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Brother, Don’t Spare a Dime

Franklin Roosevelt promised us “freedom from want.” Martin Luther King, Jr.  told America, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.” The founders of our country reminded the world that all men are endowed with unalienable rights of  “life, liberty, and property.” The Statue of Liberty declares, “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to be free.”  Why then does America, great country of liberty and justice, the world’s breadbasket and land of promise, so bitterly shun her homeless?

In L. Christopher Awalt’s essay   “Brother, Don’t Spare a Dime,”  it seems that he  does not like homeless people, and  he surely thinks that if anyone is going to take the blame for the homeless person’s plight, it should be the homeless themselves. Awalt asks, “What is the root of the...problem” (238)? He answers by telling us that there is a scapegoat for every situation. “Advocates of the homeless blame [the] government...” (238); the Democrats blame the Republicans yet the homeless are not blamed at all. I agree that the homeless should take responsibility for themselves, but there is fault in thinking that the process of acceptance is an easy one.

Awalt writes about an aspect of the homeless person’s character that we tend to ignore.  Having worked for some period in homeless shelters and soup kitchens, Awalt says, “I have seen their response to troubles...many of them seem to have chosen the lifestyles they lead” (238). He goes on to say that some people definitely do not choose to be homeless; however, these are the select few of the lot. He reminds us that these people make an effort to remove themselves from the streets and move back into society. He assumes here that most people choose to be on the street. But what about those whose circumstances are not so simple? Those who have no job skills or education? Those who may have a mental condition? Awalt complains that “They know they can always get a job for a day or two for food, cigarettes, or alcohol. The sophisticated among them have learned to use the system...and figure that a trip through the welfare line is less trouble than a steady job” (239).  Can we blame them for using the system for what it was intended?

He complains yet offers no real solution. He asks the reader to provide a homeless person a job if he will accept money after a week of work and a contract to remain employed for en extended period of time. This argument is flawed in the sense that it is like telling a smoker to quite smoking “cold turkey” after she has been smoking two packs a day for twenty years. It doesn’t work! Small steps must be taken before drastic change can occur. Also, he offers this “solution” but he does not offer to be the first to follow his own advice. The one point Awalt makes that really hits-the-nail-on-the-head, if you will, is that “in a society that has mastered dodging responsibility, these homeless prefer a life of no responsibility at all” (239). Awalt is correct in pointing out that our society has done everything in its power to avoid responsibility. The message he effectively gets across is that we have told ourselves and each other to forget about consequence; someone else will take care of things for us. Awalt says, “[W]hatever policy we decide upon must include some notion of self-reliance and individual responsibility.” This is the closest thing to a good solution Awalt has presented. He goes on to say:

Education, drug, and alcohol rehabilitation, treatment for the mentally ill, and job training programs are all worthwhile projects, but without requiring some effort and accountability on the part of the homeless for whom these programs are implemented, all these efforts do is break the taxpayer. Unless homeless are willing to help themselves, there is nothing anyone else can do. (240)

One of Awalt’s major points concerns homeless people becoming “a danger to public safety” (238). This argument does not seem to hold up in his essay. Nowhere does he give examples of how homeless people are a danger. He blames them for their plight instead of presenting reasonable methods for removing them from the streets. He says people allow “public property that we designate for their ‘use’ to fall into disarray,”   but this does not seem to be a direct correlation to how it affects public safety. The “public” Awalt refers to - upper class citizens -  does not stay in these places of disarray and, therefore, since it seems Awalt does not consider the homeless part of this “public,” there is not danger to public safety. Awalt assumes homeless people present a danger to other people but he fails to make a valid argument of why. If Awalt wants to make an effective appeal to societies everyday annoyance of the homeless person, he might have pointed out that some homeless are addicted to drugs like crack and will do anything for a “hit,” even injure or kill another person. This would work to sway the reader to Awalt’s side of the argument. 

It would be wise of Awalt to review his philosophy of the homeless and try to come up with some realistic way to help get people off the streets. His own prejudices and assumptions get in the way of what could actually have been a clear argument for the homeless to accept responsibility for their own situation and remedy it. 

