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My own Vagrant Thoughts
     Throughout American history, this country has always had a consistent problem concerning vagrancy. In our land of opportunity where a working stiff can become a millionaire over night, we also have the other extreme. This is a perfectly normal person living his or her life and through a series of bad decisions or situations ending up on the streets without a home. This problem must be dealt with, since this group has very high crime statistics (Burt and Cohen 63). As old as the vagrancy problem has been in the United States, so are the varying possible solutions there have been from state to state attempting to decrease homeless numbers. The most common has been to make the act of vagrancy illegal in this country. Since actually being without a home could never be illegal, the governments of many states have passed vagrancy laws and policies, giving the local police authority to deal with vagrancy accordingly. These laws have a tendency to be unfair and many times in violation of homeless peoples’ civil rights that many Americans take for granted. I have witnessed more than one situation where a homeless individual is beaten and what little possessions he has destroyed. It is immoral and outrageous to do this to a citizen of this country who has the same basic civil rights as I do and a person who already has it bad enough as it is. However, I believe our government is heading in the right direction because vagrancy being illegal is a somewhat effective way to begin to solve the problem even though this course of action has problems that need to be worked through. I believe vagrancy should be illegal; however, more effective laws and policies, as well as programs to solve the problem of homelessness should be in place. 
     Vagrancy laws include many actions that are usually made by homeless people which noticeably include sleeping in public and begging as a form of harassment unless issued a proper license (Mitchell 162). While the laws technically apply to anyone who commits them, local law enforcement officers tend to be bias towards people they think are actually homeless, which is starting a bad precedent of abuse towards homeless people since they are technically committing a crime. This law second guesses itself because many Americans have violated vagrancy laws a few times in their lives without knowing it. For example people enjoying a nice day in the park, and are lying on the ground are in fact in violation of the law, but usually never have problems with police. Another example would be the many people going to school who commute and have breaks in between their classes that may very well take a nap in a public area and are also in violation of the law (Failer 68). I see this happen almost every day, but I never see an officer of the law confront these apparent offenders. These people are not going to be confronted by police since they are actually doing nothing wrong. The point is that current vagrancy laws are mostly ineffective since they are targeted at people who are believed to actually be homeless in practice but the actual law is written to be the same for everyone. The fact that the laws are so loosely written can cause local law enforcement to deal with these situations in ways that violate the rights of homeless people because they are given too much freedom to handle these situations in their own matter rather than given exact orders to follow. 
     Those who agree with the current laws usually see vagrancy as nothing more than a social problem, and not as in-depth as the situation needs to be viewed. Tim Cook informatively states the major assumption made by those who are in agreement with current laws and policies. “The most important assumption underscoring contemporary sociological analyses of social problems---including our understanding of vagrancy---is the reformist stance adopted towards the consequences of social problems (Cook 12).” Cook is saying in this excerpt that he believes people who are simply trying to solve the problem as a social group in need of correction are looking at only the tip of the iceberg. He goes into great detail about different angles of the issue, which includes the economical reason homeless people are in their current situation. To solve the vagrancy issue, the government must understand the problem fully, which is not what is currently being done. Conservative beliefs are in agreement with attacking the situation head on and directly which takes the form of punishing the vagrants for who they are. This is exactly what Cook means when he speaks of the reformist stance adopted towards the consequences of social problems (12). As ironic as it is having Cook refer to conservatives as reformist, this is the main stance of conservatives who believe the current status of the vagrancy issue should remain as it is.
     My arguments that current vagrancy laws are ineffective and those who make the laws are incorrect in their values as well as methods for solving the issue should not fall on deaf ears. Until just recently I would have put myself in the same bracket as current policy makers since I am, and remain a strict conservative. I am a republican, and with that fall into the bracket with my fellow republicans on most major issues in this country. However, as a conservative republican, I am beseeching to my own political party to change the way they view one specific issue. As a tax payer, I would like to see more of my hard earned dollars allocated to programs helping the homeless. These could include prevention programs to keep people from ending up on the streets as well as shelters to get those who are on the streets a warm place to sleep. Furthermore, simply fining homeless people is no way to solve the issue. In 1998 sixteen thousand “quality of life” violations were given to homeless people (Mitchell 162). Homeless people do not have the money to pay so there is no need to issue tickets to them. Instead of wasting taxpayer money by having police harass vagrants like that, the money would be of better use going to the National Law Center for Homeless and Poverty. The N.L.C.H.P. is an organization dedicated to helping homeless people. If they were to be given money from the government it would be a great help in the fight to end homelessness. 
     The issue of police beating vagrants as well as harassing them with citations can be solved. No matter the precinct, every time a patrol goes on shift there is always a briefing before they go out on the road. All it would take is for a supervisor to give out specific orders to deal with vagrants in a correct and lawful matter and the problem would be greatly helped. Police are professionals; they are trained to follow orders and will do what their betters order them to do. This will not necessarily solve the problem but simply addressing the issue to police through their superiors on their actions is a first and major step to help the current situation of abuse. A more concrete solution would be a policy or law passed governing the actions of the police in this situation. If their actual jobs were on the line, certain officers thinking about attacking a vagrant would think twice about the possibility of losing their job over a routine matter.
     Not all vagrants want to be helped. In fact, many homeless people refuse assistance because they like their life the way it is (Schutt and Garrett 46). I will admit that these types of homeless are not deserving of help in my opinion nor would they even want it. The homeless people with this attitude are plainly in violation of vagrant crimes since they are purposely committing them. However, many citizens of this country are crying out for help because their lives are horrible, and are being punished when they are forced to sleep in public or beg because there is no other alternative. It is a common human instinct to do whatever is needed in a situation to survive. I can not imagine the horror of not having a warm bad to sleep in at night, and three hot meals guaranteed to me every day. The homeless people that fall into this category deserve better reactions from their local governments than they are getting. Denying them their own civil rights by abusing them for sleeping in public is blasphemous. Just because the do not have a permanent home does not make them any lesser of a member of this country.
     The current situation of the vagrancy issue is horrible. With hard work from the government vagrancy could be a much smaller percentage than it is now in the United States. Only through more money towards positive programs helping and preventing homelessness can we ever expect a change. Furthermore, the only way we can stop the abuse of homeless people is through the officers’ supervisors they report to as well as strict policies governing their actions in these situations. I plead to the government to change its policies on this specific situation. I ask of this as a fellow conservative who is, for the most part, unwilling to accept change because I am happy with the way things are going in this country. However, this is one situation where I think change is necessary. The only way the possibilities I have discussed can be made possible is if more people who are conservative like me in nature notice that this is one situation where change can be good. Conservative members of the government will hopefully one day give this problem of vagrancy the attention and finesse it deserves instead of the head on attack it is currently receiving. I am sure my ideas are not original, and I hope many people think the same way I do, so together we can plead the government to use our tax dollars for the cause of helping homeless people and help these citizens of this country who are homeless get out of the current situation that they are in. 
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