
(Fill in blank) Homelessness and professional anthropology

Item Type text; Thesis-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Taylor, John Mitchell, 1963-

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 07:53:54

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/291876

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/291876


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI 

films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some 

thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may 

be from any type of computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality 
illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, 
and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete 

manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if 

unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate 

the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and 

continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each 

original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in 

reduced form at the back of the book. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white 
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations 

appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly 

to order. 

University Microfilms International 
A Bell & Howell Information Company 

300 North Zeeb Road. Ann Arbor. Ml 48106-1346 USA 
313/761-4700 800/521-0600 





Order Number 1357279 

(Fill in blank) Homelessness and professional anthropology 

Taylor, John Mitchell, M.A. 

The University of Arizona, 1994 

UM-I 
300 N. Zeeb Rd. 
Ann Arbor, MI 48106 





(FILL IN BLANK) 

HOMELESSNESS AND PROFESSIONAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

by 

John Mitchell Taylor 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ANTHROPOLOGY 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

19 9 4 



2  

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This thesis has been submitted in partial fulfillment of 
requirements for an advanced degree at the University of 
Arizona and is deposited in the University Library to be made 
available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

Brief quotations from this thesis are allowable without 
special permission, provided that accurate acknowledgement of 
source is made. Requests for permission for extended 
quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or 
in part may be granted by the head of the major department or 
the Dean of the Graduate College when in his or her judgement 
the proposed use of the material is in the interests of 
scholarship. In all other instances, however, permission 
must be obtained from the author. 

SIGNED 

APPROVAL BY THESIS DIRECTOR 

This thesis has been approved on the date shown below: 

Daniel Nugent 
Assistant Professor of Anthropology 

date 



3  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Thanks to my family and friends for their support and 
encouragement. Much gratitude to my committee members, 
Daniel Nugent, Richard Thompson, and Thomas Weaver, for trfeir 
more than generous patience and advice. Thanks to Philip 
Corrigan for exploring moral regulation and for his comment^ 
on this thesis. Thanks to Ellen Basso for early guidance on \ 
this thesis. Finally, thanks to Hermann Bleibtreu, Jane 
Underwood, and Thomas Weaver for getting me into graduate 
school in the first place. 



Abuela, perdona que tuve que viajar tan lejos para 

aprender lo que tu ya sabias. 



5  

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT 6 

INTRODUCTION 8 

ORDER 14 

MORALITY 19 

MORAL REGULATION 24 

Morally Vectored Knowledge 29 
"enveloping benevolence" 31 
"deserve's got nothing to do with it". . . 37 

PROFESSIONAL ANTHROPOLOGY: 
HANDMAIDEN OF THE STATE? 42 

CONCLUDING ABSTRACTIONS 50 

NOTES 53 

REFERENCES 59 



6  

ABSTRACT 

This paper reconsiders the relation between what is 

studied, here homelessness, and the way of study, here 

anthropology. We will arrive at the notion of moral 

regulation which is useful in thoughts of the complex 

implications of otherwise seemingly disparate phenomena: 

homelessness and anthropology. Along the way we touch on 

order and morality. It is suggested that the 

professionalization of anthropology might be an active 

detriment to cogent anthropological analysis. 
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Saw the people standing 
Thousand years in chains, 
Somebody said, "It's different now." 
Look, it's just the same 
Pharoah spins a message 
Round and round the truth 
They could have saved a million people 
How can I tell you? 

- John Fogerty 

The choice of what we want to know is primarily political and 
ethical, hence the intensity of feelings brought to and 
aroused by the conflict. 

- Renato Rosaldo 

When we think of America, and of her huge success, we never 
realize how many failures have gone, and still go to build up 
that success. It is not until you live in America, and go a 
little under the surface, that you begin to see how terrible 
and brutal is the mass of failure that nourishes the roots of 
the gigantic tree of dollars. 

- D.H. Lawrence 
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INTRODUCTION 

Squatting on the corner of South Stone and Sixth Ave., 

in Tucson, Arizona, "Bill" squints into the eastern sunrise 

over the Rincon Mountains. In weary response to the 

questions of this anthropology student Bill recalls that he 

was a heavy-equipment operator in Arkansas when he lost his 

job about seven months previous. Support from family, 

friends, or state was either inaccessible or undesireable and 

Bill became homeless. He traveled west looking for work, but 

has so far been unsuccessful, when asked how he gets by, 

Bill offered that life on the streets is not so bad, food and 

clothing are the easiest things to get. What does he want? 

In general, he wants to find a job; right now, he wants to be 

left alone. So he gets in line with a few other homeless 

people to receive the free coffee and doughnuts that are 

offered here in the mornings. 

Minutes later (by bicycle) I am at an entirely different 

place, the anthropology building on the University of Arizona 

campus. Another day in the anthropology building. I wonder 

about Bill. While food and clothes are easy to get the thing 

that is really lacking and elusive is a place in the world. 

A non-crappy place. Through these hallways, in these rooms, 

with the support of a large North American state university, 

anthropology happens here. Though the same sun will 
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the weight (yes and the wait) will be very different. I want 

to know if there is an important connection between 

anthropology and homelessness, if there is any relevant 

intersection. 

A central point I would like to address is an apparent 

paradox we live by in this country, that is, structured 

inequality with ideological egalitarianism. We are endlessly 

told that everyone is "free" to do whatever they want, yet 

inherent in our economic system are the structured positions 

of winners and losers, wealthy and poor. One's ability to 

"do" things, almost anything, in this society is directly 

contingent upon the amount of money one has. Health, 

housing, diet, recreation,transportation, education - all are 

monetarily circumscribed. Homeless people provide a vivid 

example of the imbalance that results from the complex 

interactions of "free" people. In addition, homelessness, as 

a subject of study, indicates some troubling aspects of the 

freedom of scholars to turn their attention to whatever 

piques their "interest" (*1). I want to connect order and 

morality with anthropology and its place in society, and 

relate these to homelessness (or any other topic anthropology 

happens to turn towards). 

Throughout I would like to maintain a notion of culture 

as a totality, following Williams (1981 [1961]:46), by 

emphasizing the need to 
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study. . . all the activities and their interrelations, 
without any concession of priority to any one of them we 
may choose to abstract. 

Homelessness (and the anthropology that studies it) has no 

separate existence, it is completely immersed in and 

understood through its culture. Culture will be understood 

in the "classic" anthropological sense, as a total way of 

life, not in the stripped down version of culture as it has 

been usurped by literary criticism and "multi-culturalists," 

among others. I urge the reader, especially the 

anthropological reader, to strongly assert their 

anthropological dissatisfaction with the loose, casual, and 

naive bandying about of a concept that is and has been our 

core concern. I do not mean to imply that the concept of 

culture is simple, quite the opposite. I feel the difficulty 

of the term has only been retained by anthropologists while 

others who use the word culture are all too comfortable with 

it. What anthropologists are guilty of is working on the 

difficulties of the concept of culture mainly among 

themselves and largely ignoring the way culture is used by 

others (2) . 

Homelessness is distinguished from common subjects of 

anthropological study for at least a couple of reasons: 

Proximity (In time and place). Homelessness is 

happening now. Yes, it has a history, but it does not reside 

there. We are in no way temporally or geographically removed 
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from the condition of homelessness. While anthropologists 

typically study distant times or places, homelessness does 

not concern the strange behavior of the Trobriand Islands 

Kula ring or the exotic foraging economies of the Kalihari or 

the romantic adulation of pre-historic Southwestern ceramics. 

Homelessness is people feeling bad under our own feet 

(literally, just moments from campus). A walk through any 

urban area will reveal its immediacy and will explain the 

urgent tone of many writings on homelessness. 

Pathology. By this I mean that homelessness is a 

deviation from some assumed normal way of life in our 

society; moreover, this deviation is negatively valued, 

unviable in terms of health, and unwanted by its own members. 

Consider Durkheim's conception of the "normal and the 

pathological" 

We shall call "normal" these social conditions that are 
the most generally distributed, and the others "morbid" 
or "pathological" (1938:55). 

Homelessness is an example of inequality. As such it is a 

(pathological?) violation of one of our "self-evident" 

truths, that all men (not all people) are created equal (3). 

Homelessness is a strange subject for study because its very 

existence is detestable, it has no beauty, no "interesting" 

features. Human suffering is not "interesting" at any level 

of abstraction. The study of another culture, in typical 

anthropology, would seem to yield some pleasant satisfaction 
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in the understanding and appreciation of the way of life of a 

group of people. Not so with homelessness. It offers nothing 

to celebrate save its demise. Homelessness is not a "way of 

life" in a cultural sense, it is a "way of death" or at best 

a "way of suffering." 

What is the relation between these two glaring features 

of homelessness —proximity and pathology— and the "freedom" 

of scholars, here anthropologists, to study anything they 

wish? That is, while homelessness is immediately present, I 

am "free" to look elsewhere. I want to reconcile 

anthropology with the real-life people I encounter in the 

field. Anthropology is not real to them as it is real to me. 

I wonder how I have made it real to myself and whether I am 

not fooling myself on many different levels. Consider this 

from van Vliet's "The Limits of Social Research": 

Where does this leave us in terms of further research as 
a contribution to solving the problem of homelessness? 
Homelessness in the United States has developed into an 
issue that sustains daily news coverage. It has also 
become a sustaining element in academic infrastructure. 
Annual coventions of many social science disciplines now 
almost routinely feature sessions on homelessness. 
Special symposia are convened. Private foundations and 
government sponsors fund research on homelessness. 
Instructors incorporate homelessness into class 
projects. Many reports are written—and shelved. The 
same is true of book publications. Journals include 
countless articles on the topic. A virtual industry has 
sprung up around the problem of homelessness. One has 
to wonder about the marginal contribution additional 
research makes to solving the problem. Against the 
backround I have sketched, one becomes skeptical about 
the practical value of further studies of homelessness. 
Additional research would appear to bear little weight. 
The real struggle is in the economic and political arena 
(1989:20). 
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I hope I can avoid contributing to this cumbersome bulk of 

data that seems to function mainly to perpetuate itself. It 

is a cruel paradox that the books and articles concerning the 

homeless are better cared for, in their climate-controlled 

environment, than are the homeless themselves. Rather than 

further describe a situation whose already mentioned 

proximity and pathology urgently require something more or 

something else, not more of the same, I suggest we examine 

our ordered social reality, our assumption that anthropology 

has political potence. For the reader interested in the vast 

information on homelessness (4) see Bingham, Green, and White 

1987 for general backround and overview; Robertson 1991 on 

recent approaches; Lamb 1984, Torrey 1988, on the mentally 

ill homeless, and an opposing view, Hopper 1988; Belcher and 

Singer 1988, Thompson 1993, on homelessness and capitalism; 

Lewis 1966 for a particular take on the "culture" of poverty, 

and Spradley 1970 for a specific angle on the "culture" of 

the urban nomads, a great book that, sadly, if replicated 

today, would seem indulgent. 
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ORDER 

Homelessness can be viewed from the perspective of order 

and disorder. Berger (1967:19) writes, 

...the socially constructed world is, above all, an 
ordering of experience. A meaningful order, or nomos, is 
imposed upon the discrete experiences and meanings of 
individuals. The social world intends, as far as 
possible, to be taken for granted. 

Similarly Douglas(1966:3) writes, 

the ideal order of society is guarded by dangers which 
threaten transgressors. These danger-beliefs are as much 

. threats which one man uses to coerce another as dangers 
which he himself fears to incur by his own lapses from 
righteousness. They are a strong language of mutual 
exhortation... dragged in to sanction the moral code... 
The whole universe is harnessed to men's attempts to 
force one another into good citizenship. 

Homelessness has a place in this order. Anthropologist Kim 

Hopper suggests this place is akin to "human litter," 

The problem with the homeless poor is their visibility; 
they are an eyesore... theirs is an alien, embarassing, 
disturbing presence; a species...of human litter 
(1991:166), 

an upsetting of the order that, in the popular perception, 

needs to be "cleaned up." It exists as a visible reminder, 

though we might only see it from the corner of our eyes, of 

one possible fate, of our future should we fail to act as we 

should, of the result of the transgression of responsibility, 
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of "there but for the grace of God go I." It is at once a 

reminder, lesson, and warning. A warning, that is, for those 

of us not homeless. For the homeless it is a way of life, 

for the most part unpleasantly experienced, a constant 

visible testament of inequality. 

The very word "homeless" is simplistically misleading at 

best and detrimentally obfuscating at worst. It 

oversimplifies the complex positioning of homelessness in our 

social order. New York Times columnist Anna Quindlen 

(1992:A10) agrees with homeless advocate Robert Hayes when 

she writes that the solution to homelessness is housing, 

housing, housing. Such a pat solution could only come from a 

literal, surface reading of the word "homeless" (without a 

home). To consider only whether a person is or is not 

"homed" or sheltered misses the main point of the condition 

we call homelessness. 

The chief characteristic of homelessness is lack of 

money. It is a margin of the margin of poverty. Gladwin 

wrote that "poverty is being poor" (1967:48). The existence 

of a condition of poverty, of the very possibility of someone 

being poor, depends on an economic and social structure, a 

cultural totality, that allows it. Our economic structure 

operates with the inherent understanding (ordered necessity) 

that many people will live in poverty. Poverty is justified 

to the society at large with a variety of "reasons": race, 
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language, ignorance, laziness, or whatever might serve as an 

easily applied tag. 

The homeless are not distant or abstract, they are as 

close as we choose to notice them. Around three o 'clock on 

any weekday at City Hall in downtown Tucson it is business as 

usual for city workers while an average of one-hundred 

homeless wait for "the feeding" provided by the Salvation 

Army. These two worlds exist within touching and speaking 

distance of each other. 

We are come to a world within the world. In these alien 
reaches, these maugre sinks and interstitial wastes that 
the righteous see from carriage and car another life 
dreams. Illshapen or black or deranged, fugitive of all 
order, strangers in everyland (McCarthy 1979:4). 

Such are the perceptions many "homed" people have of the 

homeless. "Fear and loathing" are not uncommon reactions 

experienced by "regular" people when approached by a homeless 

person. Homeless people are not ignorant of others' 

perceptions of them. In fact they often share many of those 

perceptions, feeling ashamed at their own appearance and of 

being seen with other homeless people. Their values, hopes 

and motivations are essentially the same as the society at 

large. I talked to a twenty year old homeless person who 

aspires to be a surgeon and buy a two-million dollar exotic 

Ferrari. His goals are not unlike many other young people in 

America. Another man wants to finish a graduate program in 

psychology before he succumbs to cancer (his doctors give him 
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six years). Another wishes to work again as an architect if 

he can overcome his drinking problem. 

From the perspective of a social order homeless people 

are often thought of as "out of place." Douglas (1966:38) 

writes that there are several ways of treating anomolies. 

Negatively, we can ignore, just not perceive them, or 

perceiving we can condemn. Positively, we can deliberately 

confront the anomaly and try to create a new pattern of 

reality in which it has a place. This is exactly what is 

done with homeless people; "negatively" they are either 

ignored or condemned (other people become indifferent to 

their condition), or "positively" they are rehabilitated, the 

ostensible goal being reincorporation into society. 

In this country homelessness occurs in the ordered 

context of a modern capitalist nation-state. Living in a 

state means having that state impose itself on you in various 

ways. Corrigan and Sayer described the way states .state: 

out of the vast range of human social capacities-
possible ways in which social life could be lived— 
state activities more or less forcibly "encourage" some 
whilst suppressing, marginalizing, eroding, undermining 
others. Schooling for instance comes to stand for 
education, policing for order, voting for political 
participation. Fundamental social classifications, like 
age and gender, are enshrined in law, embedded in 
institutions, routinized in administrative procedures 
and symbolized in rituals of state. Certain forms of 
activity are given the official seal of approval, others 
are situated beyond the pale. This has cumulative and 
enormous, cultural consequences; consequences for how 
people identify . . .themselves and their "place" in the 
world (1985:3,4) 
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The state has "guided" some people beyond poverty. On 

the edges of poverty, people are pushed onto a margin, not a 

distinct boundary, but a ledge just big enough to stand on 

awhile, slowly getting weary and disgusted and contemptuous 

of the system. On this margin bordering poverty homeless 

people can exist for an indefinite period, especially in a 

town like Tucson where the temperature rarely drops below 

freezing, and food and clothing are usually available for the 

asking. In less favorable climates, both physically and 

politically, the margin might be quite distinct so that 

crossing it entails risking your life. 
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MORALITY 

Following Corrigan and Sayer's notion of states 

influencing how people "identify themselves and their place 

in the world" leads us to consider morality, ethical ideas of 

living life as right or wrong, an internal feeling and 

concern that one is doing the correct thing in the correct 

place. Socially ordered positions are morally valued and 

evaluated. 

Morality is discussed by Foucault in The Uses of 

PI fiasiirs (1978) . By "morality" he means, "a set of values 

and rules of action that are recommended to individuals 

through the intermediary of various prescriptive agencies 

such as the family (in one of its roles), educational 

institutions, churches, and so forth." Sometimes these 

rules and values are plainly set forth in a coherent doctrine 

and an explicit teaching. But sometimes they are transmitted 

in a diffuse manner, so that, far from constituting a 

systematic group of rules, they form a complex interplay of 

elements that counterbalance and correct one another, and 

cancel each other out on certain points, thus providing for 

compromises or loopholes. Foucault calls this prescriptive 

ensemble a "moral code." But, he adds, morality also refers 
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to the real behavior of individuals in relation to the rules 

and values that are recommended to them. In this aspect of 

morality, one must determine how and with what margins of 

variation or transgression individuals or groups conduct 

themselves in reference to a prescriptive system that is 

explicitly or implicitly operative in their culture, and of 

which they are more or less aware. He calls this level of 

phenomena, "the morality of behaviors," it is an idea of the 

manner in which one ought to form oneself as an ethical 

subject acting in reference to the prescriptive elements that 

make up the code. Every morality, writes Foucault, 

comprises the two elements: codes of behavior and forms of 

subjectivation. 

Homeless people are aware of the code of behavior while 

their subjectivation is ensured by poverty. They know the 

values, they even share them. Their situation, however, 

precludes them acting on them. Like Liebow's (1967[1971]:277) 

streetcorner men, 

The rest of society (whatever its ideal values regarding 
the dignity of labor) holds the job of dishwasher or 
janitor or unskilled laborer in low esteem if not 
outright contempt. So does the streetcorner man. He 
cannot do otherwise. He cannot draw from a job those 
social values which other people do not put into it. 

People that have to waste their precious time doing crappy 

jobs (many times) know it and hate it but are trapped in it. 
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Winners and losers are positions that are built (ordered) 

into the system, inherent in it. 

The moral code gets inside people, causing them to value 

"doing the right thing" for its own sake. That is, people 

will spend their entire working lives working at low paying, 

low prestige jobs, their labor being extracted for the profit 

of others all the while having a sense of the value, the 

worth, the good, of doing their job the "right" way. How 

does honest satisfaction with one's work jibe with knowledge 

that one's labors serve to profit others? I don't know. 

Perhaps many people feel no internal contradiction, they 

believe that if they continue to "do the right thing" they 

will be rewarded, precisely as the values promise. Others 

might be aware of contradictions but be powerless to do 

anything about it, telling themselves "it's the way things 

are," or "life's not fair." 

At any rate, this self-guiding moral behavior serves the 

state well. In recent scholarship (late twentieth century), 

Foucault, Althusser and others have cynically shown how the 

state might benefit from people policing themselves with 

their moral code. But from the perspective of the ruling 

class this concept is very old. Confucius wrote, 

. . . govern the people by regulations, keep order among 
them by chastisements, and they will flee from you, and 
lose all self-respect. Govern them by moral force, keep 
order among them by ritual and they will keep their 
self-respect and come to you of their own accord 
(1938:88) . 
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While most studies of homelessness emphasize physical 

and material aspects - actual counting of homeless 

populations, tracking the movements of the homeless, literal 

interest in the word homeless resulting in endless housing 

assesments, searching for "solid" psychological causes of 

homelessness - we are nowhere closer to some resolution. 

People are very busy though. We are in a bind between truth 

and potency. Academics seem to believe that truth has some 

political potency, that it has the ability to actually do 

things. (Yes, I am aware of the problems of some singular 

notion of truth but work with me here!) Truth had nothing to 

do with the Reagan Administration's ability to call ketchup a 

vegetable. Political use of academic truth is calculatingly 

utilitarian. In our, academics', approach to the application 

of our ideas, in our attempts at political potency, we move 

along a process of defensible truths, textual 

interconnections and foundations, in short, substantive forms 

of knowledge grounded in a well recognized learned procedure. 

Politicians do not need to do this, they use only what 

supports their own position and ends. As academics we 

operate under the professional obligation to consider all the 

possibilities (Brew 1946) (an obligation we have ourselves 

created and which is admirable, but such generousity allows 

others to take advantage). We shackle ourselves from 

political potency in our process of finding truth. This is 

the lock I want to pick. 



Homelessness is horribly manifest in unequal physical 

and material deprivation that should be stopped, but we 

cannot let all our attention be drawn to this. Homelessness 

is first a social construct (it is broadly implicated in a 

cultural entirety, rather than being the simple condition of 

lacking a home), a result of a particular moral ordering of 

reality. Order and morality can be conceptually combined in 

the notion of moral regulation. 
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MORAL REGULATION 

"Dennis" is standing on the corner of Congress and 

Scott, smiling. I can see he is homeless, everyone else on 

the street at midday is quite obviously going somewhere or 

doing something, it is considered shameful to have no account 

of your purpose at any given time. Not being busy is one of 

the most obvious of the "dis-ordered" features of 

homelessness. I cannot find a tactful "entry" so, dumb and 

blunt, I ask, "Are you homeless?" Yes, not only is he 

homeless, he has been homeless for twenty years, homeless by 

his own choice. Dennis says he hates work and avoids it 

whenever he can. He is one of the old school of homeless, a 

classic, the kind Spradley (1970) would have written about. 

He makes no pretense about looking for work, he is happy and 

unashamed of unemployment. Among homeless people today 

Dennis is a rarity. Yet in the popular perception of 

homelessness Dennis would be considered typical. Through the 

moral regulation of the state formation we live in (always a 

process, not static) we have a valued position for the "type" 

homeless, 
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moral regulation... —concerns forms and contexts, 
determining thus the realization of utterance, display, 
gesture, indication, action—in a phrase, proper forms 
of expression which are always-ever far more than 
lingual. It is not simply that meanings are context-
linked but that structured means of expression are 
already 'valued1, ...These moral repertoires are what 
establish social identity, or rather... identities 
(Corrigan 1981:319) 

Dennis is "already valued" not just by the folk model of the 

culture he lives in, but also by the supposedly detached 

analytic model of anthropology. It would be simple (not 

simple as "easy", but simple as a technician following the 

established dictates of participant observation, as in 

Spradley 1980, Bernard 1988) to merely diagnostically 

evaluate Dennis, to "thickly" describe him and record the 

information, even to ethnosemantically flesh out his 

categorical worldview. These projects can and have earned 

grant money for anthropologists, they have provided plenty of 

work for social scientists, yet... Yet. The problem of 

homelessness is as abundant as ever. 

...what moral regulation accomplishes; through its 
reproduction of particular (proper, permitted, 
encouraged) forms of expression it fixes (or tries to 
fix) particular signs, genres, repertoires, codes, as 
normal representations of 'standard' experiences which 
represent human beings as far more standardly 'equal' 
than they in fact can be. (Corrigan 1981:320) 

Dennis tells me about life on the streets and how much 

he enjoys the freedom. He asks me if I want to know how to 

end homelessness. The socially responsible social scientist 

says yes. Simply stop feeding people. Just stop helping. 
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He says it with a smile which I have interpreted as meaning -

he knows this will never happen. It is a moral impossibility 

in our selectively wealthy society, the necessity of 

philanthropy (Donzelot 1979:16, note 5). Dennis knows, in a 

jargon free way, through actual lived experience, the moral 

complexities and interdependencies of the social order. He 

knows that homelessness would be impossible if it were not 

socially permitted to exist. 

So long as we expect to find unitary (or potentially 
unitary) social individuals constituted around 
particular identities we shall not be able to understand 
the fragility, permeability, difficulty, agony and yet 
poetic energy of most human lives which result from 
attempting to live with and through the contradictory 
combination of a variety of possible social 
classifications, possible identities. (Corrigan 
1981:323) 

Anthropology perpetuates these too rigid classifications 

in its busy accumulation of facts and data, never stopping to 

consider its own role and its own assumptions in the moral 

regulation of state formation. 

Part of our trouble arises from our necessity to clearly 

be about something, to be concerned with some distinct, 

identifiable, topic. (See the ethnographic films of Trinh 

Min-Ha 1982, 1989, as intentionally "unobvious" comments on 

our need for aboutness.) We marshal aspects of whatever 

reality we are studying that appear somehow similar under 

topics or subjects (kinship, religion, economy, homelessness, 

etc.). The resulting academic document will display a clear 



and marked aboutness. In fact, the strength or quality of 

the document will be evaluated on the degree to which it 

maintains a purposive, directed argument to the exclusion of 

extraneous phenomena, a focus. Our search for aboutness or 

topicality leads us to only those largest social structures 

and broadest patterns of behavior which we mistakenly 

attribute as being most important. Culture endures through 

time through infinitely complex infinitesimals. The 

overwhelming bulk of why yesterday's culture is carried over 

to today is due to the cumulative effect of minor trivia. 

These processes are so individually miniscule as to be 

ungatherable into workable "topics", segregated areas of 

percieved similarity. These processess are analogous to 

"dark matter" in astronomy; they constitute the majority of 

culture while at the same time they are workably unavailable. 

The topic "homelessness", or the concepts which are commonly 

used to explain it - mental illness, capitalism, housing 

shortage - are crude approximations which only clumsily fit 

the real homeless individuals that you can sit down and talk 

to any day of the week in Tucson, Arizona. 

Another part of our trouble comes from our uncritical 

awareness of ourselves (anthropologists) as professionals in 

a modern state society; we will get to this in a later 

section. 

Above we read that Douglas (1966:38) believed anomolies 

in the perceived social order could be dealt with in at least 
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two distinct fashions: negatively, they can be ignored; or, 

positively, they can be incorporated into the desired order. 

Each of these reactions are morally weighted. 

In considering negative reactions to homelessness we 

must distinguish between ignoring and indifference. Only 

those people who actually have no notion of the existence of 

homelessness can truly be ignorant, and only a handful of 

people could really be this ignorant of the homeless. In 

contrast, people who negatively react to homelessness through 

indifference are people who know about homelessness yet turn 

away despite their knowledge. Indifference is a conscious 

refusal to acknowledge the disordered element(s). Regarding 

homelessness, indifference is manifest in various forms of 

avoidance; avoiding eye contact, not frequenting areas where 

the homeless are likely to be, generally minimizing any 

interaction with homeless people (see Goffman 1963 on various 

aspects of avoidance involving social interaction and 

stigma). From as far as the greatest distance astronomers 

have been able to discern, about seventeen billion light 

years, there doesn't seem to be anything out there that gives 

a damn about human welfare. The most common feature of the 

known universe just might be something like indifference. In 

infinite space, the only thing that will ever care one way or 

another is other humans. Yet we are routinely indifferent to 

one anothers' plight. Among the sources of human suffering, 

the kind we inflict on ourselves hurts the most, 
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Suffering comes from three quarters: from our own body, 
which is destined to decay and dissolution, and cannot 
even dispense with anxiety and pain as danger-signals; 
from the outer world, which can rage against us with the 
most powerful and pitiless forces of destruction; and 
finally from our relations with other men. The 
unhappiness which has this last origin we find perhaps 
more painful than any other... (Freud [1930]1958:17) 

Humans take real pleasure in hurting one another. I would 

like to call this perverse, but its persistent existence 

belies that. 

Morally Vectored Knowledge 

The persistence of indifference contradicts the notion 

that knowledge offers a solution to our problems. This is a 

cozy notion that anthropology is often associated with, in 

our teaching function, as anthropology is usually a part of 

large state supported educative bodies, universities. 

Education is widely hailed as a universal balm or antidote to 

perceived ills. But this always fails to account for or 

accept that all knowledge is morally vectored, it has a moral 

magnitude and direction. In somebody's ideal education 

fantasy situation, knowledge is a lump of information that is 

simply transferred to the person or people who lack it. Once 

you have this knowledge, the idealist continues, you are with 

us; while you lack this knowledge, you are part of the 

problem. 

Thoughtless people are in the habit of pointing out that 
every 'reasonable' person will be persuaded that science 
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knows best. The comment admits a weakness of 
argumentation: arguments do not work on everyone, they 
work only on people who have been properly prepared 
(Feyerabend 1987:299). 

In our bloody world, a quantity of knowledge imparted to some 

group of people can as often result in conflict and slaughter 

as in consensus. The "proper preparation" can, I think, be 

usefully imagined in terms of vectors—having a magnitude and 

a direction—for our purposes here, a moral magnitude and a 

moral direction. I believe this vector concept will be 

useful in responses to critics of Knowledge/Power who use the 

rhetorical strategy of exaggerated oversimplification—for 

example, 

...fashioning a homogeneous universe in which everything 
from tying one's shoelaces to toppling dictatorships is 
levelled to a matter of 'interests' (Eagleton 1991:10). 

Thinking of moral regulation in terms of morally vectored 

knowledge will allow us to easily concede that some knowledge 

is effectively innocuous while some is downright lethal. 

Gravity provides a good analogy. Its effects are real while 

its strength varies according to the masses of the 

interacting objects. As you stand up from your chair you 

exert a real but relatively innocuous gravitational force 

upon the earth due to the vast discrepancy in your respective 

masses. Gravity does not "level the interests" but responds 

consistently to mass and distance. Against the "everything 

is everthing" criticism of Knowledge/Power (which is often an 
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intentional and belligerent "misunderstanding") some 

knowledge can be understood as having more moral weight and 

consequence than other knowledge. Applied to homelessness, 

those who seek to reduce homelessness must convince us of its 

moral importance (magnitude) and align us (direction) towards 

some collective resolution. Accomplishing this is necessary 

for political potence. 

"enveloping benevolence" 

Positively, homelessness can be dealt with by attempting 

incorporation into the state formation, into the correct 

ordered place. Homeless shelters serve this process. 

Near the intersection of Benson highway and South Fifth 

Ave., across a weedy lot behind a donut shop, is Tucson's 

largest homeless shelter. Whether this building ever was a 

warehouse it is one now. It is a place for storage, an out 

of the way place for storing "disordered" people (men only 

actually) during the night, when darkness makes the world 

even more dangerously unordered, when the thought of the 

unaccountable homeless spreading their own tattered bedrolls 

in the city night-shadows is unbearable (6). The shelter has 

been near, at, and over capacity (about 100 people) for many 

months; even through Tucson's hot summer when many homeless 

travel to cooler climates thus giving service providers a 

brief respite from the ever burgeoning homeless population. 
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Come dawn, only those who are evidently sick are allowed to 

remain, the rest must leave for the day, ostensibly to find 

jobs. 

The disorder of the homeless is dealt with in the 

shelter mainly by bureaucratic means. Rules, forms, numbered 

beds, rotational duty rosters, a host of ordered impositions 

are brought to bear on the clients towards their 

reincorporation into normalcy. To secure a bed at the 

shelter a person must phone in for a reservation, the earlier 

the better. A person may stay seven consecutive days on 

their first visit, then they must wait fifteen days before 

they can return, then they may stay three days. If a person 

is willing to make a deeper committment and if (and only if) 

the staff believe the person can handle the committment then 

a person may stay up to six weeks while enrolled in a jobs 

program. 

Most of the floor space of the shelter is occupied by 

rows of bunk beds, two high, without any dividing walls or 

partitions; privacy is minimal. The south side of the 

building is divided into rooms for the kitchen, dining 

area/TV room, interview rooms, bathroom and shower area, 

laundry area, upstairs staff quarters and filing area, and a 

ground level outdoor patio area. 

Adjacent to the bunk area is an administrative office 

with large open windows which look out onto the beds. In 

this office the staff workers pore over paperwork; from this 
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office they will call a client by bed number and name over a 

loudspeaker to come and provide personal information to fill 

a blank on another form. Cooperation is mandatory; continued 

lodging is contingent upon it. It is all very routine, 

banal, and dutiful. Both sides know it (a bureaucratic 

system) is larger than either of them. It is difficult to 

resist a thing when "everyone knows" it is good for you (7). 

The threat implicit in this enveloping benevolence 
stifled the concept of rebellion (Burroughs 1959:186). 

It would be easy here to drop into an anthropological conceit 

that could be read as a malignment of these staff workers. 

Anthropologists typically have a vicarious sympathy for those 

they study, understandably, because these are often 

downtrodden, oppressed, dispossessed or relatively 

disadvantaged people(s). When we study those we perceive to 

be at our own social "level", or higher, our vicarious 

sympathies evaporate. "Studying up" presents a new challenge 

for anthropologists as they relate to their subjects (Nader 

1972, Marcus 1983) . The staff workers believe they are 

helping, and I don't want to insult their sincerity. I 

merely want to cast this helping in the light of our concern 

with moral regulation and the reincorporation of the 

homeless into the social order. 

A modern shelter can offer quite more than just 

"shelter". A shelter such as the one described above is a 

professional project of recent origin and it is an overt 
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means of reincorporating homeless people into the "order of 

things" of a state formation. 

Robertson (1991) has identified two types of homeless 

service providers (the network of varied individuals that 

interact daily with the homeless, attempting to assist them 

in coping with their condition): professional, or "recent" 

providers; and, non-professional, or "traditional" providers. 

Professionals tend to work with other professionals; non

professionals with other non-professionals. These two groups 

can and do associate and overlap in the agency, but they 

retain their separation based on their level of 

professionalism. (For example, in a shelter you might find a 

professional social worker helping individuals obtain 

assistance and benefits from "the system" working alongside 

non-professionals who dispense food, clothing, etc.) 

Traditional providers often have a close personal 

identification with those they serve, perhaps they themselves 

have a personal history of poverty or homelessness or 

alcoholism. Also they are likely to be associated with 

religious congregations or churches. 

The growth of the "new homeless" during the 1980's was 

too much for the traditional providers to handle; Many of the 

new homeless were families, women with children, mentally or 

physically handicapped people, or victims of domestic 

violence. New providers came in who were quite different 

from the traditional non-professional providers. These new 



providers were younger and more educated than their non

professional counterparts, they were mostly women and 

"Anglo." They didn't usually bring any religious orientation 

to their program. 

Gradually, "ownership" of the homeless began to be 

contested. One could ask "Whose homeless are they anyway?" 

The distinction between the two groups, professional and non

professional, became clear and was represented in the media 

and in community action committees. Available relief monies 

began to be directed towards the professional groups. The 

traditional providers felt they were being slighted, pushed 

out of the decision-making process. In Albuquerque, the 

director of the oldest men's shelter denounced professional 

providers as "pointy-headed college types who don't know a 

damn thing about street life" (Robertson 1991) . 

A fundamental reason for the division between the two 

provider groups is their differing stances with regard to 

generating and utilizing information on the homeless. 

Professional providers have strong ties to government and 

large foundation funding sources. These sources require 

precise documentation, they like large "data bases". 

Professional providers have a bureaucratically organized 

"office" administering data collection which lends a sense of 

authority and legitimacy to the agency. In contrast, non

professional providers lack the personnel or the means to 

gather large amounts of information. Nor are they interested 
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in paperwork, which, after all, doesn't feed people, it just 

creates more paperwork. Professional providers become data 

merchants through the bureaucratic process of fund getting. 

This bureaucratic emphasis implicates professional providers 

in their larger state formation and the moral regulation 

inherent in it. 

Authority of the state can be seen then as manifest and 

transmitted through bureaucratic channels. These 

bureaucratic channels are peopled by professionals who 

zealously adhere to procedural order: 

Within the structure of hierarchically arranged 
authority, the activities of "trained and salaried 
experts" are governed by general, abstract, clearly 
defined rules which preclude the necessity for the 
issuance of specific instructions for each specific case 
(Merton 1949:152) 

The chief merit of bureaucracy is its technical efficiency, 

with a premium placed on precision, speed, expert control, 

continuity, discretion, and optimal returns on input. The 

structure is one which approaches the complete elimination of 

personalized relationships and nonrational considerations. 

It is an eminently able device for the state to state (as 

Corrigan and Sayer say) its position and enforce or guide 

peoples actions, often in subtle, tediously slow fashion. 

For "Tony", a homeless man from Jacksonville staying at a 

local shelter, rational bureaucracy means filling out the 

forms you are given, jumping when your name is called, doing 

just what they tell you to do to get out of homelessness. 
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"deserve's got nothing to do with it" 

Moral regulation often operates in a large and explicit 

fashion through democratic bodies, committees, foundations, 

and philanthropies. At a meeting of the Tucson Homeless Food 

Services Committee we can get a notion of how the homeless 

are morally channeled and guided. The meeting begins at 

7:30am in the Tucson Main Library meeting room with about 22 

people, mostly anglo, 2-3 hispanics, 0 blacks, 0 asians, and 

0 homeless; slightly more women than men, ages ranging from 

the 30's to 60's. The purpose of the meeting is to decide, 

for the homeless, where the homeless will be fed. The spirit 

of the meeting is both parental/paternal in that it is 

simultaneously caring and condescending. That is, it is a 

"heartfelt" exercise of power and determination over people 

who are in the "wrong" valued position in the social order to 

account for themselves. 

...State agencies play a strong definite part in 
establishing the range of what are proper ways of public 
performance; which has implications for notions of 
competence since it can deride or even deny qualities of 
competence which do not relate to the narrow approved 
performance forms (Corrigan 1981:327). 

The leaders of the meeting (6 women, 3 men) are deliberately 

tactful in their discussions of their intended manipulations 

of Tucson's homeless. In a sensitive and politically correct 
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fashion they report on: their progress in finding a new 

building site for offering daily meals and other services 

(currently people are fed at 3pm outside City Hall); on 

maybe changing the time of "the feeding" so as to minimally 

interfere with the peak periods of "normal" people's traffic; 

and; on the problem of transporting the homeless to these 

helping sites so that the homeless won't have to walk through 

various parts of town and thereby degrade those areas. 

What the State regulates are thus moral features of the 
social environment, above all the encouraged/discouraged 
forms of expression, depressing, repressing and 
suppressing alternative forms which portray contrasting 
moralities (Corrigan 1981:327). 

By 7:55am there are about 60 people at the meeting and 

the floor is soon opened for comments from the public. 

The mayor says - people who are hungry should be fed. The 
problem with doing it at City Hall is that it's outside. We 
need to find a place that is nearby but has cover, the same 
decency you would extend to animals you were feeding, the 
Salvation Army feeds people all over the world, but only in 
Tucson is it done outdoors, Not even in Moscow! (is it done 
like this). 

A captain of the Salvation Army - We have five facilities, if 
only the neighbors would let us use them. 

A woman from Presidio neighborhood - Why have you limited the 
search to this area? 

H. from Ironwood neighborhood - Half of the homeless you want 
to feed, the other half you don't, they are "slime-
dogs" ...there is a criminal element among the homeless and 
problems are created when we mix gangs, students, and 
homeless in one small area. 

(This notion of a criminal element to homelessness is 

pervasive and it is understandably downplayed by homeless 
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advocates. It is part of the general moral denigration 

"normal" people apply to the homeless. I was talking to four 

homeless guys in the park on Speedway and Main when one of 

their beepers went off! Things aren't clear cut.) 

S. is here to represent an Arizona bank - the bank's 
underlying philosophy is to disperse the group to a variety 
of locations or to concentrate them... he's concerned with 
the central location - moving 200 to 300 people through 
downtown areas, the time of day is a factor, confrontations 
with concentrations of individuals, the perceived danger is 
real and felt by (downtown) workers. 

G. is the owner of a local business - we're not dealing with 
the structural aspects, just feeding people is not good 
enough, I'm not sympathetic with people who don't choose to 
work, do additional screening on these people, don't give 
free handouts, don't encourage undesirables in Tucson, give 
them work in the morning, education in the evening, and find 
who wants to work and who doesn't. 

Near the end of the recent revisionist Western 

Unforgivenr Bill Munny (Clint Eastwood) is about to eke 

revenge from the tyranical sheriff Little Bill (Gene 

Hackman). The sheriff begs for his life, crying, "I don't 

deserve to die like this." To which Munny replies, 

"Deserve's got nothing to do with it." Listening to various 

citizens' collected notions of why there are homeless one 

would think that deserve had everything to do with it. The 

repeated emphasis on deserving illuminates where homelessness 

fits into the moral regulation of our unequal social 

relations. The "obvious" understanding is: you are where you 

morally deserve to be. Eastwood's film subverts the tidy 

determinants of moral regulation by showing "deserve" as a 
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cheap excuse, a justification for others' necessary 

suffering. Isn't it cool when a plain old movie can tell 

millions of "real people doing real things" more about their 

culture than a stack of professional ethnographies? 

N., a woman from Armory Park neighborhood - Fix it before you 
move it (the feeding site), the issue is safety, show a safe, 
clean, working program, then move it, crime issue is a real 
problem. 

B., another bank representative - if someone is hungry don't 
give them a lie detector test, feed them! 

G. is a restaraunt owner - I want the homeless to be fed. 
How can we be proud of Tucson when we bring the problem in 
and then fail to deal with it? The matter should be studied. 

M., a woman - I can not pick up and leave (this problem). 
I'm raising children, this is a serious situation, my life 
has been threatened four times this year. 

N., retired - Research and study!? Who are these people? 
Sick, helpless, homeless dredges of society, studying means 
stalling, don't waste your time. 

P., a woman from Armory Park neighborhood - What are we doing 
to help? Help those that really need help, get rid of those 
milking the system. 

K., a woman from a church on 4th ave. and University - We've 
offered to help, but they leave when help is offered, they 
just want a free handout. 

Typical among these public comments are notions of: 

homelessness as a condition to which an individual can be 

held personally accountable, a deserved position; 

Homelessness as bad, with the ability to taint those good 

things it touches; homelessness as something that should be 

segregated from the rest of society and carefully monitored; 

and, a genuine desire to do something, to make good from bad. 



These are only the most blatant manifestations of the valued 

position of homelessness in moral regulation. They are 

accompanied by a near infinite range of more subtle 

encouragements. 
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PROFESSIONAL ANTHROPOLOGY: HANDMAIDEN OF THE STATE? 

Anthropology operates at peace with the state that funds 

it. Its presence poses no threat to its progenitor. The 

most radical, dangerous, leftist journals, wait, quiet and 

complacent, upon the numbered library shelves. Our quiescent 

position within the academy within the state validates our 

collusion with the state. "Radicalism" within anthropology is 

limited by this simple paradox— strident content, compliant 

form (8). 

IN EVERY ACT WE DO THAT DOES NOT ACTIVELY OPPOSE THE STATE 
WE ARE SUSTAINING THE STATE. 

This is not meant as a political platform or political 

admonishment or self-conscious guilt. It is meant to bridge 

the "gap" (an illusion, really) between the study of 

something and that something, whatever it might be. Let us 

truncate the illusory distance between ourselves and what we 

study. In this statement I would like to establish 

culpability (9) for doing social science, that is, just doing 

it without considering its broader implications. 

As social science is practiced, in its necessarily 

mundane daily activities, it tends to recede into its overall 

social context. This is not unusual; any activity that is 
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part of the folk model always tends toward becoming obvious, 

to recede into cultural common sense. Consider a folk model 

as a "guide to everyday concerns," a feeling that "there is 

order and predictability in the events that we experience." 

Compare this to an analytic model, also a guide to reality, 

but developed for and serving a different purpose. Analytic 

models are specifically "created by individuals seeking to 

explain and understand a phenomenon" (Lawless 1979:4,8). 

Analytic models are those explanations and notions we create, 

in our capacity as anthropologists, but they are never free 

from the folk models they originated from. 

Since our social context is, however, a part of each of 
us and since we do not exist except as social beings, we 
are unable to examine thoroughly our own social 
contexts; we can never achieve the total outsider's 
view. Using analytic models on ourselves... helps to 
bring to the surface some of the unexamined 
assumptions...but it is never possible to achieve a 
pure, uncontaminated analytic model. Future 
generations, removed from this current social setting, 
will detect assumptions and biases—elements of our own 
folk model—in our own analytic models and will 
construct their own (Lawless 1979:9). 

Separation of analytic model from folk model is not easy and 

many supposed analytic models are elaborated folk models. 

For example, W.W. Rostow's modernization theory is congruent 

with folk model values of its day, yet it is presented under 

the guise of an analytic, scientific model. Analytic models 

don't go down easy, they leave you feeling unsettled, they 

are a slap in the face, a punch in the gut, they reveal lies, 

they show the wormy underside of the rock. Anthropologists, 
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as very special purveyors of a unique brand of analytic 

model, should disturb common sensibilities. We should not so 

smoothly pass through society's daily activities, yet, our 

anthropology building sits in obvious peace among the other 

buildings of the university (and these among the city). 

For social science, and for anthropology in particular 

since it claims to be sensitive to culture, we should 

consider such an obviousness a lapse in our unique developed 

talent. As anthropologists we have supposedly cultivated a 

heightened sense of social life, positions within it, power 

imbalances and inequalities, and underlying processes. I 

don't want to start a war or annoy people for the sake of it, 

but, has our professionalism made us more palatable to our 

culture as a whole? We too easily fit into the social order, 

the moral regulation. Are we sugar-coated irrelevants, nice 

guys and gals who are good to have around for their exotic 

stories? 

To the extent that anthropologists are professionals we 

are further implicated in the laminar flow of state 

formation. Larson defines profession as, 

structurally, a material link between the state and the 
deployment of specialized knowledge in the civil society 
(1991:44) 

By definition anthropology is a branch of specialized 

knowledge. Professions have been historically aligned with 

the state since the medieval guilds, signing charters with 
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the state, establishing some compromise with the state 

involving rights of monopoly and self-regulation and some 

kind of control or check on their central activity by the 

state in return for such rights and privileges (Krause 

1991:3). At large state universities these controls are 

blatantly monetary (a point developed by Feuchtwang in Asad 

1973, on anthropology and its sponsors). The process of the 

delineation and ownership of knowledge (professionalization) 

is a process of state formation (living in a state on a day 

to day basis and thereby contributing to its perpetuation, I 

believe this is at least a minimum requirement, a minimum 

corroboration of our collusion). 

In professional anthropology one advances through merit 

(No?). Merit or meritocracy is, 

a kind of system that uses higher education to sort and 
slot a substantial portion of the population (Lemann 
1992:11) 

This is obvious and anything obvious should be considered as 

highlighted for special anthropological discernment. In 

describing how merit works in government Lemann continues, 

Each succeeding elite, from the Virginia squirearchy to 
the robber barons to the Protestant Establishment, has 
seen itself as having risen in the fairest system ever 
devised, and has expected the admiration of the rest of 
the nation (1992:11). 

Anthropologists rise on the merits of their academic 

achievements; it's only "natural" to get what you deserve. 

(For much more on education and social position see Gramsci 
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1971, Weber 1945, Aron 1957; this is also in line with many 

mid-20th century functionalist approaches in anthropology, 

sociology and history.) In our morally regulated social order 

the homeless get what they deserve while anthropologists 

merit what they achieve. Deserve and merit are two sides of 

the same coin that accrue sanctions, the first negative, the 

second positive. We merit our positively valued position in 

the social order because we earned it; the homeless deserve 

theirs because they failed to deserve better. The same value 

system locates each of us, homeless and anthropologist, and 

both of us have long been accepting what is our due. If this 

were a movie the hero would now say, "Merit's got nothing to 

do with it." But this is real life and it just goes on the 

same and I'm a patient boy and I wait and wait (10). 

I suggest that the professional aspects of anthropology 

always undermine our analytic abilities. Since 

professionalism is thoroughly congruent with our folk model 

it seldom offers anything not analytically innocuous. How 

often does the state put a concerned ear to the doors of our 

lecture halls or kneel at the keyholes of our seminars? Its 

existence is threatened not in the least by ours. We have 

been tossed a bone (money, prestige, authority...) and left 

to work it as we please. 

How does homelessness fit into our (anthropologists) 

moral order of things? Is anthropology morally situated in 

relation to human suffering (in this case homelessness)? Is 



anthropology more than what Freud called a "palliative 

remedy" a "deflection" of the impossible sufferings of human 

life?, a 

powerful diversion of interest, which lead(s) us to care 
little about our misery (1958[1930]:14) . 

In a recent directory issue of Urban Anthropology 

(1991:Fall) only four anthropologists list homelessness as 

one of their special areas of study. Is this an indication 

that anthropology has little to offer in considerations of 

homelessness, that it is only beginning to look at 

homelessness, or that it leaves homelessness to sociologists 

and social workers? I can't figure it out. I just want 

anthropologists to more closely discern when their activities 

recede into comfortable, complacent obviousness. We must 

make connections between and among seemingly innocuous 

cultural trivia so we might understand their cumulative 

effect. If the banality of evil is doing your small part 

without considering its collective effect then 

anthropologists are as complicit in the current state 

formation as anyone, more so in fact, since we claim special 

knowledge of culture. 

There are anthropologists who claim advocacy and 

anthropology are incompatible and can only be mistakenly 

combined. 

Advocacy... is incompatible with anthropology as a 
distinct kind of scholarship. To be advocates 
anthropologists have to step outside their profession, 
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because no "cause" can be legitimated in anthropological 
terms. Ethnographic knowledge may provide an important 
backround for individual advocacy for particular people, 
but the rationale for advocacy is never ethnographic; it 
remains essentially moral in the broadest sense of this 
term (Halstrup and Elsass 1990:301) 

Halstrup and Elsass seem to think morality and anthropology 

are incompatible or at odds. I suggest that anthropology is 

unavoidably, inherently moral (as is any kind of knowledge, 

morally vectored). This morality must be taken into account, 

worked with, not made separate. It's impossible for anyone 

(or any social thing) to not have some place in the ordered 

system of moral regulation. Anthropology is not and never 

will be morally exempt. Anthropology always already 

advocates. It is already morally vectored (again, having 

moral magnitude and direction). Feigning detachment for the 

sake of some "pure" academic quest is absurd! 

From E.B. White's short story The Door, we can get a 

feeling of the malleability of the helplessness of 

homelessness, 

Now about those rats, he kept saying to himself. He 
meant the rats that the Professor had driven crazy by 
forcing them to deal with problems which were beyond the 
scope of rats, the insoluble problems. He meant the 
rats that had been trained to jump at the square card 
with the circle in the middle, and the card (because it 
was something it wasn't) would give way and let the rat 
into a place where the food was, but then one day it 
would be a trick played on the rat, and the card would 
be changed, and the rat would jump but the card wouldn't 
give way, and it was an impossible situation (for a rat) 
and the rat would go insane and into its eyes would come 
the unspeakable bright imploring look of the frustrated, 
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and after the convulsions were over and the frantic 
racing around, then the passive stage would set in and 
the willingness to let anything be done to it, even if 
it was something else (1935:77). 

This passive stage, a willingness to let anything be done to 

it (them) seems, to me, to be characteristic of people using 

local homeless services. Such conditioning is perhaps too 

common in anthropology also. It is a passive compliance, a 

resignation to follow the rules, to answer to your bed 

number, to answer the questions of an anthropologist, to ask 

questions if you are an anthropologist. Maybe the passive 

compliance is the same for homeless and academic. People 

that choose not to use shelters (or whatever other 

participation a particular ordered segment of society asks of 

them) do so in part because of a refusal to comply, an 

exercise of freedom. They continue to face "the insoluable 

problems" but they do so on more of their own terms. Still, 

this "freedom" should not be seen as liberating since it is 

highly constrained by poverty (just as anthropologists who 

reject professional anthropology will be faced with a 

"poverty" of things to do). Those homeless that choose to 

remain outside of the more structured aid programs are "free" 

only to suffer in places and ways of their own choosing. 

Anthropologists have been and will continue to be free to 

look the other way. 
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CONCLUDING ABSTRACTIONS 

- Anthropological training in large state universities (like 

Arizona) is' primarily vocational training under the guise of 

a free tradition of thought in an area of "liberal" 

education. 

In the context of the current job market, where a single 

opening (in cultural anthropology) is sought by hundreds of 

applicants, this is at best a joke, at worst herdlike. To 

suffer the sight of a tenured anthropologist taking red-faced 

umbrage at the notion that professionalism is somehow 

problematic—this is a cruel hoax played upon an unemployed, 

impoverished, debtor student. Those with a generous sense of 

humor can take some mirthful pleasure in the "Coyote" or 

"Trickster" notion of reality (Haraway 1991:199). Others 

might take a deeper sigh, 

There are certain queer times and occasions in this 
strange mixed affair we call life when a man takes this 
whole universe for a vast practical joke, though the wit 
thereof he but dimly discerns, and more than suspects 
that the joke is at nobody's expense but his own 
(Melville 1851[1967]:214) . 

Free and eager cooperation in vocational training is an 

undeniable assertion of the prevalent folk model. This is 

anthropologically reticent. 
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- Professionalism is an inward turning exclusionary 

process and, with increased competition for jobs, 

professional anthropology will create ever more exclusive, 

narrow, specializations within itself, thus fragmenting 

"reality" into areas where only a select few credentialed 

experts have autonomous authority over the discourse of their 

"topics." The process of earning a degree is following a 

chain of grudging concessions toward mastery, unit by 

constipated unit (at $90+ per unit), in some area of 

knowledge. 

The distinguishing feature of exclusionary closure is 
the attempt by one group to secure for itself a 
privileged position at the expense of some other group 
through a process of subordination. That is to say, it 
is a form of collective social action which, 
intentionally or otherwise, gives rise to a social 
category of ineligibles or outsiders. Expressed 
metaphorically, exclusionary closure represents the use 
of power in a 'downward' direction because it 
necessarily entails the creation of a group, class, or 
stratum of legally defined inferiors. Countervailing 
action by the 'negatively privileged', on the other 
hand, represents the use of power in an upward direction 
in the sense that collective attempts by the excluded to 
win a greater share of resources always threaten to bite 
into the privileges of legally defined superiors. It is 
in other words a form of action having usurpation as its 
goal. Exclusion and usurpation may therefore be 
regarded as the two main generic types of social 
closure, the latter always being a consequence of, and 
collective response to, the former (Parkin 1979:45). 

Anthropology is an exclusive club precisely as the folk model 

dictates a profession to be. That we actively limit the 

number of legitimate anthropological participants seems 



counterproductive. We impose scarcity on what could 

otherwise be a broad, accessible, and generous knowledge. 

- Regarding homelessness and professional anthropology, 

anthropology will become involved in homelessness only when 

it can professionally profit from that involvement. If it 

can't be written about, published, presented at a conference, 

subsidized, or somehow provide resume material it probably 

won't be done. These are the harsh "instrumental" (11) 

realities of professional anthropology. 

- Anthropology is in no way oppositional to its 

progenitive state formation. Our comportment (12) betrays 

our analytic potential. 

The gauntlet I would like to drop - can an anthropology 

exist that doesn't suckle the state? 
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Notes (#) 

Methods. 
Regarding methods, I began with a questionaire modeled 

after Spradley (1970), but this didn't last long. Besides 
feeling false, the questionaire was dumb. That is, it had no 
flexible intelligence. It is a pre-set, pre-knowing, too 
neat, method of extracting pre-ordained relevances from 
sloppy, random, uncontrollable encounters. I mainly used the 
method of "hanging out" described in Rosenthal (1991). 
Rosenthal writes that hanging out informally can provide a 
more accurate picture of the homeless in their diversity than 
you could otherwise expect from merely talking to those 
homeless that are "provided" to researchers at established 
shelters. Information on local shelters was collected by 
volunteering and by talking to shelter workers and other 
volunteers. Thoughts on the location of anthropology among 
the rest of the university came from my work over the past 
two years as a mechanics assistant in the HVAC shop (Heating, 
Ventilation, and Air-Conditioning, Havoc!) of U. of A's 
Physical Resources. After repeated visits to every building 
on campus I regretably realized that the daily practice of 
anthropology is undistinguishable from the daily practice of 
most other disciplines. 

1. This document represents/constitutes a step towards 
becoming a credentialed expert in a field of knowledge. In 
undertaking the process of writing it I have complete freedom 
in choosing a subject; this freedom itself tells much about 
the nature of such a project. Out of an almost limitless 
array of topics, one must be chosen. It is strange that any 
subject will do if only I can convince others of its import 
and my genuine interest in it. Strange because, as an MA, 
it is only the first step in becoming a professional, I can 
not help but express a neophyte's idealism and naivete. That 
is, I don't know what I am doing yet I have complete freedom 
to do it and my ideas about what it is and should be are 
probably wrong. 

In an essay on Elvis and freedom Greil Marcus (1975:123) 
writes, 

...That quality of selection, which is what is at stake 
when an artist comes across with his or her version of 
anything, is missing. When an artist gives an all-
encompassing Yes to his audience (and Elvis's Yes 
implicitly includes everyone, not just those who say Yes 
to him), there is nothing more he can tell his audience, 



5 4  

nothing he can really do for them, except maybe throw 
them a kiss. 

Only the man who says No is free, Melville once 
wrote. We don't expect such a stance in popular 
culture, and those who do might best be advised to take 
their trade somewhere else. ... Elvis's Yes is the 
grandest of all, his presentation of mastery the 
grandest fantasy of freedom, but it is finally a 
counterfeit of freedom: it takes place in a world that 
for all its openess (Everybody Welcome!) is 
aesthetically closed, where nothing is left to be 
mastered, where there is only more to accept. For all 
its irresistable excitement and enthusiasm, this freedom 
is complacent, and so the music that it produces is 
empty of real emotion—there is nothing this freedom 
could be for, nothing to be won or lost. 

Think about anthropology in terms of this broad freedom. 
Consider especially how this freedom could result in a 
dissipation of our political potency. 

2. Rebel (1989:117, emphasis added) writes, 

One of the strongest tendencies in recent work by 
anthropologists and historians has been to downplay the 
degradation and terror experienced by victims of 
exploitation and persecution. The new tone is one that 
stresses such extant aspects as the discovery and 
wielding of power even from weakness, the development of 
"cultures" of resistance, the achievement of some sense 
of social identity and belonging as a benefit derived 
from participating in even the most debased 
circumstances, and so on. There is a new delight in 
creating imaginative analytical "narratives" made 
possible by an embracing of "historicism" in its naively 
positive sense of affirming the multiplicity and the 
ineffably self-determining character of cultures. 
Perhaps the kind of aware, creative self-censorship that 
invents limited but still truth-telling fictions about 
culture and history to conceal "the horror" of life 
uncovered by research and experienced as a threatening 
disintegration of the self constitutes a step forward 
over the repressively unself-conscious construction of 
mere "realist" explorations. Nevertheless, the 
unquestioning acceptance of the necessity of self-
censorship by advocates of this new spirit of inquiry 
must be troublesome to anyone who can not remain content 
with leaving any lived experience of "horror" outside 
historical-cultural accounting, who wants to trace the 
horrors behind the horror as far as one can and who sees 
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the historicist dismissal of any moral questioning of 
historic victimization. 

3. Fliegelman writes, 

When Jefferson wrote, that "all men are created equal," 
he meant in large part that they are created by 
"Nature's God" with the same moral faculties, precisely 
those faculties that permitted the recognition "of 
certain moral truths as self-evident. Nurture, 
environment and experience, however, would necessarily 
develop those faculties differently and unequally. Thus 
primarily presented as a fact of natural history, 
Jefferson's statement was only secondarily a call for 
social equality (1993:4-11). 

4. This glut of information on homelessness can be partly 
understood in terms of what Said called a "textual attitude" 
which is common to two situations (1978:93). 

One is when a human being confronts at close quarters 
something relatively unknown and threatening and 
previously distant. In such a case one has recourse not 
only to what in one's previous experience the novelty 
resembles but also to what one has read about it. 

Thus, as I have stated, while homelessness is immediate to 
you and to me or any reader, both temporally and 
geographically, it exists to us, it is, a reading experience. 
Reading is a comfortable understanding of an uncomfortable 
actuality. Further, 

A second situation favoring the textual attitude is the 
appearance of success... There is a rather complex 
dialectic of reinforcement by which the experiences of 
readers in reality are determined by what they have 
read, and this in turn influences writers to take up 
subjects defined in advance by reader's experiences. A 
text purporting to contain knowledge about something 
actual...is not easily dismissed. Expertise is 
attributed to it. The authority of academics, 
institutions, and governments can accrue to it, 
surrounding it with still greater prestige than its 
practical successes warrant (Said 1978:94,95). 

This textual attitude snowballs through its own internal 
impetus and with occasional forays into "reality" 
(fieldwork). The textual attitude pulls with great force and 



5 6  

a person who abandons it will suffer great losses regarding 
the legitimacy of any extra-textual knowledge they might 
claim. Do it anyway. You will find yourself in a place that 
is almost entirely inapplicable to the familiar world of 
universities, journals, classrooms, etc. When you put this 
paper down and go talk with some nearby homeless person you 
will know in particular what no text in general can offer. 

5. 

...the consolidation, under the label of "social 
economy," of all the forms of direction of the life of 
the poor, so as to diminish the social cost of their 
reproduction and obtain an optimum number of workers at 
minimum public expense: In short, what is customarily 
termed philanthropy (Donzelot 1979:16). 

6. Sleep is an especially clever means of reincorporating 
people into the social order. It irresistably calls every 
day, humans are biologically unable to refuse it for long. 
The sleeper is entirely passive and defenseless. It's not 
legal to sleep just anywhere, certain times and places are 
socially ordained (morally regulated) for sleeping. Those 
homeless who sleep in shelters are necessarily involved in 
the ancillary elements of sleep—a secure place, a meal at 
either end of sleep, toilet facilities, etc. As something 
that occupies perhaps a third of everyones life sleep is 
important in the daily process of state formation in general, 
not just for homeless people. If you think about it long 
enough it becomes unclear whether sleep is something that 
allows us to do our daily activities or our daily activities 
are something that allow us to sleep. Either way sleep is 
thoroughly implicated in our social order. 

7. It is not simple to "give" people things, even when it 
is "for their own good." 

The gift not yet repaid debases the man who accepted it, 
particularly if he did so without thought of return... 
charity wounds him who receives, and our whole moral 
effort is directed towards suppressing the unconscious 
harmful patronage of the rich almoner (Mauss 1967:63). 

Through giving, 

hierarchy is established by means of these gifts. To 
give is to show one's superiority, to show that one is 
something more and higher, that one is magister. To 
accept without returning or repaying more is to face 
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subordination, to become a client and subservient, to 
become minister (Mauss 1967:72). 

8. The document you're holding serves as example. However 
its statements might disagree with the current situation it 
(this thesis) is inoffensively packaged, safely categorized. 

It is sadly ironic that the contemporary discourse 
which talks the most about heterogeneity, the decentered 
subject, declaring breakthroughs that allow recognition 
of otherness, still directs its critical voice primarily 
to a specialized audience, one that shares a common 
language rooted in the very master narratives it claims 
to challenge. If radical postmodernist thinking is to 
have a transformative impact then a critical break with 
the notion of "authority" as "mastery over" must not be 
simply a rhetorical device, it must be reflected in 
habits of being, including styles of writing as well as 
chosen subject matter (hooks 1990:paragraph 6, emphasis 
added). 

How to enact changes in "habits of being," my own, much less 
others? I believe it will involve courting "failure" though 
I am at a loss as to how to explain this. I have tried to 
show that (here anthropological but really any) success is 
always shadowed by failure. Neither term makes sense without 
the other. Again, "winners and losers" are structured 
positions, ordered necessities. From day one we are 
encouraged to pursue success, to achieve merit, yet still we 
wonder why failure persists. 

9. On blame. Don't be quick to deny blame that might come 
your way. If you can bear it embrace blame and examine it 
since it might contain an indication of where that elusive 
quality, relevance, is located. Blame implies that someone 
thinks you have a tangible effect, which might not be that 
anthropologically common. 

10. Again, this is an old idea. 

Reputation is an idle and most false imposition; oft got 
without merit, and lost without deserving (Othello 
II.iii.268) 

11. As Lasch describes instrumental, 
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Instrumentalism regards the relation of ends and means 
as purely external, whereas the older tradition [the 
Aristotelian concept of practice], now almost forgotten, 
holds that the choice of the means appropriate to a 
given end has to be considered as it contributes to 
internal goods as well. In other words, the choice of 
means has to be governed by their conformity to 
standards of excellence designed to extend human 
capacities for self-understanding and self-mastery. 
Industrial societies conceive of the extension of human 
powers only as the replacement of human labor by 
machinery. As work and politics lose their educative 
content and degenerate into pure technique, the very 
distinction between technique and practice becomes 
incomprehensible. Industrial societies have almost 
completely lost sight of the possibility that work and 
politics can serve as character-forming disciplines. 
These activities are now understood strictly as means of 
satisfying material needs (Lasch 1984:254). 

12. "Comportment" means more than just behavior; it means 
good, correct, behavior. 
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This paper reconsiders the relation between what is 

studied, here homelessness, and the way of study, here 

anthropology. We will arrive at the notion of moral 

regulation which is useful in thoughts of the complex 

implications of otherwise seemingly disparate phenomena: 

homelessness and anthropology. Along the way we touch on 

order and morality. It is suggested that the 

professionalization of anthropology might be an active 

detriment to cogent anthropological analysis. 


