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StreetCities: Rehousing the Homeless is Rae Bridgman’s study of ‘StreetCity’ and
‘Strachan House’, a Canadian government supported alternative communal housing
experiment for chronically homeless men and women in downtown Toronto in the 1990s.
In looking at everyday life in the two converted warehouses that made up this program,
Bridgman makes an impassioned plea for an approach to housing the homeless that
involves autonomy, self-organisation, and emotional healing through the creation of
community. Posing her arguments in the intentionally modest form of interlocking

questions like ‘why not recognize homeless people cooperating together as part of a |

collective?’ and ‘how can homeless people themselves challenge their own homelessness

and the homelessness of others?’ (p.101), Bridgman defines two key themes that echo |
throughout this book: ‘an appreciation of utopian impulses in work for social change and

an interest in different forms of ethnographic writing’ (p.26).

The first goal—to communicate an appreciation of utopian impulses in work for social

change—is admirable, but given the dearth of explicit discussion of utopianism and

theories of social change, Bridgman’s book rests heavily on neo-Touquevillian platitudes

about the healing benefits of community that could be drawn from social capital or social
work ‘how-to manuals’, or an NGO website describing a participatory development
project. This leaves little room for the reader to access other views, draw different
conclusions or even engage the author enough to come to agreement. Instead, it is
expected that since we probably agree with the sentiments, we will take the author’s
propositions on faith.
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As an example, this reader, who studied the political construction of ‘the homeless’ in
the United States in the 1990s, can think of many reasons why recognising a collective
homeless identity may not be an effective way to solve the problems of the individuals
involved. However, since no explicit or analytic discussion of the author’s approach to
social change or homelessness is raised, the reader must take on faith such assumptions
as: homelessness is a useful social category; those covered by this category should make
claims on this identity; society should recognise those claims; and that the non-
judgmental self-actuating collective housing that is exemplified by ‘StreetCity’ and
“Strachan House’ can create the community necessary to ‘transform their [the homeless]
position into a positive collective one’ (p101).

Bridgman clearly cares deeply about the people she has studied and it is difficult to
argue with her sentiments about reclaiming dignity and autonomy. However, her book
offers definite policy prescriptions involving public resources and the lives of vulnerable
individuals, and with so much at stake a rigorous discussion of the methodology,
assumptions, and efficacy of the social capital/empowerment approach that Bridgman
seems to favour is lacking. As an example, does the author believe that a positive
collective identity is only about increasing self-esteem or is social capital growth what is
proposed? If it is 'the latter, a collective homeless identity could be an impediment to
poverty alleviation, since it might involve sharing and concentrating scarcity and
isolation, rather than opportunity. Such questions are never explicitly addressed. It is not
so much that this reader disagrees with Bridgman’s prescriptions. Tt is just difficult to
know exactly what they are based on, how they have worked in places other than the two
converted warchouses in Toronto, and how they relate to the vast body of knowledge on
similar approaches for vulnerable populations.

The second goal—to explore different forms of ethnographic writing—is built around
three questions: ‘*how can we, as ethnographers, sharc the work we do? How do we
communicate our patience and endurance to others? What about the excitement of
discoveries made while in the field; how do we share that excitement?’ (p.29).
Bridgman’s concern is to more directly transfer her experiences of fieldwork to the
reader. Her project of communicating experience may be liberating for some who feel
constrained by the authoritative weight of traditional scientific representation, and one
admires her courage in revealing herself in this experiment. However, her approach
sometimes backgrounds the subject of the study in favor of experiments in alternative
ethnographic narrative; and this reader found some of this process indulgent and even
pretentious. Two examples may illustrate this problem.

Chapter Seven takes the form of a screenplay drawing on informant composites that is
neither involving for its plot nor crucial for its data and Chapter Nine devotes twenty
pages to reprinted photographs of notebooks from the ficld, complete with poetry and
doodles culminating in a photo of two blank notebook pages that are meant to suggest the
unfinished quality of research. These reprints do give some insight into who the author is
and how the data was collected. However, it did seem to this reader to be without regard
for the resources that go into production, purchase and consumption of scholarship. It is
not that this reader is puritan about paper use, but rather it felt like abuse of the fragile
relationship between reader and author. Perhaps the book succeeds a bit too effectively at
‘sharing the work we do’; as this reader wonders if what we do is that interesting, in and
of itself.
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