Last weekend, a friend of mine who is Romanian (homeland of the Roma or gypsies) asked my why Canada seemed to have so many homeless people. Here is my point of view on the matter.

I’m a bit of a walking juxtaposition, or rather a walking group of them. I’m a member of a very rare bi-product of the current class system; those who have experienced society at both ends of the spectrum. I have consumed $1000 dollar meals, slept in million dollar mansions, kept the company of a few very noted members of the scientific community, and grew up on 1 acre of land just outside of Halifax. We had five televisions.

I also spent a good portion of the first two years after I graduated high school living between any fixed address. I’ve eaten out of dumpsters, slept under bridges, or simply out in the rain, kept the company of drug addicts, and did the rest of my growing up in any spot was good for panhandling. 

I’m quite intelligent, am not subject to any form of psychological disorder, nor was I abused. I graduated highschool in 2001, and have continued what I feel is a productive education on my own. 

I just want to express my particular point of view on the subject of homelessness in Canada.

How We Get There: 

We arrive there not exactly by accident, but not exactly on purpose. The unfortunate truth is that most homeless people who I got to know were engaging in self-destructive behaviour, as I had, long before they found themselves on the streets. At the same time, this behaviour had usually started in response to abuse, neglect, trauma or mental illness. 

The majority of homeless people are mentally ill. However, “mentally ill” is a bit of a blanket term. Most mental illnesses are not constant. Schizophrenia for example, is episodic. This means that many medicated Schizophrenics are kept on prescriptions that keep them sedated. For some of these individuals, at least the few who I know personally, it may be months between episodes. The medications may have similar side effects to anti-depressants, but they often more pronounced. I think of it as a choice between living crazy, or dying sane.

Most homeless people are perfectly sane, most of the time.

Even those who are not, are generally harmless.

There’s an underlying thought that seems to turn society against the plight of the homeless. It always seemed to me that people simply blamed me directly for my situation. “Get a job!” was shouted at me quite a lot.

And the truth is that it’s true, I was to blame for my own situation. And we all know it. That’s not the problem. The problem is that many of us are taught to pretend that the world is wholly responsible for our problems. And so we cannot accept responsibility for our problems. Actually, I should say that we simply never think to try.

And if we never think to try to believe that we may have the ability to shape our lives and change our world for the better?!?! Well… I guess that’s just the lot we were born with, and that’s not really our fault, is it?

Besides, being homeless isn’t that bad. I mean, this is Canada, after all. The truth is that a person has to try, and I mean specifically go out of their way, to starve to death here. This is true in any North American city. 

Restaurants throw out bags of un-eaten food with no garbage mixed in. People will buy you food and insist that you eat. There are shelters in every major city, and a good panhandler can make upwards of $200 a day. Canada gets cold, but there are thousands of homeless shelters with beds for the night. Underground parking is warm, and there’s always a Tim Horton’s open somewhere. You have to try really hard, be really unlucky, or ill in order to die of homelessness in Canada.

And I guess that’s why. Being homeless is easy as hell in Canada, if you can do without some amenities. 

And for those reasons, I’ve come to believe that making the decision to be homeless is just a lifestyle choice, no different than the Roma choose.

Whose fault is it?

I’d say that blame lays everywhere you look, but no group is wholly responsible, nor can any of us deny blame. The prevalence of homelessness is a product of the mentality we have towards it, on both sides of the debate. Indeed I would say that it is the debate about who should be held responsible that perpetuates homelessness. We hold ourselves blameless, or blame another more than ourselves and we all engage in the blame game. In this debate, as in many others, we try to force accountability on each other, and refuse to be held accountable ourselves. We are all accountable, and we should all be doing something about it.

The homeless?
On the side of someone who has been on the streets, I can tell you that I was unaware of the consequences of my behaviour. I had a “vague suspicion” but not one strong enough to act upon and halt my decent. I can also tell you that there really were powerful external factors, as well as my own overly dramatic teenage reactions. 

It is rare for any us to be aware that we are engaging in self-destructive behaviour, while we are in the act. This is true of almost anyone. We also tend to externalize our problems, and often blame our reactions and overreactions on the world. Some people may lose a loved one and go insane with grief, whereas others may lose their whole families and remain stoic. It’s hard for the stoic individual to pity the more reactive. 

But when you blame the world for your problems, it’s hard to admit that you might be at fault. I went on for years blaming everything that happened to me on the rest of the world before I realized that I chose to stay on the streets.

I guess all I can say is that most of the people I met on my travels were so buried in emotional turmoil; so horrifically distracted and reactive, or cripplingly depressed that they couldn’t stop things from falling apart. I guess you could almost associate it with the same psychological trap that leads people to commit suicide. Indeed, I would almost call the choice to become homeless a social suicide. 

My argument would be that it is almost impossible for a homeless person to have not ended up on the streets eventually, via their own patterns of behaviour. I would say that the world might force us into a situation where we have to choose, but that the choice is still ours to make. Once we get there, many choose to stay for several years, and give it up begrudgingly. But like the desire to commit suicide; the desire to commit social suicide is strong, and usually happens more than once. There is a desire to just stop struggling so hard… to just let go... because it’s really not that bad… a quiet life... just to drift away and let the life you were leading die.

Why would a person do such a thing? Is it really so bad that they just can’t carry on?

There is a passive rebellion against the underlying suspicion that it is this society, this life we all live that brings many people into this trap. Abuse alcoholism, divorce, overwork, financial difficulty, substance abuse, job stress. These all have roots in our surroundings. 

Indeed, there is a general suspicion among the homeless that all of the problems that the sheltered suffer from are of their own making. Made from their choice to suffer with society as it speeds up; draining meaning, value, sense of connectedness, time, energy, resources. 

There is a sense that every debt that you rack up, is a forced commitment to work 10-20% more for what you have, simply so you can have it now. It seems that regular members of society are all too willing to be slaves, in a very literal way, to a brand name. A group of words, that offers a vague series of promises, but whose intent is to make you do all of the work for them. 

Is office work, really work? What is the millionaire CEO of that faceless credit-card corporation doing to deserve his millions of dollars? It seems to me that any millionaire who hasn’t provided society with actual goods, is having all of his needs and more met by society without actually having to do anything more than ask for it. It seems that the sheltered are willing to pay a person enough that they never have to lift a finger ever again, for the “privilege” to pay 10-20% more for an item so that they can have it now instead of later? 

There is a strong sense that we’re all running behind, too far to catch up. A sense that a life on the streets is indeed the better option than coping with what you poor, overworked bastards contend with. There is a sense that it’s really all of you who are crazy, and should be chided, mocked, harassed and treated with the indignation that you show the homeless. 

Besides, while you’re on your way to your $50 000 SUV or BMW, on your way to your $200 000+ home. After you’ve bought a coffee from a cashier who makes $12 000 per annum to support herself and her child, is it really that big of a strain on your existence to toss your change to that person with their hand held out? Shouldn’t you be held at least somewhat accountable for helping to create a situation that’s so dreary and hopeless that people are willing to kill themselves over it? Christmas is coming.  Fa La La La.

Society?
But is it really everyone else’s fault that the homeless end up where they do? Well, clearly not, at least not entirely. There is still a choice that is made and god gave us free will. I will argue that blame for ending up on the streets in the first place falls mostly upon the individual, whereas blame for keeping the homeless, homeless falls primarily on society, and secondarily on the individual.

However; individuals almost never accept accountability for the actions of a group. This is the problem that led us to military-style hierarchal social organisation in the first place. It’s called social deferral syndrome, and it’s the exact same thing that causes New Yorker’s to ignore crimes. Allow me to expand this analogy slightly.

A group of researchers, knowing the average person to be inherently good, began to wonder why good people let bad things happen without acting. When they began to look more closely; they found that heroic acts such as someone diving in to save a drowning victim, or rushing into a fire, happen almost exclusively when there are only a few people around. Contrarily, they found that when someone needed help in a busy city environment, that there sometimes wouldn’t even be as much as a phone call placed to 911. This, even in the age of cellphones.

Their hypothesis was that when placed in groups, people would do their best to defer action to other people. Put less antagonistically, they suggested that people would not intervene in extraordinary situations because everyone would assume that someone else already had. So, should a stabbing victim stumble out onto a busy New York street, 100 people may gather around, but no one would even think to call the police because each person would look around, see 99 other people standing there and assume someone already had.

Blame for not helping to make the situation better falls upon almost all of us. Just as someone must choose to lend a helping hand, we must all make a choice to not help. That is our fault, and no one else’s. 

I can also assure you that getting off of the streets is not as easy as simply getting a job. The logistics of obtaining employment, after you have become homeless is staggering. The assumption that it is an unwillingness to work that puts people on the streets is ignorant to the point of absurdity. 

At the same time, gainful employment is almost a necessity when trying to make it back into every-day society, so lets consider some facts. 

Firstly, it is almost impossible to work when you have no address. Where would you go to eat, sleep and most importantly groom? Especially when lack of cleanliness is the biggest impasse finding and keeping employment? The salvation army shelter doesn’t quite cut it.

Most employers will also ask for an address to send information to, and turn pale when you cannot provide it, or provide that of a shelter. 

It’s helpful to have decent clothing. I mean would you go to a job interview, unwashed and wearing the kinds of clothes that you donate to charity? How would you go about circumventing these issues without first obtaining gainful employment? 

After getting employment, isn’t your first priority going to be paying for food and shelter? With the week behind pay period that most minimum wage jobs have, it could be months before you can afford an appropriate wardrobe, transportation, and the myriad of other things that you need in order to keep the job that was almost impossible to obtain in the first place.

And how are you supposed to get an apartment without employment? How are you supposed to gain employment without an apartment? It’s a classic catch-22. One that ranks up there with entry-level jobs requiring that you have experience. 

Truth is that society is arranged in such a way that the bottom stays the bottom and the top stays the top. Society is arranged in such a way that the problems that have always occurred will continue to occur. 

The challenge seems to be that we are unsympathetic towards those who fall victim to the traps that society sets. Its almost as if we dig open pits for people to fall into, and when someone falls the rest of the group gathers around and shouts in unison “It’s your fault that you fell in the hole, you should have been watching!” 

But we all make stupid mistakes, and we all fall into these holes sometimes. But like any deep hole, it’s very easy to fall in, but the only way out is with someone’s help.
