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Abstract
This introduction to the thematic issue on housing and territorial stigma provides concise overviews of the concepts of
stigma, housing stigma, and territorial (or neighborhood) stigma, while tracing back current research on these topics to
the pioneering work of Erving Goffman and Loic Wacquant. In doing this, we place particular attention on social responses
to, and coping strategies with, stigma, especially various forms of stigma resistance. Finally, in brief summaries of all arti-
cles in the thematic issue, we emphasize their shared themes and concerns.
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1. Introduction

It is the goal of this thematic issue to present new
and original research on experiences and social pro-
cesses of stigmatization in relation to housing and
neighborhoods—as applied, for instance, to people liv-
ing in public or social housing developments, institu-
tional housing, impoverished neighborhoods, or infor-
mal settlements, yet also to those without any housing,
as well as migrants and displaced groups. Residents of
so-called “problem” neighborhoods and other marginal-
ized locations typically experience multiple forms of den-
igration that may include cultural stigmatization, physi-
cal and symbolic exclusion frompublic spaces and institu-
tions, extreme surveillance, biased policing and criminal-
ization, material neglect, as well as exposure to violence,
crime, disorder, and environmental hazards. People in
marginalized neighborhoods and housing arrangements

are tainted by virtue of living or spending time in these
environments. They face personal and collective stigma-
tization by others based on being considered unedu-
cated, lazy, dirty, immoral, or criminal. Housing and ter-
ritorial stigma is seldom rooted in personal familiarity
and in-depth understanding, yet it most often stems
from second-hand stereotypes and false characteriza-
tions that circulate in mass media and popular culture.

To give one example: The visibility of rubbish or
trash on the streets of disadvantaged neighborhoods is
often interpreted as evidence for the poor cleanliness
practices and preferences of their inhabitants. When
these residents are migrants from other, and especially
non-Western, countries, judgements are typically asso-
ciated with the migrants’ “inferior” cultural or ethnic
backgrounds or religious beliefs (Douglas, 2003). In the
2019 Dutch documentary film Returning to Akbar Street
(van Erp, Busman, & Dogan, 2019), about a street in the
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disadvantaged “Kolenkit” neighborhood in Amsterdam,
anthropologist Sinan Çankaya offers an alternative and
more accurate view of this problem. His insights are
based on his personal life and research in the neighbor-
hood where large migrant families from non-Western
countries live in small housing units, replacing wealth-
ier, white residents who moved out when migrants be-
gan to arrive. Here, apartments and neighborhood facili-
ties were originally created for smaller households and a
smaller number of residents overall. For instance, the size
andnumber of trash containers is simply too small to hold
the amount of rubbish produced by current residents,
and garbage pick-up is too infrequent, leading to trash
spilling out into the streets on a regular basis. Poverty
and cultural barriers are keeping residents from furnish-
ing their own solutions. Due to a lack of facilities and offi-
cial responses, the neighborhood trash problem is spiral-
ing out of control. To outsiders, it looks like the new mi-
grant residents are to blame for the issue and, moreover,
that it is their cultural or personal preference to live on
dirty streets, yet this interpretation is false and based on
stereotypes. As this example shows, normative cultural
views of places, objects, practices, and moral character
become conflated and reinforce each other over time.

2. What Is Stigma?

The example indicates that housing and territorial stigma
is a complex phenomenon which can be difficult to de-
fine and apply precisely in scholarly research. In this sec-
tion, we approach the topic of housing and territorial
stigma via a brief discussion of stigma more generally.
One useful definition of stigma is offered by Pescosolido
and Martin (2015, p. 91) in a thorough overview article:

Stigma…is the mark, the condition, or status that is
subject to devaluation….Stigmatization is the social
process bywhich themark affects the lives of all those
touched by it.

Here, we see that stigma, as a noun, is a negative at-
tribute that is associated with certain people, places, or
objects. In contrast, stigmatization, as a verb, refers to a
social process by which persons suffer negative impacts
due to their association with a condition. This process
can include a variety of actions, such as labeling, stereo-
typing, discrimination, exclusion, and separation, among
others. Stigmatization is rooted in cultural beliefs; how-
ever, it also depends on power and social structures. It
can only occur when some have the ability to impose
their definitions and treatments on others due to their
privileged access to material and immaterial resources.
Interestingly, through contamination, stigmatization can
also affect people who are merely connected with stig-
matized others, places, or objects but are not themselves
carriers of the mark (for a more detailed overview of the
concept see, in this volume, Horgan, 2020; see also Link
& Phelan, 2001).

In their overview, Bos, Pryor, Reeder, and
Stutterheim (2013) offer a useful and innovative typol-
ogy of stigma. The authors distinguish between public
stigma, self-stigma, stigma by association, and structural
stigma. The concept of “public stigma” aims at those
who engage in stigmatizing others based on negative
perceptions and interpretations. Here, cognitive, affec-
tive, and behavioral aspects of stigma and stigmatiza-
tion are examined together. The second type of stigma,
“self-stigma,” aims to conceptualize the social and psy-
chological impacts that processes of stigmatization have
on stigma recipients. Third, “stigma by association” can
be defined as “social and psychological reactions to peo-
ple associated with a stigmatized person (e.g., family
and friends) as well as people’s reactions to being asso-
ciated with a stigmatized person” (Bos et al., 2013, p. 2).
Finally, “structural stigma” refers to how societal institu-
tions and ideologies legitimize and cement a person or
group’s stigmatized status. We find this typology helpful
in that it differentiates themajor actors and components
that define stigma as a social problem and topic of schol-
arly analysis.

We would be remiss to gloss over the pioneering
work on stigma by Erving Goffman (1963), in which
stigma was primarily linked with the social construction
of deviance. In Goffman’s understanding, stigma is nega-
tive moral judgment that is attached to people, and their
associates, based on either a physical attribute, group
membership, or particulars of their character or behavior.
Goffman’s introduction of stigma as a topic of sociologi-
cal concern has inspired a large body of research on vari-
ous forms of social stigmatization in relation tomany top-
ics (for overviews see Link & Phelan, 2001; Pescosolido
& Martin, 2015; Tyler & Slater, 2018). Current issues dis-
cussed in the vast stigma literature include, for exam-
ple, racialized poverty (Loyd & Bonds, 2018), mental ill-
ness (Sheehan, Nieweglowski, & Corrigan, 2017), gender
and disability (Thomas, 1999), sanitation work (Vázquez,
2016), and sex work (Benoit et al., 2018). Today’s multi-
faceted stigma research has generated a variety of con-
cepts and models that are rooted in both social construc-
tionism and critical theories of social inequalities. The
same can be observed regarding the particular issue of
housing and territorial stigma.

3. Housing and Territorial Stigma

As fundamental as they are, Goffman’s ideas focus on
stigma in reference to people and not with respect
to places. While he recognized the importance of bod-
ily stigma, he did not discuss spatial locations, neigh-
borhoods, and forms of housing as material sources
of stigma and stigmatization. It is the merit of Loic
Wacquant (2007, 2008) and his collaborators (Wacquant,
Slater, & Pereira, 2014) that the attention of stigma schol-
ars has expanded to places and neighborhoods, particu-
larly those inhabited by poor residents of color in urban
areas. He was also a pioneer in promoting comparative
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stigma research in multiple locations, especially across
national boundaries.

Theoretically, Wacquant (2008) draws on Bourdieu’s
concept of symbolic power that is used to examine
the making and unmaking of social groups and their
spaces from a top down perspective. Besides focus-
ing on the production and institutionalization of stigma,
Wacquant’s work makes claims about the negative so-
cial, material, and emotional impacts of stigma that is
linked to the built environment. He argues that internal-
ized territorial stigma leads to decliningmutual solidarity,
increasing social fragmentation, diminishing institutional
support, and lacking economic opportunities (Wacquant
et al., 2014). Building on Goffman’s and Wacquant’s ear-
lier work, territorial stigma in neighborhoods has been
studied widely and internationally by a diverse com-
munity of scholars (for instance, to name just a few,
on Amsterdam, Pinkster, Ferier, & Hoekstra, 2020; on
London, le Grand, 2014; on New Delhi, Ganguly, 2018;
and on Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Loyd & Bonds, 2018).

Most current research on territorial stigma does not
differentiate between stigma that is applied to neighbor-
hoods, types of housing, and types of tenure—however,
making such distinctions is becoming increasingly impor-
tant to further broaden and strengthen this area of re-
search in the future. While housing has a prominent
place in the literature dealing with territorial stigma, the
focus is placed on those living in public or social housing
developments that are owned and managed by munici-
pal, state, or national government entities (e.g., Watt &
Smets, 2017). However, there are other forms of housing,
aswell as other forms of tenure, that are also stigmatized
and will also need consideration: for instance, barrio,
favela or “slum” dwellings (Bredenoord, van Lindert, &
Smets, 2014; Ferguson & Smets, 2010), manufactures
housing and mobile homes (Kusenbach, 2009), Single
Room Occupancy (SRO) residences (Horgan, 2018), and,
in some contexts, even privately rented homes and apart-
ments (Vassenden & Lie, 2013).

Since not all forms of housing and tenure stigmati-
zation are tied to neighborhoods and/or territories, we
need to deepen our understanding of where and how
housing and tenure intersect with more generic aspects
of the process of stigmatization. Horgan’s theoretical ar-
ticle offers significant steps into this direction:

Housing stigmatization…is neither monolithic nor uni-
directional. Thus, a general theory must account for
unit-dweller and unit-neighbourhood relationships,
as well as multiple housing types and forms of tenure.
(Horgan, 2020, p. 13)

Housing and tenure stigma are difficult to grasp be-
cause, in almost all cases, they interact with other kinds
of stigma, typically regarding territory/neighborhood,
but also based on individual or group characteris-
tics in terms of class, race/ethnicity, heritage, religion,
health/disability, age, gender, and/or sexuality (for exam-

ples see Elias & Scotson, 1994; Smets & Sneep, 2017).
Moreover, there is often a general distrust among estab-
lished residents toward newcomers, regardless of who
they are. Note that, depending on contexts, surround-
ing attributes can intensify housing stigma yetmay some-
times work to reduce or even overcome housing stigma.

Despite some research efforts, the multiple layers
and aspects of stigmatization (housing, tenure, neighbor-
hood, etc.) intersect in ways that we have yet to exam-
ine and understand in sufficient depth. Remedying other
thinly covered topics in the literature would require
new investigations of housing and territorial stigma in
non-metropolitan (suburban, rural) locations, the Global
South, among middle classes and higher income groups,
to mention only a few. Generally speaking, we believe
that housing and territorial stigma is a rapidly growing
and diversifying area of research that will continue to be
influenced by dominant theories and evolving concerns
in sociology and neighboring disciplines.

4. Stigma Responses and Resistance

Over the past two decades, one growing thematic fo-
cus in the literature on housing and territorial stigma—
besides the social production of stigma by powerful ac-
tors, including the state—are the experiences and behav-
ioral responses of stigma recipients. Evidence from nu-
merous studies shows that their reactions vary greatly
and can be located on a continuum unfolding between
two extremes: acceptance/internalization of, and resig-
nation to, the inflicted stigma on the one side (Wacquant,
2007, 2008) and rejection of, and resistance to, stigma
and stigmatization on the other (see, for instance,
Hastings, 2004; Jensen & Christensen, 2012; Kirkness,
2014; Kusenbach, 2009; Palmer, Ziersch, Arthurson, &
Baum, 2007).

In their research on American and French public
housing neighborhoods, Wacquant (2008) and his col-
leagues, as well as scholars working in their wake, have
observe that residents of denigrated neighborhoods in-
ternalize stigma and become demoralized as a result. It
is argued that resigned acceptance and incorporation of
negative views lowers residents’ self-esteem, triggers a
self-fulfilling prophecy, and eventually perpetuates and
even strengthens the validity of stigma in the eyes of non-
residents and public institutions. Marginalized neighbor-
hoods are characterized by a lack of informal support and
negative symbolic capital (see Watt, 2006). Residents
face discrimination on the labor market and differen-
tial treatment from governmental institutions. In other
words, residents become trapped in stigmatized spaces
and are unable to escape, leading to further alienation
and exclusion from mainstream society. This is the self-
perpetuating cycle of exclusion, in which stigmatization,
internalization, alienation, and isolation are stages that
reinforce each other (Wacquant et al., 2014).

While Wacquant’s and his colleagues’ groundbreak-
ing contributions to the study of neighborhood or ter-
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ritorial stigma are beyond any doubt, the evolving liter-
ature includes an increasing number of studies that of-
fer more nuanced, and at times contradicting, accounts
of the impacts of stigmatization on affected residents
and their adaptive responses. Many studies reveal that
a certain degree of stigma acceptance and internaliza-
tion can, indeed, be observed among some residents of
denigrated housing types or neighborhoods. However,
other, typically the majority of, residents engage in in-
dividual and collective strategies that resist and counter
the stigma they experience, based on the conviction that
these views are incorrect and that they, as individuals or
as a community, deserve better.

For instance, Palmer et al. (2007) examine how res-
idents deal with reputational problems of the neigh-
borhood. First, they draw boundaries between “good”
and “bad” parts and associate themselves with the bet-
ter area. A second strategy of resistance lies in stigma-
tized residents’ engagement in local social and civic ac-
tivities. Lastly, residents challenge external stereotypes
through getting involved in conversation and public dis-
course aimed at fighting negative labels. Others studies
on social housing estates in the United Kingdom focus
on residents’ collective efforts to combat negative views
through image management (Dean & Hastings, 2000;
Hastings, 2004; see also Wassenberg, 2004).

With varying emphasis, all articles collected in this
thematic issue build on both Goffman’s pioneering in-
troduction of stigma to social science discourse and
Wacquant’s pivotal theorizing and research on territorial
stigmatization. Likewise, in one form or another, all ar-
ticles in this thematic issue discuss reactions to stigma
and examine coping strategies among study participants,
while placing particular emphasis on various forms of re-
sistance at both individual and collective levels. In our
view, besides strengthening the theoretical foundation
of the field, the nuanced empirical analyses of stigma re-
sistance across diverse social and geographical locations
are this issue’s most significant contribution to the grow-
ing literature on housing and territorial stigma.

5. Overview of Articles

This thematic issue originated in a session titled “Housing
Stigma” co-organized by the editors of this volume for
the 19thWorld Congress of the International Sociological
Association, in Toronto, July 2018, for Research
Committee 21 “Regional and Urban Development.”
Four of the seven articles present research conducted
in Western Europe (including in Finland, England, and
Scotland), two articles report on North America (United
States and Canada), and one article examines housing
stigmatization in Asia (Bangladesh). All articles are based
on qualitative research, including various kinds of ethno-
graphic observation, in-depth interviews, as well as sec-
ondarymedia and historical research. Some articles offer
case studies of single neighborhoods or sites, while oth-
ers provide a composite analysis based on research in

two or more locations; only one article employs a com-
parative analytic framework. In this final section, we
conclude the introduction by offering brief overviews of
all seven articles in this thematic issue.

Mervyn Horgan’s (2020) groundbreaking article deliv-
ers a much-needed theoretical clarification of the con-
cept of housing stigma. After describing the broader
social-structural contexts and existing previous knowl-
edge concerning housing stigmatization and related top-
ics, Horgan describes seven elements of a general the-
ory of housing stigma—identifying it as relational, con-
textual, processual, reinforceable, reversible, morally
loaded, and contagious—all of which are revisited, in
one form or another, in the following empirical articles.
Going beyond its theoretical contribution, Horgan’s ar-
ticle also includes a vignette from his own research on
the stigmatization of SRO residents in a wealthy Toronto
neighborhood, a housing type that has been understud-
ied in the past.

Housing and territorial stigma can only be under-
stood if they are viewed in relation to broader histori-
cal, social, and material contexts. In his article about a
social housing estate in the periphery of London, United
Kingdom, Paul Watt (2020) relates residents’ responses
to stigma to their struggles in coping with dilapidated
housing conditions, an aspect of the built environment
that is often overlooked in stigma research. Through an
analysis of qualitative interviews and other data sources,
Watt finds that the latter, material circumstances are of-
ten much more challenging, and impact residents’ daily
lives more significantly, when compared with symbolic
stigmatization. Watt argues that, while serious, symbolic
denigrations are often eclipsed by more forceful, in this
case material, challenges that affect residents’ lives, and
that attention to build environments is critical in this area
of study.

Attending to a different kind of context, in his arti-
cle, Pekka Tuominen (2020) closely examines the history,
as well as the changing reputation and representation
over time, of a socially stigmatized neighborhood near
Helsinki in Finland through long-term ethnographic and
media research. It is here where specific “senses of be-
longing and exclusion” are anchored that give rise to par-
ticular practices, strategies, and narratives in response to
stigma thatwere provided by diverse residents, both indi-
vidually and collectively (Tuominen, 2020, p. 34). Shared
stigma, when it is not internalized, can empower resi-
dents and lead to a strong sense of belonging grounded
in shared resistance. Tuominen shows how his research
participants were united in their efforts to resist the terri-
torial stigma and turn their place of living into a positive
feature of their identity by drawing onHerzfeld’s concept
of cultural intimacy.

Also relying on historic and long-term ethnographic
research conducted in Finland, in her article, Lotta
Junnilainen (2020) reconstructs two alternative stigma
narratives that she found at the collective level among
residents of two Finnish social housing neighborhoods:
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one rooted in “class struggle” and the other in “middle-
class aspiration,” as sources of residential identity, dig-
nity, and pride. In her view, housing and territorial stigma
can only be understood if it is viewed in relation to the
history and place-based stories of specific locations, and
in relation to other, non-stigmatizing social identities and
characteristics of its targets. It is here where specific
“cultural milieus” are rooted that give rise to particular
practices, strategies, and narratives in relation to hous-
ing stigma that were observed among diverse residents,
both individually and collectively, and by employing a
comparative analytic framework.

The final three articles offer detailed examinations of
how residents in various locations respond to the neg-
ative reputation and stigmatization of their neighbor-
hoods. In their article which is mainly based on interview
research, Kazil Fattah and Peter Walters (2020) provide
valuable insights into housing and territorial stigmatiza-
tion in the Global South in their analysis of “discursive
formations.” They found that residents in two poor and
denigrated neighborhoods in Dhaka, Bangladesh, reject
the stigma aimed at their place of living and produce
counternarratives, even though some appear to readily
stigmatize residents of other neighborhoods. Dhaka in-
formants rallied together in declaring their own neigh-
borhoods to be “good places” to live for the poor, due to
the many advantages and resources they provide. Fattah
and Walter’s article reveals interesting similarities yet
also differences with housing and territorial stigmatiza-
tion in the Global North that will have to be examined
elsewhere in more detail in the future.

Focusing on an understudied housing type, in her ar-
ticle, Margarethe Kusenbach (2020) examines reactions
to housing stigmatization in mobile home communities
in Florida, in the United States. Her analysis discusses
threemajor response strategies found amongpoorwhite
mobile home residents, the most vulnerable targets of
the “trailer trash” stigma, which is simultaneously aimed
at certain neighborhoods, a form of housing, and resi-
dents’ personal character. The three identified response
strategies are resisting, downplaying, and perpetuating,
the latter showing some acceptance of the stigma when
it is rejected personally but used to stigmatize others
who live nearby. The different reactions to stigma are
related to varying senses of belonging and unbelong-
ing in the mobile home community. By examining white,
non-urban recipients of housing stigmawho are predom-
inantly homeowners, Kusenbach’s article broadens re-
search on this topic beyond urban populations of color
who reside in public housing complexes or inner-city
neighborhoods.

Lastly, in her article, Jennifer Hoolachan (2020) cir-
cles back to examining how housing stigma is embedded
within larger contexts by including study participants’
other identities based on (young) age and deviant behav-
ior (in this case, drug use) in the analysis. Hoolachan’s
ethnographic and interview-based research with home-
less youth took place in a transitional housing facility

in Scotland. Echoing findings of other articles in this
issue, she discovered that youth engage in distancing
and othering by projecting the stigma that was aimed
at them onto others, as well as rejecting stigma alto-
gether, and producing alternative, positive counternar-
ratives. Hoolachan shows how multiple social identities
work together, how they can be variably constructed as
either positive or negative, and consequently, how they
are either embraced or rejected. Hoolachan’s analysis
opens up new links between housing stigmatization re-
search and the vast literatures on homelessness, youth,
and deviance, as well as work on identity construction
and management more generally.
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