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The articles in this special section
rejoin a conversation about the
terms and conditions of social
participation that was suspended
some time ago. While welcoming
the move, this commentary raises
some questions about the vehicle.
The formidable achievements of
supported housing notwithstand-
ing, it still functions as an ab-
eyance mechanism ensuring its
occupants a kind of sheltered
livelihood. Arguably, then, the
larger social questions gathered
under the encompassing terms of
social inclusion and citizenship
will not be fully addressed, and
may be occluded, either by de-
claring supported housing a for-
ward operating base of recovery
or by rewriting its original remit
as an undeclared experiment in
reintegration. To extend its prom-
ise will mean first confronting the
purposes served by supported
housing, by design or default, in
its present configuration. (Psychi-
atric Services 63:461–463, 2012;
doi: 10.1176/appi.ps.201100379)

One’s first response to this special
section is relief: at long last, the

field appears to be rejoining a conver-
sation suspended in this country some
30 years ago. In the late 1970s, the
limits of the Community Support
Program (CSP), which had champi-

oned social inclusion, became all too
apparent. One touchstone was Mak-
ing It Crazy (1), which documented
in unflinching, unforgiving detail just
how thoroughly a folk psychiatric di-
vide (“crazies” versus “normals”) gov-
erned the lives of ex-patients. It was-
n’t just stigma or threadbare “natural
supports” that were the problem.
Disability benefits turned a clinical
condition (“chronicity”) into a social
status, contriving a livelihood at the
cost of second-class citizenship and
social exclusion. 

But the reappraisal conversation
soon faltered, defeated first by poli-
tics and then by homelessness, which
rippled through the United States on
a scale not seen since the Great De-
pression. A stranger to asylum, here
was King Lear’s “unaccommodated
man” abandoned to the urban heath.
Rebuilding community support struc-
tures was suddenly beside the point.
Survival trumped social inclusion,
making shelter the order of the day.

Against that backdrop, the achieve-
ments of supported housing as a re-
sponse to homelessness are formida-
ble indeed, and the reflections that
follow are not meant to gainsay them.
Suspending the conversation about
community in deference to the more
urgent one of housing was the right
thing to do. Following through on
that commitment, largely at the evi-
dence-based urgings of advocates,
was a cause for celebration. The state

stepped in to enact a partial market
correction, creating supply and up-
grading demand to make desperately
needed housing available to people
who are usually at a competitive dis-
advantage in securing it for them-
selves. In New York City, the results
were evident in declining shelter cen-
suses. Nothing like it had been seen
since the social projects of the 1930s.

But no targeted program suffices to
rewrite cultural scripts or to undo
structures of discrimination centuries
in the making. Pervasive social suspi-
cion, “pollution” fears, distancing ma-
neuvers both grotesque and subtle,
willful ignorance, wholesale shun-
ning—the intricate choreography of
discredit and exclusion that Goffman
limned a half-century ago (2)—
proved a far more stubborn part of
the American experiment than any
re-education and rehousing campaign
could correct. Recent research con-
firms the recalcitrant hold of stigma
despite the inroads of the neurobio-
logical model (3). The real question
remains not symptoms (which can be
controlled) but biography (which can-
not be rewritten) (4). Supported
housing slips the leash of custody and
drops institutional signage, but resi-
dents must still negotiate an unwel-
coming world (5).

The reappraisal of CSP had inaugu-
rated a conversation about member-
ship, about the terms of social regard
and participation, about work and
schooling, about family (of propaga-
tion not nativity) and friendship—
about all those markers of belonging
that when found missing, set the
wheels of stigma in motion. It was, to
use a framework in which the debate
is being restaged in academic circles
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today, a conversation about both re-
distribution and recognition, with
politics thrown in for good measure.
The hidden injuries of relative depri-
vation were of no less concern than
the subtle slights (institutional and in-
terpersonal) of status subordination.
As Rowe and colleagues (6) report in
this issue, the success of supported
housing raises questions of citizen-
ship in an unusually rich and encom-
passing sense of the term. Flourishing
and freedoms take the stage alongside
the more conventional rights and re-
sponsibilities of political participa-
tion. In the development lexicon late-
ly adapted for use in the mental
health field (7–9), once a claim to
membership has been formally vali-
dated, what “capabilities” should nat-
urally follow?

Cause for concern
However, to promote supported
housing as “the cornerstone of any
psychosocial recovery system . . . de-
signed to support community integra-
tion beyond simple relocation” (as a
recent conference invitation does)
may subvert rather than extend its ac-
complishments. Rejoining social par-
ticipation and citizenship under the
auspices of recovery risks framing
these issues under a rubric of (sup-
posed) empowerment rather than
(much needed) accommodation. The
dominant chords in recovery dis-
course are hope, self-determination,
and a personalized journey, which are
commonly sounded in ways that min-
imize the decisive roles of structure,
state, culture, and society. Individual-
level agency, not system-level adjust-
ments, sets in motion the “process of
change through which individuals im-
prove their health and wellness, live a
self-directed life, and strive to reach
their full potential” (10).

In the process, the arduous institu-
tional work of rewriting rules and al-
locating resources (flexible income
support, secure health insurance,
school and work options, and even
shared decision making) that is need-
ed to make good on recovery as a po-
litical project tends to be sidelined,
when it is acknowledged at all. By the
same token, the social complications
of reclaiming a life are awkwardly ig-
nored. (In some programs, romantic

commitments or becoming a parent
can jeopardize tenancy.) Part of the
problem is simple mental health
parochialism: even with a Presidential
charter and a commission fully cog-
nizant of the necessity of cross-sector
coordination (11), recovery has re-
mained an essentially in-house dis-
cussion, confined largely to the ranks
of clinic workers and activated peers
in the community. Public mental
health has never been very good at
playing well with institutional others;
but a disinclination to reach out today
amounts to a refusal to see what its
own project requires.

Goffman redux
So what should one make of the lim-
ited accomplishments of supported
housing? Are they the once-promis-
ing leading edge of a major social
reclamation project or something
more modest and in keeping with the
original ambitions of supported hous-
ing (12)? Let’s acknowledge its contri-
butions to stabilizing a life, offering
“ontological” security (13), and pro-
viding an anchor from which to claim
a place in the world. Still, the limits of
that achievement—with individuals
confined to social margins even while
embedded in urban centers—are also
instructive. For Mizruchi (14), such
compensatory programs serve as
“abeyance mechanisms” (or holding
actions) for the socially unfit, remov-
ing potentially troublesome popula-
tions from the social mix without ful-
ly disenfranchising them. The lack of
any real dissension about this policy,
let alone active protest, that some
have noted (Rosenheck RA, personal
communication, May 23, 2011) may
indirectly attest to the familiarity and
acceptability of such strategies.

Therefore, it might be sociological-
ly naïve to construe supported hous-
ing as a bid for conditional belonging,
a kind of social probation. Contain-
ment, no less than sanctuary, is its
purpose. In Goffman’s original for-
mulation, stigma designated not only
the social act of exclusion but also the
moral reasoning that went along with
it. So stigma and discrimination are
not merely linked; discrimination is
the (freshly justified) point of stigma,
the functional (if unacknowledged)
reason for its deployment (15). From

this vantage, supported housing pro-
grams are effectively tilted in favor of
social defeat, if only because they
leave the bulk of the work of reinte-
gration to individual initiative. Block-
ing access to scarce resources that are
needed to open up real opportunity is
how abeyance mechanisms are sup-
posed to work: they warehouse re-
dundant individuals without calling
undue attention to their disutility. Oc-
casional departures from this model
(such as supported employment) con-
stitute useful exceptions, whose limit-
ed availability serves to advertise pos-
sibility while cautioning prudence.
Supported housing’s champions are
not blind to such limitations (13,16);
the question is how to interpret them.

It is no reproach to note the struc-
tural kinship of supported housing
and abeyance mechanisms. To pur-
port otherwise, to retail it as the first
step in an ambitious program of rein-
tegrative moves, is to extend its reach
far beyond its original remit. And it
may be at cross-purposes with what,
sociologically, is encoded in its prac-
tice: that social reintegration is a mat-
ter of sufferance on our part, not
earned membership on theirs. To
seek to renegotiate the terms of some
vague implied contract, or contrive to
interpret it as having promised social
inclusion all along, is either an in-
spired piece of strategic misreading
or an exercise in bad faith.

Fresh fight—or false pretense?
Stigma may weather and eventually
fade, but in the short term it con-
cedes nothing without a struggle (17)
or some countervailing claim to
moral worth (18). For those in whose
interest stigma is deployed, it rein-
forces a host of social distinctions
and privileges, without the trouble of
having to articulate them, and rati-
fies useful misrecognitions. Urban
neighborhoods under assault from
commercial advertising, gentrifica-
tion, and housing shortages may not
welcome queue-jumping renters
bearing state subsidies. An increas-
ingly nonunionized labor force can
hardly be expected to champion
moves to return otherwise (un)occu-
pied adults to the ranks of job seek-
ers, especially if the latter are prom-
ised preferential placement. Like
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the introduction of compulsory sec-
ondary education in the 1930s, Sup-
plemental Security Income provides
a functional alternative to work and
eases market competition for jobs.
But high school only delays labor
market entry; it doesn’t foreclose it
altogether. Thus a better abeyance
analogy might be prisons, which en-
sure supported housing and alterna-
tive employment for millions of oth-
erwise hungry job seekers.

In any event, to rejoin the tabled
debate over social inclusion will re-
quire more than reimagining the re-
mit of supported housing. It will
mean confronting what stands in the
way of that larger project, and that
will require returning to the primal
scene of exile to interrogate the larg-
er purposes it serves.
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