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Abstract

This ethnography of a shelter for displaced veterans explores how the shelter works to reincorporate the veterans into their own homes.  The shelter provides helpful services that allow the veterans to save up money and purchase their own home or apartment.  The veterans pass through a processural rite of passage by entering the shelter, saving up to get their own place, and then moving into their own place.  Sobriety is not mandatory at the shelter, and inebriation is mildly tolerated.  Substance abuse inhibits the effectiveness of the rite of passage.  The effectiveness of the shelter is determined by the individual’s choice of how they utilize their time at the shelter.  This paper discusses the process of recovering and finding a home as a rite of passage.
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Introduction

Cursed
I would like to begin this ethnography of displaced veterans who live at a residential support center with a story that one Vietnam veteran told me in an interview.  He used his story to explain the trouble that faced many Vietnam veterans upon returning from active duty.  He addresses how Vietnam veterans have had difficulty settling down and getting themselves established for a long period of time.  He attributes this restlessness to something that happened in Vietnam, not in the battlefields, but in places of meditation.

“The Buddhists put a curse on the Vietnam veterans who would come back to this country.  They would have no peace; they would roam and not have homes.  You know it was a curse that they put on the returning people who came into their country and caused havoc.  You know Buddhism is basically a real peaceful religion.  So they were not for the war.  And since I’ve come back – because I doubted it when I heard it – but since I’ve come back I have found that so many Vietnam veterans have came back to this country and just moved and moved and moved from here to there and here to there.  You know bringing about the curse or prophecy that the monks prayed and that Buddha said would happen.  They would have no peace.  When they returned to this country they would have no peace.”

I had never heard any story like this before so I urged him to tell me of how he heard of the curse.  He had spent a very long time staying in a Vietnamese village.  During that time he became very curious about the Buddhist rituals and religion.  He told me of how his interest grew and how he heard about the curse.

“I was AWOL [absent without leave] about nine months in country in Vietnam.  One day while I was AWOL this boy I had met (his real name was Gia [pronounced like guy] – G-I-A, but I nicknamed him Bum because he sold cigarettes and weed downtown on the front beach to the American soldiers and he was always asking me for something) and he came to the little hut about nine o’clock at night.  The Vietnamese girls gave me a nickname.  They called me Num Kel – cheap Charlie – because I wouldn’t buy them any drinks or anything.  They couldn’t talk me out of any money with their sad stories.  So Bum came, and Bum said, ‘Num Kel, tonight many Buddhists sacrifice.’  They would burn their selves - to die.  I said, ‘for real?’  He said, ‘yeah.’  I said, ‘let’s go see.’  So I took two .45’s and put them in my cut-off fatigues, blacked out [my face], and covered my belt buckle, so no light would be seen.  

“We went around the village, up the mountain far enough to stay out of the minefield that the Australians placed around the signal they had outfitted at the top of the mountain.  So we went below the minefield but above the village so as not to be detected and moved all the way to the back of the mountain which I really don’t think you could get to other than by boat.  Other than the way we went, there were no roads or anything.  The Buddhists just walked.  We went around there.  I saw two.  I stayed long enough to see just two Buddhist monks take a torch and put it to the bottom of their robes, but I didn’t think it was enough to really kill them.  I saw one of them that the flames didn’t get any higher than the middle of their stomach until he fell down dead.  I’d say his ankle was burned or the side of the leg was burned, but as far as being consumed to the point of death?  No.  But he had come to die and it had been the will of Buddha.  So he burnt himself and the other one did the same and he stood up longer until the flames were up around his shoulders and up around his face and stuff.  But still not enough, but he didn’t move.  He didn’t take off running, or anything, either of them.  So we went back, we left, because I really just felt uncomfortable, too.  I was nervous so we left and we got back safely.  

“I got back to my little hooch.  And my woman asked me where I had been and I told her and I asked her how that was possible.  She said that Buddha just allowed it, you know, they had come to sacrifice.  They had purified themselves for it, no telling how long, how many months or how long or maybe just set down right before it and purified their minds, and put their minds on one particular path that would accomplish that death that they sought.  Because Buddhism believes that we only use one-tenth of our potential, and while we deal with the one tenth, Buddhism deals with the other nine tenths of our potential.  That’s what the Buddhists believe.  It’s like you can stick yourself with a needle all day long as an addicted addict, but if someone comes up to your side and sticks you with a pin you’re going to jump clean across the room.  See that’s just a small example of dealing with the nine-tenths instead of the one-tenth. 

“So I heard about the curse right after that because I just didn’t understand what I had seen.  It brought me to really trying to understand.  The mamasun, that ran the little compound that I lived in was, well, the only way that I can describe her to my knowledge that would be adequate would be as a very Christian-like woman.  I couldn’t see her not being in heaven, as I understood it, because that was the kind of person she was – just a kind and compassionate, considerate person.  But that’s not the ‘ticket’, as I understand it, as far as Christianity is concerned.  Because she was a devout Buddhist I would ask her a lot about it.  She was the one that arranged that when the monks were around and she was talking to them, that I was there to hear.  We had gotten to know each other and so she told them I was curious.  I don’t know his name, but he was the one that told me that the GI’s that return home from Vietnam would live in misery, restlessness, never have a home, always wandering, just a restless existence for the spirit, for coming to Vietnam and doing whatever it was they were doing.”
After explaining how he heard about the curse, he went on to describe how he believed he had seen the curse fulfilled.  This veteran himself has not been without a home for long.  In fact he still has a home in another part of the country, but he had to leave that situation.  So he came to Asheville.  He feels that since he has returned from active duty he has not found a restful peace:

“And I found that when I got back to the country over the years, even though I wasn’t homeless, I was restless.  I found that I was always restless since I got back in 1970, thirty-something years ago.  And I’m at a place like this [homeless shelter].  And I’ve lived here and there.  I’ve lived and worked in many cities since then.  And I’ll acquire something and lose some.  Since I’ve been back from Vietnam, I’ve had a restaurant, and a home, and my own business twice – as a painting and remodeling business, and then just as the painting business – and shelving in a restaurant, manager of an apartment complex making $400 a week.  Rent-free making $400 a week, and I could still do my other business on the side.  And you might say, ‘Well, where’s all that at now?’  But it was just a kind of case of será, será.”

Homelessness, Recovery, and the Vet’s Place

The story of the Buddhist curse is an anecdotal way of speaking to the stress and uneasiness experienced by soldiers returning from military duty.  The stress of reincorporating into civilian life can sometimes be too much pressure.  Studies show that about ten percent of the homeless population are veterans (Triplett 2004:1).  Vietnam veterans are believed to comprise about half of the homeless veteran population (Triplett 2004:11).  Soldiers returning from any military duty face the possibility that they might join the ranks of the displaced veterans.  The veterans at the shelter come with a variety of backgrounds, life experiences, and personal histories.  This veteran says he feels cursed while other veterans are struggling with substance abuse, mental, or physical health problems.  There is no all-encompassing description or explanation for the displaced veterans of the Vet’s Place.  Recovery from displacement is perhaps the one common thread.  The goal of the Vet’s Place is to place these displaced veterans

The Vet’s Place is an all-male residential facility that helps mostly veterans find work, health care, social services, and a place to call home.  The shelter is located in the vicinity of downtown Asheville, North Carolina.  There are as many as sixty men enrolled in the program at one time and they range in age from 27 to 65.  The Dept. of Veterans Affairs and a faith-based service-providing organization based in Asheville-Buncombe County provide the financial support for the Vet’s Place.  The Vet’s Place provides three meals a day, a bed (bunks or single with cubicle walls for privacy), and a locker.  The residents also receive assistance finding work, getting rides to the VA Medical Center, finding housing, and assistance with paperwork.  The only requirements are that the veterans need to have been honorably discharged, and they all have a chore to complete each day.

This paper discusses how the shelter facilitates reintegration of displaced veterans into their own homes.  The process is a transition from one status to another status.  Arnold van Gennep (1960) describes a rite of passage as the transition between two statuses in a culture and Victor Turner (1969) describes the transitional period as liminality.  This paper will argue that the process of recovering from homelessness is a rite of passage.  Van Gennep (1960:11) writes that a rite of passage has three stages: separation, transition, and re-incorporation.  These stages can be clearly seen in the process of recovery at the shelter.  Turner (1969:95) discusses the attributes of the liminal entity, the person experiencing liminality, as having a “betwixt and between” status.  The residents of the shelter are not homeless but neither do they have a home.  This is the theoretical framework in which the shelter operates to reincorporate the veterans into their own homes.

The significance of discussing how veterans recover from being displaced lies in the reality that veterans make up a large portion of the homeless population (Triplett, 2004:11) and that the current War on Terror has the potential to add to the displaced veteran population.  The homeless problem of America creates a dialogue that this paper feeds into.  How is homelessness and poverty constructed and continued in America?  The paper discusses briefly how other authors are explaining the homeless problem in America.  If poverty and homelessness are real aspects of American society, then it is necessary to establish how they are constructed and continued in order to add to the discussion of recovery.

In summary, the purpose of this paper is to describe the experiences of the veteran residents of the Vet’s Place because they represent an underrepresented group of individuals.  The paper discusses the status of displaced veterans in relation to the structure of poverty in America.  The paper also describes the manner in which displaced veterans are successfully placed in their own home.

Identity: Are they homeless or what?

The purpose of a shelter is to house the homeless.  If one takes the meaning of homelessness to be simply not having a home, then housing a homeless person, even in a shelter, has remedied the problem.  But how do the residents of the shelter identify themselves?  Are they homeless or what?  I found that at the Vet’s Place there is not a consistent identity.  When I bring a group of students to the shelter on a weekday evening to socialize and play games with the vets, many of the veterans want to thank the group for coming down to spend time with, “the homeless.”  However, on another occasion, I was discussing my research with some of the veterans and I said that I was focusing on homeless veterans, and one of the veterans near me said, “We’re not homeless.  We’re living at the shelter.  Call us displaced veterans.”  No research explicitly states that people living in shelters are displaced, not homeless.  I found research that used both the terms “displaced” and “homeless” to refer to those without homes.  To compromise, I will refer to the general homeless population discussed in other research as “homeless,” and refer to the residents of the Vet’s Place as “displaced.”

I think it is valuable to deconstruct the term “displaced veteran” in order to better understand another aspect of their identity.  Displaced is used to mean that they do not live in their own home.  Displaced is a changeable status.  The ultimate goal of the shelter is to change this status of the veterans or to place the displaced veterans.  Veteran, on the other hand is a concrete part of their identity. The fact that each of these men served in the US military in one way or another, is not negotiable.  My interest and the focus of my paper lies in how the displaced status is changeable. 

Connections to Other Literature

Displaced Veterans in the Structure of Poverty in America

Displaced veterans represent one singular identity within the larger context of poverty in America.  There are three texts that I found helpful in establishing an idea of the structure of poverty in America.  The structure of poverty in America means that there are several factors both structural and personal that affect the status of homeless individuals.  Within the structure of poverty exists a heterogeneous group of diverse individuals.  The complete structure of poverty would be all those individuals that make up the group as well as all the factors that contribute to the construction of poverty in America.  Not many people realize that veterans constitute a significant portion of the homeless population.  One social worker at the Vet’s Place told me that other social workers at a conference she attended were surprised to learn of the large number of veterans without homes.

Dr. Ida Susser analyzes more than two hundred and fifty current sources, as of 1996, on the topics of poverty and homelessness in her essay “The Construction of Poverty and Homelessness in US Cities”.  Susser combines a range of texts and writings to explain the creation of a new poverty due to structural changes .  Based on her sources, she allocates a great deal of responsibility to the emerging global economy and its reorganizing shift of labor (Susser 1996:413).  Susser also captures the political reaction of the emerging new poverty.  The reaction is that the increased visibility of displaced and poor people means that they need to be housed.  While the public message of housing homeless appears noteworthy, the bottom line message is that they need to be removed from public spaces (Susser 1996:412).  Susser focuses a great deal on what has been written on the construction of culture within this new poverty.  Ethnographies of poor and homeless tend to capture only a snapshot result of structural changes, and rarely will an ethnography encapsulate a “before and after” image of poverty in the U.S. (Susser 1996:418).  Susser lays a solid foundation for explaining the effects of structural economic changes on the population of displaced and impoverished people in the United States.  

Another beneficial resource for looking at the causes, effects, and treatments of poverty is William Triplett’s report for the CQ Researcher Online titled “Ending Homelessness”.  Triplett’s research adds the lack of affordable housing to the stack of structural reasons for the growing displaced population (Triplett 2004).  This report analyzes the services and policies being employed to end homelessness in the United States.  The report is comprehensive and as recent as 2004.  Triplett provides many examples of how the situation is being addressed from both the government and private sectors.  Both sectors are providing grant money as well as programs to respond to the growing number of displaced people.  Triplett’s report takes a variety of opinions on the matter including Phillip Mangano, the Bush administration’s overseer of the Interagency Council on Homelessness; Michael Tanner, director of health and welfare studies at the libertarian Cato Institute; Nan Roman, president of the National Alliance to End Homelessness; and Robert Rector, a senior research fellow at the conservative Heritage Foundation (Triplett, 2004).  The opinions he includes in the report reflect on the effectiveness of the services offered to the displaced population.  Triplett brings up-to-date much of the same causes that Susser attributed to homelessness.  Triplett’s report overall assists in creating the structural setting of homelessness and treatments of homelessness.  While most of the text shows how systemic and institutional influences are shaping the structure of poverty, the author also acknowledges ways that individuals may shape the culture.  

As I have said the veterans of the shelter are one singular aspect of a larger system.  Susser’s work and Triplett’s capture some of those systemic factors that affect the veterans’ lives.  In an interview with one of my participants he told me that he worked for seventeen years with the University of Miami (FL) until the funding for his program was no longer available.  His work involved collecting data from and servicing these autonomous vessels that float around the ocean transmitting data to a series of satellites.  He blamed president Clinton for cutting the funding for that job.  I believe this example shows that some of the veterans at the shelter believe that to some extent there are factors beyond their control such as those described by Susser and Triplett.  Clinton was responsible for the creation of the North American Free Trade Agreement, one result of which is believed to be the migration of U.S. jobs to Mexico.   The veterans are also affected by larger economic factors because they receive most of their benefits through the Veterans Administration hospital.  So if anything were ever to happen that cut funding in the Veterans’ department, many of the veterans could possibly lose the benefit of medical care.  These are just a few examples of how the veterans are encased in the larger context of the structure of poverty.

Brakette Williams (1995:25) explores the ideological structure of the perception of homeless as either “deserving” or “undeserving” which is based on the American ideal of “the liberty of pursuit” in her essay “The Public I/Eye: Conducting Fieldwork to do Homework on Homelessness and Begging in Two U.S. Cities.”  Williams’ research focused on beggars in New York train cars and the reactions of the other passengers.  She discretely took notes during a beggar’s appeal and also after they had left the car.  Williams noted the effectiveness of a beggar’s appeal to his/her audience.  She found that people responded the best to those beggars who they felt “deserved” some assistance.  These are snap judgments made by individuals in society.  The basis to determine if a beggar is deserving is either if they are providing a service that seems like work, or if they appear to be a victim of circumstance.  By providing a service or creating the appearance of work beggars are employing their “liberty of pursuit” which is available to all Americans.  The victims of circumstance however appear to have their “liberty of pursuit” denied or inhibited in some way.  Therefore, if a beggar appears to be fully capable to utilize their “liberty of pursuit” but do not, then the other passengers may view them as “undeserving” (Williams 1995).  The connection that a beggar must reach with their audience Williams calls “hitting home.”

The researchers (Susser, 1996. Triplett, 2004) acknowledge a perception of the poor as either “deserving” or “undeserving”.  Triplett (2004:10) notes:

“Borrowing from the British experience, Americans of a century ago drew a sharp distinction between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeservinsg’ poor.  The little available assistance for the poor went to those who’s impoverished conditions was deemed beyond their control, such as incurably ill and physically handicapped persons, widows and orphans and men who suddenly lost their jobs.  Paupers, generally able-bodied men who refused to work, received only contempt.”

Susser (1996:412) remarks upon another perception of the poor related to the “deserving/undeserving” dichotomy:

“This distinction between the deserving and the undeserving poor is an old one and can be traced back several hundred years.  In social science its roots may be found in familiar categories such as the ‘hardliving’ poor, whose lives contrast with those apparently able to maintain middle-class norms more successfully.  Such disparaging contrasts were criticized in ethnographies of the late 1960s and early 1970s that demonstrated the situational basis for ‘hustling’ and many of the other characteristics described as ‘hardliving’ norms.”

The existence of the stigmatized justification of homelessness leads me to believe it to be at least necessary to acknowledge that it is a part of the public dialogue.  The stigma does not influence homelessness as a status, but it does influence the culture of poverty and homelessness in America. 

As I engaged in my work at the shelter I began to receive information from a few veterans about the behaviors of other veterans.  The information was mostly about others’ substance abuse in or around the shelter.  One informant in particular was telling me because he said he wanted me to get the whole picture of what goes on at the shelter.  He was also to some extent defending the shelter because he felt it was helpful also.  He himself was soon to be moved into his own place soon.  He informed me that he had seen others using substances and that it was difficult for him as a former addict.  Seeing other veterans “use the shelter like that” created a conflict for him because that is not what the shelter is supposed to be used for in his perception.  To me this reflects what Williams describes as “deserving or undeserving.”  The veterans who use the shelter to support an addiction might be considered “undeserving” by the “deserving” veterans who are using the shelter to better themselves.  The “deserving/ undeserving” paradigm is my application of Williams’ concept to the circumstances described to me by some of the veterans at the shelter.  I apply the concept because the veterans did not necessarily have a name for those two contrasting behaviors.  

Susser (1996) and Triplett (2004) both observe, there are several structural reasons and changes that are creating the growing displaced population.  Susser (1996:413) allocates a great deal of responsibility to the emerging global economy.  The capitalist system’s pursuit of “cheaper, weaker, unorganized labor” has spurred the export of American labor and production to poorer countries Susser (1996:413) recognizes as the process of deindustrialization.  Ultimately this translates to job losses and high unemployment in the U.S.  Susser (1996:414 - 415) characterizes a general dismantling of Fordism and the once powerful industrial unions due to their inability to incorporate a different ideal of labor other than that of the white male laborer.  These structural changes precipitate the emergence of a growing homeless population.

   Triplett’s research (2004:2) adds the discussion of affordable housing to the emergence of the growing homeless population.  Triplett (2004:2) cites Paul Weech, director of market research and policy development at Fannie Mae, for his thoughts on some structural changes over the past thirty years: “In the late 1970’s, we as a country were creating about 400,000 units of subsidized housing a year.  For the last several years, it hasn’t been above 60,000-70,000.  Meanwhile, median housing prices rose 639 percent, contributing to a serious shortage of affordable housing nationwide.” 

Again, the veterans at the shelter are one part of a larger context of factors and personal identities.  Systemic economic factors such as the labor shift to poorer countries affect the veterans as much as anyone else.  Establishing some of the external factors that play a role in the structure of poverty in America helps to clear up some of the “why” or “how” of the displaced veterans position.  In my research I had attempted to explain the experiences of the veterans in one over arching theme.  The only theme that I found that was strung through all the residents was that they were all displaced and they all had served in the military.  So discussing displacement in the more objective sense of a structure of poverty helps explain displacement, and I will discuss the veteran aspect later in the paper.

Connections to Other Literature

On Recovery and Rehabilitation

In his ethnography of a residential rehabilitation center, Walk the Walk and Talk the Talk, Geoffrey Skoll focuses on a drug abuse treatment facility called DTF that takes in many patients from the criminal justice system.  There are many formalities in the treatment program that regiment the lives of the residents.  The program expects residents to become socialized into the system through showing behavioral improvements (Skoll 1992).  This treatment center is much different from the Vet’s Place in the structure of the programs, but the core of these centers is to rehabilitate a social problem in individuals.  While DTF is much more controlling and monitors the residents’ behavior more closely, the Vet’s Place allows more privacy and freewill decisions.  Skoll’s ethnography provides a comparison to the Vet’s Place for a critical analysis of the structure of the program in place.  The intention of comparison is not to qualify which program is more successful, beneficial, or appropriate.  The intention of including a description and comparison of Skoll’s treatment center is that it provides a glimpse of the variety of methods that can be employed by a treatment center.  The purpose is to show that there are other options. 

While Skoll’s DTF center socializes the behavior of the residents, the Vet’s Place affords the veterans the privacy and the freedom of making their own decisions.  Perhaps a forced socialization works best for people coming from the criminal justice system.  The veterans of the Vet’s Place are staying at the shelter by choice as much as by necessity.  Many of the veterans come from different parts of the country.  I would argue that the Vet’s Place is more inclined to show leniency since they serve a smaller portion of the homeless population and to some extent they depend upon keeping the shelter at maximum capacity since the VA money covers room and board for the number of veterans staying at the shelter.  I would also argue that the organic growth of allowing the veterans to make their own decisions has a significant impact on their recovery experience.  However, it could be that the forced socialization has more permanence.  Skoll did seem to be somewhat critical of the forced socialization practiced by DTF.  However, if the Vet’s Place tried to force sobriety on the veterans, the number of residents might be in jeopardy.

Another source regarding treatment and socialization is Joan Crofut Weibel-Orlando’s “Indian Alcoholism Treatment Program as Flawed Rites of Passage” (1984).  This document analyzes the effectiveness of an Alcoholism Recovery Center for Native Americans in Los Angeles, California.  Researchers from the University of California, Los Angeles applied van Gennep’s structure of a “rite of passage” and Victor Turner’s description of “liminality” in order to see if there were pieces missing or flawed in the process (Weibel-Orlando 1984:62).  Assuming this structural process allowed them to make some suggestions for a more successful passage into a new social role.  One question the researchers raise in the conclusions is should a return to drinking be considered failure after passage through the program?  They also ask if the program should do more to incorporate the individual into a “dry” social network such as Alcoholics Anonymous (Weibel-Orlando 1984:66)?  

This study provides me with an example of how another group applied van Gennep’s  (1960) “rite of passage” and Turner’s (1969) “liminality” to the process of recovery.  However, in both of the two recovery treatments (Skoll and Weibel-Orlando) the malady is substance abuse not homelessness.  Homelessness and substance abuse have an interesting relationship.  In some cases homelessness is a result of substance abuse.  Some of the veterans at the Vet’s Place are battling substance abuse.  Yet, on occasion substance abuse is a self-medicating response to a traumatic event such as losing one’s home or the stress of reincorporating to civilian life after experiencing combat.  There is interplay between the two conditions.  They differ in that substance abuse is a behavior while homelessness is a status.  Yet both are changeable.  At the Vet’s Place both substance abuse is addressed within the process of recovery from homelessness.  There is an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting that is held twice a week at the shelter.  Although I have heard some of the veterans say, “I don’t need AA, I need NA.”  These two sources inform my topic by providing examples of a recovery process even though those processes were completely focused on substance abuse.

Introduction to Setting and Methods

Welcome to the Vet’s Place

The Vet’s Place is a residential shelter for men providing food, housing, and social services almost exclusively to veterans.  I say almost because there are occasional exceptions.  There are 60 beds, and therefore 60 spots in the program.  Anyone else seeking entry to the program while those beds are full must put their name on a waiting list.  Vets on the waiting list are encouraged to check in regularly to follow-up when there is an opening.  A veteran may enroll in the Per Diem program if they received an honorable discharge on their discharge papers DD Form 214.  The Vet’s Place can help any veteran acquire their DD214 papers through the VA medical center.  

The Per Diem program is money from the Veterans Administration that pays for room and board for veterans up to a two-year period.  The Vet’s Place is connected to the VA Medical Center in Oteen through a social worker and a volunteer social worker.  These two staff members can set up appointments at the VA, remind the veterans of their appointments, and manage other business such as disability checks through the medical center.  The VA has a substance abuse detoxification and rehabilitation program for alcohol and drugs except crack cocaine.  The VA does not detoxify or rehabilitate anyone with crack cocaine in their system.  The Vet’s Place also provides employment assistance through the Homeless Veterans Reintegration Program (HVRP) and the Veterans Workforce Investment Program (VWIP).  These programs are grants from the Department of Labor’s Veterans’ Employment and Training Services (VETS).  The programs provide money to be used for reintegrating veterans into the labor force. There is a computer room with six computers that have Internet access, web browser, word processing, spreadsheet, and resumé-maker program.  The Vet’s Place asks veterans with income to open a bank account to put in any excess funds.  The idea is that the veterans should not have too many expenses if they are receiving free room and board and so they can save their income to go towards a place to live after the Vet’s Place. 

The Vet’s Place keeps a record of monthly statistics that include veteran status, average age, race, reason for stay, current status, and total and daily average of nightly stays and emergency shelter.  The office was kind enough to let me use a statistic sheet from August 2006.  To summarize the sheet, 80 different men were in the program, all of whom were vets with an average age of 51, and 16 men left the program bringing the total to 64 participants enrolled in the program at the end of the month.  There are 15 possible choices on the list of reasons for stay; each participant will be listed as having one reason for staying.  Selecting what single reason for stay denotes that the reason will only outweigh any other reasons.  The only overlap is that dual diagnosis is listed as an option for those who are experiencing a mental health problem coexisting with a substance abuse problem.  A summary of the statistics shows that:

10 vets or 12.5% cited Chronic Alcohol Abuse

7 vets or 8.75% cited Chronic Drug Abuse

1 vet or 1.25% cited Domestic/Sexual Assault

10 vets or 12.5% cited a Dual Diagnosis of Mental Illness w/ Substance Abuse

5 vets or 6.25% cited Eviction

15 vets or 18.75% cited a Health-Related Disability

6 vets or 7.5% cited Mental Illness

14 vets or 17.5% cited Transitioning between homes

12 vets or 15% cited Unemployment

These reasons for staying cover a variety systemic and personal causes.  They also exemplify one aspect of diversity that can be seen in the shelter.  There is a diversity of personal histories that come to the shelter.  There is not one all-encompassing way of describing the veterans.

Every veteran who stays at the Vet’s Place receives a chore they must complete everyday and the desk manager checks their chore everyday.  The desk manager is any veteran who has been in the program for a long time and has proven to the staff that they are responsible and reliable.  The desk managers receive pay for taking on this responsibility.  The Vet’s Place has two vehicles used for business trips around town, mostly to the VA medical center.  Most of the desk managers and some other trusted residents are on the insured drivers list so that there are plenty of drivers available.  

Entry Into Setting

I became an interning office assistant with the Vet’s Place in the beginning of September 2006.  I was placed in the position for my Senior Capstone Project of the Bonner Scholars Program at Warren Wilson College.  The Bonner Scholarship is a program that requires recipients to engage in community service and organizing on a weekly basis for the duration of their college career.  In the final year, recipients have the option of finding or creating an internship with a local community agency.  I chose the Vet’s Place based on my own interest in homelessness and displaced veterans as well as to gain access to material for writing this paper.

I regularly spent two afternoons a week working in the office assisting with whatever work needed to be immediately addressed.  I also brought a group of students to the Vet’s Place one weekday evening to socialize, interact, tell stories and jokes, sing, and play games with the veterans.  In both settings I was afforded a bountiful amount of time to observe the shelter and the residents.  I had several one-on-one conversations with veterans about the shelter and about the residents.  I recorded only a few of those conversations in audio format, but I took notes of many other conversations, either during or afterwards.  There are a many residents with whom I have established a friendly bond, and most of the residents at least recognize and greet me.

Methods

The majority of my research has been observation in the field.  Spending regularly scheduled amounts of time for purposes other than research, I did not take notes after every visit.  I took notes when anything significant happened or if I had a particularly interesting and meaningful conversation.  Having been in the setting on a regular basis since last September, the regularities of the comings and goings of the shelter are second nature to me now.  I recorded four conversations with four different veterans and transcribed those into documents.  I held many more one-on-one conversations that I did not record, but took notes of either immediately or later after.  My questions were generally personal in nature.  I wanted to get an idea of what experiences these veterans had that perhaps connected them into some form of community.  They talked to me about the shelter and how they perceived the other veterans at the shelter.  I tended to lead the conversation in the direction of personal experience and personal opinions.  I always let them do most of the talking and they had a lot to say.

I also read many different types of literature that informed me on the topic of veterans and homelessness in America.  I found several periodical articles that were focused on veterans from the current war and also Vietnam veterans.  I began by searching for academic articles on homelessness.  I found a few, but not all of them were relative to my topic.  Later in my research I began looking for articles on the topic of recovery.  I found that most recovery is discussed in terms of substance abuse.  I have already discussed the articles that I found to be informative to my topic.  The three methods of interview, observation, and literature research comprise my methods.

Recovery from Homelessness as a Rite of Passage and Liminality

Arnold van Gennep (1960:1) wrote, “For a man to pass from group to group – for example, for a peasant to become an urban worker, or even for a mason’s helper to become a mason – he must fulfill certain conditions, all of which have one thing in common: their basis is purely economical or intellectual”.  This quote is a base point for the concept of rites of passage.  Rites are the “conditions” of the passing from one status to another.  Van Gennep’s argument was that life is a succession of changes in status: “The life of an individual in any society is a series of passages from one age to another and from one occupation to another” (Van Gennep, 1960:2-3).  Displaced is the status of the veterans, which the Vet’s Place seeks to change to placed.  The literature of Susser (1996), Triplett (2004), and Williams (1995) discusses the broad structure of poverty and homelessness in America. These authors acknowledge that the goal of ending homelessness is to change the status of the homeless.  Triplett (2004:10) cites a 1993 study that observes that there is more to the issue than housing the homeless: “fearful of blaming the victim, most people prefer to deny these conditions and view homelessness as a single problem: being without a home”.  Based on what Susser (1996) and Triplett (2004) say, there are two ways to address homelessness: on the broad local and state level where policies are enacted, or on the individual level that addresses the needs of one person to change their status.  The Vet’s Place addresses homelessness on the individual level.  It is a facility that provides opportunities for individuals to create a better life for themselves.  The shelter may have connections to the broader level through funds, but the Vet’s Place operates by addressing homelessness on the individual level.

When a problem is recognized in any individual, either personally or by an outside actor, the individual engages in a process of addressing that problem with the intent of changing the problem.  From Skoll’s (1992) ethnography and Weibel-Orlando’s (1984) research this process is shown often to be engaged when the problem is drug use; this process is recovery.  The Alcohol Research Center at the University of California Los Angeles, in assessing the effectiveness of alcoholism treatment programs on Indian reservations, acknowledged, “We viewed the entire recovery process as a rite of passage (van Gennep 1960) and recovery home residency as the transitional phase or state of liminality (Turner 1964) in the rite of passage” (Weibel-Orlando 1984:62).  Homelessness is a problematic status that an individual seeks recovery from in the same way recovery is sought when the problematic behavior is drug abuse.  Recognizing that the homeless status is not merely the status of being without a home, homelessness is an aggregate of various problems that may include substance abuse, criminal histories, poor credit, unemployment, and health problems.  That is why the Vet’s Place offers a variety of services to address the variety of problems causing homelessness.

This variety of services is what draws the residents to the Vet’s Place initially.  In November of last year, I had the opportunity to sit down with a new arrival and I was asked to make him feel welcome.  We spoke for a short while and then someone else took him to the dorm.  I took some notes of my encounter:

Jeremy is a new arrival I talked to today.  He came in with a bag and a Panthers hat on.  He smelled like he had been traveling: carbon emissions, many bodies, and fast food.  His behavior was a mix of tired, shy, and uncomfortable.  But he entertained me questioning him anyway.  I asked where he came from he said he had come from Charlotte.  He had been working in Charlotte doing some construction work or something for a while.  Originally he grew up in New Jersey.  He served in the Navy for a while.  It seems like he got into a drug problem or something happened in Charlotte, because he did not give any specific details. He only implied that something bad had happened, then he lost his job, and subsequently his home.  I’ve noticed that people who have done something wrong or messed up don’t like to tell other people exactly what happened.  Nevertheless, he heard about the Vet’s Place through the VA in Charlotte and took a bus ride over here to Asheville.  He was hopeful that he would get into the shelter.  When I asked him how he was doing he said he really just wanted to clean up, shave, and maybe get something to eat.  

Jeremy came to the Vet’s Place in order to recover.  The Vet’s Place offers Jeremy the right options because he is a veteran, he may have had a drug problem, and he does not have a home.  I saw Jeremy several times over the next few months.  Whenever I talked to him, he said that he had been working and saving money.  As I was arriving at the Vet’s Place one day in March 2007 I passed Jeremy loading his things into someone’s car.  I asked him where he was going.  He said he was moving into a house with the others in the car.  For Jeremy, his residency within the Vet’s Place program was exceptionally short; I have not seen anyone else perform that rapidly.  There are a variety of ways to utilize or not utilize the time spent in the transition stage of recovery. 

Van Gennep describes three stages of the rite of passage: “Thus, although a complete scheme of rites of passage theoretically includes the preliminal rites (rites of separation), liminal rites (transition rite), and postliminal rites (rites of incorporation), in specific instances these three types are not always equally important or equally elaborated” (1960:11).  These three rites are clearly visible at the Vet’s Place.  The preliminal stage can be seen when the veteran leaves his current situation.  This could be due to the loss of their home, being forced to leave their home, or maybe they got out of prison.  Their situation changes when they come to the shelter. Explaining how he came to Vet’s Place, one veteran, June, told me he was “changing his playground as well as his playmates.”  The liminal stage is their stay at the shelter.  Here they are neither homeless nor do they have their own home.  The liminal period is a transition between two statuses.  Their time at the shelter is used to prepare them for the next stage, which is having their own place to live.  In my regular time at the shelter, to the question “how are you doing?” I usually receive responses from the veterans about what work they’ve found or if they had a lead on an apartment.  That tells me that they are focused on the post-liminal stage of leaving the shelter.  The post-liminal stage receives the most appreciation.  Moving out of the shelter and into their own place is the valued by almost all of the veterans.  I have seen a couple of veterans who have moved out into their own place.  Those who can work save up money by staying at the Vet’s Place for free.  One vet called it “three hots and a cot” referring to meals and his bed.  Some of these veterans do not work; they receive some kind of support check (SocSec, Disability, Veterans’ Disability).  This income enables them to save up and get their own place.

The liminal period, as Victor Turner (1974:274) explains it, “is a movement between fixed points and is essentially ambiguous, unsettled and unsettling.”  The liminal period of the Vet’s Place is the two-year residency period.  Once separated from their usual routine and environment, the resident enters the liminal period where they are attempting to establish a new status for themselves.  The residents search for jobs, go to school, work, save money, and do whatever is necessary.  They are in a situation where they are living in the immediate proximity of vocational therapists.  The Vet’s Place prioritizes job therapy.  This may be because they get most of their funding from grants that are specifically meant to target reintegrating and rehabilitating veterans into the labor force.  Many of the residents fully utilize the employment assistance services, while others do not fully utilize the services.

During the liminal period the resident does not enter into the setting on an equal footing as the others.  I have heard a resident remark on more than one occasion, “Oh yeah, he’s new.”  The new residents have not “learned the ropes” as the trite old adage can be used.  There is a learned value system in place whereby some of the residents have more power.  The desk managers have assumed more responsible roles within the values of the shelter.  That is the extent of the value system I have observed.  Residents have the potential to ingratiate themselves to the staff whereby they receive a higher status within the shelter.  So the only two apparent levels of power are desk manager or regular resident.  Not everyone is interested in the desk manager positions.  Others are more concerned with getting a better job and a place to live.  

I found that many of the desk managers have exited the program only to re-enter again for another two years.  Perhaps they are given the position of desk managers because of seniority.  As far as I know there is not a cap on how many times an individual can enter the program.  In this way, these returning desk managers become socialized to the liminal period.  Turner describes the liminal entity as “being betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremony” (1969:95).  The condition of the liminal entity is “a confusion of all the customary categories.”  This socialization to the liminal period is facilitated because the desk manager position takes the place of the incorporation rite.  The desk manager position is confused as an alternative to the residency, and therefore resembles some permanency.  However, it is still a position “betwixt and between” having a home and being homeless, unless they consider the shelter to be home.  Some of these managers are unable to work, receive a disability check, and due to the lack of affordable housing in Asheville therefore are very unlikely to leave the program.  

The desk managers take shifts watching the back desk, answering the phone, and monitoring the keys.  They are effectively the person who is “in-charge” overnight.  There is no other staff at the shelter at night.  The desk managers are paid so they are considered staff, but they are also veteran residents of the shelter.  The veterans in essence monitor each other.  When another resident returns to the shelter under the influence, as long as they don’t cause trouble and aren’t obvious, they might not get in trouble.  The managers will document in the manager’s log if they notice that someone is under the influence.  In this way sobriety is not forced on the group as strictly as with Skoll’s (1992) DTF program for instance.  Therefore, sobriety comes from the individual’s choice.

  The shelter has an explicit rule of no drugs or alcohol on the premises and prohibits inebriation while staying at the shelter.  But the scrutiny of this policy is somewhat lacking.  The shelter tends to err on the side of respecting the residents’ privacy unless the staff has strong evidence that a resident is breaking the rule.  Many of the veterans tell me that they see other residents bringing drugs or alcohol into the shelter, and that the behavior is disrespectful to the staff members that are trying to help them.  The privacy that residents are afforded allows them the choice to subvert those rules or not.  Most of the beds are closed in by office cubicles that form private living spaces with a bed, a locker, and other amenities.  The cubicles and beds are the private space of the individual occupying that space.  The shelter is set up to provide support for those who choose to change their status.  Since the shelter gets funding depending on how many veterans stay at the shelter, the business end of the shelter needs to keep the total number of veterans near max capacity.  So they will take in veterans on the good faith that the individual will utilize the services to change his status.

The liminal stage of the Vet’s Place is not always used to prepare for the post-liminal period.  Substance use and abuse is a real part of the shelter that I observed and many of the veterans informed me of the prevalence of substances.  This poses a problem to utilizing the liminal period in an effective manner for many of the veterans.  One of my interview participants, June, was describing his initial arrival, which began with a period that was truly separating.  The essential points of June’s background leading up to his entry into the program are that he developed a bad drug habit, a poor self-control in spending his money, and made dangerous enemies in a local group of antagonists in his nearby home state.  He heard that Asheville as a city was growing and doing well.  In an effort to “change [his] playground as well as [his] playmates” he left his home for Asheville because he felt he was in danger.  His first day in Asheville, his car was stolen.  He slept on the street that night.  The next day he came to the Vet’s Place after approaching another shelter.  One of the social workers at the Vet’s Place made a great attempt at recovering his car, but despite her thorough investigation the car seemed to have disappeared.  June says this about being in the program:

“When I came in, I did what I thought the program was supposed to be; what I thought everyone was doing.  For a whole month I stayed clean.  For months I stayed clean.  I went to NA meeting twice a week.  I went to Georgetown church.  I was one of the few that every week they’d come by here and I’d be at Georgetown church out in Liecester.  I was feeling pretty good; getting a little chunk about myself: putting on weight.  But slowly and surely – I’m not trying to say this to blame it on anyone – I saw a lot of the people here are just using the place as a rent free place that gives them more money for their addictions. As you live rent free, no responsibility, that gives you more money for your vices.  So a lot of people are using it.  So when I found that people were bringing these things, [drugs and alcohol], into this place, it just destroyed my illusion, not the illusion of what this place is about, but my illusion that everybody respected it the way I was respecting it.” 

June says some people use the Vet’s Place to support their addictions.  These individuals are not working to incorporate into a status outside the residency.  Since June believed that he could stop using substances like everyone else, he made the choice to stop using substances and focus on the post-liminal period.  It depends on the choice of the individual whether they will be focused on the post-liminal or remain in the liminal period.

Another one of my interview participants, Joe a cocaine addict himself, described the difference between using the Vet’s Place “to better yourself” as opposed to “becoming familiar” to the setting.  

Joe:  I don’t think that there are a lot of people who really want to live in a place like this.  But given enough time anything can become familiar.  And I feel like it’s helping some people, because I can see it helping some people.  I can see them with the money saved up.  I can see them able to buy a car, get out, and get their own place: these kinds of things.  [The Vet’s Place] helps, absolutely.  But for some people it doesn’t, because things become familiar.  

Hart:  So you think when it becomes familiar they are not going to want to move on?

Joe:  No.  They aren’t.  Because, you see, this is easy.  And you can keep on doing what you are doing.  It’s easy.

Joe’s observation is that upon entering the residency there is the option to either get focused on the transition into a better situation or get comfortable with the a static position within the shelter.  This description shows that there are two ways to utilize the shelter, either for better or for worse, and that is a choice that the individual has to make.  However, it becomes difficult when the individual is battling substance abuse and the use of substances is somewhat tolerated. 

I will describe one scenario involving one of my interviewees, Jake, who was eventually asked to leave because of his drinking problem.  Jake began drinking regularly as a self-medicating act in response to a bout with depression.  Jim, the director of the shelter, convinced him to check into a rehab program because the behavior was repetitive.  When Jake returned from the rehab, he was still drinking.  I interviewed Jake after the rehab and during our interview he periodically took sips from a flask of Smirnoff Vodka.  I was uncomfortable with his drinking in the shelter and I told him I thought he should not continue.  The next time I came to the shelter, Jake was gone.  I found out that one day, after our interview, Jake had been drinking and then got into an argument with another resident.  The argument was heated and perhaps physical.  After this incident, Jake was removed from the program.  Two of the office workers drove Jake to a motel and put him up in a room there.  To my knowledge he is still there.

In the treatment center described by Skoll (1992), Jake’s behavior would have been treated more harshly and attention would have been given earlier.  The Vet’s Place, however, employs a much smaller staff comparatively.  DTF, Skoll’s (1992: ) drug abuse treatment center, takes in about 27 residents and has enough staff to monitor nearly all residents 24-hours-a-day.  The Vet’s Place has around 60 residents at a time and they all have their private space to stay or the freedom to come and go as they please.  The staff is there as a resource to the veterans mostly.

I usually asked the veterans either in conversation or in an interview how they pictured what they would do after they left the Vet’s Place.  This was in order to get an idea of how they conceptualize the post-liminal period.  I received an interesting response from an older Vietnam era veteran whom I called Gary.  Gary had a somewhat fatalistic view of what was coming next: 

It’s a strange thing for me to say this, especially to someone who’s in their real early twenties, but I see the end of my life now.  I’m 61, if I make it to 71, I’ll be very lucky.  You know, so I have to come to terms with that myself.  The fact is, although I’m relatively healthy and I come from a long-lived family, I probably have less than ten years left on this planet.  And I don’t know.  I really don’t know.  I mean I really don’t know.  I just want to be left alone, have a good time, and when I gasp my last breath, I don’t want to have any regrets.  I think if I died in the next five minutes, that I’ve been there done that.  Been there done that.

Gary also said, “I’m 61.  What am I gonna do, start a career?”  He does have an income though of support checks similar to other veterans in the shelter.  I think that what Gary says may sum up what some of the older veterans who are unable to work feel.  This may also be the scenario for the desk managers.

As a rite of passage, recovery from homelessness is a transitory process.  The three stages, preliminary, liminal, and post-liminal, are clear in the recovery process, but there is the possibility of misusing in the liminal period.  The transitory recovery process requires some degree of self-motivation, without which residents are likely to establish themselves in the confusing position of a “liminar”.  The Vet’s Place provides many tools to aid in recovery.  Jeremy provided a good example of how the Vet’s Place can get a person back on their feet quickly.  Jeremy’s recovery transition from one position in life to another fits the theoretical models of a rite of passage described by van Gennep (1960) and Turner (1969).  Jeremy is not the only individual to complete the recovery process.  In fact everyone who enters the program can expect to move into some different status.  They may complete the recovery process on any timeline and transition into a new status, otherwise they run the risk of becoming familiar to the “liminar” status.

Significance

The significance of understanding how displaced veterans can be reincorporated into their own homes is significant to future soldiers who return and face the possibility of displacement.  The human cost of war is not only the casualties, military and civilian, but also the injuries, mental and physical, sustained by the returning soldiers.  I had a conversation with one of the social workers where she expressed her fears that the soldiers of the Iraq War would have a very difficult time readjusting to civilian life.  She said that the soldiers who are continually redeployed are torn from their family for months and months.  The only means of contact is through phone calls and emails.  The children grow up while one parent is away.    Things change while these soldiers are away, making it difficult to simply go back to normal.  An example of how one veteran became displaced and arrived at the shelter is Alex who left Iraq about eight months ago.  He had fought in Afghanistan as well as Iraq, so he must have been serving for about three years.  His marriage fell apart when he came back to Brooklyn, mostly due to the stress of serving overseas for that extended amount of time.  Alex came to North Carolina to live with his brother, but then they had a falling out as well.  So he came to the Vet’s Place so that he can easily get treatment at the VA hospital, transportation there, and case management for his benefits check.  

Displacement is a real possibility for the soldiers returning from the current war.  Right now there seems to be no end to the conflict.  Bush wants to escalate the troops.  This sounds familiarly like the Vietnam War, which lasted nearly ten years (not familiar to me because I was not alive then).  If becoming displaced is a possibility for these soldiers and future veterans then understanding one way in which they might be successfully reincorporated will be beneficial.

 Conclusions

Veterans are one part of the greater structure of poverty in America.  They represent a group of individuals who have served our country in one way or another.  They become displaced for one reason or another.  Sometimes they have family or friends to support them, but when they do not they run the risk of being homeless.  If they are in the Asheville area, they might consider the Vet’s Place.  Once they arrive they will engage in a process of looking for a job or securing a support check, save money, and move into their own place.  These three periods of separation, transition, and incorporation are the components of a rite of passage from displacement to placement.  Temptations arise in the shelter; some residents choose to use substances, which inhibit their transition into the final stage.  The Vet’s Place is a place that enables displaced veterans to make the decision for themselves to transition into their own place through a rite of passage.
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