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INTRODUCTION

In the context of what may be understood as an ‘emotional retreat’ in
homelessness research and service provision (Chamberlayne, 2004, p. 347),
this chapter canvasses the valuable role of qualitative research in continuing
to diversify understandings and evidences of homelessness made available
across the field. I work to make sense of the ways, in which the emotional
and physical messiness of ‘in situ’ research (Malins, Fitzgerald, &
Threadgold, 2006, p. 514) can give rise to new understandings of
homelessness that both intervene in and compliment existing research and
policy knowledges. While my key focus here will be on the difficult task of
actually articulating how it is that particular forms of qualitative research
knowledge may provide epistemological leverage to the field of home-
lessness, it should also be clear that the impetus for this chapter, and indeed
for my broader research engagement in homelessness (for example, see
Robinson 2002b, 2003, 2005) stems from my concern with the ways in which
felt-experience is particularly backgrounded in this field. As I have discussed
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elsewhere, the ramifications of making relatively silent corporeal and
emotional dimensions of homelessness have troublingly included the
entrenchment of conceptualisations of, and responses to, homelessness that
cannot account for the multidimensional ways in which trajectories of
homelessness can unfold and become reinforced. In particular, my focus has
been on the ways in which the lack of attention paid within social research
to the bodily impacts of cumulative trauma and grief in the lives of homeless
people, has in turn been mirrored in the limited framing of social policy and
welfare service delivery.

As a pathway to developing a more dynamic and holistic view of
homelessness, my interest in qualitative methodology has arisen from the
opportunities for corporeal and emotional understanding that I see this
research approach enabling. After briefly considering why corporeal and
emotional experience might be excluded from both research and policy
engagements with homelessness, I explore how just two of the unique,
embodied research tools offered within qualitative research practise –
reflexivity and empathy – can give rise to insights into the felt-experience of
homelessness and in turn suggest alternative responses to it. Specifically, my
focus is on the bodily resonance of the researcher and researched in the field
as a core mechanism through which new and needed affective knowledges of
homelessness can more readily be made evident. I am interested in the
potential value of such knowledges for researchers, policy-makers and
service providers, and I also see affective engagement with those homeless in
the context of research as already an intervention into their emotional
silencing. I also point to the ways, in which ‘felt evidence’ throws into relief
the need for a strengthened policy and service focused on care, particularly
for those experiencing repeated cycles of homelessness.

OPERATIONAL OR EXPERIENTIAL? THE LIMITS OF

DEFINING FOR MEASUREMENT

The importance of the continued practise and expansion of qualitative
research in the homelessness field is underlined by the observation that so
far qualitative researchers have failed to disrupt the uncritical blurring of
research and policy agendas that remain largely empiricist (Pleace &
Quilgars, 2003, p. 187). As Jacobs, Kemeny, and Manzi (1999, p. 11) bluntly
summarise, ‘homelessness is usually treated as an objective and objectifiable
phenomenon, within the positivist tradition of social enquiry’. Indeed, a
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hallmark of homelessness research and policy has been the tendency to use
definitions of homelessness developed for measuring homelessness to
conceptualise what constitutes the experience of homelessness itself. The
qualitative dimensions of what it is to be homeless are neither well-
researched nor well-considered as part of a holistic response to home-
lessness. Despite the mass of research, which consistently shows that
housing stress is an indicator of compounded crises as well as of housing
unaffordability, lack of appropriate housing has been broadly utilised as the
key indicator of homelessness. Thus ‘debate about the range of housing need
which should be defined as homelessness’ (Fitzpatrick, 2000, p. 40) has
taken the place of more general debate about what homelessness is.

Social science research has established that for the majority, homelessness
is a short-lived and even a once-off event (Avramov, 1999b, p. 13; Tosi,
1999, p. 13). In Australia, for example, it is argued that most will be
homeless for ‘a few nights or weeks’ before moving back into stable
accommodation (Commonwealth Advisory Committee on Homelessness,
2003, p. 14). As AU :1such, policy responses have traditionally focused on
systematic housing policy responses and have required accurate estimates of
housing need and understandings of housing pathways (Clapham, 2002;
Fitzpatrick, 2000) in order ‘to allocate resources on a rational basis’
(Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 2002, p. 3). Innovative approaches to counting
those homeless have been developed to include not just those sleeping rough
but more broadly those whose living arrangements do not meet minimum
housing standards (Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 1992). In Australia,
according to leading homelessness researchers Chamberlain and MacKenzie
(1998, p. 21), the ‘primary homeless’ are those people without conventional
accommodation, such as rough sleepers or squatters; the ‘secondary
homeless’ are those who move from one form of temporary accommodation
to another, such as those moving between friends and crisis accommoda-
tion; the ‘tertiary homeless’ are those who live in boarding houses long-term;
and the ‘marginally housed’ are those whose accommodation is ‘only
slightly below the community norm’.

Chamberlain and MacKenzie (1992) have worked to deliver and defend a
standardised, housing-focused definition of homelessness that has ascended
into broad usage within academic and policy research, public policy and
national data collection on homelessness in Australia. They position their
definition in relation to others deemed to be both ‘conservative’, such as
those proposed in the 1980s by the United States Department of Housing
and Urban Development and the American researcher Peter Rossi which
narrowly focused on literal street homelessness, and ‘radical’ such as that
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provided by the Australian National Youth Coalition for Housing which
focused in part on young people’s subjective identification of their housing
situation as homelessness. ‘In contrast’, Chamberlain and MacKenzie (1992,
pp. 293–294) write, ‘we have argued that theorising a socially constructed
account of homelessness can provide an analytical framework that is neither
arbitrary nor reducible to individual subjectivity. Since the cultural
definition is grounded in evidence about the housing practices in a
community, it can also be translated into operational concepts’.

Chamberlain and MacKenzie’s definition has been much welcomed in
Australia with little debate (although see Bessant, 2001; Crane & Brannock,
1996; Fopp, 1993; Robinson, 2002b) because of its key role in broadening
the focus by policy-makers and the general public on ‘street homelessness’.
Further, their definition has been valued because of the analytical and
service delivery frameworks that the articulation of primary, secondary
and tertiary degrees of homelessness seem to suggest. MacKenzie and
Chamberlain (2003) show that people can experience homelessness
differently and that a range of responses are needed depending on where
a person might be in their ‘homeless career’ which ultimately leads them
towards primary homelessness. Their definition framed the first ‘Counting
the Homeless’ project that formed a part of the 1996 Australian Bureau of
Statistics Census data collection, ensuring the inclusion of people in
different contexts of homelessness from rough sleeping to crisis accom-
modation to doubling up with family or friends (Chamberlain, 1999). The
Census gave rise to the powerful figure of 105,300 homeless people in
Australia (Chamberlain, 1999, p. 2) that has been vital in attracting both
media and policy attention to homelessness and related issues. Perhaps most
significantly, the Report on Aspects of Youth Homelessness (House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Community Affairs, 1995, p. 26)
claimed ‘an emerging community consensus’ for a version of Chamberlain
and MacKenzie’s definition, and called for the definition to be used in
framing ‘recommendations relating to public policy initiatives’. As
Chamberlain (1999, p. 1) argues strongly, ‘there can be no meaningful
public debate about the best policy responses to assist homeless people,
unless there is reliable information on the number of homeless people in the
community. This requires an ‘‘operational definition’’ of homelessness
which can be easily measured, and credible data on the population identified
by the definition’.

Chamberlain and MacKenzie’s work remains somewhat troubling though
not because of its importantly strategic policy aims, but because of its
advocacy at times for the epistemological containment of research on
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homelessness. Fears about the potential ‘relativism’ of research on home-
lessness (Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 1998, p. 28) and the desire to
generalise a specifically targeted policy-relevant definition to all aspects of
an extremely complex social phenomenon, convey the passionate convic-
tions of these researchers. In addition, such work may be seen to
dangerously promote the seclusion of ‘social policy’ issues like homelessness
from interdisciplinary theoretical, methodological and epistemological
critique and debate. In particular, interpretive and discursive evidences
remain disenfranchised through recourse to the pending threat of
government inaction. As Chamberlain and MacKenzie (1998, p. 28) argue,
‘ythe disabling problem of intellectual relativism ought to be allowed to die
quietly’, because ‘after all, if homelessness is impossible to define, why
should governments act to alleviate this nebulous condition?’

Under such ‘contemporary conditions of representation’ (Butler, 2004,
p. 150) in which homelessness has been defined in operational rather than
experiential terms, getting the emotional and corporeal dimensions of
homelessness onto research and policy agendas is difficult. Who counts as
homeless has become clear not only at the cost of clarifying the
multidimensional nature of homelessness but at the cost of restricting the
range of evidences prioritised in research deemed policy-relevant. Arguing AU :2

that individuals may subjectively evaluate their housing situations in ways
that contradict established definitions begins to allow for ‘some considera-
tion of the affective aspects of a ‘‘home’’ (Fopp, 1993, p. 47) and potentially
provokes productive anxiety about ‘‘the security of objectivity’’ (Bessant,
2001, p. 39) but still fails to challenge the problematic conceptualisation of
homelessness as in essence a housing issue. That homelessness is a ‘nebulous
condition’ as Chamberlain and MacKenzie suggest seems surely the very
rationale for a more radically open definition rather than one which seeks to
contain homelessness within particular measurable parameters which are, in
turn, perhaps more reflective of the needs of researchers and policy-makers,
than of homeless people.

In a context in which a research and policy focus on housing need has
delivered mixed results for those homeless, understanding emotional and
bodily experience is also critical to the effective representation and
resolution of homelessness and housing crises. Homelessness as a diversely
experienced housing issue requires a response, but its emotional and
corporeal causes and impacts likewise need articulation and redressing.
Research is more broadly considerate of the full implications of home-
lessness, though largely absent in Australia (although see Hallebone, 1997;
Nunan & Johns, 1996; Robinson, 2001; 2002b, 2005), has begun to reflect
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the felt-experiences of desolation, trauma and desperation entrenched by
living without, and in constant search for home (May, 2000; Tomas &
Dittmar, 1995; Klodawsky, Aubry, & Farrell, 2006). Such research usefully
stresses the appropriate delivery of broader support services – beyond
housing and employment services, for example – which are needed to more
successfully and holistically address emotional and bodily experiences of
homelessness. Also raised are pressing questions about how best to ensure
that the affective and existential dimensions of homelessness are firstly
acknowledged, and secondly translated into policy directives:

Concerns for a sense of placeyare, at least implicitly, being introduced into the debate

over definition of home and homelessness. The net result is that providing shelter for the

poor is a necessary but not sufficient solution to the existential condition of

homelessness. (Kearns and Smith, 1994, p. 420)

yhome has often been objectified and classified into discrete variables such as housing

quality, levels of attachment, satisfaction etc. More focus is needed on the spiritual,

cultural and symbolic essence of home which writers in phenomenology and sociology

have highlighted. (Moore, 2000, p. 213)

The acknowledgement of the lack of ‘home’ as characteristic of the homeless experience

holds great promise in allowing policy and service responses to meet a deep emotional

need rather than simply an accommodational or material need. (Nunan & Johns, 1996,

p. 3)

The apparent necessity of collapsing understandings of homelessness into
material and objectively measurable dimensions developed in order to define
and categorise homeless people for purposes of equitable governance is
called into question by these researchers, who also pose a challenge for
creative policy development. While a number of commentators including
Watson (2000), Chamberlain and MacKenzie (2002) and Williams and
Cheal (2002) argue that measurement is essential to policy practise, I wonder
if the issues of grief and trauma particularly prominent in trajectories of
persistent or long-term homelessness are ignored precisely because of this,
because they elude easy ownership, operationalisation and intervention. If
so, the struggle to make admissible the emotional and corporeal suffering
that can be so centrally experienced by those persistently homeless not only
raises productive questions about which policy portfolios should lead
responses to homelessness (Robinson, 2003, p. 35) but more broadly
disrupts ‘the dominant hold exercised by objectivist beliefs upon both
science and common sense’ (Pels, 2000, p. 5).
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FELT EVIDENCE: EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND

METHODOLOGICAL RUPTURINGS

My specific argument here is that qualitative research approaches emerge as
critical in responding to the slow recognition within much research and
policy work of the trauma of homelessness. In particular, the repeated,
cumulative experience of trauma thinly registers. The felt dimension of
homelessness, its corporeal sentient impact, is subject to the further ‘violence
of derealisation’ (Butler, 2004, p. 33) in much accounting for homelessness
and yet offers a crucial lead into new ways of thinking and responding to
homelessness. As Crane and Brannock (1996, p. 7) argued over a decade ago:

yit is critical to accommodate and respond toy felt homelessnessy which is

characterised by feelings of insecurity, a lack of safety or of not belonging, and is central

to a person-centred definition of homelessnessy

As I have foreshadowed, however, an interpretive analytical approach
which attempts to open existential and emotional dimensions of home-
lessness to exploration risks being declared unusable in the policy
environment. This risk seems to stem not only from the status of the
subjective evidence itself that such an approach might produce and rely
upon, but from the epistemological implications of openly interpretive
research for social policy more generally. Such research reflexively
demonstrates, for example, that knowledge and definition are always
arbitrary, subjective and therefore political rather than stable, objective and
therefore scientific. As Watson (2000, p. 160) worries, in the context of
homelessness:

How indeed could subjective experiences get interpellated into policy discourse and with

what effects? Regulations, standards and definitions of necessity have to be equitable,

consistent and objective.

Rather than fearing the ‘epistemological rupture’ (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 251)
that openly interpretive evidence might trigger in the field of homelessness
and therefore closing the doors to its potential contribution in advance it is
surely more productive to imagine that different forms of knowledge might
be valued precisely for the different insights they provide. While I agree with
Williams (2003, p. 1.1) that ‘there is much more to the social world than
agents’ understanding of it’, local knowledge is only contextualised rather
than devalued by this observation. It is critical, as Rivlin (1990, p. 53)
argues, to develop ‘grounded directions for public policy’ and to develop
‘policies that emerge from an understanding of the individual needs and
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personal strengths’ of homeless people and from ‘the trauma of a homeless
existence’. In this context, an interpretive research strategy that can open
researcher and policy-maker to subjective individual accounts of needs,
strengths and traumas in fact becomes a critical component of appropriate
research practise and policy development.

In my own research practise I have found interpretive, qualitative
research strategies such as ethnography and biography, and the central
methods – participant observation and in-depth interviewing – these
methodologies encompass, to enable my development of new conceptions
of homelessness that stress the role of trauma in the repeated loss of housing
and in the inability to access safe housing. My research has emphasised the
experiences of sexual and physical abuse and domestic violence in particular
that result in the immediate loss of housing and perhaps more importantly
result in long-term traumatisation which likewise has long-term impacts on
the capacity to establish and maintain housing and housing relationships
(see for example, Robinson, 2003). Feelings of grief and the ‘psychological
devastation’ (Tomas & Dittmar, 1995, p. 510), and alienation of being
without the corporeally, geographically and socially orienting place of home
have been central to my conceptualisation of homelessness as a felt-
experience of displacement (see for example, Robinson, 2005).

My focus here is not on the actual findings of my research, however, but
on the processes through which I have engaged in research and the forms of
bodily exposure and bodily analysis which underwrite the broader claims I
have made about the felt-experience of homelessness (see also Robinson,
2002a, 2004). In particular, as I now move on to argue within the context of
my practise of ethnographic and biographic research, the processes of
reflexive and empathetic learning have been pivotal in opening me to the
corporeal and emotional experiences of those homeless, and indeed of those
working with homeless people in the service provision sector. I outline these
unique forms of bodily comprehension and their epistemological value. In
short, I argue that the researcher’s own bodily sensitivity can be central to
qualitative forms of knowledge-making, and in concluding the chapter I also
begin to outline the applied significance of the kinds of insight that bodily
knowledge can open up in the field of homelessness.

Reflexivity

An accommodation worker at a youth refuge noted at the conclusion of my
PhD fieldwork, ‘you’ve become part of the furniture here, you can’t leave’.
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My return to this refuge as a relief youth accommodation worker for a
further two years was the first clear signal of my enduring corporeal
enmeshment in the field of homelessness. Though I am now significantly
drawn back into the different bodily space of academia, I feel the bodily
‘echo’ (Leder, 1990, p. 162) of the often extremely physically and
emotionally demanding fieldwork experiences that also characterised my
subsequent research on homelessness. The bodily incorporation of or
becoming part of the furniture of homelessness, part of the displaced places
of refuges, drop-in centres, meal vans and backstreets has been an extreme
experience which has required of me a changed corporeality and a changed
corporeal capacity. I have come to occupy myself in new ways.

It was through a continually reflexive process of corporeally ‘registering
and negotiating difference’ (Nast, 1998, p. 107) – my own and others’ – that
I learned over time how to shape myself in the multiple ways required to
sustain a research presence in the homelessness sector. I had to learn how to
read other bodies and places, I had to learn how to read how other bodies
read mine and I had worked at reinscribing the ways, in which I presented
myself in response to the demands, expectations and immediate compulsions
of the spatial and interactional structure of the field. As a basis for
beginning ethnographic fieldwork in refuges and drop-in centres, I had to
learn how to literally, corporeally occupy what was unfamiliar territory. I
had to learn how to position myself so I looked comfortable, confident and
approachable when I was often under extreme stress or still learning what
kind of habituated way of being was required of me by the physical and
emotional geographies of the homelessness sector. As Coffey (1999, p. 73)
suggests, ‘[a]t a very simple level, the ethnographer has to sit, stand or lie or
be somewhereyA space has to be made, or found, for the body-thereness of
the ethnographer’.

The process of reflexively and corporeally responding to, and ‘giving over’
(Nast, 1998, p. 95) to the various and often contradictory structures of the
field was a continuous and crucial form of experiential fieldwork. Fieldwork
was body work, and body work was a process of ‘knowledge building
through embodiment’ (Parr, 2001, p. 162), or more precisely re-embodiment
(Okely, 2007, p. 65). Through AU :3cultural and spatial exposure, through
corporeal inscription, through ‘body talk’ (Parr, 2001, p. 161) I was ‘recast’
(Coffey, 1998, p. 25); I was repositioned by the field, adjusted in behaviour
and bodily comportment. As Nast (1998, pp. 107–108) likewise discusses,
through registering and ‘[r]esponding to how others called upon me and how
others defined the terms of engagement’, I developed the ‘embodiment skill’
(Nast, 1998, p. 95) necessary to enable continued communicative interaction
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in the field. At the same time, I learned ‘materially’ (Nast, 1998, p. 94) or
practically (Jackson, 1983, p. 340) through my body, of some of the
physical, emotional and sensorial demands of the field of homelessness.

Reflexive skills of self- and body-management, of body making (Parr,
2001, p. 161), were central, for example, in establishing my professional
capacity with support and accommodation agency managers and staff who
were the key gate keepers of the field, in presenting a non-threatening,
welcoming researcher-self to the homeless people and in ensuring my own
street-savvy safety by understanding the range of spatial contexts I moved
through, each of which required different forms of bodily alertness. I
undertook such reflexive reinscriptions of my bodily-self not on the basis of
a reflection on how I understood my ‘location of self’ (Hertz, 1997b, p. viii)
in the field, however, but again as Nast (1998, p. 95) suggests, on the basis of
an often involuntary, conscious and unconscious reflexivity, a reflexivity
that had me scrambling to understand and negotiate the ways in which the
field placed me in ways unexpected and even undesired. Rather than a
controlled, self-directed reflexivity, following Nast (1998, p. 94), I was firmly
engaged in a ‘creatively de-centering’ other-directed reflexivity. As Nast
(1998, p. 94) argues:

yreflexivity is less about self-introspection, self reflection, ‘‘self-conscious practicesyin

thinking and writing’’ or self-emanating contemplation of how one ‘‘positions and

includes oneself in relation to a subject of study’’ (Marcus 1992, p. 489)ythan about

learning to recognise others’ construction of us through their initiatives, spaces, bodies,

judgement, prescriptions, proscriptions and so ony

Participant observation in the homelessness sector was central to my
experience of reflexive, other-directed learning. As Jackson (1983, p. 340)
also suggests, ‘to participate bodily in everyday practical tasks was a creative
technique which often helped me grasp the sense of an activity by using my
body as others did’. I learnt from my interaction with both agency staff and
homeless people, developing the kind of tough body expected in this field, a
tough body that communicated respect, stability, consistency and a strong,
professional awareness of appropriate bodily, emotional and geographical
boundaries. My academic interests and competency needed down playing. I
had to show I could ‘handle myself’ that I wouldn’t ‘lose my head’ or ‘break
down’. I had to be able to ‘hold my own’, ‘stand up for myself’ and not get
‘rattled’. I had to show that I had ‘good boundaries’, that I was safe, sensible
and firm but that I wasn’t ‘stuck up’, that I could have fun, joke around,
‘cop it on the chin’ and ‘give as good as I got’. In particular, I had to show
that I could earn the trust of homeless clients – often the hardest and most
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astute judges of character – thus seemingly demonstrating that my
engagement was genuine and thoughtful.

My development of this corporeal style of generous robustness, of
likeable toughness, taught me a lot about the fragility of agency workers and
their homeless clients. Through working hard to cope with every day
interaction in refuges and drop-in centres, I learnt of the extreme physical
and emotional stress that both agency staff and homeless people were under
and of the difficulties of negotiating the body-self in often intimidating and
always public environments. Toughness was needed by all to get by. It was
needed to manage the constant physical, emotional and sensorial
bombardment of the chaos of living homeless. It was needed to shield
against the exhaustion of public living, of hanging around, often cold and
uncomfortable with time passing slowly. It was needed in particular to bear
the weight of constant exposure to other people’s sadness, anger, illness and
shame. Toughness brought respect and guarded against fear.

The acquisition of a tough body was also a process of registering and
negotiating the ways, in which both agency staff and homeless people
positioned me and each other as physically and emotionally ‘in danger’, and
a process of learning about homelessness as a spatial context of threat which
could be corporeally managed by being streetwise to a certain extent. I was
warned by agency staff about ‘burn out’, and the need to regularly debrief
with someone about the often traumatic interactions and interview content I
was exposed to. I was taught by both staff and homeless people to ‘watch
my back’, and to be sensible about my safety within refuges and drop-in
centres such as by trying to steer clear of people if they became aggressive
and by making sure I avoided being alone with clients in private or secluded
places, such as bedrooms or parts of the buildings out of earshot, eyesight or
surveillance camera range. I was instructed to understand that my body was
at constant risk from needle-stick injury in particular and I became
competent at routinely taking this into account when choosing where to sit
and when handling clothing, bags and handbags that did not belong to me.

Perhaps most revealingly, it was also reinforced to me through my
interactions with homeless people that I too as an unknown stranger was
positioned as a potential physical and emotional threat. I learned of
homeless people’s repeated experiences of sexual, physical and emotional
trauma, through being understood by staff and homeless people as a
potential violator myself and through having to negotiate this potentiality
by developing new embodiment of skills. I had to learn to present myself as
someone safe, accepting and non-judgemental, as someone in whom agency
staff had confidence, and as someone sensitively attuned to the generalised
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context of trauma underpinning homelessness and to the very specific ways
in which this context played out in the everyday interactions of those living
homeless. My negotiations with research participants of public interview
locations was as much for interviewees’ wellbeing as my own, as was the
post-interview support provided by agency staff.

Although the ‘tough persona’ was crucial for being there in the marginal
spaces of refuges and drop-in centres, in my extended or intensive
interactions with homeless people, such as during interviews I also had to
work to re-create a different professional competency and persona
connected to the conduct of my research. I needed to learn the interactions
of toughness to survive and ‘fit in’ and I needed to materially demonstrate
that I was ‘sound’, but I also needed to craft ways of being with homeless
people that were relevant to my non-agency-related role in the field. Being
with required a different form of interactive relationship and intimacy in
order to conduct qualitative in-depth and biographic interviews focusing on
subjective, felt and lived experiences.

Homeless people were overly used to the interview as a brief summary
undertaken by staff of the key issues they currently faced on their initial
presentation to services for accommodation or assistance. An ‘intake
interview’ consisted of a blunt, matter-of-fact discussion about a client’s
referral to an agency (that usually led to a ‘back ground check’ with a
previous agency contact), state and foster care history, physical and mental
health, drug and alcohol usage (what and how much daily?), self-harm and
legal issues. Homeless people were also used to various forms of ‘therapeutic
interviews’ undertaken by agency staff and other professionals involved in
the welfare sector such as psychologists, educators, drug and alcohol
rehabilitation counsellors, support group leaders, legal aid lawyers, mental
health and health practitioners.

In my research then, I had to clearly establish the interview as neither
necessarily therapeutic nor inquisitional but as aimed at the recognition of
participants’ experiences (Bondi, 2003, p. 68). In the opening moments of an
interview, I found it was my framing of interaction to which participants
had to initially respond. I moved respondents into a terrain of talk directed
by the particular project focus and into a form of interaction directed by the
formal protocols of ethical interviewing and sound recording, and yet also
suggested to participants that they too could control the interview. I tried to
reinforce that I wanted to learn from participants about their experiences of
living homeless, and yet this attempt to share control of the interview
nonetheless assumed that life-narratives could and would be made accessible
to me by participants.
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Frustratingly, I was clumsy and respondents were inevitably on the back
foot at the start of an interview and I had to work hard to draw them
forward again using every reflexive bodily skill available to me. The intensity
of this kind of interaction was extreme; I recall my researching body at times
straining to sense in detail the particular ways respondents needed me to be
with them in order to feel safe, heard and valued in the research setting.
I had to work to make myself alert not simply to what was being said, but to
the differing spatial and corporeal positioning and interactive needs of each
participant. Is it best to sit outside? Does the interviewee want someone else
present? Should we make a coffee together first? How do I give comfort
here? Should I interject with another question or just let things roll?

Despite my awkward and necessarily uncertain representation of what
participation in a research interview might entail, and despite the
reinforcement of the specific subject positions of ‘researcher’ and
‘researched’ during the formalities of negotiated consent in particular,
through reflexive body work it was also possible to create a context of
connection, calm and emotional safety. Further, as I now move on to
discuss, the corporeal connection often (though not always) ‘worked up’
through interview interaction came not just through other-directed reflexive
body work but through the radical ‘scope for confusion between self and
other’ (Bondi, 2003, p. 64) offered by the unique and intense exchange of
interviews. Through reflexively giving myself over to the inscriptions of
others, I in turn also kept open the possibility of an empathetic
incorporation of the subjective experiences recounted by research partici-
pants during interviews. In other words, and as Nast (1998, p. 96) states, the
‘formational experiences’ of reflexive fieldwork ‘led me both to greater
subjective de-centering and fragmentation and to an enlarged experiential
field of difference’.

Empathy

While the often enormous biographic and experiential differences between
me and research participants with experiences of homelessness, or home-
lessness and mental illness might be expected to mitigate against our
resonant interaction, with Bondi (2003, p. 64) I want to think more about
empathy as a key qualitative method for building understanding across both
similarity and difference. Bondi very usefully explores the psychic work
involved in empathetic interviewing, mobilising concepts such as identifica-
tion, introjection and projection to demystify the process of ‘intersubjective
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exchange’ (Bondi, 2003, p. 70) and explain psychoanalytically how it is that
understanding between interviewer and interviewee can be developed.
I extend her exploration of empathy, however, wanting to make sense of my
more generalised experience of empathetic bodily resonance – ‘a feeling-
thinking engagement’ (Wikan, 1992, p. 476) at once the result of the psychic
and physical work – as central in empathetic interviewing exchange. I take
up Leder’s (1990) work on compassion to help me place the body more
firmly within empathy as a tool for corporeal and emotional experience.

In her work on ‘empathy and identification’ in the research interview,
Bondi (2003) suggests that more general psychological processes of subject
formation are also central for the intersubjective exchanges central in
empathetic knowing or understanding. Understanding is possible Bondi
suggests, because of the subject’s psychic capacities to imaginatively
participate in other people’s experiences. In this sense, Bondi’s notion of
the interview as providing ‘psychic space’ and ‘scope for the confusion of
self and other’ (Bondi, 2003, p. 64) points to the possible disruption of the
awkward differentiation of interviewer and participant that I briefly
discussed above. That both parties might become ‘participants’ in the
interview is precisely the basis of the formation of empathetic understanding
to which Bondi (2003, p. 72) points.

In the often intimate and intense exchange of interviewing, Bondi (2003,
p. 70) further suggests, ‘something of the inner reality of one person is not
only communicated to another person, but is actively incorporated into the
inner reality of that other person’. For Bondi then this empathetic
communication is a result of psychic processes of identification: through
introjection, the subject unconsciously draws on elements of the ways of
being of others and their experiences in their own identity formation, and
through projection the subject unconsciously projects or expels often
unwanted elements of their own psychic identifications onto others. In the
context of interviewing, such ‘intersubjective transactions’ (Bondi, 2003,
p. 70) are central in the process of understanding others. This is because
they represent a capacity to imaginatively and creatively share in others’
experiences and feelings, whether through the researcher’s unconscious
‘absorption’ of or learning about others through an introjective inscription
of their manner and experience, or through the researcher’s gathering of his
or her own experiential resources in a projective inscription of experiences of
others.

As indicated above, I also want to think of the corporeal permeability of
the subject rather than just the psychic permeability that gives rise to the
possibility of empathetic ‘confusion’ on which Bondi (2003, p. 69) focuses.
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I want to hold on to my sense of not just a cognitive identification with how
others felt, but a sweaty, nauseating, head-aching, tear-spilling, heart-
scrambling, full-bodied incorporation. Incorporation is the word I want to
stress here more than Bondi does in order to more clearly consider empathy
as a process of corporeal identification with and inhabitation by the
experiences of others. I want to suggest that again through the sentient
capacities of the body, I engaged in an empathetic reinscription of my own
corporeal experience and schema by extending into the experiences of
research participants. Making myself ‘fully available to the interviewee’
(Bondi, 2003, p. 73) entailed not only a ‘recasting of the self ’ (Coffey, 1999,
p. 25) as non-threatening, supportive, sensitive and attentive in the eyes of
each individual research participant, but also meant incorporating,
including into my fleshy being, others’ felt-experiences of stress, grief,
disorientation and trauma.

In short, following Bondi what I want to say is that I learnt about the
sentient dimensions of homelessness in part through confusing others’
emotional and physical trauma for my own. I experienced this confusion not
just psychically, however, but corporeally. Though I could never anticipate
whether or not an interview would give rise to such embodied empathetic
confusion (see Bondi, 2003, p. 66 on this point also) or when I might come
into such confusion – at times it was retrospective – or in what way my
feeling of confusion developed – conscious or unconscious (see Bondi, 2003,
p. 68) – through my own changing emotional and physical state in specific
interviews and more generally over the course of my research, I came to
think of ‘understanding’ as a profoundly corporeal achievement. I came to
recognise in my own body the ways in which I seemed to ‘take on’ the
slowness of sorrow, the curtness of anger, the carelessness of frustration, the
sleeplessness of pain, the heartbeat of fear, the breathlessness of panic and
the disorientation of madness. I felt the shuddering grief in the back of my
own throat; I felt the bodily echo of stepfathers’ hands between my own
legs; I felt the blunt push of the needle in my own fingers, in my own neck, in
the flat of my own forearm.

Such corporeal resonances or ‘corporeal countertransference’ (Csordas,
1993, p. 145) took place both at the time of interviews and also over the
course of my various research projects. My bodily incorporation of the
experiences of others was both immediate and cumulative. In ‘experiencing-
with’ (Leder, 1990, p. 161) homeless others through interviewing, reading
transcripts, writing and even dreaming I formed ‘one body’ (Leder, 1990,
p. 161) with them. I felt my way into the experiences of others that
were ‘beyond the words’ (Wikan, 1992) by ‘going beyond’ ‘the said’
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(Wikan, 1992, p. 467) specific to spoken and written interviews into an
enlarged communicative realm of ‘body talk’ (Parr, 2001, p. 161) and ‘body-
language’ (Parr, 1998, p. 30). As Leder (1990, p. 162) suggests, ‘[c]ompassion
has made one body of us’ and here Leder speaks of the ‘confusion’ Bondi
points to, but specifically articulates this as a corporeal confusion through
which ‘I embody within myself the suffering and needs of others’ (Leder,
1990, p. 163). This is the corporeal resonance that Wikan (1992, p. 463)
likewise points to: ‘I must create resonance in myself with the people and
problems I seek to understand’.

CONCLUSIONS: THE VALUE OF BODILY

KNOWLEDGES

I do not mean to suggest here that attempts to know ‘othernesses’ relying on
embodied interaction with others are unproblematic or always possible and
successful. Nor do I intend to imply that knowledge of the felt-experience of
others can only come through forms of intersubjective, corporeal compre-
hension. Parr (2001, p. 165) points out that ‘it is unrealistic to suggest that all
social research can be founded on intersubjectivity’ and as Wasserfall’s
(1997) work shows there are considerable obstacles to reflexively forming
a sense of intersubjective connectedness in research. ‘How do I represent a
group of people with whom I had strong conflict, whom I disliked and from
whom I felt alienated?’ asks Wasserfall (1997, p. 154).

So while reflexive and empathetic research practices offer no guarantees
of successful fieldwork or even of resonant understanding, my point here has
been to explore what I think of the possibilities of these important tools of
qualitative research can be. Though the intensity of ethnographic and
biographic research can pose emotional and physical dangers to both
researcher and researched, these methodologies may also be understood to
frame vital space for researchers to undertake bodily knowledge building in
the field. Such knowledges of the corporeal and emotional experiences of
others offer a powerful addition to existing research in multiple arenas
impacted slowly by new sociologies and geographies of bodies and
emotions, or dominated by approaches to knowledge production which
only weakly engage felt-experience.

Further, as I have discussed elsewhere (Robinson, 2004), such approaches
to research may be understood to offer a creative and even enjoyable
interaction space in which research participants may experience an
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empowering sense of freedom to reconstruct and make sense of their own
lived and felt-experiences. The bodily connectedness of fieldwork can offer
participants a collaborative emotional connection with the researcher as well
as the intellectual and sensorial satisfaction of a holistic and self-directed
mode of communication. In the often socially fragmented context of
homelessness where little time or space is available for emotional sense-
making, research practise which can offer such immediate, body to body
emotional recognition to homeless participants is vital. Such recognition
is at least a tangible preface to any broader forms of recognition
generated through research publications or policy and support programme
developments.

Ideally of course, the ‘bodily engagings’ (Laurier & Parr, 2000, p. 100) of
qualitative research practise in the field of homelessness should result in
newly configured empirical evidence important to the broad imagining of
homelessness, and the holistic and cautious ways in which any policy
response to it must be negotiated. Establishing that homeless people are
grief-stricken, for example, is itself as important a research, policy and public
issue as their structurally disadvantaged access to independent accommoda-
tion, employment and income. Indeed recognition of the corporeal and
emotional ‘landscape of precariousness’ (Forrest, 1999, p. 17) that homeless
people must also negotiate and survive is central in a context in which
programmatic responses to compounded exclusion – through the provision
of housing and employment programmes, for example – may leave trauma as
both cause and impact of homelessness untouched.

A more in-depth understanding of the trauma of homelessness might, for
example, force a needed reappraisal of the emotional retreat in service
provision where the capacity to undertake crucial relationship-building
activities and other emotional work with homeless people threatens to be
subsumed because of a lack of services and adequate staffing (see also
Johnsen, Cloke, & May, 2005, p. 799). In such a context, not only do the
‘reserves of emotional understanding’ of skilled service staff ‘largely remain
untapped’ but opportunities for support, for building sustaining relationships
and for healing may be denied to those with ‘an urgent need for emotional
engagement’ (Chamberlayne, 2004, pp. 346–347). As Coleman (2000, p. 18)
points out, traumatised clients whose needs may not be met quickly are not
‘attractive’ in an ‘out-put’ focused service delivery framework.

It is deeply disturbing that significant barriers are faced in the provision of
the kind of care often needed for healing (Klodawsky et al., 2006, p. 430)
when those presenting to, or in need of services are likely to have experienced
trajectories of trauma and ‘histories of emotional abuse and neglect’
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(Chamberlayne, 2004, p. 341). In a more widely resonant critique,
Klodawsky et al. (2006, p. 420) condemn the focus of the Canadian federal
government on employability initiatives and note the problematic growing
dependence of services on the funding that such initiatives entail. As
Klodawsky et al. (2006, p. 420) contend, ‘care is generally not part of current
senior government agendas geared to marginalised youth and that as a result,
there is a gap in funding that supports efforts of community organisations
who work with homelessness youth’. The AU :4failure to care, as Chamberlayne
(2004, p. 338) argues, only serves to perpetuate the revolving use of services –
at great cost, it should also be added not only to those homeless.

In sum, when the significance to survival of even thinly provided care is
clear, public policy that remains focused on ‘self-sufficiency’ (Klodawsky
et al., 2006, p. 420) risks re-abandoning rather than empowering homeless
people. Recognition AU :5of the felt causes and impacts of homelessness might
help address the ‘disconnect’ between ‘the bodies imagined in senior
governmental discourses and policy construction’ and those presenting in
need to drop-in and accommodation services (Klodawsky et al., 2005,
p. 433). Redescription of the homeless, traumatised body in particular might
instigate the reconfiguration of more appropriate funding for places of care
in which the capacity for relationship-building is acknowledged as a key
process and outcome of service provision. It may be then, as I have used this
chapter to argue, that more than ever qualitative research practitioners must
agitate to mark more clearly their place in the field of homelessness research.
Now, more than ever, qualitative research practitioners must insist on the
significance of qualitative, felt evidence to definitions of, and responses to
homelessness and in doing so create greater recognition for the emotional
and corporeal experiences and insights of those who are homeless and those
who work with them.
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