THE UNIVERSITY OF ADELAIDE
DEPARTMENT OF ANTHROPOLOGY

LIVING ON THE CITY MARGINS:

Homelessness, violence and stratagems of survival
in an Australian metropolis

Aileen F Connon

January, 1999

Thesis submitted to the University of Adelaide, South Australia, in fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts.



I certify that this thesis does not incorporate any material previously submitted for a
degree or diploma in any university; and that to the best of my belief it does not
contain any material previously published by another person where due reference is

not made in the text.

I give consent to this copy of my thesis, when deposited in the University Library,

to be available for photocopy or loan.

Aileen F Connon



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Abstract
Acknowledgments

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Without a Place of One’s Own
Homelessness in the Headlines
The Community Day Centre
The Clients |
Violence as an Issue
Conceptualising a Bureaucracy

Experience as a Participant Observer

CHAPTER TWO: LOCATING THE PROJECT

Defining Nomadism

The Fieldwork Setting: urban landscape
Alcohol and Drugs

Recognising Violence

A Complex Subculture

External Connections

Internal Connections

A Community of Nomads

Culture, Space and Community

Page Number

ii

(T-R- - T I L

13

13
14
16
17
19
21
24
25
27



Page Number

CHAPTER THREE: ECONOMIES OF THE NOMAD 29
Income Opportunities 30
Formal income 30
Informal income 30
Supplementary income 31

Token economy 33

Transferred income: income -in-kind 34
External transfers 34

Internal transfers 35
Self-generated income 36
Spending patterns 37

Illicit income 38
Acquisition of Capital in a Gift Economy 40
Gift reciprocity 40

Gift exchange 42
CHAPTER FOUR: HOMELESS CONDITIONS 45
Information Networks 46
Choices, Costs and Trade-offs ' 46
Transient Accommodation 47
Shelters 47

Single room accommodation 49
Sleeping out 50

City squats 51
Supported housing 53

Precariously accommodated 55



Page Number

CHAPTER FIVE: BALANCING TOLERANCE AND CONTROL 58

A Place of Respite 59
A Structured Agency 60
Strategies of Control 62
Managing the Rules 64
Responding to Violence 66
Setting Disciplinary Standards 69
Reaching the Limits of Tolerance )
A Distinctive Bureaucracy 73
Conclusion 74
CHAPTER SIX: ‘CONCLUSION 76
Disciplinary Controls 76
The Homeless Subject 78
The Day Centre and its Clients as Agency 80

BIBLIOGRAPHY 84



ABSTRACT

This thesis opens a window onto the lives of twentieth century urban nomads in an
Australian city. Based on fieldwork in a Community Day Centre from January to
August, 1997, the focus is on the reality of homelessness and violence, which is an
ever-present problem within the Day Centre and in the streets beyond. Lifestyles
and behaviour patterns are characterised, as are the survival tactics and stratagems
of these modern nomads as they make-do in urban space. I draw on Bourdieu’s

concept of capital to explore nomad economy in the city.

An anthropological approach to homelessness leads to an exploration of the
influences affecting the daily choices and decision made by homeless people. The
dynamic state of homelessness which interfaces with issues of violence, lack of
stable social relationships, and difficulties of survival in a potentially hostile

environment, provides the background for a problematisation of homelessness.

Weber’s conceptualisation of ideal types is drawn on for an interpretation of the
structure of the Community Day Centre. Offering the most basic of services, it
functions as a type of safe haven for those who choose to come in from the streets
and the parklands each day. The dilemma facing this agency with its philosophy of
empowering its clients, while at the same time maintaining control, is analysed
along Foucault’s panoptic lines. The strategies of tolerance and sanctions used by
the staff, provide the basis for analysis of this community bureaucracy as it
services the needs of its clients, needs which are the paramount reality of the social

world of urban nomads.
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