 

of the homeless activist movement in Tucson and were my key 

informants throughout the Summer of 1989. Informal 

interviewing techniques were utilized with homeless persons 

at demonstrations and meetings and feedings at Casa Maria. 

Seeking to get a "ground-level" view of the homeless problem 

in Tucson and of the efforts of these two voluntary 

associations, I attended and participated at monthly meetings 

of the Southern Arizona Coalition for the Homeless, bi

monthly meetings of the Tucson Homeless Union, specific 

"issues committee" meetings that are called when the need 

arises, public demonstrations and other Coalition/Union-

sponsored events as described in the following chronology and 

did volunteer work at the Free Kitchen. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE ACTIVITIES OP THE SOUTHERN ARIZONA 
COALITION FOR THE HOMELESS (SACH) AND THE TUCSON 

HOMELESS UNION (THU) 

Southern Arizona Coalition For The Homeless (SACH) 

The Coalition was founded in 1982 by an aide to Senator 

Morris Udall and was composed mostly of social service-

oriented people. To the discontentment of the people at casa 

Maria, those in control of the Coalition at that time lacked 

a strong enough commitment to the cause, "leaving the issues 

and problems behind them when they went home at night." The 

year 1985, when the St Martin's Soup Kitchen was forced to 

close, is considered a formative year for homeless advocates 

in Tucson. 

St. Martin's Soup Kitchen, located on South Sixth 

Avenue, just south of the Armory Park district, a heavily-

populated transient haven, began feeding five hundred people 

a day within a week of its opening in 1983. This 

concentration brought protests and a lawsuit from the 

residents of this neighborhood and eventually led to its 

closing. Upon St. Martin's termination, a number of hurdles 

from city officials and neighborhood residents stood in the 

way of those who eventually established the Primavera 

emergency shelter. The City Council passed an ordinance 

stating that "any soup kitchen located within two miles of 

another soup kitchen, school, or public park must be 
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specifically approved." Several times plans for the shelter 

were scrapped due to neighborhood resistance and, after much 

debate and controversy, Primavera purchased private land for 

the emergency shelter on Benson Highway, just outside of the 

South Tucson city limits and a good many miles from an ideal 

central location. 

The characteristic "not-in-my-backyard" stance couched 

in such a chain of events and the concomitant contention over 

incidents of purported police victimization of homeless 

people led to an upheaval in the organization of the 

Coalition. The workers at Casa Maria, wanting the 

organization to become activist-aligned, basically staged a 

coup. Homeless people were recruited to become more directly 

involved and the meetings were moved from a business district 

office building to the back porch of Casa Maria in South 

Tucson. Eventually the original administrators resigned and 

the organization changed, in the words of its current 

president, from being an organization "for the homeless" to 

an organization "of the homeless." 

This description is really only partly accurate. A good 

many homeless people regularly attend Coalition meetings but 

the majority of the constituents represent a variety of 

groups concerned with issues of homelessness. These include 

members of local hunger organizations and the Food Bank, 

ecology groups and organizations devoted to peace issues 
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(anti-nuclear/"Star Wars" group, Tucsonans Against Apartheid, 

Peace for Palestine), clearly political bodies such as the 

Rainbow Coalition, Women for Racial and Economic Equality, 

Southern Arizona Legal Aid and the Lawyers' Guild, many 

church-affiliated organizations and not so overtly political 

advocates like those concerned people who routinely 

contribute time and resources to the Free Kitchen. There is 

always a political and economic thread that explains their 

affiliation. For example, tax money that the government 

spends on the Strategic Defense Initiative is seen as money 

that is taken away from low income housing programs. There 

is a strong support network of activist organizations. The 

Coalition and the Union reciprocate the support they are 

given by usually sending a group of homeless and homeless 

activists to related functions. For example, during a camp-

out protest at a Congressman's office, a big dinner was given 

that attracted a respectable number of people from outside 

organizations who came to show their endorsement. The 

previous night, the president of the Coalition had taken a 

few homeless people from the campsite to a fundraising 

dinner/music concert for the Peace for Palestine group. 

An accurate number of people who consider themselves 

members of the Coalition is not easy to estimate, as no 

official role is kept and the way one becomes a member is to 

simply come to the meetings. The meetings that I attended 
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during the Summer of 1989 assembled between 25 and 35 people 

at a time. About half of these people attended regularly and 

were directly involved in Casa Maria, the Union or Prlmavera. 

Of the rest, about half were people who turned out for 

demonstrations and other activities but did not attend 

Coalition meetings regularly and the other half were homeless 

"regulars" at Casa Maria or transients "passing through" 

Tucson who had been encouraged to participate during their 

stay in town. A rough measure of the members of this "loose" 

organization can best be gained by looking at the number of 

people on the Casa Maria mailing list. These are people who 

have and are likely to attend Coalition meetings and other 

sponsored events and rallies and their number totals at least 

two hundred. 

Meetings of the Coalition are held the first Tuesday of 

every month. At 4:30 in the afternoon, members congregate on 

and around the wooden benches on the back porch at Casa Maria 

with coffee and lemonade. Before the meetings begin, the 

president of the Coalition draws on a posterboard with a 

magic marker the afternoon's agenda of issues to be 

discussed. He solicits additional suggestions from those 

present, adding the ideas to the list if it is agreed that 

they be should be addressed. 

The president of the Coalition is a man in his mid-

thirties with a strong history of activism (he came to local 
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prominence a few years ago with a several month-long nuclear 

protest at Davis-Monthan Air Force base) and undoubtedly, due 

to the organization's handling of the media for its own ends, 

the most publicly visible champion for the homeless and 

working poor in the Tucson area. Although certainly a 

charismatic figure who uses his presence as a rallying point 

for support for the cause, his demeanor at Coalition 

functions {and observed in my formal and informal 

conversations) is always in accord with ideas of group 

equality and solidarity and one really gets no sense of self-

centered motives of personal power enhancement. While the 

president is responsible for directing the discussions in 

each meeting, the egalitarian qualities of the group are 

explicit. 

Once this agenda is decided upon, each issue is 

addressed by the president calling upon those present who are 

involved with a particular matter to give progress reports 

or suggestions for further action. The president comes to the 

meeting with an agenda in mind and certain "core" members of 

the organization almost always have ideas they have discussed 

ahead of time, but everyone present at the meeting is given 

an opportunity to speak and provide input into the decision

making process. Often, as we shall see, there is dissention 

over a course of action, but at the meetings attended the 

disputations were worked through until there was a general 
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agreement among the members. Grumbling may persist but there 

is a certain amount of faith placed in the necessity of the 

cohesion of a group that sees itself as being at odds with 

the larger community. 

When an "action" or strategy has been agreed to, members 

are solicited to form a "committee" that will meet and work 

out the details. An attempt is almost always made to get 

members of the homeless population involved in the planning 

and execution of Coalition actions. Thus, Coalition meetings 

are generally like "state of the union" reports. All of this 

is true for the agenda of actions carried out described later 

in the chronology of the summer1s events. 

Meetings never last more than an hour and a half and 

usually six or seven topics are discussed. Afterwards, the 

air of informality continues with less specifically issue-

directed conversation and socialization among the members of 

the Coalition. Thus, this self-described organization "of 

the homeless" is more correctly "of the homeless and their 

advocates," as it provides an outlet for political action for 

those concerned with problems of homelessness. With the 

purpose of empowerment of homeless people as an acknowledged 

prime goal, one of the most important functions of the 

Coalition is to keep the Tucson Homeless Union afloat. "A 

union is only as strong as its support group," the president 

of the Coalition told me. "Empowerment comes in increments," 
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Coalition to help homeless and 

road to speaking and acting on 

to and against the social and 

brought them to their current 

Tucson Homeless Union (THU) 

In December of 1987 a "tent city" was erected in front 

of City Hall and the Tucson chapter of the Homeless Union was 

first organized. Chris Sprowell, then president of the 

National Union of the Homeless and a notable national speaker 

for the cause, speaking in Tucson said, "Homeless people have 

got to speak and act for themselves. The only thing we (union 

organizers) can do is give you a vehicle on how to do it. The 

leadership and person power has to come from Tucson" 

(Alexander, 1989: 8). 

At the time, the Tucson chapter was the twelfth such 

organization in the country and issued several resolutions, 

one a lengthy demand that the city and the courts order the 

Tucson Police Department to quit "illegal harassment, verbal 

abuse, physical abuse, assaults, and other wrongs perpetrated 
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against the homeless of Tucson" (Alexander, 1989: 8). Prior 

to the founding of the Tucson chapter, the Coalition had put 

in a good deal of work on bringing this issue to the public's 

attention. 

On July 25, 1987 Southern Arizona Legal Aid, Inc. sent 

a letter to the Tucson Police Chief insisting that police 

desist the policy of routinely stopping and demanding 

identification from people who appear to be homeless. 

Accusations of harassment and searches violating 

constitutional rights were levelled at a later press 

conference held: by the Southern Arizona Chapter of the 

National Lawyers' Guild and the Coalition, as both groups 

presented data and affidavits gathered from several months 

of research. A lawsuit was filed in U.S. District Court on 

August 26. The suit was filed by Southern Arizona Legal Aid, 

Inc. on behalf of three individuals who claim that they were 

coerced under threat of violence to produce identification 

(Alexander, 1989: 8). 

The three individuals making the claims were the 

president of the Coalition, a law student at the University 

of Arizona sympathetic to the movement, and another 

individual who, in response to complaints of police 

harassment from people who frequent the soup kitchen, dressed 

as transients and waited in an arroyo for a confrontation 

with the police. At the end of my work this past summer, the 
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case had been, moved to Federal Court and was not to be heard 

until next February. The general feeling of those involved 

in this issue (the law student,now a practicing lawyer and 

frequent participant at Coalition actions, a University law 

professor, and a representative form the Lawyer's Guild) is 

that the case will never see the light of day, due to the 

usual full docket in Federal Court, and that some sort of 

compromise will be worked out. 

This would not be considered a set-back by the Coalition 

and the union. The chief purpose of all of this has been to 

maintain some sort of check on the perceived abuse of power 

by Tucson police. The president of the Coalition, the 

president of the Union and others contend that since this 

pressure has been applied and the public has been made of 

aware of the potential prioritizing of property rights over 

individual rights of those with no place to live, police 

harassment has decreased dramatically. "If you think things 

are bad now . . ." is frequently repeated whenever the issue 

is raised. Most of the homeless people with whom I talked to 

about this problem agree that this is true and are mostly 

praiseful of the efforts of the Coalition and the Union. As 

I will discuss in detail in the final section, this issue has 

been of critical importance to organisers in membership 

recruitment and in maintaining levels of participation and 

commitment and also provides a useful perspective for those 
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who realize the special place of activist-oriented voluntary 

associations in understanding the nature of society and the 

stability of the dominant political system. 

Within a year the first attempt at organizing the union 

locally succumbed to typical difficulties of life on the 

street. Alcoholism, the transient lifestyle of members, and 

a weakness and lack of commitment at the leadership level of 

organization were cited as the three biggest reasons for the 

first failure. The Coalition and the more committed members 

of the homeless community persisted, however, and on January 

8, 1989 a newly reorganized union was launched. New officers 

and executive board members were elected and resolutions that 

voiced the most relevant concerns among the homeless 

population was presented. 

The basic collective demand is always more affordable 

housing, specifically that Federal funds be at least restored 

to pre-Reagan-era levels, but, as with the police harassment 

issue, the Union has expanded its program to address other 

related issues. The "three-pronged attack" of the winter, and 

later summer, offensive was specified as increased and 

Improved facilities for women and children, free showering 

facilities, and an increase in the minimum wage. 

Three primary purposes for targeting this broader range 

of concerns were expressed to me. First, emphasizing the 

inclusion of women and children and employed persons or those 
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seeking employment (i.e. showers facilitate finding a job) 

serves to promote a positive, more realistic public 

perception of homeless people. The image of the homeless 

population as exclusively consisting of mentally ill or as 

alcohol or drug-addicted sociopaths is one that the Union is 

constantly striving to change. Second, incorporating a wider 

range of people whose lives are influenced by the economic 

circumstances that contribute to homelessness is a means of 

gaining broader based support for the cause. The escalating 

number of "working poor" described as being a "paycheck away" 

from homelessness is often referred to in the discourse at 

Union/Coalition rallies. The "prevention of homelessness 

campaign" which I will describe later specifically deals with 

this realm of the problem. Finally, this "three-pronged 

attack" seeks the aforementioned attainable goals that 

encourage Union membership and participation. 

During the first three months of my work, the Union met 

every other Sunday on the back porch of Casa Maria. The 

meetings were carried out in basically the same manner as 

Coalition meetings, with the president of the Coalition 

directing affairs here as well. Attendance was lower than at 

Coalition meetings and varied between ten and twenty and 

included a few "core" participants and whomever happened to 

be around that day. The "official" structure of the Union is 

anchored in its affiliation with the national organization, 
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and by its own constitution and by-laws. Aside from name, 

communication with and ties to the national organization are 

very loose. It was expressed that solidarity with the 

national organization is best expressed through coinciding 

planned actions (i.e. occupation of vacant buildings) in 

which local chapters participate in protests on the same day. 

Also, there are quarterly meetings in Washington of 

representatives from each active Union. The constitution 

specifies that the Union have three elected officers: a 

President, an Executive Vice President, and a Secretary-

Treasurer; and be governed by an Executive Board consisting 

of these three officers and other board members elected by 

the organization. Eighty to ninety people are officially on 

record as Union members. Officially every member of the union 

is supposed to pay dues, $1.00 a month for unemployed members 

and $5.00 a month for members who are working, but these dues 

are rarely collected. 

Despite the semblance of formality, the operational 

functioning of the Union is even more informal than that of 

the Coalition and demonstrates the propensity for flux and 

fine-tuning that is typical of this kind of voluntary 

association. A conversation I had with the president of the 

Union one afternoon, after a typical day at Casa Maria in 

which over 600 lunches were given out, elucidated the salient 

features of this fluidity. 
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The president of the Union is a man in his mid-40s and 

a Vietnam War veteran who lived "on the road" for several 

years. He has remained in Tucson since 1987, when he became 

involved with the people at Casa Maria. Activism has surely 

given a strong direction to his life and, as the "unofficial" 

homeless spokesperson (a role he sarcastically grumbles about 

playing), he is doubtlessly the most visible member of the 

homeless community. He frequently appears in the media and 

at benefits and rallies, always wearing a baseball cap 

covered in buttons bearing the slogans of other activist 

causes. He along with the permanent workers at Casa Maria 

form the backbone of the homeless advocacy movement in 

Tucson. Because he is a veteran of the streets, he is 

somewhat cynical of outsiders and not as easily approachable 

as the more public-minded advocates, such as the president 

of the Coalition. Once I had proven my sincerity in wanting 

to better understand the issues, he opened up and spoke more 

freely than any other informant. 

When asked about the first failure, he described this 

Union as "constantly failing," a characterization objected 

to by a Casa Maria worker, who prefers to say "constantly 

changing." He related the difficulties in organizing homeless 

people in terms of the "homeless mind": their independent 

nature, suspicion of outsiders, hesitancy to be in situations 

in which their picture may be taken (some might have police 
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records or outstanding warrants). When there is "work to be 

done", however, and people are needed to "stand up," a good 

many will participate. Thus, despite low attendance at 

"official" Union meetings and variant levels of interest and 

participation in the formal structure of the Union, the 

strong turn-outs at the Summer's full agenda of actions and 

demonstrations support the contention that Union is alive 

and well. 

"The best way to keep a union viable is to be out 

fighting in the streets." These words of the Coalition 

president were echoed frequently by others at meetings and 

demonstrations. This attitude reflects the organization's 

commitment to civil disobedience as a route to social change 

while maintaining the idea that Union's strength lies not so 

much in the numbers of those who regularly attend meetings 

as in its ability to marshal support and participation when 

an action is planned and executed. The main objective is to 

keep the "principle" alive. As a support group the Coalition 

has successfully done this in spite of the many problems 

inherent in a Union of homeless people. At present there are 

sixteen chapters in the national organization, the Tucson 

Homeless Union is one of the most active of the twelve 

"active" chapters. Pour others are considered "inactive" and 

others in larger cities such as New York, Los Angeles, and 

New Orleans have failed completely. 
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I was told that for the union to function, there need 

only be a small core of dedicated participants. Although the 

three or four primary organizers who live at Casa Maria have 

remained constantly active since the Union's inception, the 

number of what might be called "active members11 has greatly 

fluctuated. I was told that the peak of activity was around 

the first of the year, just after the first reorganization. 

During this time fifteen to twenty people could be considered 

"active" members. At the beginning of the "summer offensive" 

which I observed and participated in, there were four or five 

"core" members, but by the end of the summer the president 

was the only officer that remained. At this time, a 

reorganizational meeting was held. 

Prior to the meeting it was decided by the president of 

the union and the core members of the Coalition to target a 

dozen or so homeless regulars at Casa Maria who seemed to be 

enthusiastic about Union involvement. These people, along 

with six or so Coalition members, were invited to a special 

Sunday afternoon dinner. At the reorganizational meeting it 

was decided that a different person will volunteer to lead 

each meeting of the Union and that meetings will be held once 

a month instead of every two weeks. One young male 

volunteered to be in charge of the next meeting and the 

remainder of the gathering was spent discussing the agenda 

of upcoming events. 
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CHRONOLOGY OF UNION/COALITION ACTIVITIES, 
JANUARY - OCTOBER 1989 

On January 13th, the birthday of Rev. Martin Luther 

King, a demonstration was held in front of the Federal 

Building in downtown Tucson. Like a sequel to the National 

"Take Off The Boards Protest" that was held the previous 

July, a rally took place that drew over a hundred people to 

protest the paucity of affordable housing. Music was provided 

by a local singer of protest songs, a sympathetic council 

member pledged his support, the president of the Coalition 

spoke of the philosophy of civil disobedience espoused by Dr. 

King, and, as usual, food was provided by Casa Maria. 

Following this, a large number of the crowd marched to 

the site of a house owned by the city but sitting vacant. The 

protestors proceeded to occupy the house, clean it up, and 

make it suitable to live in. People came and went throughout 

the evening. By 11 O'clock the police began making arrests. 

Eighteen people were arrested and charged with trespassing. 

In June the eighteen were sentenced to either pay a fine 

equivalent to the cost for the city to arrest them or 

approximately twenty hours of community service. 

For over three weeks between late May and early June, 

a "Raise The Minimum Wage" demonstration was held every 

morning for two hours along the sidewalk in front of Senator 

John McCain's office. Casa Maria brought a van load of Union 
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members every day, while other Coalition members and 

advocates arrived on their own. The activists, which numbered 

between twenty and forty each day, held signs made by the 

Union. Close communication was kept with the Senator's aide 

on the status of the bill and at the end of each protest, a 

"strategy meeting" was held on the lawn in front of the 

building, with various participants voicing their opinions 

on the next day's course of action. When there were not 

enough votes in the House to override President Bush's veto 

of the proposed minimum wage hike, the demonstrators moved 

to Representative Jim Kolbe's office. 

During this busy period of protest, those committed to 

the cause attempted to strengthen the movement through an 

education program. For six weeks during the summer, weekly 

classes were held at a South Tucson community center that 

sought to educate homeless people and advocates on 

organizational techniques and effective roads to empowerment. 

Each week the class was taught by a different Individual 

representing a different activist group or political 

organization. Films on aspects of social and economic 

struggle were shown and topics ranged from a Marxist 

interpretation of the homeless problem to the history of farm 

labor organization in the united States. 

On June 19th, efforts were concentrated on putting 

pressure on Rep. Jim Kolbe. On this morning a "guerilla 
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theatre" tactic was put to use. A mock "jail cell" built and 

decorated by members of the Homeless Union was erected in the 

parking lot in front of the Representative's office. A Jim 

Kolbe effigy was "tried" before a "people's tribunal" for 

"crimes committed against the homeless and working poor in 

Arizona." A Union member playing the role of "Homeless Joe" 

levelled the charges and Kolbe was convicted unanimously. It 

was said that he could gain a "reprieve" if he voted for the 

Dellums Bill, a bill introduced by Ron Dellums of California 

that would drastically cut military funding in order to 

appropriate $50 million for low-income housing. After all of 

this, members of a half dozen sympathetic support groups took 

turns at the microphone to inform the seventy or so people 

present of upcoming events. For the homeless cause, the 

biggest was the forthcoming appearance of Mitch Snyder, a 

nationally known activist for the homeless cause. 

Snyder spoke on July 13th at a local church that is the 

frequent cite for Coalition functions and committee meetings. 

Much effort was put into getting a large turnout, as Snyder 

was on a whirlwind tour of the country to promote and garner 

support for the Housing Now march that took place in 

Washington on October 7. Over two hundred people, a majority 

of them "mainstream" (not activist-oriented) supporters from 

the community at large, attended the program that was emceed 

by a local radio personality and included brief presentations 
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from representatives of six local organizations as well as 

Snyder's eloquent and impassioned appeal for support for the 

march. The president of the Coalition used the opportunity 

to recruit people to turn out for the next day' s 

demonstration at Rep. Kolbe's. 

On the next morning, about a hundred people gathered at 

Kolbe's office for the beginning of a round-the-clock vigil. 

A symbolic "pre-fab" house consisting of eight sections that 

was built, painted, and decorated with slogans by members of 

the Homeless Union was quickly hammered together and became 

the focal point of the activities. All of this was to send 

the message that homeless people and underpaid laborers are 

willing to work and to signify the dearth of affordable 

housing. The camp-out was to illustrate the fact that there 

are a large number of people living on the streets with 

nowhere to legally sleep. "People need a place to camp, 

anyway," was the president of the Coalition's rationale. 

After the morning's activities during which the majority 

of those present held protest signs along two blocks of 

sidewalk in front of the complex that housed the 

Representative's office, the numbers dwindled down but at 

least a dozen or more people remained throughout the day. 

More people came during the evening and around thirty camped 

overnight. The amount of media attention was described as 

good with reporters from both major newspapers and the local 
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television stations attending at least one time or another 

during the four days and three nights. 

Throughout, the police were non-confrontational and even 

co-operative, telling the demonstrators where they could 

legally gather and keeping them informed of the intentions 

of the manager of the property, who threatened throughout to 

tear down the house and have it hauled away as trash. The 

approach of Rep. Kolbe was a "hands off" policy and perceived 

as a tactic of "letting things run their course" (i.e., the 

heat during the day and the discomfort during the night would 

eventually wear down the demonstrators or the owner of the 

property would ultimately force them off) Kolbe's only 

communication with the group was a statement delivered to him 

by one of his aides. It referred to a "tax break" program 

that the Representative was backing that would give tax 

incentives to owners of private property who use their 

property as homeless shelters. This was met with derision and 

sarcasm from the Coalition and the Union people. 

Twenty to thirty people camped each night. They were 

mostly homeless people with nowhere else to sleep. One night 

a barbecue party was held that attracted a large number of 

the more "mainstream" supporters. Tension with the manager 

of an upscale restaurant located in the complex came to a 

head on the second night. Complaining that the demonstration 

was interfering with his business, he threw rotting fish at 
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one of the female demonstrators. This was done in front of 

the camera of a local television station, but not broadcast. 

"We build houses, we don't tear them down," were the 

words of the Union and Coalition leaders, who relished the 

"visual image" of a "house" built by homeless people being 

demolished by a member of the United States House of 

Representatives. During the uncertainty of how and when they 

were to be removed from the premises, the demonstrators held 

strategy meetings to decide on appropriate courses of action: 

move into the house and refuse to let it be torn down, take 

the house down themselves and then put it up again after the 

police leave, or allow the house to be torn down but continue 

the camp-out until they were arrested. 

In the afternoon of the fourth day the owner of the 

restaurant had the structure torn down and removed. The 

demonstrators then moved into Rep. Kolbe's office where they 

stayed without Incident for the remainder of the day. Shortly 

after the office closed, fifteen of the ones who had agreed 

to refuse to leave were arrested and charged with simple 

trespassing. 

The issue over free public showering facilities beyond 

the three hours per week provided by the Salvation Army (an 

alarmingly small amount of time considering the size of the 

homeless population and the summer heat) continued throughout 

the summer. Initially, signatures were gathered on a petition 
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given to the city council demanding new facilities or that 

homeless people be allowed to use existing showers in public 

parks. A council member phone-calling campaign was launched 

and two actions were carried out. In late July, Union and 

Coalition members held a press conference to call attention 

to the problem and then many of them bathed in a fountain 

near City Hall to demonstrate the need. In early August, a 

make-shift shower was built in front of City Hall during the 

afternoon before an evening's city council meeting and, in 

the words of the demonstrators, the "unwashed hordes" were 

symbolically bathed. 

A plan to hold a demonstration at a patch of dogwood 

trees that the city was spending $6,000 to water was 

cancelled when a monsoon washed out the pipes. The union and 

Coalition members were going to "sabotage" the project by 

turning the hoses on themselves to show that "trees are more 

important than people1' in the minds of the budget makers. 

Later, the notion of watering the trees was abandoned because 

of negative public reaction to the expenditure. 

Although considered by most to be a popular issue in the 

eyes of the public (as evidenced by street interviews 

conducted by a local radio program), it can safely be said 

that the city council successfully ignored it, as month after 

month it was omitted from their agenda. Eventually the city 

suggested that it would allocate more money through the 
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United Way to add more hours to the Salvation Army's time. 

This solution was not adequate in the opinion of the Union 

and the Coalition, and as of this writing the city's token 

concession had not been realized. 

On August 7th, the president of the Union spoke at a 

Hiroshima Day ceremony at Reid Park. Many prominent 

Tucsonans, including the mayor, spoke against nuclear arms 

proliferation. August 9th, Nagasaki Day, saw a small 

observance held in front of the Optical Sciences building at 

the University of Arizona. Organized by an interfaith 

coalition about thirty people from various peace and socially 

conscientious groups gathered in a circle to solemnly observe 

the day, sing protest songs, and take turns speaking against 

nuclear arms build-up and Strategic Defense Initiative 

(S.D.X.) research (with which the University of Arizona's 

connection is nebulous and a point of contention). The Union 

and the Coalition were represented in far greater numbers 

than any of the other groups, as Casa Maria had as usual 

brought a group of people by van. Media attention was sparse, 

with only one television station doing a brief "live" 

broadcast. 

A homeless theatre group was organized and supervised 

by one of the workers at Casa Maria. A group of soup kitchen 

regulars were recruited to participate in this group that 

performed "guerilla theatre" similar to that which was staged 



89 

at Representative Kolbe's. Performances were presented on 

downtown streets, once during the monthly Saturday night art 

openings. The pieces, written by the participants, depicted 

social problems associated with homelessness and were 

intended to raise public awareness for the problem and to 

promote support for the Union. 

On September 13th a "candidate's forum" organized by the 

Coalition in conjunction with Primavera and other advocacy 

groups was held in front of City Hall. Four candidates for 

city council positions took turns answering questions on 

their stance on issues of homelessness. Casa Maria fed about 

two hundred people during the program, which got a good deal 

of media coverage. A representative of the Rainbow Coalition 

was on hand to register people to vote. 

Most Thursdays from early August through the Housing Now 

march on October 7 th, meetings were held at the church at 

which Mitch Snyder spoke on July 13th to discuss ways of 

raising money to send local homeless people to the march in 

Washington and to plan for the local march to occurr on 

October 6th. Just as the national Housing Now organization 

acknowledges over eighty endorsers (from the AFL-CIO to the 

Gray Panthers to the National Anti-Klan Network to Women's 

International League for Peace and Freedom) in order to 

strategically employ a truly inclusive broad-based "coalition 

of commitment, compassion, and concern," these meetings 
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brought together concerned Tucsonans of which the Coalition 

and Union were but two, albeit essential, organizations 

represented. 

Money was raised to send five homeless people from 

Tucson to the march in Washington. Many of the homeless 

people with whom I spoke planned to go to Washington via 

hitch-hiking, rail-riding or whatever other means available 

to them. 

In early September, attention of the groups' energy was 

turned to the "Prevention of Homelessness Campaign." The plan 

here is to help families that are on the brink of being 

forced from their homes through "eviction education." The 

Union and Coalition would guide these people through the 

eviction process, informing them of every legal right and 

utilizing every means of delaying the eviction. When all 

outlets for delay are exhausted, a Depression-era tactic 

would be implemented. Via a "phone tree" communication 

network, a procedure in which one person calls a few others 

each of whom calls a few more people, the Union and Coalition 

will gather large groups of people from the neighborhood to 

resist the eviction by physically impeding law officers from 

entering the dwelling or by moving furniture back into the 

home once it has been removed. 

On October 7th, a local Housing Now march from the 

Federal Building to Armory Park brought together over 300 
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homeless people and advocates. Once at Armory Park, dinner 

was served by Casa Maria, music was provided by a local rock 

and roll band, and speakers from seven organizations voiced 

their support for the cause and for the next day's march in 

Washington. 

ANALYZING THE FORM AND FUNCTION OF THE SACH AND THE THU 

A "Common Interest" Approach 

In his 1976 review of anthropology's considerations of 

voluntary associations as mechanisms of adaptation, James 

Kerri advocates a "common interest" perspective that requires 

that groups deemed "voluntary associations" are not formed 

primarily on the basis of consanguinal or affinal ties or 

founded on political or geographical considerations, but, 

rather, satisfy two special conditions: (1) they are based 

on specific interests held in common by the members, and (2) 

the constituency of these associations is exclusively 

voluntary in nature. The characteristic of "volition", 

grappled with by Weber and Lowle, is usually discerned as a 

debatable and relative concept and one which is not very 

useful in distinguishing between associations and other 

organizations in any empirically consistent manner. The term 

"voluntary association," however, is used by most 
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anthropologists, including Kerri, because of the recognition 

and acceptance it has acquired through the anthropological 

literature and by the fact that a significant number of 

common-interest associations are genuinely voluntary in 

nature (Kerri: 23-25). 

The common interest perspective is particularly useful 

in understanding the coalescent qualities of the Coalition 

and the Union in light of the transient nature of their 

constituency and the fluidity of their internal structures 

that has been described in the previous section. The 

applicability of the common interest approach is obvious in 

light of the lack of consanguinal or affinal ties and strong 

geographical or political foundation. The willingness of 

members to participate in rebellious acts of self-help 

reflects a generally political motivations and attitudes 

toward the status quo, but there is no specific 

infrastructure based on conventional political affiliation. 

The interest held in common among members of both 

associations are Intent on benefiting the homeless and 

"working poor" in Tucson and address the specific issues of 

low-income housing, social services, jobs, education, health 

care, and insurance of civil liberties. Although people who 

share dire economic circumstances on society's fringe do not 

do so through their own choosing, their efforts in joining 

together in order to better their living conditions is most 
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certainly of a fully voluntary nature. 

Kerri also provides an overview of some general 

theoretical and classification considerations of the nature 

and variety of associations by outlining and critiquing 

models that were popular through the mid-1970s. A few salient 

points from Kerri's thoughts on these models can be valuable 

in looking at the Coalition and the Union. 

A seminal 1971 article by Robert Anderson depicts a 

historical evaluation of voluntary association: non-existent 

in the kinship/territory-based band organization of the 

Paleolithic and Mesolithic, emerging with the horticultural 

villages of the Neolithic, being replaced by state-level 

organization with the rise of pre-industrial society, and 

then resurfacing again with modern industrial development. 

In this final stage, associations burgeon at all levels of 

society and assume Weber's "rational-legal" relationship with 

the existing bureaucracy in order to help its members deal 

effectively with the changing world. Kerri celebratory of 

Anderson's macroscopic effort, is critical of the speculative 

quality of much of his evidence and arguments, noting that 

we "simply do not have concrete evidence for or against any 

type of evolutionary development of common-level or voluntary 

associations." Kerri's censure of this aspect of Anderson's 

work harkens back to Lowie's early disavowal of the unilinear 

evolutionary approach to voluntary associations (Kerri: 25-
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26 ) . 

Nevertheless, a union of homeless people demonstrates 

the extent to which associations exist at all levels of 

modern industrial society. For many, it is unsettling to hear 

rebellious rhetoric and to see assertive action emanating 

from a segment of society that until recently occupied a 

place in the consciousness of mainstream America so vague and 

wrought with misinformation that no opportunity for such 

unity was imaginable. Although both associations, 

particularly the Union, function in uniquely informal ways 

there is, as illustrated in the previous section, a framework 

of a rational-legal structure. The primary function of the 

Coalition, as the Union's support group, can be seen as a 

mediating force in attaining goals and promoting the 

interests between traditionally powerless people and the 

"powers that be" (city government, police, etc.) The 

organizers at Casa Maria skillfully fluctuate between formal 

and informal manners and techniques of communication and 

avenues of interaction. But, as we shall see in the work of 

Virginia Hine, emergent groups dedicated to social function 

most effectively in nonbureaucratic forms. 

Kerri also reviews the work of Banton in West Africa. 

Banton's evolutionary approach asserts that voluntary 

associations "become more common and significant as societies 

advance in technology, complexity, and scale" and that these 
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changes bring about changes in the functions that 

associations perform (Kerri: 26). This view is reminiscent 

of the "compromise" of Skeldon I described in the first 

section that deals with the transformational consequences for 

both the rural community of origin and the urban ethnic 

enclave and the resultant the changes in the functions of the 

association itself. Skeldon's model is not evolutionary but 

of the situationally-specific variety prescribed by Wirth and 

Lowie. Kerri asserts that it is not really the complexity and 

scale of economic activities that directly increases the 

incidence of voluntary association, but rather it is the 

increased number of interest and the failure of the existing 

social structure to meet needs. 

If society were meeting the basic subsistence needs of 

housing, food, and a livable wage, there would not be the 

alarmingly increasing number of homeless people in America 

and, of course, no need for associations like the Union and 

the Coalition. In an ideal world, there would be, as in the 

past, those who choose to travel and live on the fringe of 

society, in that mythic "hobo" realm that activists work so 

hard to discount. But a union of homeless people exists 

because there are at least three million homeless people in 

the United States at present, because most studies predict 

that if the trend continues there may be over six times this 

many by the year 2003, and because the most outstanding 
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feature of this trend is the growing number of families, 

primarily working poor women and children, who are pushed 

into the ranks of the homeless due to failure to meet rent 

demands and the dearth of low-income housing. The existence 

of the Union, the Coalition and the scores of associations 

with similar goals and the degree of their commitment to 

social change is a gauge of the extensiveness and severity 

of the problem. 

Besides the obvious material and subsistence needs which 

society has failed to provide for, there are certain social 

and psychological needs that are met through the efforts of 

these associations. This also echoes the early ideas on 

urbanism of Simmel and Wirth and with the theory of "mass 

society," which will be discussed in my section on the 

special place of activist-oriented voluntary associations in 

understanding the nature of society and the stability of the 

political system. 

In discussing the now defunct St. Martin's soup 

kitchen, the co-founder of the Primavera Foundation told me 

that more valuable than the food given out was the 

socialization that was provided at this place where homeless 

people could legally congregate for one hour a day 

(Alexander, 1989: 9). The feedings at Casa Maria, the Union 

and Coalition meetings and the demonstrations continue to 

meet this need for "legal" socialization, companionship and 
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exchange of information vital to life on the street 

For example, during the camp-out at Rep. Kolbe's I met 

"Don", a young man in his early twenties, who had just 

started coming to the soup kitchen a day or so before, and 

"Ronny," a middle-aged veteran of living on the fringe in 

Tucson. Most of Ronny's nights are spent at a secluded 

campsite in the desert. Ronny fancies himself the "official 

photographer of the homeless" and is never without his 

camera, his "press pass" and his tape recorder. Don, a former 

student, was just recently homeless in Tucson and was living 

in his van. The next time I saw them, they were sharing Den's 

van at an apartment complex whose sympathetic manager 

permitted them to park it there. The last time that I saw 

them, Don was attending classes at Pima Community College and 

was still looking for part-time work and both of them were 

still living rent-free in the van. "He was on the streets for 

two days before he found me to show him the ropes," Don told 

me in his usual flamboyant style. This must be a typical 

example of how socialization, psychological, companionship, 

and, ultimately, survival needs are met through avenues 

provided by the Union and the Coalition. Another important 

psychological need that is met is the need for homeless 

people to feel that they have the ability to exert at least 

some control over their own lives. As has been stated, the 

majority of the homeless are people dispossessed by forces 
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beyond their control. Concentrating their efforts on 

promoting their own behalf and seeing the tangible results 

must permit a degree of satisfaction that is not normally 

known to people whose lives are characterized by extreme 

uncertainty. 

The people at Casa Maria are intent on providing 

homeless people with ways of channeling their creative 

energies and skills into projects that promote the cause as 

well as a sense of self-worth. The homeless theatre group 

described in the previous section is an outlet for this. 

Along with the writing and performing of "guerilla theatre," 

whenever a prop or other construct is needed for a 

demonstration (such as the "jail cell," the Kolbe effigy and 

the pre-fabricated "house") homeless people are recruited to 

build it. The result is a source of pride in accomplishment. 

It was expressed to me by the young woman who works at Casa 

Maria and organizes the theatre group that these kinds of 

projects are also good alternatives to alcohol and drug abuse 

for people with time on their hands. 

Next I will demonstrate the suitability and the unique 

position of voluntary associations dedicated to social change 

in comprehending the nature of society and the stability of 

the political system. I will use as points of departure the 

theory of "mass society" as reviewed by Stephen J. Cutler, 

ideas of corporatism and pluralism married into a theory of 
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political hegemony by Martti Siisianen, and "consensus" 

versus "conflict" models of social change evaluated by Edward 

Dutton (Cutler, 1973; Siisainen, 1985; Button, 1984). 

The Theory of "Mass Society" 

The theory of mass society is a classic theory in 

political sociology and makes specific assertions about 

individual behavioral and psychological characteristics, 

describing "mass man" as politically, socially, and 

economically powerless and removed from the dominant 

normative and value systems of his society. Voluntary 

associations are identified as a chief example of second-

order intermediate groups that act as an outlet for 

ideological movements that afford individual self-fulfillment 

and a means of social integration. As we have seen in the 

overview of anthropology's interest in voluntary 

associations, these are common interpretations and identified 

functions. The theory of mass society also views them as 

contributing to the stability of society. Cutler's perusal 

of the literature reveals a few consequences of voluntary 

associations that are relevant to understanding the position 

of the Union and the Coalition. 

(1) Voluntary associations assist in the distribution 
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and acquisition of power, giving members better position to 

exercise such influence through strength in numbers and 

access to resources (Cutler, 1973: 83). "Empowerment" as has 

been shown is a key word in the rhetoric of the Coalition and 

the Union. Time and time again, I was told that organization 

is a means for the homeless to politically empower themselves 

and, as I have shown, the role of the Coalition is to provide 

a vehicle for doing so. 

(2) Voluntary associations can act as either forces for 

social change or mechanisms of the status quo. (Cutler: 83). 

The overt goal of both the Coalition and the Union is to act 

as a collective agent for social change. There is a little 

dissention between local figures as to the means used to 

attain this change. There is also a growing schism between 

local Union chapters and the Housing Now people in 

Washington. The activists in Tucson, being firmly committed 

to tactics of civil disobedience, are disgruntled with the 

more conservative, less confrontational means, such as 

celebrity fundraislng, that Mitch Snyder is now pursuing. 

These schisms will be examined in greater detail in the 

section on Dutton's "conflict" versus "consensus." 

(3) Voluntary associations serve socialization and 

educational functions (Cutler: 83-84). In satisfying 

expressive and socioemotional needs, associations implicate 

the individual in networks of Interpersonal relationships 
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that promote fellowship, a compensation for individual 

alienation in mass society. The socialization function of the 

efforts of those helping the homeless in Tucson has been 

detailed. Education is also a major function and concern. 

As exhibited by the weekly classes on organizing that 

were held during the summer and the strategies discussed at 

Union meetings, homeless people are being educated in ways 

of using the existing political system to attain goals and 

promote their own interests. Also, since alcohol and drug 

abuse are frequent causes and consequences of homelessness, 

educational campaigns in such areas are being sponsored by 

advocate organizations. For example, a workshop in alcohol 

and drug education was on the agenda at the last national 

quarterly meeting of the union chapter representatives. The 

idea is to teach the representatives so that they may go back 

and teach people in their respective cities. Finally, as 

described in the chronology, the "Prevention of Homelessness 

Campaign" to which the Coalition and Union began to channel 

their energies toward at the end of my fieldwork, seeks to 

educate people on ways to delay or prevent eviction. 

Cutler is interested in understanding certain social-

psychological factors associated with mass society and the 

differences among association members and between members and 

non-members. After analyzing thirteen types of associations, 

Cutler concludes that the effects of membership in voluntary 
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associations are largely an artifact of the differential 

distribution of membership along socioeconomic lines (As we 

have seen, an idea later repeated by Woodward's 1988 appeal 

for class-based study of the voluntary associations of urban 

Afro-Americans). He finds that particular social-

psychological variables believed to be related to voluntary 

association membership are more properly attributed to 

education in particular and socioeconomic status in general. 

He calls for extensive and critical reassessment of the 

general significance of voluntary associations and 

association members (Cutler: 113-115) . 

Some social and psychological features of the Union and 

Coalition reflect interestingly on Cutler's ideas. Cutler 

feels that a higher socioeconomic position and the 

concomitant "better," socially advantageous education are 

what really promotes membership and participation and leads 

to a reduction of the negative aspects of life in mass 

society (Cutler: 104-105). Homeless people represent American 

society's lowest socioeconomic position and are undoubtedly 

subjected to the harshest truths of urban life. Their 

participation in the union represents a desire to rise up 

from their position and to take some control over their 

circumstances. 

It is a twist on Cutler's position that it is a low 

socioeconomic position and a need for education that draws 
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this segment of society into association. I also contend that 

the need for empowerment, social change, socialization, 

education, and compensation for individual alienation are to 

some degree satisfied by participation in the Union. 

Furthermore, a unique aspect of this type of association is 

that its goals for both the individual and for homeless 

people in the larger society is to eradicate the 

socioeconomic and psychological variables that brings these 

people together in the first place. At an individual level, 

the educational function of the organization would seem to 

do the most to contribute toward this. A good area for 

further research would be an intensive study of people who 

have reintegrated into the dominant group (i.e. found an 

affordable place to live, a steady adequately-paying job, 

etc.) yet have or have not chosen to remain active in the 

organization. The Union is officially made up of "homeless, 

formerly homeless, and working poor in Tucson" and I can say 

that from my observations that there are several fairly 

active members who have lived but are no longer living on the 

streets. 

Political Hegemony 

in a 1985 article, Martti Siisialnen reviews two means 

of analysing voluntary associations as expressions of the 
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balance of power of the existing political system: the 

sociological paradigm of pluralism and the corporatism or 

system integration approach. As we have seen, the "formal 

sociology" of Georg Simmel places voluntary associations in 

an intermediate position between the individual and society. 

From this perspective, society is understood as forms of 

sociatlon, composed of different circles and with its 

equilibrium dependent of the interwoven networks formed by 

the various circles. Paradoxically, the institution of 

association binds the individual to the social totality 

through socialization and transmission of the predominant 

ideology while at the same time provides a means for 

expression and mobilization of common-interest goals against 

other groups or total systems. The political system in 

question must be elastic, since action is spread over the 

area of numerous organizations and pressures to change are 

not concentrated in the "all-embracing contrasts of large 

interest groups" (Slisainen: 293-294). 

In the corporatism or system integration approach the 

strength and "permanency" of the political system is 

dependent upon the integration and incorporation of voluntary 

associations. Robert Michels and Max Weber are seen as the 

primary developers of this theory. Michel's "iron law of 

oligarchy" states simply that direct democracy is 

incompatible with all forms of representation. That is to 
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say, the organization of a movement brings about an 

unavoidable end to democracy and submission to the "overall 

logic of the system." (Siissainen: 294-295). 

Weber's work on bureaucracies is well-known. With the 

general tendency of society towards rationalization 

manifested in bureaucratization and instrumentalization in 

which leadership and intellectual content is necessarily 

monopolized, the result is frequently in direct opposition 

to the original goals of the association. Associations are 

thus forced into subordinate positions to the totality of the 

political system, due to the superior efficiency of the 

bureaucratic apparatus (Siisainen: 295). 

Siisalnen's thesis is that the stability of modern 

capitalism has two dimensions; one dealing with the 

dispersion of interests within the subordinate groups or 

classes and the other dealing with the ability of those 

interests to organize and conflict. He feels that both of 

the above-mentioned approaches have certain aspects which are 

applicable to present-day capitalism. He cites Antonio 

Gramsci's insights on "political hegemony." Both "points of 

support" and "points of resistance" are taken into account, 

with the stability of the system depicted as the united 

influence of the "fragmentation/dispersion of class 

interests" and the "system integration/incorporation of 

corresponding associations" (Siisainen: 296-311). 
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The two associations under examination in my study 

represent the class interests of people at the lowest end of 

the economic spectrum. It has been shown that through various 

mechanisms described in this paper, this group has shown an 

ability to organize and enter into conflict situations of a 

local nature that represent conflicts of interest that exist 

on a larger scale. 

As Makofsky pointed out, unions are a special case among 

voluntary associations. They are conflict groups which emerge 

in class societies in which Industry plays an important 

economic role and operate on the "front line" with the 

principle division in such societies: the relationship 

between employer and worker (Makofsky: 57-58). 

The Union and its support group combine efforts to 

function as a mediating force between an even more 

specialized division in society: the relationship between 

people who live on the streets and the forces that keep them 

homeless. These forces are perceived in a number of 

manifestations, each of which addressed: (1) the city, state, 

and national government policy-makers, (2) local developers 

who destroy low-income housing in order to build more 

profitable dwellings (gentrification), (3) property-owning 

citizens who do not want homeless people or shelters in their 

neighborhood, (4) the police as enforcers of the rights of 

the property-owners, and (5) the various media that control 



107 

how the image of homelessness is perceived and perpetuated. 

The political hegemony of the dominant group could be 

gauged by looking at these two voluntary associations and 

asking the following questions: (1) "Are these goals 

contributing to the improvement of the homeless situation in 

general or are the^^temporary advances that do not in the 

long run improve the economic position of those they are 

designed to help?"; (2) "Do the activities of these 

associations represent a fragmentation/dispersion of class 

interests (points of resistance)?"; and (3) "Are there signs 

of the inevitable system integration/incorporation of the 

associations into the existing bureaucracy?" 

Perhaps the best way of looking at this realm is through 

circumstances that came to a head with the police harassment 

issue two years ago and has continued into the matter of the 

public showers. Advocates for the homeless held that the 

police issue demonstrated a prioritizing of property rights 

over the rights of those who live on the streets. In my 

article "Homelessness and Police Policy in Tucson," the co-

director of the Primavera Foundation attributed the 

marshalling of support for the protection and preservation 

of the community at the expense of the dispossessed to the 

development of a political climate in the city that is 

"responsive to the needs of the neighborhoods rather than the 

needs of special interest groups" (Alexander: 9). This should 
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be amended to exclude the special interest groups known as 

neighborhood associations. 

Tucson is a city in which neighborhood associations 

abound and would provide ample data for a study on this other 

unique form of voluntary association. Also in that article, 

the co-director of Primavera described the numerous obstacles 

he faced in finding a location for the shelter after the St. 

Martin's soup kitchen in Armory Park (a prime neighborhood 

of contention) had finally been closed. A Tucson Police 

sergeant, a fifteen-year veteran of the force and a man with 

a background in sociology, described to me the position of 

the police as one of an agency responsible for enforcing the 

wishes of one segment of society while simultaneously coming 

into conflict with the ideals of another segment. He termed 

the neighborhood's resistance as an issue of "aesthetics" 

(Alexander: 9). 

The people at Casa Maria have described to me a history 

of the problems they have encountered with the residents of 

the South Tucson neighborhood where the kitchen is located. 

For the most part, relations have been kept at an equilibrium 

mostly because of the special position they hold as a 

Catholic Worker house and the credence (moral, not financial) 

they receive from the Bishop. Like Primavera, they try to 

promote good will in the neighborhood through clean-up 

projects and other conscientious acts. Also, as has been 
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shown, a good many of the 650 people who eat there every day 

reside in the neighborhood. 

When the debate over showers came to a head this summer, 

one of the proposals that the Coalition and the Union made 

was that showers located at Santa Rita park, just a few 

blocks from Casa Maria and a prominent transient daytime 

gathering place, be opened to the public in the early morning 

hours. Neighborhood resistance ran high and a Santa Rita park 

neighborhood association was formed to oppose this and to 

protect other interests. The president of the Coalition and 

the president of the Union attended one of the group's 

meetings and described to me the atmosphere as hostile. They 

perceived the neighborhood association as being dedicated to 

closing the doors of the Casa Maria free kitchen. Not wanting 

to have the issue get bogged down in a neighborhood conflict 

and realizing the power of such groups, the Union and 

Coalition leaders re-worded their demands to say that they 

would accept a public showering facility anywhere in the 

city, preferably a central location. A conflict situation 

continues between Casa Maria and the neighborhood 

association. Most recently the Union has been circulating a 

petition among people who frequent the kitchen to protest 

this opposition and to support the service that Casa Maria 

provides to the community. 

At a Coalition meeting, the president, feeling that the 
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political climate in Tucson promotes such dissention, 

described this Ironic situation as "classic poor people 

against poor people" fighting each other instead of the "real 

enemy." Although this sentiment is couched in political 

rhetoric, it expresses an interpretation similar to 

Siisianen's thoughts on the dispersion/fragmentation of class 

interests and the subordination of conflict groups through 

incorporation/integration of an association into the existing 

bureaucracy. Specifically, associations function to maintain 

the status quo and diffuse the potential for class conflict 

by encouraging people of the lower strata to concentrate 

their efforts on protecting what little the political system 

has provided for them and by providing a recognized means for 

doing so that works most efficiently within the existing 

political structure. 

"Consensus" versus "Conflict" 

In considering voluntary associations as agents of 

social change, Edward P. Dutton reviews two traditionally 

opposing models of social change. The "consensus model" 

maintains that society is a "functionally integrated unit 

held together in dynamic equilibrium and by a consensus of 

values." Agents for change work most efficiently within the 

system and adopt co-operative strategies. The "conflict 



Ill 

model" holds that society is marked by diversity, coercion 

of some groups by others, and continuous change, which is 

achieved through conflict strategies (Dutton: 181-183). 

Dutton looks at four voluntary associations which 

provided significant contributions to the social movement 

prior to and after the California Grape Strike, which began 

in 1965. All four groups are described as possessing strong 

and committed leadership, but there is much variation 

concerning plan and method. While citing that the literature, 

painting a pluralistic picture of society, usually suggests 

that there is a strong need for either contest or cooperative 

manners of Intervention, depending upon perception of the 

problem and the goals, Dutton believes that his study 

suggests a linkage scheme in which both cooperative and 

conflict strategies are "sequentially joined together in a 

planful way." All four organizations made the best of non-

conflict strategies during the formative stages of their 

development. The two organizations which produced the 

greatest degree of influence adopted a conflict, partisan 

position, while the other two did not (Dutton: 183-194). 

The approach of the Coalition and the Union is, of course, 

a primarily one of conflict. Demonstrations, publicity-

capturing acts of civil disobedience, the "undercover work" 

done with the lawyers' guild, the use of "guerilla theatre," 

premeditated use of the media are all intended to embarrass 
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the city over its "inhumane" lack of facilities, provoke a 

response from the general public and elicit a confrontation 

with policy-makers. However, as has been pointed out, the 

support of mainstream, less activist-oriented backers also 

plays a part in Union and Coalition strategy. 

A growing point of contention between the national Union 

and the Housing Now organization and between the Casa Maria 

advocates and the more conservative advocates in Tucson is 

the degree to which civil disobedience and "front-line" 

activism should be used. The current endeavors of Mitch 

Snyder, founder of the Community for Creative Non-violence 

and who is now (in the words of some) "courting celebrities" 

for support and taking other non-confrontational "mainstream" 

routes, has been a focal point in this debate. I observed a 

discussion between the president of the Coalition and the 

president of the Union in which the president of the 

Coalition, although somewhat chidingly, defended Snyder's 

actions as just a different tactic for gathering as much 

widespread support for the Housing Now march as possible. The 

Union president condemned Snyder for abandoning civil 

disobedience and giving up his strong commitment to activism. 

Within the advocacy movement in Tucson, there are others 

who oppose the radical tactics of the Union and the 

Coalition. "I've been through the sixltes, it doesn't work," 

I was told by a university professor involved in the Thursday 
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night Housing Now meetings. The people at Primavera 

generally support the Union and the Coalition, almost always 

making appearances at their functions. But there is a 

definite hesitancy on their part not to get too involved in 

confrontational activities. They are careful, no doubt, 

because they do not want to lose the small ground they have 

fought so hard to gain. For example, one of the founders of 

Primavera did not allow their van to be used to transport 

homeless people to Snyder's appearance due to an apprehension 

that some of the "powers that be" might see it as misuse of 

a vehicle purchased to specifically transport homeless people 

to the shelter. Differences in philosophy, such as that which 

is expressed by this example, were apparent at Coalition 

meetings, but no manifest problems surfaced. This is because 

of the organizer's awareness of the dangers of in-fighting. 

As has been shown, the homeless advocacy movement at 

both the national and local level is comprised of a variety 

of special interest groups working together to ameliorate the 

social and economic ills that have led to the homeless crisis 

in the United States. The perceived thread of causality that 

runs through the primary "issues" held by the respective 

groups and their ideological unity is expressed by the 

horizontal linkages of overlapping membership and is 

strengthened through participation at demonstrations. The 

work of Virginia H. Hine provides concepts that are essential 
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in understanding the nature of the effectiveness of such 

emergent forms of organization dedicated to changing a 

particular aspect of society. 

"SP(I)NS and "Self-Help" 

In a 1968 study, Hine, along with Luther P. Gerlach, 

sought to explain the spread of a modern religious movement 

by identifying and functionally analysing five determining 

factors of internal dynamics: (1) a structure that is 

acephalous and reticulate, (2) face-to-face recruitment via 

pre-existing meaningful social relationships, (3) commitment 

propagated through an act or experience, (4) an ideology 

devoted to change, and (5) identifiable opposition, either 

real or perceived. The segmented structure of these movements 

renders an adaptability and camouflage that is frustrating 

for those attempting to recognize and suppress such 

movements. Gerlach and Hine suggested that these factors are 

common in other types of movements as well (Gerlach and Hine, 

1968). 

Hine expanded these ideas to identify a basic structural 

form and system of functioning, the "segmented polycephalous 

network" (given the acronym SP(I)N), that occurs whenever 

people of essentially powerless social positions organize 
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themselves to bring about a change in the existing social 

structure. Hine contends that regardless of the type of 

movement- political, social, religious this 

"nonbureaucratic, but very effective" structure emerges. 

Composed of a large number of cells of various sizes each of 

which is connected either directly or indirectly to all of 

the others, SP(I)Ns characteristically appear, disappear, or 

reorganize in response to changing conditions (Hine, 1984: 

11) . 

Whereas bureaucracies are viewed as organic wholes in 

which the elimination of one segment will thwart the 

effective functioning of the entity, the components of a 

SP(I)N are autonomous, self-sufficient units bound together 

ideologically or in terms of preferred tactics. Hine asserts 

that the keys to understanding the power and efficiency of 

a SP(I)N are (l) the horizontal organizational linkages 

maintained through overlapping membership and (2) the 

ideological bond. Linkages are expressed and strengthened 

through "ritual activity," rallies or demonstrations of one 

kind or another, that "cut across segment divisions and bind 

the cells in significant, unifying events." The strength of 

Ideological cohesion rests in a deep commitment to a very few 

key principles or convictions {Hine: 11-12). 

Consensus on all of the ideological variations would be 

nonfunctional for such segmentary association. Hine contends 



116 

that "it is the passionate arguments about these conflicting 

variations and about conflicting concepts of how to implement 

movement goals that keep the segments separate and in enough 

opposition to prevent an attempted takeover by any one 

segment." All in all, the non-bureaucratic qualities of 

horizontal integration are frustrating to both outsiders who 

wish to suppress the movement and insiders who fail to 

recognize the power in its organization by seeking more 

centralized control (Hine: 12-13). 

As Hine points out, the segmentary mode of organization 

is nothing new. E. E. Evans-Pritchard's classic 1940 study 

of the Nuer of southern Sudan provides, in Ted Lewellen's 

words, the model example of the segmentary lineage "solution" 

to the "problem" of tribal unity. With a population of over 

200,000 which live in villages during the rainy season while 

herding cattle in an near-constant condition of nomadism 

during the dry season, the Nuer social system is fluid in the 

extreme. Fervently independent in personal character, the 

Nuer completely lack centralized authority or any prescribed 

authority at all beyond the village level. However, they have 

an amazing capability to coalesce into larger groups to 

counter external threats. Evans-Pritchard regarded these 

traits as "ordered anarchy." (Evans-Pritchard, 1940: 195 -

248; Lewellen, 1983: 28). 

Through the "complimentary oppositign" of constant war 
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and feuding, increasingly larger territorial groups are 

consolidated as a network of literally thousands of highly-

mobile people can be called utilized. Thus, the political 

unity of the Nuer is situationally defined as increasingly 

greater segments are rallied according to need and then 

disassembled once the external threat is gone. As Sahlins has 

shown, this ability to expand outward into already occupied 

territory allows the release of internal pressures through 

expansion and war against another group (Sahlins, 1961; 

Lewellen: 29). 

In his 1981 review of the emerging social movements of 

self-help and mutual aid, Katz provides a "model description 

by a syndrome-of-attributes" that is consistent with Hine's 

approach. Self-help groups are described here as spontaneous 

in origin, always involving face-to-face interaction, 

exhibiting a reliance on personal participation over 

bureaucratization (deemed "antithetical to the self-help 

organization"), action-oriented, starting from a condition 

of powerlessness, and meeting needs for "a reference group, 

a point of connection and identification with others, a base 

for activity and a source of ego-reinforcement" (Katz: 135-

136) . 

Katz notes that self-help groups differ in the degree 

to which they hold and promulgate ideology and reviews ways 

in which belief-systems in self-help groups have been 
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researched. He poses the potential testable hypothesis that 

"in self-help groups the greater the degree of ideological 

conformity demanded of the membership, the greater the group 

cohesiveness, but the lower the level of active participation 

by members." Katz indicates that there is some 

impressionistic evidence for greater membership stability in 

the more ideological associations. He also suggests that 

active participation by members might be related to the 

extent to which the ideology and structure of the group allow 

or promote individual expression, but that most facets of the 

influence of ideology on group structure, solidarity, and 

constituent participation await empirical exploration (Katz: 

143-145). 

The structure and function of the Union and the 

Coalition and the network of which they are a part suitably 

fit into Hine's typology of SP(I)NS on the following points: 

(1) They represent the interests of socially, economically, 

and politically powerless people seeking to bring about a 

change in society; (2) Although possessing a cosmetically 

formal structure, they are essentially non-bureaucratic and, 

as has been shown, function in a uniquely flexible and 

egalitarian style; (3) The various segments are autonomous 

and self-sufficient (i.e. ties between local Union chapters 

and the national Union are very loose, each group in the 

Coalition has its primary issue of importance), yet bound 
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together ideologically by commonly-held ideas on the causes 

and consequences of homelessness and by horizontal 

connections through overlapping memberships; (4) This 

ideology is expressed in unifying events, the most 

spectacular being the recent Housing Now march in Washington 

which brought together between 50,000 - 250,000 people; and 

(5) The ideology and preferred tactics are not rigidly 

prescribed (as shown by the above-mentioned dissent over 

tactics of civil disobedience), but are a few basic tenets 

of belief. 

Internal Dynamics 

Some salient points of emphasis on the internal dynamics 

of these two groups will further clarify their efficiency of 

operation. As has been said, David Knoke's 1986 review of the 

preceding ten years of sociological work on American 

associations points out the significant amount of literature 

on the effect of incentives on individual decision-making. 

Mancur Olson's classic work The Logic of Collective Action 

(1965) is described as the pivotal work from which most 

studies concerning the influence of selective incentives have 

sprung. A thumbnail sketch of Olson's constribution is 

necessary. 

Olson believes that an association's work for the 
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"public good" is reduced to a by-product of its members 

pursuit of "private good." Olson defines "public good" as a 

good or service from whose consumption no individual in the 

group can be excluded, no matter the member's level of 

contribution toward provision of that good. Olson's argument 

is that even when all prospective members with an interest 

in a public good potentially benefit if the good were 

produced, many of them will fail to make sufficient offerings 

toward its production if the group depends solely upon the 

value of the collective good to solicit contributions. Here 

he is offering his "free ride concept," a threat to all 

emerging organizations (Olson, 1965: 14, 64-65, 132-135). 

To account for the widespread prevalence of 

associations, Olsson demands that it is necessary for 

organizations to coax members into making resource 

commitments for collective ends by persuasive means other 

than the function and value inherent in the public goods 

themselves. It is through selective incentives, benefits that 

are not available to non-members, that associations induce 

such contributions. The inevitable outcome is that an 

organization's efforts toward attaining the public goods are 

constrained by all of this and even diminished to a secondary 

role in the individual's rational quest for private goods 

(Olson: 50-51). 

In a 1988 article, David Knoke expands upon the 



121 

Incentive factor. Collecting data from the National 

Association Study (NAS) of the political economies of 

American collective action organizations, the study set out 

to determine the effects of members' interest on incentives 

offered by these associations and to describe characteristics 

of individuals drawn by particular incentives. Knoke drew the 

following conclusions: (1) "Normative and social 

inducements," such as those relating to status and prestige 

enhancement, attract people who are more likely to contribute 

time, money, and "psychological commitment" and who are eager 

to participate in the internal workings of the group; (2) 

People desiring interpersonal social interaction will 

probably get involved with activities in which they can work 

closely with others; (3) Those associations that provide a 

strong lobbying incentive usually lure individuals who are 

more readily mobilized for external participation in 

political action; (4) Rewards that Knoke deems "overtly 

selective-utilitarian," such as material and information 

benefits, are many times negatively related to involvement 

or actually draw people not willing to become actively 

involved (Knoke, 1988: 326-327). 

Knoke believes that the last twenty years1 research has 

taken Olson's ideas full-circle. He notes that Olson ignored 

the fact that goals of "public good" can be an important 

motivating factor. He also introduces the provocative notion 
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that "private good "-motivated members, although apathetic and 

generally non-participatory, can provide "public good"-

motivated members with the resources to carry out their 

intentions through the association. In this way, Olson's 

concept of a "free ride" is reversed, with the association 

itself enjoying the fruits of the work of the "mass of small 

contributors who provide the wherewithal to mobilize the 

coordinated energies of its activist minority." In general, 

it can be said that the heterogenous motives displayed by 

members of a voluntary association demand analysis of a more 

complex nature than what is offered by Olson {Knoke: 326-

327) . 

Incentives play a vital role in the relationship between 

the Coaltlon and the Union. When the Union was first 

organized in late 1987, the organizers solicited from members 

a list of needs, a "What do you want from the Union?" 

questionnaire. The end to perceived "police harassment" and 

a need for more free public showering facilities were two 

such "achievable" needs. It was expressed to me several times 

by Coalition organizers of the critical importance of the 

showers issue. "The ability to achieve tangible goals is 

vital to the Union's survival," I was told by one of the 

workers at Casa Maria, "The abstract and ^philosophical1 side 

of it (political, moral, etc.) is not that important to 

people struggling to survive." The idea is that specific 
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results will encourage homeless people and show them that the 

Union is worth their time and energy. 

At the time my fieldwork ended, the Union was, as has 

been described, once again in a state of reorganization. At 

one Coalition meeting toward the end of the summer, a point 

of contention was whether or not to continue the pursuit of 

the showers issue. The president of the Union haggardly 

expressed that the issue had been taking up too much of their 

time and, in light of the city councils stone-walling, it is 

time to move on to something else. It was agreed that they 

would not totally give up on the issue, but would put it on 

the "back burner," bringing it up at pivotal times during the 

course of city government operation. These would Include 

election time, council meetings, budget reviews, any time 

that it would be useful to remind officials and citizens of 

"shameful" or "wasteful" budget expenditures when a few 

thousand dollars could not be appropriated to provide a basic 

human need. 

Morale among the participants was not especially low, 

the leaders could be described as disappointed but undaunted, 

and, considering the perpetual instability of the Union, 

the immediate effect the "failure" of the showers issue are 

not easily observable. Energy was then focused on the 

candidate's forum, the Prevention of Homelessness Campaign, 

and the Housing Now march. 
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The incentives discussed thus far are most certainly of 

Olson's "public good" variety, as all members of the group 

can potentially equally benefit regardless of their 

respective levels of contribution toward attaining it. There 

must also be considered a "private good" incentive factor to 

describe each individual's feelings of accomplishment and 

self-worth that derive from participation in the group's 

activities. These feelings would seem to be relative to each 

individual's level of contribution. 

As far as the "free ride" phenomenon is concerned, I 

cannot say that I clearly observed any members whose 

Intentions were purely self-motivated, as the forces of the 

group's efforts is to make life better for all members. The 

needs addressed by group's actions are certainly harshly 

relevant to life of each individual member, but the ultimate 

goal is of "homeless community"-wide benefit. 

In looking at incentives in the Coalition, Knoke's 

characterizations of individuals drawn by particular 

incentives seems to apply. Normative and social inducements 

related to status and prestige enhancements are not apparent. 

Many members who do not usually participate in the "actions", 

are active in the Coalition, or donate time to the free 

kitchen. Work in the kitchen is characterized by a lively 

atmosphere of fellowship and satisfaction from working with 

others toward something that is held to be good and 
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worthwhile. 

The lobbying Incentive must be a strong lure for many 

of the more "readily mobilized" members who are looking for 

an avenue to express their political beliefs, but the rewards 

that participants seek hardly "overtly selective-

utilitarian." They are more of an abstract nature, appealing 

each individual's sense of right and wrong and need to find 

self-satisfying expression that contributes to the perceived 

"good" of society. 

As mentioned in the overview, variables of commitment 

and detachment are popular areas of inquiry. In a 1981 study, 

Knoke hypothesizes that the degree to which a voluntary 

association's political structure facilitates social control 

(via mutual self-regulation) by members has a measurable 

effect on membership commitment to and detachment from the 

organization. Three components of the polity provide the 

basis of his analysis: "centralization", "communication", and 

"total Influence" (Knoke, 1981: 143-146). 

Centralization is defined as the extent to which policy

making is concentrated in an organization. Knoke cites 

several studies of policy-making in work organizations to 

assert the following proposition: "the more centralized the 

decision making, the lower the members' commitment to the 

association and the greater their sense of detachment." In 

the area of communication, Knoke posits that the more 
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extensive the amount of communication within an organization, 

the higher the level of member commitment and the lower the 

level of detachment (Knoke, 1981: 143-144). 

As described previously, policy-making for both of these 

associations is of an overtly decentralized, egalitarian 

nature. During regularly scheduled meetings, specific issue-

related committee meetings, and "battlefield" strategy 

gatherings (like those that took place during the 

demonstrations at Sen. McCain's and Rep. Kolbe's), the floor 

is always open and decisions are always made by consensus. 

The officers and organizers are no doubt a guiding force and 

frequently initiate forms of action to be take, but there is 

an prevailing sense of group effort and solidarity. This goes 

along with the specified goal of advancing control and 

empowerment. The open forum-type meetings greatly promote 

communication among the members of these organizations 

{Knoke, 1981: 144-145). 

The realm of total influence is derived from the concept 

that political power is a social system occurrence rather 

than a direct trait of individual actors. A wealth of 

findings are cited that lead to Knoke's third proposal: "the 

greater the total influence within a voluntary association, 

the higher the members' commitment to the group and the lower 

their sense of detachment" (Knoke, 1981: 144-146). 

The amount of total influence exercised by the political 
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power of these associations can best be described as "low." 

However, in reference to the Union, the fluctuating number 

of members who turn out for meetings in comparison to the 

large number of people on its roll is not an accurate measure 

of commitment due to the unique social and psychological 

factors of the constituents (i.e. the transient lifestlye, 

problems of alcoholism and drug abuse, hesitancy of the 

participants to be "too visible"). The group's ability time 

and time again to muster large numbers of people when they 

are needed attests to the meaningfulness of the commitment 

that is secured as well as to the efficiency and persistence 

of the core members. 

As far as the Coalition is concerned, I believe that it 

is the dedication to shared convictions (the ideological 

bond, the deep commitment to a very few basic tenets of 

Hine's SP(I)Ns) that has kept the commitment level high 

enough to successfully keep the Union alive through its 

succession of organizational "failures." For both groups, the 

high-degree of open communication and pervasive philosophy 

that every member has a say in charting the groups' course 

that is more important than factors of "total influence" in 

achieving and sustaining meaningful commitment. 

Knoke furthermore suggests that communication and 

decision participation interact in such a way that 

communication reinforces group cohesion by compensating for 
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lack of direct involvement in decision making (Knoke, 1981: 

154-156). Open communication and decision participation are 

a conscious effort upon the part of the core organizers in 

the Coalition to offset the lack of direct involvement by 

members due to the inability or hesitancy to attend "official 

meetings" regularly or an unwillingness to speak up at 

meetings because of a self-perceived lack of speaking or 

social skills. Organizers (i.e. "empowerment comes in 

increments") use open communication and decision 

participation to move members toward goals of self-help. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The Southern Arizona Coalition for the Homeless and the 

Tucson Homeless Union are two voluntary associations that are 

best understood through a "common interest" approach. The 

members of both of these groups share a dedication to 

improving conditions for homeless and potentially homeless 

people through various activist means of protest and civil 

disobedience. These two groups present a unique case-study 

to the field of understanding voluntary associations as a 

means of urban adaptation through self-help and as a vehicle 

for social change. 

As agents of social change, these "conflict" groups fit 

into a model of society in which diversity and conflict of 
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interest leading to continuous social change are dominant 

characteristics. The functions that voluntary associations 

serve in meeting individual needs and in providing either 

support or resistance for the political system are areas of 

inquiry that can be addressed in an remarkable way through 

observation and interpretation of the actions of these 

organizations. The equilibrium of the political system can 

be analyzed through looking at the interests and actions of 

these associations and the groups which oppose them, and the 

implications of the ways in which they conflict. 

It is my assertion that Siisainen's thoughts on 

political hegemony are salient in understanding the conflict 

of interest between property-owning or neighborhood-conscious 

citizens of varying class position and homeless people and 

their advocates. Also, the phenomenon of organization and 

active self-help by a previously "invisible" segment of 

society is no doubt attributable to the severity of the 

problem, the existence of disparity of economic interests, 

and the prevalence of the belief that change is possible 

through organization. 

The educational, socialization, and psychological needs 

that are at least partially met by the Union are 

characteristic of socioeconomically marginal people in modern 

urban society but are unique in this way: the social and 

psychological variables they represent (extreme poverty, 
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alienation, transient lifestyle, often a lack of formal 

education or lack of education in advocacy and self-interest) 

rather than being an impedance to association and group 

action are actually what brings them together into an 

organization that is dedicated to eliminating these 

variables. 

The ability to bring people together, to keep them 

together, and to direct their actions is in large part due 

to the talents and dedication of a small core of organizers. 

Although the overall "success" of the associations as a 

collective political lobbying groups could be graded in 

increments of accomplishment and failure, there is no denying 

the fact that the Coalition has for nearly two years kept the 

Union alive in spite of the many obstacles inherent in the 

tenuous nature of a union of homeless people. This has been 

accomplished through (1) the skillful use of incentives (an 

analysis of which does not truly bear out Olson's "free ride" 

concept), (2) a "decentralized" decision-making policy, (3) 

open communication within the group, (4) an operation of low 

"total influence" that, instead of leading to less 

commitment, actually leads to what I believe is nearly the 

optimal amount of commitment that can be expected from this 

segment of society, and (5) an acute understanding of what 

can be expected from their human resources and how they can 

best be utilized. 
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Alexis de Tocqueville, reflecting a spirit of idealism 

for the American democratic experiment popular in his native 

country and writing in a time before the great swell of a 

self-perpetuating underclass in American cities, deplored 

state direction of the economy as a threat to freedom and 

exalted the ability of the American political system to allow 

for provision of much through the associational form. But the 

social problems and forces of our present time, such as 

gentrification of neighborhoods at the cost of affordable 

housing, budget priorities that deny the necessities of life 

to those who need help the most, lack of an adequate health 

care system, the deinstitutionalization of mental hospitals, 

drug and alcohol addiction, growing disparity between the 

upper and lower class, exclusion of the lower strata from 

education and employment opportunity, and the prioritization 

of the rights of property-owners over the rights of the 

dispossessed demand the immediate attention of policy-makers. 

Through voluntary association, homeless people and their 

advocates are striving to voice their dissatisfaction with 

these and other Issues in order to bring about meaningful 

social change. 
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