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Unfree and Unequal: 

A Butlerian Postulation of the Violence of Homelessness 
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Abstract  

In The Force of Nonviolence (2020), Judith Butler introduces the notions of “violence”, “nonviolence”, “grievability”, 

and “vulnerability”. In this paper, Butler’s four notions will be applied to explain how homelessness is a kind of vio-

lence that renders certain lives more grievable than others. Unequal grievability means that if the life of a homeless 

person were to be lost, it would not be recognised as a loss at all. Jeremy Waldron’s Homelessness and the Issue of 

Freedom (1991) is instrumental in illustrating the ungrievability of homeless persons by focusing on his distinction 

between private and collective property. Addressing this violence of homelessness requires nonviolent action such 

as banning anti-homeless architecture and working within institutional structures to create a radically egalitarian 

grievable environment. 
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1. Introduction 

In The Force of Nonviolence (2020), Judith Butler 

makes use of notions such as “violence”, “nonvio-

lence”, “grievability”, and “vulnerability”. Butler (2020: 

27) states that nonviolence is not merely the absence 

of violence, but a collective commitment to rerouting 

aggression for the purpose of freedom and equality. 

Nonviolence cannot happen without a commitment 

to a radical egalitarianism of grievability where all 

lives are equally valuable (ibid.: 24). Butler problema-

tises the individualistic conception of the self to show 

that society must be understood as a collective for 

nonviolence to be comprehensible (Shafick, 2020). 

They problematise the radical individualism of the 

state of nature phantasy being taken as fact. We are 

not perfectly fulfilled, wholly independent, self-inter-

ested individuals from the outset, which is what the 

state of nature phantasy puts forth. Humans are com-

pletely interconnected and dependent on each other 

to live their lives (Butler, 2020: 30). Since we do not 

exist in a bubble of radical individualism, it must be 

recognised that our interconnectedness underpins the 

solidarity and collective action needed for the possi-

bility of the nonviolent rerouting of violence. Only 

once this individualism is abandoned, can the collec-

tive prerogative of nonviolence be successful.  

In this paper, I will apply Butler’s ideas to homeless-

ness to illustrate that some lives are valued more than 

others; some lives are unjustly less “grievable” than 

others. I will expand on the theory behind violence, 

nonviolence, grievability, and vulnerability, and apply 

them to the problem of homelessness. I will argue that 

homelessness is violent and collective action on a 

large scale is needed to combat this violence. I discuss 

different types of violence and how it relates to 

 

 

1 Throughout this paper where I refer to “institutional violence”, I 

refer to it as a type of “structural violence”. Structural violence is a 

type of violence that is more subtle because it takes a toll on the 

body by wearing it down through oppression via the structural 

conditions of society such as the social, economic, and political 

systems underpinning it. These structures are set up in a way that 

homelessness in the Western Cape, South Africa. I aim 

to show that the unequal grievability of homeless lives 

emphasise that we live in a society where the lives of 

homeless persons are less valuable than others.  

Moreover, I will draw from Jeremy Waldron’s Home-

lessness and the Issue of Freedom (1991), to show the 

ungrievability of homeless persons (as well as street 

persons or panhandlers) by focusing on his distinction 

between private and collective property. Finally, I will 

consider the ways in which the devaluation of home-

less persons can be combatted with nonviolence. Non-

violence requires the banning of anti-homeless archi-

tecture and working within institutional structures to 

create an environment that is radically egalitarian in 

its grievability. In an equally grievable environment, 

everyone has access to facilities where they can exer-

cise their basic bodily functions and human rights 

freely, regardless of the property that they own. 

2. Grievability Framed by Violence and 

Nonviolence 

2.1. Abandoning the Individualistic Self in the 

Name of Nonviolence 

To understand structural and systemic violence, one 

must recognise that violence goes beyond the physical 

or dyadic encounter between two parties (Butler, 

2020: 2).1 Violence can appear more subtly in the lan-

guage people use, in the legislation that is passed, and 

in the physical design of architecture meant to ex-

clude. The various forms of violence overlap with and 

influence each other, for instance, institutional vio-

lence may involve the use of linguistic, physical, or le-

gal violence. Institutional structures that label demon-

strations which fight for freedom and equality as 

systemically disadvantages certain groups, which is ultimately less 

visible than physical violence. Physical violence being the type of 

violence which has the aggression of the physical “blow” between 

two parties attached in nature (Butler, 2020: 136-138). 
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violent are themselves enacting violence. 2  Misusing 

language to justify the existing violence that caused 

demonstrations in the first place is an example of in-

stitutional and linguistic violence. Furthermore, state 

violence emerges when these demonstrations are met 

with imprisonment, killing, or injury (Butler, 2020: 4). 

Where there is capacity to harm others in society, 

there is capacity for violence. This type of violence is 

typically instantiated by the institutions that rule soci-

ety. Acts of racism offer a clear illustration of struc-

tural and systemic violence. The use of racial slurs pre-

sents as linguistic violence, and laws promoting segre-

gation is a form of legal violence. Any institutional in-

stantiation of acts that Other and marginalise a com-

munity is structurally and systematically violent. 

When it comes to taking down violence enacted by an 

institution, it is important to distinguish between the 

violence of the regime and the nonviolent means of 

checking that regime (ibid.: 19). Political institutions 

redirect the nonviolent action of those resisting the vi-

olence of the institution in order to justify their use of 

violence as a response. For example, when people of 

colour mobilise against racially oppressive institu-

tions, they are met with shooting and physical brutal-

ity, as was the case for the Black Lives Matter (BLM) 

movement. The nonviolent protests and calls for a rad-

ically egalitarian grievability is redefined as a threat to 

the security of the state, which justifies the use of vio-

lence against the protesters (Butler, 2020: 24).  

Violence is often considered as the only way to bring 

about socio-political change because combatting vio-

lence is seemingly most effective when using violence. 

According to this take, we are justified in using vio-

lence for self-defence or as an instrument against 

 

 

2 States and structural systems often claim that any acts against au-

thority are violent but that strikes, sit-ins, boycotts, and so on, are 

nonviolent practises that are being painted as violent (Butler, 

2020: 2-3). 

3 When institutions must defend themselves against those who are 

unarmed and not actively being violent, the tactic is to figure them 

as violent to justify why they felt threatened enough to use 

violent regimes (Butler, 2020: 12-13). Self-defence is of-

ten used as an example where the use of violence is 

justified in response to an initial violence because it 

implies that there is some life that is worth being de-

fended (ibid.: 12). Using the tactic that one should use 

violence in retaliation for self-preservation or self-de-

fence creates an idea that there can be an exception to 

the principles of nonviolence where the self can be vi-

olently protected as long as they belong to the regime 

that enacts violence, or rather, facetiously uses vio-

lence in the name of self-defence (ibid.: 148).  

The notion of self-defence implies inequality because 

it suggests that there is one group that is worth being 

violently defended and protected from violence, while 

another group must experience violence. 3  Self-de-

fence is used to validate using violence instead of non-

violence. However, self-defence is seemingly only jus-

tifiable when the life that is being defended is deemed 

worthy. This leads into the issue of grievability be-

cause, as Elsa Dorlin points out, only some lives are en-

titled to self-defence (ibid.: 12). I expand on grievabil-

ity in section 2.2., but in short, a grievable life is a life 

that is recognised as valuable and one to be grieved if 

lost. There are some people who have more recourse 

to the law in that they are more likely to be believed in 

court. Some people are slighted by the structural and 

systemic failures due to there being unequal grievabil-

ity when it comes to the law acting with an unequal 

urgency in favour of those who are more grievable. 

The individualistic privileging of some lives is prob-

lematic because nonviolence cannot be achieved un-

less this privileging is abandoned.  

Butler (ibid.: 9-10) states that people refrain from be-

having violently to retain personal relationships 

violence via self-defence. Being figured as violent simply means 

that the institutions create the imagery that they are a violent kind 

of person, therefore any violence levied against them is an act of 

self-defence (Butler, 2020: 4). 
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because people have an interconnectedness to each 

other. Butler argues that the individualistic relation-

ship between people is a nonpoint when it comes to 

violence. Whether the person experiencing violence is 

someone in one’s inner circle, or a stranger, has no rel-

evance. If something is deemed as violent for one, why 

should it not apply to all? The simple answer is that 

the standard should apply to everyone. The problem 

with the individualistic view of the self is that it allows 

for an unequal grievability. Understanding society as 

interdependent means being concerned with justice-

for-everyone, not just justice-for-me. Nonviolence is 

what ought to be used to eradicate violence and for 

this to happen, society must be understood as a whole, 

embedded in interdependence.  

The distinction between violence and nonviolence is 

difficult to navigate but it must be done to reach a pos-

tulation of a radically egalitarian grievability. We must 

engage with it because of how the destructive and 

harmful violence can be (Butler, 2020: 148). The point 

of nonviolence is to take an ethical and political stance 

that seeks to resist the violence of the institutions in a 

way that will not cause more harm.  

Nonviolence does not refer to some passive, unaggres-

sive action. Rather, it is an ongoing struggle, a force 

that requires large collective action to be successful. It 

requires the rerouting of aggression of the violence of 

the regime to bring about socio-political change. Non-

violence becomes an ethical obligation because we are 

bound to each other. We know we can destroy the so-

cial bonds we have to each other with violence that 

levies the responsibility on us to refrain from doing so 

(ibid.). To be successful in combatting violence we 

need to heed the call of nonviolence which requires 

that institutions act and ensure that there is a radically 

egalitarian grievability for its constituents. 

 

 

4 Butler has a psychoanalytical and social understanding of inter-

dependency to lay the groundwork for a nonviolence informed by 

egalitarianism. Butler believes that violence is an attack on the 

This section has shown that for nonviolence to be suc-

cessful, we need to acknowledge that the individual 

conception of the self must be abandoned because it 

excludes others and instantiates the unequal valuing 

of some lives over others (Butler, 2020: 46). Nonvio-

lence requires us to realise we are all interdependent4 

on everything and nothing can be more grievable or 

valued more than something else in a just society. It is 

an ongoing struggle that requires a constant critique 

of the institutional failure of allowing exceptions to 

whose lives may be defended and for whom violence 

may be levelled against. Henceforth, our attention 

must briefly turn to grievability, vulnerability, and in-

terdependency to argue for a radically egalitarian 

grievability. 

2.2. Ungrievability and Dependency Implies 

Vulnerability 

Butler (2020: 28) states that there is a distinction be-

tween those whose lives are worthy of protection from 

violence and those whose lives are not. This distinc-

tion shows that lives worthy of protection from vio-

lence are lives that are valuable and worthy of grief or 

grievability. A grievable life is one that a) is worth be-

ing safeguarded or protected, b) knows that their life 

matters, and its loss would be conceptualised as a loss, 

c) is a body that is treated as able to live and thrive 

with minimal precarity, and d) has provisions for 

flourishing available (Butler, 2020: 58-59). In other 

words, an ungrievable life is one that is not valued and 

is not as worthy of the above. Consequently, the impe-

tus for nonviolent action is radically egalitarian griev-

ability. If all lives are seen as equally grievable by the 

structures and institutions that underpin society, then 

every life that is lost will be conceptualised as a loss 

(ibid.: 61).  

The notion of being individual and independent from 

birth is simply untrue. Despite what the state of nature 

social bonds that make living possible. In section 2.2., I expand on 

the social understanding of interdependency.  
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phantasy postulates, we are all born radically depend-

ent and continue to be dependent throughout our 

lives. The Hobbesian state of nature phantasy depicts 

humans as fully developed, individualised beings from 

the outset. We are not shown how we became individ-

uated within the state of nature phantasy, nor are we 

shown why conflict, rather than dependency or at-

tachment, is our first passion. Due to being in conflict 

with each other, a social contract is formed where hu-

mans have to refrain from consuming more than they 

need to mutually cohabitate (Butler, 2020: 32).  

Dependency is our first experience in the world, as we 

are born into the world as needy infants. Additionally, 

we remain dependent for the entirety of our lives. We 

are always dependent on something or someone for 

something or other to get on with our lives (ibid.: 40-

41). Butler points to the fact that we are not only de-

pendent on others, but we are dependent on our envi-

ronment as well. We are dependent on the ground to 

be able to walk, we are dependent on the plants to pro-

vide oxygen, and so on. Moreover, everything else is 

also dependent on us. Hence, to have a world of radi-

cal equality and freedom, we need to recognise this in-

terdependent world we are indubitably submerged in 

(ibid.: 43-44).  

Butler states that dependency implies vulnerability, 

but they are not the same thing. To be vulnerable is for 

the thing you were dependent on to disappear. You are 

dependent on things to live, and when those things are 

taken away, you are left vulnerable (ibid.: 46). Human 

beings are extremely dependent on satisfying their 

bodily functions, like eating, sleeping, and urinating to 

survive. If one attempts to deprive themselves of car-

rying out these functions, they will do bodily harm. If 

one does not eat, they will become weak and starve to 

death. Similarly, if one does not sleep or excrete, their 

body will give in by fainting, or their bladder will give 

in. These are bodily functions we cannot control, and 

in order to live a healthy, flourishing life we are de-

pendent on access to food, water, places to relieve our-

selves, and places to sleep or protect ourselves from 

the harsh elements (Nussbaum, 1992: 222). 

Being dependent is something everyone experiences, 

but dependency becomes problematic if one becomes 

vulnerable. Vulnerability would mean not having ac-

cess to any of the food humans are dependent on to 

live or a place where one can safely carry out bodily 

functions. Furthermore, vulnerability extends to one 

not having fair recourse to the law because of their life 

being less grievable. Where there is more dependency 

and vulnerability, there is likely unequal grievability. 

Unequal grievability increases the need for the mobi-

lisation of nonviolence, as the more ungrievable one 

is, the more likely that systemic and structural vio-

lence will impact them (Butler, 2020: 46).  

3. The Ungrievability and Unfreedom of 

Homelessness 

3.1. Grievability and Dependency: The Homed 

and Homeless Self 

For political philosopher, Jeremy Waldron, to be 

homeless is to be unfree because homeless people are 

subjected to an extensive set of restrictions that are 

not imposed on everyone in society (Waldron, 1991: 

302). In Homelessness and the Issue of Freedom (1991), 

Waldron argues that homelessness is a problem of jus-

tice that concerns freedom. He states that homeless-

ness is itself unjust and problematic because there are 

some who are granted the freedom to exist on an en-

tirely different level compared to others based on the 

property they keep. I find that Waldron’s problemati-

sation of prioritising one group's needs over another’s 

links to Butler's notion of “grievability”. If the rights 

and dignity of the homeless populous can be dis-

missed as an issue that is not pressing enough to retal-

iate against, then it is conceivable that the loss of their 

lives is likely to go unnoticed far more than that of the 

homed person. Therefore, creating an unequal grieva-

bility between the lives of homeless and homed peo-

ple.  

To illustrate an earlier point about grievability relating 

to the interconnectedness of people, imagine a sce-

nario where your parent requires institutional 
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intervention, such as them being mugged. Those in 

power ignore their plight simply because they are 

deemed as a nuisance or as not worth the effort to up-

hold justice. If your parent experiences this non-per-

son treatment, it would surely inspire a fit of rage. 

Why, then, is it appropriate to have a fit of rage in this 

instance and not in instances where homeless people 

are treated as non-persons? If the answer is because a 

parent has a direct relation to you, then there is clearly 

an inequality in the worthiness of the lives being de-

fended (Butler, 2020: 11). In this sense, homeless lives 

are unarguably less valued and ungrievable because 

homeless people are not privy to same rage regarding 

how they are treated. Moreover, there is a lack of com-

munity relationships that will render the loss of a 

homeless life one that will be mourned by the commu-

nity, which further emphasises the difference in griev-

ability between the homed and homeless self. 

In the context of homelessness, the homeless commu-

nity do not fit the description of a grievable life worth 

safeguarding because they are already framed within 

a myriad of stereotypes that diminish their grievabil-

ity. Homeless people are often described as “violent”, 

“addicted”, or as having a slew of mental illnesses to 

blame for their homelessness (Phelan, Link, Moore & 

Stueve, 1997: 325). Framing the homeless person in this 

way, not only reinforces these stereotypes, but creates 

grounds for people to assume that homeless people 

are to blame for their living situation. The danger with 

this is that it frames homelessness as something that 

does not happen to just anyone. The truth is homeless-

ness comes about for many reasons, some of which 

may have to do with poor life choices. However, home-

lessness also arises due to natural disaster, or due to 

socio-economic factors like a crashing economy that 

forces one into poverty (ibid.: 325).  

If one is in a position of extreme vulnerability, it seems 

that their grievability dwindles into a phantom griev-

ability. This is because being in a vulnerable situation 

comes as a result of having unequal grievability. To re-

iterate, grievability is the idea that a life that is lost 

would be mourned or grieved. It would be a loss that 

is felt by others in society. If a life of a group that is less 

grievable was to be lost, the loss is not acknowledged 

or raged over. A grievable life is one that is believed to 

require safeguarding and protection from any vio-

lence, because it is a life that is seen as worthy (Butler, 

2020: 58). However, Butler (ibid.: 7) acknowledges that 

the lives of people who are less grievable, tend to be 

people belonging to marginalised or minority groups. 

These groups tend to be the recipients of structural vi-

olence because of the lack of equal grievability. 

It is worth noting, the homeless community are far 

more vulnerable because they do not have equal ac-

cess to the things human beings are dependent on for 

survival. Homeless people do not have food streaming 

in, places to safely take refuge from the harsh ele-

ments, or spaces to literally sleep and pee within juris-

diction of the law. For this reason, there is an inequal-

ity to the dependency that a homeless person has in 

comparison with a homed person. Homeless people 

are thus the most vulnerable in society as they are de-

pendent on things for survival that are largely unavail-

able specifically to them.  

As dependent beings a priori, the inequality and un-

freedom that homeless people face leaves them dis-

proportionately vulnerable as compared to homed 

people. In the next section, I instantiate this claim by 

showing that Waldron’s postulation of property rule, 

he makes it clear that homeless people are entirely de-

pendent on others as well as common property to live. 

This level of radical dependency makes them vulnera-

ble, which is illustrated through the fact that their abil-

ity to access a place where they can exercise their basic 

bodily functions is always at the mercy of others (Wal-

dron, 1991: 299). I will now turn my attention to private 

and collective property rule to illustrate the unfree-

dom homeless people face. 

3.2. Private and Collective Property Rule 

Waldron (1991: 297) ties homelessness and the unfree-

dom thereof to property rules which are the rules ac-

cording to which people have the right to in/exclude 

others from using certain types of property. The mere 
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fact that anyone may make such decisions suggests 

there are some who get to decide which people are 

permitted to do certain things or exist in certain places. 

Hence, suggesting certain opinions are valued more 

than others and more importantly, certain lives are 

valued more than others. The lives of people who per-

mit others to occupy a space is held at a higher level of 

importance than those who need permission.  

There are two types of property rule, according to Wal-

dron: private property rule and collective property 

rule. In the former, you can point to some individual 

or legal person that has the power to determine who 

may use and exclude others from that space. The latter 

has no pinpointable owner and the rights to use and 

exclude others falls on officials acting in the name of 

the entire community, like the police and lawmakers 

(Waldron, 1991: 297). 5 Collective property rule can be 

split up further into state property and common prop-

erty. State property is there for the entire society, but 

not for public use (police stations, government of-

fices). Common property belongs to everyone, and an-

yone can use it without needing permission (parks, 

sidewalks, beaches). No one can exclude others from 

using common property, unless they are obstructing 

the collective use of that property for others (ibid.: 

297-298). 

To do anything – eat, sleep, or even think, one needs 

to do it somewhere. Having access to private property 

means having a place to just be without being depend-

ent on anyone’s permission to be there. It is important 

to reiterate that while everyone in society is dependent 

on state property, the public do not have access to the 

use of it. Hence, homed people are dependent on both 

private property and collective property, and have ac-

cess to the use of both private and common property. 

Homeless people are entirely dependent on collective 

property and only have access to the use of common 

 

 

5  Note, police and lawmakers in Cape Town and Stellenbosch, 

South Africa, are often the people responsible for making it diffi-

cult for the homeless community to exist anywhere. The police 

treat the homeless as non-persons and often use physical force, 

property. Moreover, the common property homeless 

people have access to are not without rules and regu-

lations. Consequently, homeless people do not have 

the right to exist anywhere without being utterly de-

pendent on the permissions or rules of others (Wal-

dron, 1991: 299-300).  

There are general prohibitions that apply to everyone 

in private and collective property, for instance: do not 

kill, steal, or act in harmful ways. There are prohibi-

tions in place to make public spaces beneficial to eve-

ryone, such as not obstructing sidewalks, littering, and 

so on. Then, there are prohibitions on specific actions 

that may be performed in public: no urinating, no 

sleeping, and no camping. The third set of restrictions 

is where the example of the violence of homelessness 

is most prevalent. These prohibitions on specific ac-

tions have certain detrimental implications on the 

homeless community because they do not have pri-

vate homes where they are allowed to just be, or to 

perform these actions (ibid.: 301). Since homeless peo-

ple are homeless, where must they perform these ac-

tions?  

Moreover, to do anything and to create anything, let 

alone a life of quality, requires planning (Nine, 2018: 

242). If homeless people have nowhere to reasonably 

exist without infringing on other people’s sense of 

comfort, then how exactly should a homeless person 

have any manner of improving their situation? It is 

simple to suggest lemonade be made from lemons 

when one has a knife to cut the lemon and a jug to fill 

with lemon juice. However, if there is no knife, and no 

jug, there can be no lemonade. This analogy is simply 

putting forth that in the absence of a place to literally 

think without offending someone else’s existence be-

cause they are smelly, hungry, or sleepy, how can they 

do anything more than satisfy immediate needs, let 

while lawmakers pass laws that allow the police to enact such 

treatment, such as prohibitions against the presence of the home-

less in the City of Cape Town. See Bradpiece (2021). 
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alone plan a way forward? How should one plan when 

their life is lived according to a meal-to-meal basis?  

3.3. Homelessness Implies Unfreedom 

If there are places where a person is not allowed to be 

without permission, they are not there freely. This in 

itself is not unjust. However, when there is nowhere 

else to go, then a problem of justice arises. If homeless 

people are restricted to having access to public spaces 

(common property), and they rely on the permissions 

of the authoritative figure at homeless shelters for a 

place to sleep, then it simply is the case that homeless 

people are unfree (Waldron, 1991: 301). Unlike homed 

people, homeless people do not have anywhere they 

can be where they are not at the mercy of someone 

else’s permission. Butler points out that to be grievable 

we must have a right to equality and freedom. Since 

homeless people do not have equal access to basic 

freedom, it shows they are not equally grievable in so-

ciety. This is because there is a deep-seated inequality 

in not just the general treatment of homeless people 

as if they do not exist as human beings, but because 

their access to basic needs is not met at the same level 

of those who fall higher on the socio-economic ladder. 

Butler (2020: 59) eloquently expresses the above sen-

timent: 

The presumption of equal grievability 

would be not only a conviction or atti-

tude with which another person greets 

you, but a principle that organizes the 

social organization of health, food, 

shelter, employment, sexual life, and 

civic life. 

Furthermore, everyone has basic bodily functions 

which are out of their control like sleeping, eating, uri-

nating, washing, and menstruating. So, placing re-

strictions on specific actions in public spaces is violent 

 

 

6 Anti-homeless architecture refers to the way in which landscapes 

are designed to ward off anyone from resting in one spot for too 

long. It is mostly seen in spikes placed along flower beds, the slant-

ing of benches so that a person is unable to lie down, creating un-

even and uncomfortable surfaces in areas where there is shelter 

towards the homeless community because they have 

limited access to where they may freely perform these 

functions. These restrictions violate their basic human 

right to have access to shelter, food, clean water, and 

to be a free person (“OHCHR Homelessness and hu-

man rights”, 2021). If one cannot exercise basic bodily 

functions and human rights freely, then they are 

simply unfree (Waldron, 1991: 302).  

Homeless people are also the most vulnerable in soci-

ety because they are the most dependent on the envi-

ronment and the mercy of others to be able to live. 

They are the most likely to be exposed and left de-

posed if restrictions are placed on public spaces, or 

when institutional acts are implemented without con-

sidering the implication on the homeless community. 

Lack of consideration of how policies implicate the 

homeless, precisely makes their lives less grievable be-

cause there is no safeguarding of their best interests. 

This ungrievability of the homeless is clear in the vio-

lent actions levelled against them on various levels.  

4. The multi-layered violence of 

homelessness 

Homelessness is violent, especially on an institutional 

level because it is on this level where all the other vio-

lence on homelessness is instantiated. Physical vio-

lence is instantiated through physical forced removals 

and anti-homeless or hostile architecture.6 Linguistic 

violence is instantiated through speech acts and signs. 

Institutional violence occurs through social ignorance 

like non-person treatment and accepting harmful eco-

nomic and legal practises. 

In Stellenbosch, it is common to witness a security 

guard chasing a homeless or street person away from 

a shop or mall. They are excluded from using public 

from the rain to thwart gathering in those areas. All these are sub-

tle designs targeted at homeless people because homed people 

have places where they can seek refuge from being exhausted or 

exposed to the elements, homeless people do not. 
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spaces, illustrating the disproportionate inequality 

and unfreedom experienced by the homeless commu-

nities. Hostile architecture and social practices are vi-

olent against everyone, but it especially affects the 

homeless communities because it threatens what they 

are utterly dependent on to live. Consider the follow-

ing scenario, Sally goes shopping for a long day, but the 

benches in the malls were removed making it incon-

venient for Sally to rest momentarily. Sally has two op-

tions: either they go home or to a coffee shop, where 

they may have to pay to sit. Now, homed persons have 

somewhere to go, or they can afford to pay to sit. How-

ever, the homeless community only have public 

spaces where they can retreat to. The implementation 

of hostile architecture as well as social practices like 

needing to pay to use the bathroom, or to sit down, 

makes it more challenging for the homeless commu-

nity to freely exist.  

Furthermore, it is almost impossible for a homeless 

person to exercise their bodily functions and human 

rights. There are hardly any sanitary ablution blocks 

that are maintained for the homeless to be able to 

wash, and there are very few benches or low walls that 

have not been altered to dissuade the homeless from 

resting there. Many areas in front of businesses, under 

bridges, or on walls have been decorated with spikes 

or rocks to make it uncomfortable and uninviting for 

people to convene there. For many, this is not a prob-

lem because when the weather is poor, or when they 

are tired, they can just find refuge in their own homes. 

However, the homeless do not have this option.  

Perhaps, we should consider that they should go to 

homeless shelters, but a lot of the time these spaces 

are dangerous and homeless people face being as-

saulted by either the people running the shelters or 

sometimes others occupying the shelters (Brighten 

the Corner, 2023). If it is the case that there are ac-

ceptable shelters, they are not open for daytime use 

and the sheer number of homeless people by far sur-

pass the number of beds available in shelters (Wal-

dron, 1991: 300). The Western Cape Government re-

ported that there were 14 000 homeless people in 

Cape Town in May 2023, yet only 3500 beds in the 

City’s shelters (Western Cape Government For You, 

2023). This shows how steps are not taken at an insti-

tutional level to ensure the basic rights of everyone in 

society are met.  

It is worth noting that the failure of institutions to en-

sure that viable ablution blocks, soup kitchens, and 

emergency shelter are available to those in a vulnera-

ble position of dire need is unacceptable. This state of 

affairs can be directly linked to the prevailing beliefs 

of neoliberal capitalism. Jobe (1999: 410) criticises the 

idea that the only reason one could be in a situation of 

precarious vulnerability is due to “[them having] no 

desire … to change their lifestyles and do better” since 

they have become dependent on the State. This view 

not only ignorantly neglects the fact that people come 

to be in positions of vulnerability for reasons that sur-

pass moral failure, but it further instigates the govern-

mental defunding of social services that have the po-

tential to offer long-term solutions to the problem. 

The neoliberal logic of defunding the institutional sys-

tems that offer temporary support for these living sit-

uations does not mitigate the social and economic 

consequences of homelessness. Rather, it further cre-

ates a situation of vulnerability that results in depend-

ency on the State which prevents the ability to perma-

nently escape homelessness (Naidoo, 2020: 87). 

Other forms of violence include signs that prohibit loi-

tering, sleeping, or sitting. Telling homeless people to 

‘get a job and contribute to society’ is a form of verbal 

violence. How can any of those things be done when 

you need to have access to ablution blocks, transport, 

being well-rested, and so on, to be presentable enough 

to qualify for an interview? What about the stereotyp-

ing of the homeless as criminal? Where neighbour-

hood watches or residents in urban areas phone the 

police on a ‘suspect’ looking character – typically a 
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male person of colour.7 These are all steps taken to try 

and get the homeless presence away because it is a 

nuisance and uncomfortable. However, the bigger 

problem is that we need to eradicate homelessness, 

not merely the presence of homeless people in certain 

spaces (De Beer & Vally, 2021: 21). 

Finally, the actions and legislation that allow for the 

Othering of the homeless community is violent. The 

confiscating of tents, and arresting people who are 

found sleeping in the city, is abominable (Bradpiece, 

2021). Considering there is a lack of beds, where must 

homeless people sleep? Where do they have the right 

to exist? The short of it, is they have minimal rights, 

and they are unfree. It is at this institutional level that 

homelessness is most violent because there is little in-

tervention against trying to temporarily be rid of the 

problem. It is at an institutional level where there 

must be large collective action to ensure that all lives 

in a society are grievable. As it stands, homeless peo-

ple are not grievable, they are not safeguarded and 

their lives, if lost, would not be conceptualised as a 

loss. 

Nonviolent measures, informed and guided by radi-

cally egalitarian grievability, are necessary to eradicate 

the violence of homelessness. These measures include 

banning of anti-homeless architecture, and working 

within institutional structures to eradicate the ine-

quality that is prevalent in the homeless community. 

Collective action on a grand scale in order to minimise 

the number of persons who are homeless is needed, 

like genuinely implementing projects such as the 

“Housing First Project”. This is where the aim is to en-

sure that everyone has adequate shelter, regardless of 

their addictions or the economic contributions they 

can make. By ensuring the stability of knowing there 

is a fixed place to sleep, it makes combatting addiction 

or other areas of issue more realistic and attainable 

 

 

7 On this point, there is an underlying assumption that the lives of 

non-white people are more dangerous or criminal, and thereby 

less grievable. Historically, some lives have been seen as lives worth 

preserving, while others were (and continue to be) unrecognised 

(Mahboob, 2020). There are places like Finland where 

homelessness is at an all-time low, merely because 

emphasis was placed on securing the basic rights of 

humans to have shelter, food, and water for hygiene 

and drinking (ibid.).  

It is at this level where homeless lives are brought to 

an equal grievability. This prioritising of homeless 

lives is a good example of using nonviolence against 

institutional structures to bring about a radical egali-

tarian grievability. Therefore, making all lives equally 

grievable. By taking collective nonviolent action, it al-

lows for the reframing of how homelessness is per-

ceived. I mentioned elsewhere in this article that 

homelessness is framed in a way that places blame on 

the persons in that living situation. However, by bring-

ing everyone to a level of equal grievability, and in 

turn, equal value in the eyes of society, homelessness 

can be destigmatised. The de-stigmatisation of home-

lessness will allow people to conceive of homelessness 

as something that is not a moral failure, nor as a result 

of harmful stereotypes like substance abuse or crimi-

nal activity. Finally, bringing everyone to a level of 

equal grievability allows us to recognise the Other and 

have empathy for their positions of vulnerability be-

cause we will recognise that their lives are equally 

worth being safeguarded and protected (Butler, 2020: 

138). Everyone ought to be free from being subjected 

to violence, and this is what an equal grievability de-

mands. 

5. Conclusion 

The above essay illustrated that there is a violence to 

homelessness by using South Africa as an example. I 

drew from Butler and Waldron to show that homeless 

lives are entirely unfree and ungrievable. I illustrated 

that there were multiple ways in which homelessness 

as a life at all. This is due to the “historic-racial schema” that has 

dehumanised and Othered non-white individuals as a societal nui-

sance (Butler, 2020: 112). 
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is violent, and that nonviolence is a promising way to 

combat the issue. I discussed how the different types 

of violence relates to homelessness and showed that 

the inequality of grievability emphasises that the lives 

of homeless persons are less valuable than others. The 

importance of abandoning the individualistic view of 

the self in favour of a collective interdependence for 

the force of nonviolence was shown. Furthermore, the 

distinction between private and collective property 

displayed the inequality and ungrievability of the 

homeless as they have no place where they can exer-

cise their bodily functions and human rights freely. Fi-

nally, I briefly postulated that nonviolence is needed 

to overcome this violence by working within institu-

tional structures, taking up the “Housing First” ap-

proach, and banning hostile architecture, to create an 

equally grievable environment where people have ac-

cess to shelter and facilities to exercise their basic bod-

ily functions and human rights freely. 
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