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ABSTRACT: The purpose of this paper is to explore relational
(inclusive) and reductionist (exclusionary) interpretations of ‘tolerance’
with regard to homelessness, a prominent example of social and
economic inequality. The paper examines these notions through three
scalar lenses -- a national, statist perspective; a locally situated but
neo-liberal perspective based on newspaper reporting; and a locally
situated activist orientation — and considers their gendered and human
rights implications. Conceptual and theoretical connections are made
between neo-liberal globalism, urbanism and tolerance. The paper
concludes that tensions exist between relational and reductionist
interpretations of telerance and that there is an onus on citizens to make

these choices explicit.

“Social Issues Now Dominate Polls about the Concerns of Canadians: ‘House the
Homeless’ say 85% in Annual Maclean’s Poll” (Housing Again, 2000).

Results from a recent Canadian public opinion poll suggest that a
remarkable shift may be underway. Throughout the 1980s and well into the mid-
1990s, “so few Canadians cited social issues as ‘the most important problem
facing the country’ that those issues did not even register” (Gregg, 2000).
Nineteen ninety-six marked the beginning of a significant countertrend when
11% of respondents mentioned social issues as their dominant, top-of-mind
concern. By 2000, that shift involved almost half of the population and dominated
other issues by a ratio of 4:1 (Ibid.). Fully 85% of those polled indicated their
agreement or strong agreement that more spending should be geared to
eliminating homelessness. When Toronto residents were asked, in October 2000,
which issues should receive the greatest attention from local government, they
too highlighted homelessness (24%) but gave much lower ratings to such issues
as poverty (3%), jobs/unemployment (3%), social services (2%), welfare (0%)
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perspectives and values (Miles, 2001). Although oversimplified, within the
context of this paper, it is useful to examine the work of Holston and Appadurai
(1996) and Mayer (1999) as contributing insights into how the “globalization
from below” efforts of civil society actors and social movements in the arena of
urban politics might influence the nature of Canadians’ attitudes towards
homelessness.

In observing that “cities are challenging, diverging from, and even
replacing nations as an important space of citizenship”, Holston and Appadurai
(1996: 189) recognize that citizenship as it is lived in the tumult of large cities, is
likely to generate different sorts of social policy responses than would be the case
in other territorial contexts. They examine how very differently situated
individuals might achieve substantive citizenship by suggesting that one
alternative is “rights to different treatment with equal opportunity,” and they
draw, especially, on feminist arguments about the significant differences between
formal and substantive equality (Ibid.: 195). By raising questions about the very
concept of citizenship rights and by shifting the emphasis from “possession” to a
relational claim, Holston and Appadurai’s arguments might be interpreted as
asserting that in cities, homelessness is a problem not only for the homeless but
also for the housed and, similarly, that universal housing provision might enhance
the worth of citizenship for all residents. Their ideas suggest that in certain
contexts, Canadians’ intolerance of homelessness might also signal a qualitative
shift in perception about the responsibilities of residents towards one another.

Their arguments also have some resonance with those of Mayer (1999).
She too emphasizes that significant economic restructuring at a global scale is
affecting the shape and nature of city governance, both in terms of policy fields
and relevant actors. As local governance becomes more layered and in greater
need of the involvement of variously placed actors, urban social movements face
new dangers of co-optation and in-fighting, but also the possibility of shifting the
lens of local decision-makers towards a more “democratic, sustainable and social
city” (Ibid.: 231). In fact, she illustrates how, from the perspective of social
movements, shifts to a more relational set of rights might actually be beneficial in
helping social movements to achieve their goals. Her arguments focus on the
need for strategic coalition efforts by social movements, with a clear sense of
objectives, to realistically evaluate the situations in which they find themselves
and to respond accordingly (Mayer, 1994: 330). Thus, urban social movements
that identify homelessness as a priority concern when city governments come
calling for collaboration, may be in a strengthened position to push forward their
relational claims about the incompatibility of homelessness (hidden or otherwise)
and effective city planning and economic development.
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building as the key factor in addressing “the needs of their homeless population”
[emphasis added] (Canada, 1999). Although there was no explicit mention of
gender in statements about the SCPI, the emphasis on street homelessness did
appear to infer an emphasis on addressing the problematic visibility of white,
male panhandlers.

Each of these characteristics suggests that the federal government’s role
in addressing homelessness was not seen as one of leadership, in the sense of
directing significant dollars to ensure that all Canadians are adequately housed.
Rather, the primary objective was to contain the most visible aspects of distress
and also, to signal that primary responsibility lay elsewhere — with the individual
communities that were experiencing homelessness most significantly. In other
words, it was an approach quite compatible with the characterization of neoliberal
globalism described above and strongly incompatible with notions of relational
citizenship.

If correct, this analysis suggests that at the federal level at least, the
question of whether tolerance of homelessness is or is not growing has been
interpreted as having to do mainly with its visibility. Given the question posed
above about the growing divergence of cities and their national governments, it
remains to be seen whether this perspective on tolerance of homelessness is also
dominant at the local level and specifically in the City of Ottawa.

Introducing Ottawa

Canada’s national capital and fourth largest city had a population of
about 774,000 within its jurisdictional boundaries in 2001, and about one million
people in the region (Ouawa, 2003). Ottawa’s long sojourn as a stable
government town abruptly ended in 1994 when the federal government initiated a
major downsizing effort, involving the sudden loss of 10,000 public sector jobs
(Wallace, 1999). The impact of this move was negatively reinforced in 1995,
when provincial Ontario electors brought to power a political party intent on
‘reinventing government’ especially with regard to social security matters.
Between 1991 and 1996, the regional and central city poverty rates increased
from 14.6 to 18.9% and 21.1% to 28.3% respectively (Social Planning Council of
Ottawa-Carleton, 1999). Overall, modest income households saw their
“community affordability” standards decrease significantly between 1992 and
1998 (Federation of Canadian Municipalities, 2001).

A particularly problematic effect has been the significant growth of
housing needs in the Ottawa area. In 2000, over 800 men, women and children
used shelters or the streets on a daily basis becanse of a lack of affordable
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dependent to take some responsibility for their own situations. This blanket of
passivity also serves to homogenize homeless people, whose histories are, in fact,
very diverse and who became homeless through a myriad of reasons (Klodawsky
et al,, 2002; Farrell et al., 2000). The image of passivity as it is presented entirely
dismisses any contextual information about why a person might be on the street.
Instead, homeless individuals are portrayed as being overwhelmingly single,
white males with substance abuse problems. While this focus does reflect a
certain reality -- that of street homelessness — it hides at least as much as it
reveals. For numerous reasons, women’s homelessness is much less likely to be
reported than is men's. First, women are less likely to be ‘on the streets.” For
those with children, panhandling is an improbable occupation, and more
generally, women’s personal safety concerns also act to discourage panhandling.
Second, women who are homeless often are survivors of wife assault (Passaro,
1996). However, when women escaping violence are mentioned by the media,
they are categorized as ‘battered,” even when they are also ‘homeless.” Third,
men's emergency shelters are clearly identified and long-standing markers in the
Ottawa landscape and coupled with the men who gather around these buildings,
the image of ‘the homeless’ as single white males is further reinforced. Women's
shelters are much smaller and more likely to be hidden. Finally, homelessness
statistics provided by a variety of community and local government agencies also
contribute to making women’s homelessness invisible. While the men’s shelters
reported nightly bed usage, family shelters only reported on numbers of aduits
and children. Moreover, residents of battered women'’s shelters have not typically
been included in homelessness estimates., All of these factors also reinforce the
message that homelessness is a distinct, inner city male-dominated phenomenon.
The portrayals of homelessness in The Ortawa Citizen bear intriguing
parallels with the implicit assumptions behind the federal government’s SCPI
program. While the latter focuses on absolute, visible and therefore male
homelessness, the dominance in the news reports’ images of this type of
homelessness reinforces the collapse of any distinction that might be made
between street homelessness and the much broader issue. The SCPI's emphasis
on containment is also compatible with the newspaper’s focus on individual
failings. If the homeless — mostly able bodied, single men — are passive, they are
likely the subjects of ‘learned dependency’ and the most effective solutions are
neoliberal ones — a minimalist welfare state where the marginalized learn that
they must fend for themselves in the labor market (Peck, 2001). For those
unwilling to comply, the most appropriate solution is shelter in a minimal sense —
off the streets, where they might be a threat to housed citizens — while receiving
the clear message that the state will not take responsibility for their failings. The
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result of a call for proposals to community members, and an adjudication process
involving both community and government representatives. In 2001, this process
resulted in funds of about $8 million being allocated to 44 of the 130 local non-
profit organizations that applied. Successful proposals were those that most
clearly met the aims set out in Ottawa’s 1998 Community Plan to End
Homelessness. Overall, funds were allocated to established programs, in order to
enhance services and supports where gaps were especially problematic and in
general, this meant that funds were directed at particular populations whose needs
had not been met by the mainstream (men’s) emergency shelter services (Ottawa,
2001b). Table 2 (p. 117) is a listing of the largest 2001 funding allocations
specifically directed to women and families or to programs that will
disproportionately help these groups. These funds account for about 40% of the
total or $3,706,976 of the $8,236,817. The specific nature of the allocations
indicated a clear recognition of the diversity of persons and households facing
homelessness, as well as the complexity of their situations and requirements.

Monies also have been provided to aboriginal persons, female and male
ex-offenders, persons with HIV/AIDS, women and men who suffer from mental,
illness, sexual abuse and addiction problems, and gay, bisexual, transsexual and
questioning youth. These funds are directed not only at services, but are also for
long-term housing, and not only in the downtown core but throughout the region
(Ottawa, 2001b). It is also noteworthy that the process by which the funding was
allocated involved a wide range of organizations with very different
understandings of justice and tolerance. Some were faith-based charitable
organizations with a commitment to a particular kind of patemalistic care model,
while other groups emphasized very different models promoting personal
empowerment and human rights for all individuals.

The Homelessness Alliance has been quite successful in avoiding the
infighting that has plagued so many non-profit organizations and that Mayer
(1994) identified as one of the barriers to making progressive change. There has
been a concerted effort to take advantage of the long-standing collaborations of
some members and extend them to encompass all groups who see themselves as
advocates against homelessness. While some might argue that the disbursement
of funds to so many different groups might act more as a device of exclusion for
those not in an appropriate category (Brodie, 1995), in Ottawa, funds to address
the particular needs of specific groups have been coupled with support for other
types of initiatives more geared to tackling the structural problems: funds have
been made available for research, for agency development and for longer term
housing for families and individuals. In addition, both City Council and the
Homelessness Alliance have and are building alliances with groups in other cities
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