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Homelessness Perspectives 

The National Coalition for the Homeless (NCH) lists poverty, eroding work 

opportunities, decline in public assistance, housing, lack of affordable health care, domestic 

violence, mental illness, and addiction disorders as why people are homeless (NCH Fact Sheet 

#1).  The National Alliance to End Homelessness (2009) suggests the USA’s current economic 

state can be added to this list of causes for homelessness.   

The NCH gleans definitions of homelessness from several sources.  The Stewart B. 

McKinney Act, 42 U.S.C. § 11301, et seq. (1994), considers a person homeless if he/she "lacks a 

fixed, regular, and adequate night-time residence; and... has a primary night time residency that 

is: (A) a supervised publicly or privately operated shelter designed to provide temporary living 

accommodations... (B) an institution that provides a temporary residence for individuals intended 

to be institutionalized, or (C) a public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a 

regular sleeping accommodation for human beings." The term “homeless individual” does not 

include any individual imprisoned or otherwise detained pursuant to an Act of Congress or a 

state law." 42 U.S.C. § 11302(c) (NCH Fact Sheet #3:1).   

The McKinney-Vento Act shapes a perspective that includes the homeless youth: 

“(A)…individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence... and (B) 

includes: (i) children and youth who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence, and 

includes children and youth who are sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of housing, 

economic hardship, or a similar reason; are living in motels, hotels, trailer parks, or camping 

grounds due to lack of alternative adequate accommodations; are living in emergency or 

transitional shelters; are abandoned in hospitals; or are awaiting foster care placement; (ii) 
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children and youth who have a primary nighttime residence that is a private or public place not 

designed for or ordinarily used as a regular sleeping accommodation for human beings... (iii) 

children and youth who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, 

substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings, and (iv) migratory children...who 

qualify as homeless for the purposes of this subtitle because the children are living in 

circumstances described in clauses (i) through (iii).  McKinney-Vento Act sec. 725(2); 42 U.S.C. 

11435(2) (NCH Fact Sheet #3:1).   

The Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) makes an interpretation of 

the McKinney-Vento perspective to “include only those persons who are on the streets or in 

shelters and persons who face imminent eviction (within a week) from a private dwelling or 

institution and who have no subsequent residence or resources to obtain housing.  Obviously, this 

interpretation excludes people where shelters are not the norm – possibly those we know today 

as victims of the “subprime mortgage fraud.”  Trends in defining the poor and/or homelessness 

appear to be the old poor versus new poor oscillation where the old poor tend to be villanized 

and held responsible for not ameliorating their conditions and the new poor tend to be viewed as 

victims of the economy (Pascale 2005).   

What are we to do with ever-evolving semantics involving the homeless and/or 

homelessness?  The better question may be, “what does it matter?”  People who cannot afford 

housing (for whatever reason) have a situation that needs tending.  Those not in these situations 

rely on discursive practices and/or discourse to shape our perspectives on homelessness.  Where 

we lean on scholars waxing social construction of homelessness, we pin meanings of 

homelessness on “economic explanations of poverty” (Pascale 2005).  However, in order to fully 
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understand the causes of, and the possible solutions for, homelessness; we may benefit more 

from emic and etic expressions of homelessness, and analyses of social responses, or lack 

thereof, of the homeless.   

Statistics 

Depending on methodology and, of course, definition, the numbers of the homeless can 

vary (National Alliance to End Homeless 2009; NCH Fact Sheet #2).  They are clear about this 

imprecision as they estimate 3.5 million people to be homeless (National Alliance to End 

Homeless 2009; NCH Fact Sheet #2) where 1.35 million of them are children (NCH Fact Sheet 

#2).  On the scale of one to fifty (one equaling the best and fifty equaling the worst as it relates to 

child homelessness), Georgia has an overall ranking of forty-nine (National Center on Family 

Homelessness).   

It appears that these numbers can fluctuate daily.  The NCH reference findings made by 

the National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty, the Urban Institute and the National 

Survey of Homeless Assistance Providers in a survey made in February 1996, 842,000 people 

experienced homelessness, and from one made in October 1996, 444,000 people experienced 

homelessness.  Further, their findings proffer approximately one percent of the USA population 

experience homelessness each year (3).  Twenty-five percent of the homeless population is 

between the ages 25 – 34, and twenty-five percent between the ages 55 – 64.  Fifty-one percent 

of the homeless are men.  Forty-nine percent of the homeless are Black American, thirty-five 

percent White American, thirteen percent Latin, two percent Native American, and one percent 

Asian.  In July 2009, the NCH published statistics provided by the PBS Homeless Fact and 

Figures’ 07, that forty-one percent of the homeless population are non-Hispanic whites (where 
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they make up seventy-six percent of the general population); Forty percent of the homeless 

population are Black Americans (where they make up eleven percent of the general population); 

eleven percent are Hispanic (where they make up nine percent of the general population); and 

eight percent are Native American (where they make up one percent of the general population) 

(National Coalition for the Homeless.  2009a).  Lastly, thirty to thirty-eight percent of the homeless 

are suffering with addiction disorders (NCH Fact Sheet #3; SAMHSA 2003; National Coalition for 

the Homeless.  2009b).   

Urban/Suburban Perspectives 

Today, it doesn’t seem appropriate to explain away homelessness as a trend or “by-

product” of urbanization.  Classical thought on urbanization varies as society oscillates between 

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft (Tönnies), mechanical and organic solidarities (Durkheim) to the 

more concrete discussion of numbers, density, and heterogeneity of a particular spatial 

arrangement – a theory eloquently proffered by Louis Wirth.  These and other urban sociological 

cannons consider social disorganization, personality disorders, and deviance as characteristics of 

urban existence.  Relations and social bonds are weakened by anonymity and/or superficial 

contact with others (Tönnies 1887), (Simmel 1903), (Wirth 1930).      

Obviously, we must take urban sprawl into account along with the fact that cities were 

smaller during the time these classical theorists penned.  However, it seems that their theories, 

for the most part, still hold.  The “outer city” is further out today than it was when Gans (1968) 

did his ethnographies, and subsequently, the suburbs have swallowed up and reshaped what he 

may have known as towns.  Being that much of his work has pivoted around ethnographies, we 

should feel confident in Gans’ account of culture in these various areas.  His probing appears 
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deeper than his predecessors as he proffers “1) suburbs are more likely to be dormitories, 2) they 

are further away from the work and play facilities of the central business districts, 3) they are 

newer and more modern than city residential areas and are designed for the automobile rather 

than for pedestrian and mass-transit forms of movement, 4) they are built up with single-family 

rather than multifamily structures and are, therefore, less dense, 5) their populations are more 

homogeneous, and 6) their populations differ demographically – they are younger, more of them 

are married, they have higher incomes, and they hold proportionately more white-collar jobs” 

(47-48).   

Gans (1968) account of urbanism and suburbanism attempts to express more than an 

ecological assessment of social life.  His thoughts are that since we are studying human beings 

who have the ability to make choices; ecology cannot explain behaviors in confronting housing 

shortages, disasters, marriages, and class systems.  Based on the roles people play in our social 

system, choices and demands are made.  Gans goes on to suggest that class and life-cycle stages 

may be the most important influence on housing and neighborhoods (49).  We see this best 

displayed if we were to examine urban living as temporary until one has the opportunity to live 

the American Dream (suburban living).  We also see where changes in American economy, 

transportation systems, and housing policy can thwart one’s campaign to live that dream.  What 

Gans deemed to be urban-renewal was strongly opposed but has since been renamed 

gentrification and causes one to consider more “systemic data collection and theorizing” (50). 

Observing Homelessness 

On Saturday, September 12, 2009, I set off to observe an area that I thought to be a 

homeless village (under the I-85/I-75 Bridge that stretches from Edgewood Avenue to Auburn 
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Avenue – Atlanta, GA).  Although this space is quite populated by the homeless, I thought it to 

be significantly under populated this afternoon; therefore, I moved to Woodruff Park.  I set up 

camp in the Southwest corner of the park – a tabled area roped off and labeled “Reading Room.”   

I found this section cozy and immediately began to examine my preconceptions (or prejudices) 

of this Woodruff Park space.  I have passed through this space from time to time for classes but 

never took time to sense its meaning.   

The rythym of the park was maintained by someone tapping on a piece of hollow wood – 

a sound that eventually blended with the traffic, the voices, the sirens, and the noise in my head.  

In some strange way, I began to feel welcomed and a sense of belonging.  The presence of 

“Atlanta’s Finest” and the Ambassador Force of Downtown Atlanta gave those like me (non-

regulars) a sense of security.  At times, I felt as if I were being watched.  In fact, it turns out that 

I was being watched – my cozy “reading room” was roped off because it is never open on 

weekends.  Three uniformed maintenance personnel approached me; pointed to the “This Area 

Closed” sign that I practically climbed over, and escorted me away.  Although I blasted them 

with sarcastic questions about weekend reading, they were nice and appeared to be just as baffled 

as I about the policy.  Park regulars watched and anticipated this intervention.  I immediately 

referenced James Duncan’s (1983) essay where he discusses a moral order of a landscape – 

someone (of the “host group”) has determined “what people under what circumstances are 

allowed to engage in what activity in what places” (p.165).   

Obviously, visibly poor people are postured as violators of our “moral order of 

capitalism” as we segregate them at different levels.  Those that are being housed are housed 

away from those that can afford housing.  Those who are unable to afford housing, not housed, 
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and visibly non-owners of property are deemed “homeless” – alienated, and controlled in public 

spaces (Pascale 2005).   Pascale goes on to posit that the appearance of visibly poor people 

threatens commercial areas and to be homeless “is to be outside of societal order” (p.260). 

Before moving away from the densely populated South end of the park, I have a clear 

view of the chessboard gazebo, another tabled section (the Southeast corner of the park), and the 

sidewalk lined by folk engaged in various forms of conversation.  The population is majority 

male and black, but it is nearly impossible to determine who is, in fact, homeless.  Initially, I 

sensed disappointment but eventually became intrigued by the population diversity.  I quickly 

negotiated being in the position of making assessments.   I determined the following: 1) regulars 

had established relations and some form of an attachment to the park but were not necessarily 

homeless; 2) those carrying, pushing, or pulling carts and/or bags (like luggage) were homeless – 

few in numbers; and 3) those in a state of dishevelment were homeless.   

It appeared that most of those considered homeless had mental health issues that ranged 

from psychoses to addictions and possibly cases of both.  Several of the obvious severe cases 

exhibited talking aloud alone and/or loud outbursts of profanity.  Two instances of the angry 

outbursts were actually directed toward another individual but did not pose a threat to anyone.  It 

almost seemed normal and entertaining to the regulars.   Occasionally, there were obvious signs 

of drinking – one obnoxiously intoxicated.   

Although there was no real way to determine anyone’s sexual preference, I interpreted 

the behaviors of many of these regular men homosexual.  I am referencing the regulars in this 

case because some of those that I observed to be openly gay did not meet the established 
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homeless criteria but clearly had rapport with those that did.  I observed only two women 

(regulars) openly masculine.   

On the South side of the park, there was a man preaching and held the attention of several 

sitting on the wall that lines the sidewalk.  He was interesting – his lecture sounded like sound 

advice/answers for all of us within earshot.  We, the rest of us, were interesting too as we 

allowed him to do what he was doing while we continued to do what we were doing.  On the 

North side of the park, there was a man preaching donning a robe.  I was not close enough to 

hear his messages, but he had a larger audience.  They all lined up to receive something 

(probably food) when he was done.    

Earlier I mentioned the formal social control that secured the area, but I witnessed 

informal social control when a guy walked up to another in front of me and said that they needed 

to take a walk – he continued on to the far Southeast corner of the park.  The guy who was 

approached got loud and drew a lot of attention (probably his intent) by claiming that he had 

done nothing wrong.  He did this until I became uncomfortable visualizing the worse and 

contemplated relocating until a female approached him from that Southeast corner and said that 

someone at the Southeast corner wanted to talk with him.  He complied.  He and the first guy 

shouted at each other and he left them as if he needed to find someone to defend him or to clear 

matters.  That person showed up and obviously did just that.  I am totally unsure about what was 

going on in that corner, but I sensed it involved drug activity.  The chess players that shared that 

corner of the park continued to play through all of this seemingly unphased.   
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Conclusion 

In my opening paragraph, I mentioned suburban perspectives on homelessness.  My first 

lesson Saturday was that I, indeed, have a suburban perspective on homelessness.  This particular 

exercise does little to scratch the surface of this topic, but it does force me to reexamine my 

familiar assumptions about socioeconomic statuses, race, class, gender, and sexuality.  Atlanta’s 

Woodruff Park is a place where the homeless congregate, but the homeless do not have 

exclusivity to this space.  Nevertheless, on this day in the park, there was a pretty significant 

flow of GSU traffic, many reading, some playing on the grassy area, dogs being walked, and 

even a group of young girls practicing violin with their teacher – all done without civil disorder.  

Gans (1968) introduced five types of inner-city dwellers of which all visited Woodruff Park on 

the same day I did.   

This paper does little to address the USA homelessness quagmire; however, it has been 

my intent to shed light on the possibilities of discussing sociological solutions from a public 

sociology perspective.  From the review of the literature, we can see that there is a correlation 

between those marginalized by the social stressors of inequality and stratification to the point of 

embracing homelessness.  With this in mind, it seems appropriate to tap the public sociological 

sub-discipline in order to promote movement toward making political headway on this matter.  

The science of sociology lends itself to providing trends and statitiscal data without much 

prescribing; however, sociology and its anomolous character can be viewed as the perfect vehicle 

upon which remedies for social ills and social movements should ride.    
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