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Parallels and Divergences in Homeless and Poverty Governance:  
Towards a Relational Approach 

 
This memo provides a synoptic overview of state responses to advanced homelessness 

(Marcuse, 1996) in relation to more general treatments of poverty in the context of post-1970s 
welfare restructuring in the US.1  It traces the simultaneous convergences in poverty and 
homeless governance, marked by increasing criminalization and the shift to disciplinary welfare 
and workfare away from basic income assistance.  It also considers the relational divergences of 
the resource shift from housing to homelessness through the rollback of public and affordable 
housing alongside the rollout of homeless housing, and the inversion of policy privileging 
through which the criteria of deservingness between the housed and houseless poor have 
splintered.  While there is an emerging consensus in the sociological research community that 
the causes of homelessness are fundamentally structural there is far less agreement and volume 
of research on explaining the changing and variable state responses to homelessness (Lee, Tyler, 
and Wright, 2010). Rather than considering welfare and poverty policy as the mere context in 
which homeless policy works, this memo suggests how one might conceptualize homeless policy 
and homelessness as being structured within a general political economy of poverty regulation 
(Piven and Cloward, 2012 [1971]; Peck, 2002; Wacquant, 2009a).   
 
Downsizing Public/Affordable Housing Provision, Upsizing Homeless Provision, and 
Inverting Criteria of Deservingness 

Although the emergence of the discreet field of homeless management within the broader 
arena of poverty regulation should be seen as occurring through an interconnected restructuring 
of the bureaucratic field, it is most strongly linked to the transformation of the arena of state 
housing policy.2 Since the late 1970s, the federal and municipal governments have significantly 
reduced their provision of housing for the poor, while housing and shelter provision for the 
homeless has constantly increased, alongside the creation of independent agencies, programs, 
and legislation targeted at homelessness. In 1978 HUD’s low/moderate-income housing budget 
was $77.3 billion, today the budget stands at $30.9 billion (in 2004 constant dollars) (OMB, 
2010). Whereas HUD subsidized 203,046 new public housing units at its peak in 1976, in 1982 
this funding was reduced to zero, with only minor increases until 1995 where production turned 
to destruction. From 1995-2010, 150,000 units were lost to demolition or sale without being 
replaced and hundreds of thousands of Section 8 units have been lost (Crump, 2003; Goetz, 
2010; Popkin, 2004).  

During this same period, homeless management emerged as an independent policy field. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  The	  term	  ‘advanced	  homeless’	  is	  used	  by	  Marcuse	  in	  distinction	  from	  the	  more	  general	  ‘new	  
homeless’	  in	  differentiating	  the	  post	  1970s	  homelessness	  on	  four	  counts:	  (1)	  that	  it	  persists	  during	  
upswings	  as	  well	  as	  downturns	  in	  the	  economic	  cycle,	  (2)	  is	  a	  persistent	  affliction	  for	  those	  affected	  
by	  it	  (3)	  exceeding	  in	  several	  orders	  of	  magnitude	  the	  number	  of	  persons	  and	  families	  earlier	  
affected	  and	  (4)	  taking	  place	  within	  a	  private	  housing	  market	  in	  which	  there	  is	  no	  possibility	  of	  
earning	  a	  legal	  profit	  through	  the	  provision	  of	  housing	  for	  them.	  It	  also	  emphasizes	  the	  ‘advanced’	  
nature	  of	  the	  phenomena	  being	  specific	  to	  the	  economically	  and	  technologically	  advanced	  capitalist	  
nations.	  
2	  In	  no	  way	  do	  I	  mean	  to	  suggest	  that	  housing	  policy	  primarily	  created	  homelessness,	  rather	  that	  
‘homeless	  policy’	  as	  an	  autonomous	  policy	  arena	  is	  most	  closely	  tied	  to	  the	  reorganization	  of	  HUD,	  
public	  housing	  authorities,	  and	  departments	  of	  housing	  between	  1970	  and	  1987.	  
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Initially rendered as a temporary crisis of economic restructuring, FEMA served as the appointed 
federal agency managing homelessness between 1980-1987 until the passage of the Stewart B. 
McKinney Homeless Assistance Act of 1987, the first major federal legislation devoted solely to 
addressing homelessness. The act funded a series of programs designed explicitly to address 
“homelessness,” mainly within the jurisdiction of HUD, growing from $173 million in 1987 to 
nearly $2 billion in 2010 (OMB, 2010). At the municipal level, every major city formed new 
taskforces, agencies, and departments between 1980 and the early 90s (Jencks, 1994).3 As a 
result, lodging houses morphed into modern social service facilities, thousands of shelters were 
opened each year between 1987 and 1990, and transitional (1994), and increasingly permanent 
supportive housing (early 2000s) were constructed, often replacing affordable SROs.4 The 
housing for the homeless was never handled as a right or means-tested entitlement as it remained 
for those with the increasingly limited section 8 vouchers, but was transformed into a case 
management technology of social and health services (Lyon-Callo, 2000; 2008). While 
throughout the 1990s transitional housing was the final step in a 3 step program towards 
‘housing readiness’, the early 2000s witnessed a radical transformation in the logic and practice 
of homeless provision.  Today, over 200 US cities have implemented some form of “housing 
first” approach aimed at ending “chronic homelessness”; which moves the most vulnerable and 
shelter-resistant homeless on the streets, suffering from mental health and substance abuse issues 
directly into housing (Tsemberis et. al., 2004).  While the state is largely seen as having “gotten 
out of the business of public and affordable housing” it has increasingly entered the business of 
homeless management, which ironically, is increasingly including a housing component.   

The new focus in providing housing for the “chronically homeless” marks another 
divergence between poverty and homeless policy: the inversion of policy privileging in the 
definition of deservingness. While single men without dependents, who are unable to pass drug 
tests, clear criminal background checks, and refuse to take-on low-paying and demeaning work 
are excluded from even applying for section 8 or public housing (Wacqant, 2010: 160), they are 
nonetheless the prioritized subjects of “housing first” programs. These ‘fortunate enough to be 
determined the most unfortunate’ as a radio program termed them are offered immediate placing 
in housing (Bergman, 2007) While moral hazard and ethical behavioral concerns continue to 
shape mainstream social welfare programs (Gans, 1995; Katz, 2013) the housing first approaches 
are driven by economic logics, premised on economic research (Tsemberis, 2004). It was found 
that 10% of the homeless population utilizes 75% of the resources spent on homelessness 
through hospital, jail, and shelter visits from the broader relief systems it would be much cheaper 
to house these individuals directly (Culhane and Kuhn, 1998). This in turn, leaves the other 80-
90% of homeless, particularly the working homeless, unaffected, or more often worse off as 
resources are shifted away from other subpopulations (Mitchell, 2009). 

The downsizing of general housing provision and upsizing of homeless provision along 
with the inversion of policy privileging might be seen as diverging trends between housing and 
homeless policy, only in so far that the field of analysis is divided as such, and not seen within 
the broader political economy of poverty management. Indeed, the separation of a discreet field 
of homeless policy and institutions of homeless management has proved immensely useful in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 New York City’s Human Resource Administration created a homeless unit in the early 1980s, and 
established its Department of Homeless Services in 1993. The department now manages 50,000+ shelter 
beds and a $800 million budget. 
4 Between 1984 and 1988 over 3,500 new homeless shelters opened throughout the nation (Jencks 1994: 
15). Approximately 95,000 supportive housing units have been created between 1987-2010. 
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political field.  Such a division disconnects the issue of homelessness from public and affordable 
housing and re-centers discussions on homelessness management by budgetary limitations, 
replicable policy menus, and delimited expertise of public health and social work officials. An 
effect of this homeless/housing distinction in the bureaucratic field has been its uncritical 
isolated import into several sectors of the academic field.  

Bringing both policy sectors of public/affordable housing provision and ‘homeless 
housing’ into a single analytic lens would render this hydraulic shift as an integrated 
downgrading of state resources from affordable housing to emergency shelter beds and a much 
more limited stock of SRO units. While housing and homeless research are both rich subfields of 
urban and sociological research, there is a lack in relating the dynamic interconnections in their 
policy innovations. One trend that crosses these two policy sectors is the subsumption of social 
logics to economic ones driving reforms. While the retrenchment of state housing has been 
considered part-and-parcel of a broader effort to regulate labor (Piven and Cloward, 2012), a 
keystone of the republican national strategy to reconfigure the electorate (Mollenkopf, 1983), 
and municipal response to fiscal crisis (Katz, 1996), recent restructuring efforts through HOPE 
VI and new affordable housing development aimed at “social mixing” have become 
handmaidens to interventionist strategies of gentrification through the local state; increasingly 
linked to the interests of developers and local property owners and increasingly detached and in 
some cases antithetical to publicly sponsored housing’s mission of expanding housing access to 
the very poor (Arena, 2012; Goetz, 2010).  In a similar way, although the concentration of 
homeless provisions in abandoned zones of town has long been tied to economic interests of 
homeless containment (Wolch and Dear, 1993; Marcuse, 1996), the economic imperative is 
increasingly eclipsing the imperatives of social welfare in the policy justifications in homeless 
management. As Willse argues, the concern with apparently limited municipal resources – rather 
than with individual well being – has motivated the inversion of privileging the shelter-resistance 
substance abusers over the compliant and willing to work, as evident in the policy research, 
internal HUD memos, and public statements of politicians (2010). From this relational 
perspective, the seemingly divergent changes in prioritizing clients and funding levels in 
public/affordable housing provision and homeless housing provision can rather be seen as 
conjointly working to remove obstructions (both human and built) to the smooth functioning of 
neo-liberal consumer/tourist economies in urban centers. 
 
Disciplining Welfare / Expanding Workfare 

As in the case of state-supported housing, a similar separation in the governance of the 
housed and unhoused poor exist in terms of welfare and criminalization. Treated as a distinct 
status group by the state they are handled with a distinct set of welfare, workfare, and penal 
institutions and treatments, which have nonetheless more or less paralleled the criminalization 
and disciplinary welfare and workfare regimes of poverty.  In the 1980s US welfare policy 
coalesced around three major goals: to end dependence, to devolve authority, to apply market 
models to social policy (Katz, 2013).  These goals were articulated through the pseudo-scientific 
theories of Murray (2008 [1984]), who asserted basic-income provisions caused poverty rather 
than solving it, and Mead (1986) who prescribed paternalist state intervention to “incentivize 
work,” which were dually utilized as policy justifications by politicians and heavily marketed by 
conservative think tanks (Wacquant, 2009b). However, underlying this policy U-turn that flew in 
the face of Johnson’s War on Poverty, were the changing demands of labor regulation (Piven and 
Cloward, 2012 [1971]; Peck 2002), urban fiscal crises (Harvey, 1989; Sugrue, 1998), and the 
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racialization of welfare (Gans, 1995; Gilens, 2009). The three goals were largely realized in the 
Personal Responsibility and Work Reconciliation Act of 1996, which placed time limits on 
assistance, required welfare recipients to work or enroll in job-training programs, and devolved 
implementation to the states, which has resulted in a churning of regulatory experimentation, 
including drug-testing, bans on former felons, and other forms of intrusive restrictions upon 
recipients to increase compliance and reduce costs (Peck, 2002). Since then social assistance as 
an income security program based on financial need, has increasingly shifted towards programs 
conditional on the performance of employment activity and disciplinary requirements. 

A simultaneous policy shift to disciplinary workfare and welfare can be traced in the field 
of homeless management, although with a historical lag and medicalized articulations. The re-
emergence of the first federal response to homelessness since the great depression emerged 
within FEMA, which provided emergency shelters across US cities between 1983-1987. While 
bold experiments in workfare were circulating during this time to address ‘entrenched 
pathologies’ of dependence in the broader population of the poor, the immediate shelter response 
to the ‘homeless crisis’ garnered greater civic sympathies to what was seen by policymakers and 
advocates alike as a temporary condition (Wagner, 2012). As the remains of the broader US 
welfare state was crumbling, the milestone 1987 McKinney Act pushed millions of dollars into 
thousands of new professionalized facilities.  

However, as homeless populations plateaued and persisted in the early 1990s, 
compassion fatigue set-in and homeless policy increasingly fell in step with the logics of locally 
constituted workfare regimes. While General Assistance, unemployment insurance, food stamps, 
and housing assistance was cut across the country, HUD under the Clinton Regime rolled out its 
“Continuum of Care” which prioritized rehabilitation services and caseworkers for homeless 
shelters (DeVerteuil, 2006). The no-questions-asked overnight accommodations gradually 
integrated requirements of job-training, job-applications, public service work, and increasingly 
required small nightly payments and transfers of GA payments intended to push clients into work 
(Stuart, 2011). However, unlike workfare applied to the general population of poverty, work-
discipline applied in the shelter is but one component of what scholars have described as the 
“medicalization of homelessness” (Lyon-Callo, 2004). Medicalization treats housing deprivation 
as a symptom of personal pathologies cured by experts, whose ‘case-plans’ work within non-
negotiable confines of program requirements, which alongside work treatments might involve 
participation in educational programs and mandated treatment for psychiatric disabilities and 
drug/alcohol use, understood as barriers to ‘housing readiness’ (Gowan, 2010). While the 
housing first programs of the 21st century, discussed in the next section, represents a radical 
break from medicalized models in prioritizing the most vulnerable shelter- and work-resistant 
(Willse, 2010), it has arguably intensified the workfarist and disciplinary requirements within the 
shelters that still serve the 80-90% of homeless unaffected by the new policy paradigm as benefit 
resources are funneled into housing support for the select housing recipients.  

Even though this parallel shift between homeless and poverty governance in the field of 
welfare has been widely noted in the scholarship, very little research has taken place on their 
relationship or explaining the variations in policy articulations.  From the research perspective of 
mainstream welfare, we know little about how various state workfare policies might cause, 
reproduce, or increase the frequency of homelessness. From the research perspective of homeless 
services, we similarly have no clear indicators of the success or failures of workfare or 
vocational programs on sustained outcomes. However, empirical evidence suggests a growing 
disconnection from work and housing provision, as the “working homeless” is one of the fastest 
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growing sectors of the “homeless population.” A study by the Urban Institute found that 44% of 
the national homeless population had worked in the past 30 days, with 12% working full time 
(2002). A more recent study concluded that 28% of families in New York City shelter included 
at least one working adult, and 16% of the single population holds jobs (NYC Department of 
Homeless Services, 2014). Rather than conceptualizing the welfare to workfare shift as an 
enforced downgrading and often degrading condition of social benefits that has migrated from 
mainstream welfare to homeless welfare, we might also understand the two policy-sets working 
in tandem, through which the supply of low-paid labor is expanded from both above and below, 
perpetuating a constant churning of the precariat to fall, and rise, below and above the shelter 
line.  

 
Punishing the Poor 

A second parallel transformation between governing the poor and the homeless is the 
increasing role played by institutions of punishment. Between 1970 and 1995 the number of 
inmates in federal and state prisons surged 4 times over (Bureau of Justice, 1997). In 2011, the 
US incarcerated 1.6 million individuals. Combining these numbers with those on parole and 
probation, over 3% of the US population is under some form of penal supervision. While some 
scholars have explained this rise as a society-wide reaction to structural and economic shifts of 
late modernity (Garland, 2001) and the politics of fear and crime (Simon, 2009) the carceral net 
has been selectively cast upon a the denigrated races (Tonry, 1995) and most significantly the 
very poor (Wacquant, 2009a).  Of those incarcerated, just less than one-half held full-time jobs at 
the time of arrest (49 percent), while two-thirds of jail inmates live below the federal poverty 
line. Beyond the prison walls, the penal state’s reach has been found to affect the lives of the 
poor through reworking kin relations (Comfort, 2009), regulating the ghetto (Goffman, 2014; 
Wacquant, 2008), and redirecting the life courses of entire cohorts of poor black males (Western, 
2005).  According to Wacquant this has amounted to no less than “the gradual replacement of a 
(semi-) welfare state by a police and penal state for which the criminalization of marginality and 
the punitive containment of dispossessed categories serve as social policy at the lower end of the 
class and ethnic order” (Wacquant, 2009a: 42).   

The increasing criminalization of poverty no doubt carried over into the field of homeless 
management, but with the particularized inflection of exclusion and seclusion. As homelessness 
persisted after vast municipal and federal investments into an entire new industry and branch of 
the welfare state in the late 80’s, the early 90’s saw the rise of a harsher approach and return to 
the vilification and criminalization of homelessness.  A recent survey of 235 US cities by the 
National Law Center on Poverty and Homelessness found that the number of local ordinances 
had increased annually through the early 2000s, and that 50% prohibit begging in certain areas 
and aggressive panhandling and 30% carry bans on sitting/lying in certain areas (2009). This 
increasingly punitive legal regime implemented through city ordinances targeted at homeless 
peoples’ ability to be in a particular locale, has not only spread, but intensified, resulting in 
recent bans on charities feeding the homeless (Mitchell and Heynen, 2009) and new exclusionary 
ordinances of off-limit orders, park exclusion orders, civil gang injunctions, public housing 
trespass programs, SODAs, SOAPs, and ASBOs all unevenly aimed at delimiting the zones of 
exclusion of homeless individuals (Beckett and Herbert, 2010). These exclusionary practices 
from public space have also been complimented by seclusionary strategies of containment in 
skid rows (Wolch and Dear, 1994; Stuart, 2010) and homeless encampments (Herring, 
forthcoming). 
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Although the punitive turn in homeless management is derivative from the broader 
transformation of the criminalization of poverty, it would be a mistake to merely conflate these 
trends. The criminalization of homelesslessness is uniquely shaped through processes of urban 
governance and is increasingly being managed by specialized systems of policing and justice. 
Resting on the pseudo-scientific premises of Wilson and Kelling’s “broken window” theory 
(1982; see Wacquant 2009b for a critique) and the campaigns of local Business Improvement 
Districts (Vitale, 2008), the passage and enforcement of anti-homeless laws became an integral 
technique of the interventionist top-down gentrification redevelopment that has proliferated since 
the 1990s (Smith, 1996).  To handle these low-level offences cities have established special 
“problem oriented” and “homeless-oriented” police forces and increasingly train their officers in 
“therapeutic” techniques to filter the homeless into shelters or marginal spaces rather than the 
over-crowded jails (Stuart, 2013). The proliferation of anti-homeless ordinances has also led to 
the spread of a supplementary justices system in the form of homeless and community courts to 
handle the high volume of “quality-of-life” offences. Therefore, while the punitive turn in 
managing urban poverty more generally might be situated in the urban uprisings of the 70s (Abu-
Laghoud, 1999), crack epidemic of the 1980s (Bourgois, 2003), and the ongoing atrophy of the 
ghetto (Wacquant, 2008), punitive approaches towards homelessness are more directly related to 
the economic-logics of gentrification and entrepreneurial governance aimed at attracting tourists 
and investment. 

As with housing and welfare, a similar relational link is lacking in the scholarly literature 
in grasping the full expanse of the penal/homeless nexus. As reviewed in this memo, the road 
from homelessness into jail is better charted, and has always been better understood (Irwin, 
1986; Snow and Anderson, 1993: Ch. 8). Yet Gowan’s (2002) recognition that the possibility of 
a causal link between incarceration and homelessness is only rarely discussed in the 
homelessness literature still remains largely true today (O’Flaherty, 1996: 266). Although more 
accurate quantitative correlations have recently been found, such as the fact that 23% of 
homeless in New York City Shelters had spent time in prison or jail in the past two years 
(Culhane and Metreaux, 2006), 49% of homeless nationally disclosed having spent time in a jail 
and 18% having spent time in a state penitentiary (Burt, et. al, 2001), and 30% of LA’s parolees 
inhabit skid row (Stuart, 2014), we know little of the social processes of the 
homelessness/incarceration cycle, which Gowan depicts as “a racialized exclusion/punishment 
nexus which germinates, isolates, and perpetuates lower-class male marginality” that is more 
powerful than the sum of its parts (2002: 500).  Beyond the ‘causal question,’ there is a need to 
understand the ways in which probation and parole shape the social order, survival strategies, 
and access to health and housing resources as earlier scholars have done in relation to gender and 
race (Hopper, 1993; Snow and Anderson, 1993) in relation to criminal status.  
 
Conclusion: Towards a Relational Approach to Homeless Regulation 
 This memo has sketched out the key trends in poverty and homeless governance, noting 
both parallels and divergences. In elaborating the varied policy articulations between the two 
fields, I’ve argued that homeless governance cannot be conflated into poverty governance more 
generally, but can none-the-less benefit from a relational perspective that puts into dialogue two 
increasingly distinct streams of sociological research. Although this memo has only suggested 
ways to relate the arena of homeless management within the sectors of housing, welfare, and 
‘criminal justice,’ it is also necessary to bring these three areas of governance into a single 
conceptual framework the various sectors of state that administer the life conditions and chances 
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of the lower class, and view these sectors as enmeshed in relations of antagonistic cooperation as 
they vie for preeminence inside what Pierre Bourdieu has termed the “bureaucratic field” (1994). 
As elaborated in the first section, housing provision is increasingly being directed by logics and 
mandates of economic agencies, but the same could be said of penal and welfare policies. In a 
similar vein, presenting each of these policy sectors as parallel institutions here eschews the 
ways in which each sector is being innovated through the (uneven) influence of the others. 
Increases in criminalization are often deployed alongside the roll-out of new shelter services, 
each justifying the legitimacy of the other, and serving the same function of ‘cleaning the streets’ 
for economic development. Likewise, police assigned to homeless problems are receiving 
training from social workers at the same time shelters are being installed with new technologies 
to identify those with outstanding warrants and track those with criminal records. This seems to 
support central thesis of Wacquant’s Punishing the Poor, which “the misery of the American 
welfare state and the grandeur of American prisonfare at the century‘s turn are the two sides of 
the same political coin,” marking a shift from “the single (welfare) to the double (social-cum-
penal) regulation of the poor” (2010). While a full analysis of the transformations in homeless 
and poverty policy would require an examination across these sectors, this memo has suggested 
another means of integrating, rather than separating, as is customary a set of bureaucratic 
institutions managing the housed and unhoused populations of the poor to better understand the 
ongoing transformations occurring in both. 
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