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Why 
Spokane? 

• Spokane has seen consistent increases in its homeless population 
for the past five years, and the current housing crisis will only 
worsen this

• Recent public events have demonstrated the changing landscape 
of homelessness policy in Spokane 

• The conflict within Spokane’s local government is an opportunity to 
better understand cities as complicated and ambivalent rather than 
unified fronts on homelessness policy



Research Objectives

1. To provide a more nuanced study of homelessness 
policy within the local state

2. To expand homelessness literature beyond the 
overstudied larger cities like Seattle, WA and Portland, 
OR

3. To demonstrate the complicated and ambivalent nature 
of the local state as opposed to its portrayal as a 
monolithic entity
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Disproportionate Impacts

•Certain demographic factors, such as race, gender, sexual 
orientation, veteran status, and disability status, increase 
risk of homelessness and lead to more adverse outcomes 
for persons experiencing homelessness.

• People of color, LGBTQ+ individuals, and persons with 
disabilities are more likely to become homeless and are 
more vulnerable to discrimination and violence while 
homeless.
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Current 
Homelessness 
Trends in 
Spokane

City of Spokane Point-In-Time Count, 2022. 
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Individual vs. Structural Framing

Individual

• Individual framing emphasizes 
that the causes of homelessness 
are developed on an individual 
level

• These causes include mental 
illness, substance use, and 
criminality

• Individual framing often prioritizes 
solutions that emphasize 
responsibility and accountability

Structural
• Structural framing emphasizes 

that the causes of homelessness 
are rooted in structural problems 
out of the individual’s control
• These causes include 

unemployment, a lack of 
affordable housing, and a lack of 
social safety nets
• Structural framing prioritizes 

solutions that target these 
structural causes



Revanchism in Homelessness Policy

• Following a decade of federal, state, and local structural 
responses to homelessness in the 1980s, homelessness policy in 
cities took a punitive and neoliberal turn

• Smith (1996) used the term “revanchism” to describe the 
vengeful retaking of the city by elites through the removal of 
marginalized groups from prime public spaces and downtown 
areas

• Revanchist policies include criminalization, through which 
homeless persons are policed and arrested for actions like 
panhandling and sleeping in public spaces



Compassionate Revanchism

• In the late 1990s and 2000s, cities began to recognize the tactic of 
strict revanchism was doing little to reduce homelessness and its 
visibility

• The newer phenomenon of compassionate revanchism 
illustrates the strategic combinations of the revanchist tactics of 
exclusion and punishment and compassionate tactics of care and 
services – also labeled as “coercive care” or “tough love” tactics

• Compassionate revanchism tactics include the use of shelters to 
police and contain persons experiencing homelessness, as well as 
the toleration of encampments to avoid responsibility



Spokane’s Compassionate Revanchism

• Spokane demonstrates a turn to compassionate revanchism 
through the continued use of criminalization and clean-ups 
policies, and the utilization of shelters 

• A focus on expanding the shelter system rather than increasing 
affordable housing demonstrates a focus on the visibility of 
homelessness rather than fixing the core problem

• Moreover, recent events like the Hello for Good symposium show 
a turn towards “compassionate accountability” and an 
increasing focus on mental illness and substance use rather than 
the structural causes of homelessness



Spokane’s Structural Policies and Practices

Housing
• The City of Spokane professes 

housing-first policies and 
shelters
• Spokane policy places a priority 

on low-barrier shelters to 
provide ample access to 
emergency housing for persons 
experiencing homelessness 
• Funds for low-barrier housing 

must not be used for high-
barrier housing

Shelters

• City of Spokane policy identifies 
affordable housing as a critical 
structural solution to homelessness

• The City also emphasizes housing-
first policies that prioritize entering 
persons experiencing 
homelessness into permanent 
housing 

• Acknowledgement of the current 
housing and rent crisis in Spokane



Spokane’s Individual Policies and Practices

Criminalization

• Spokane routinely performs clean-
ups of encampments regardless of 
shelter availability 

• Recently, it has erected fences 
under the two downtown viaducts 
to prevent camping

• Proposed changes to ordinances to 
further limit camping near City-
owned property, schools, and 
railroads 

Clean-Ups
• Spokane criminalizes 12 different 

behaviors that are often 
unavoidable for homeless persons

• While the Community Court 
reduces sentences and fines, it does 
not address the basic problem of 
criminalizing acts of survival

• Spokane often prioritizes the 
concerns of local businesses over 
the best interests of persons 
experiencing homelessness
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Inner Governmental Conflict and Compassionate Revanchism

• The conflict between Mayor Nadine Woodward and the City 
Council demonstrates the ideological differences between the 
structural and individual perspectives, and moreover, Spokane’s 
move towards compassionate revanchism

• Mayor Woodward purports the individual perspective rhetoric of 
accountability and deservingness while supporting and 
implementing revanchist criminalization and clean-up policies

• Meanwhile the City Council tends to emphasize structural 
solutions and recognizes the futility of revanchist methods





Conclusion

• The conflict within Spokane’s local 
government reflects the distinct ideological 
differences present within compassionate 
revanchism

• Future research into local homelessness 
policy should further investigate the 
complicated nature of local government 

• Additionally, the study of mid-sized cities 
responses to homelessness should be 
expanded
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