
Homelessness in America:

Modern Society’s Inequalities

Jessica Fabela

SOCI 441 - Social Theory

Professor Johnson

October 24, 2011

Homelessness in America  1



Homelessness in America:

Modern Society’s Inequalities

Society changes over time due to political, cultural and economical revolutions which 

are not always a positive change. This is seen in the transition from traditional society to 

modern society. The economy transitioned from agricultural sources to industrial processes. 

Community was affected through the change from rural to urban which also affected the way 

power was distributed. Instead of informal control and face to face communication, conflict 

began to be solved through bureaucratic systems of power. Religion moved to a more secular 

perspective which is based upon the theories of science. This idea allowed for the ability to 

change one’s circumstances in life since life was no longer based upon what God had specifi-

cally ordained for one’s life. Modern society became vastly different from the traditional so-

ciety that it once was, transforming many aspects of how society operated and the ways in 

which people interacted with each other. 

 Modern society has drastically impacted social groups in America because of soci-

ety’s inability to meet the needs due to ineffective systems and its material worldview based 

upon ideas of individualism. The homeless population is an example of this inequality in so-

ciety because of the alienation of homeless individuals, failed rational systems placed to pro-

tect society, the reliance upon society and the presence of egoism occurring in homeless indi-

viduals which contributes to the risk of becoming homeless. 

 This paper will reveal the negative impact of changes in modern society which have 

affected the homeless. I believe homeless persons in American are a clear example of the ine-

quality modern society has placed upon its people. This is due to the systems set in place by 

the government to protect its citizens but instead marginalize the homeless and deepen the 

needs of those who are dependent upon society’s resources. This is also a consequence of the 
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growing secular view which is present in the souls of many that each individual is responsible 

for their own life which decreases the moral imperative to care for others in society. These 

changes that have occurred in modern society led to the peril of the homeless population 

which will be elaborated further.

 A major factor in the inequality which contributes to homelessness is alienation in 

various forms. Karl Marx classifies alienation in the labor force when he writes, “alienated 

labour alienates nature from man and man from himself, his own active function, his vital 

activity” (Kivisto, 15). Therefore man both alienates himself from his work produced and 

from himself because his nature is not being expressed in his work. When alienation occurs 

between a man and his work, the man’s purpose is being replaced by the purpose of the capi-

talist he is working for. Like Marx, I believe that when a man’s purpose is replaced by some-

thing other than his own, man’s nature, his purpose is lost and he simply begins living for 

himself. This creates a moral dilemma because the worker may then dissociate himself from 

the workplace, thus creating a loss of a sense of identity. 

This becomes a problem when people no longer have an outlet to express their pur-

pose or nature, and may feel that their labor is no longer purposeful. In times of economic 

downturn, layoffs and downsizing are a major consequence. Workers who are replaced for 

more profitable outcomes or other efficient means (i.e. machines) find themselves alienated 

from their labor. This in turn can contribute to risk factors for homelessness since there is no 

longer a purpose in their labor, thus creating a low sense of worth and value. Workers who 

become alienated can also do so with their relationships with other workers, which creates a 

more individualistic environment. This sense of individualism will decrease the community 

and contribute to the loss of responsibility to help and aid others in times of turmoil and need 
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directly impacting the homeless by not giving them aid and also increasing the population of 

homelessness from those who have been unable to find work. 

 The government has set up systems to distribute resources with the objective of pro-

tecting and caring for society. However, many of these systems have failed American citizens 

because they marginalize the homeless rather than look at each individual as a whole person 

who can contribute to society. Max Weber believed that conflict within society is due to the 

failure of rational systems which leads individuals to be in a sense locked up in an iron cage 

(Kivisto, 85). Weber viewed bureaucracy as a form of rational, legal authority however vari-

ous structures of authority can be harmful to society. Weber defined legal authority as being 

the purest form of bureaucracy in which a “bureaucratic official is appointed by a superior 

authority” (Kivisto, 92). This type of authority includes ideal-type bureaucracy which is 

beneficial to the community. However, other types of authority such as traditional authority 

and charismatic binds us to a strict set of rules and order which greatly limits our freedom 

and personal choices. 

 The other types of authority, traditional and charismatic are less apt to fit the needs of 

society which affects the systems that are created from these authoritative figures. Some of 

the systems that have been created by these authorities are systems designed to help various 

needs of society such as domestic abuse, substance abuse, unemployment and those with 

mental illnesses. These programs and resources focus on a particular aspect of each individ-

ual but are created by a generalization of each group as a whole. This creates a conflict be-

tween those who do not fit the typical situation or lifestyle, or who need multiple resources to 

succeed. Because of the certain criteria and rules to receive aid, many of our neediest find 

themselves on an uphill battle of paperwork and red tape to obtain the help they rightfully 

deserve.
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 Rather than looking at the individual as a whole, these systems are designed to take 

care of the basic needs in a broad definition of the community. Homeless persons are then 

marginalized because many are only being treated in one aspect. Those who are at risk of be-

coming homeless and those who already are homeless may not fit the typical criteria and 

need more assistance which can not be given from these limited systems set up by the gov-

ernment. These systems are a failure. For example, systems such as domestic violence shel-

ters are designed to help those who are victims of this tragedy. These shelters are not provid-

ing the help for the individuals that have children, who are mentally ill, nor who are unem-

ployed, making it difficult for them to function appropriately in society causing a direct link-

age to becoming homeless because of lack of aid.

 The homeless have the greatest inequality in these systems because many have multi-

ple problems they have to fix and the systems are simply not set up well enough to provide 

adequate help for those with multiple needs. For example, if a man living in poverty lost his 

job but also had a mental illness, the inability to pay for his medications may result in a flare-

up of his condition, leading to the consequence of losing his home and living on the streets. 

Also, unemployment classes and other assistance may be unsupportive to one who lost their 

job because of their mental illness, just as drug and alcohol rehab centers may only fix the 

substance abuse but result in a division of a family unit or a loss of job. Many people are in 

situations with multiple issues of unemployment, mental illness, domestic abuse and sub-

stance abuse which when left untreated or improperly treated can result in a loss of their 

home and they can end up homeless. Even though changes in modern society has allowed for 

more resources and systems to help the community, many of these systems are generalized 

and lack sufficient funding or leadership to properly address the needs of many. The strict set 
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of rules and order that these systems impose further limit the availability and aid that is able 

to be given to those who are in need in society, contributing to homelessness.

 Another aspect that has negatively impacted the homeless population is the change of 

modern society from a rural and communal society into one that focuses on individualism in 

urban communities. This changed has affected the homeless population because it alters the 

meaning of traditional causes for homelessness. In traditional society those who were home-

less usually were those with diseases such as leprosy, and they were in turn shunned due to 

their disease. However, in modern society there are several factors which contribute to some-

one’s state of being homeless. Unemployment is a major cause and other causes include do-

mestic abuse, substance abuse, and mental illness. The modern view for someone who is 

homeless tends to be an internal factor, rather than a perspective of an external force causing 

someone to be homeless. The conditions and events leading up to someone becoming home-

less is different from from what it was in traditional society.

 An additional shift from tradition to modern society has impacted the homeless due to 

neglected help from individuals. When the community was rural, family and interpersonal 

relationships were valued. Assistance for the homeless was met in their communities because 

everyone knew each other on an individual basis and relied upon each other for various 

needs. When society shifted to urban cities, individualism took root and began the transition 

to a more secular viewpoint. Help was less available and relationships were less personal. 

Religion began to depart from society’s values which were displayed through the decrease in 

the religious values of helping your neighbor and treating each other equally. 

 As individualism began to grow, egoism increased in society. Egoism is when indi-

viduals have less regard for norms in society and are instead in favor of their own interests. 

This has polluted our society into thinking that the individual self interests are more impor-
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tant than the collective whole, which is causing a lack of concern for the homeless. Sociolo-

gist Émile Durkheim saw this moral crisis and studied how solidarity is created within a soci-

ety. Durkheim saw two difference types of positive solidarity and noted that “The first binds 

the individual directly to society without any intermediary. In the second, he depends upon 

society, because he depends upon the parts of which it is composed” (Kivisto, 47). Durkheim 

believed that solidarity occurs when the differences in people’s labor and strengths bring so-

ciety together. However, in an urban society where egoism is prevalent there can be no bonds 

which make the people interdependent. 

 Although self-governance has attributed to a minor segment of homeless, I believe it 

is not a primary factor as opposed to Taylor’s theory that society is man made and individuals 

are directly responsible for their situation. Self governance is brought upon by independence 

according to Taylor, “Independence became a reality for large numbers of young men and 

often women who could and did strike out on their own, leaving their families, and often 

breaking with their communities and with the traditional ties of dependence” (Kivisto, 146). 

Prior to the eighteenth century, independence was shunned due to everyone viewing them-

selves fitting into a community as whole (Kivisto, 141). Taylor’s reasoning that the homeless 

have created their own situation is false. There are many circumstances beyond an individ-

ual’s control; recession, unemployment, mental illness, and rigid law structure making it dif-

ficult to support oneself. Homeless individuals are usually a product of external factors relat-

ing to the needs of the homelessness not being met or neglected due to public policy and eco-

nomic instability, not because they caused it. 

 As I have previously stated, the homeless population has been greatly affected by the 

changes in modern society which have imposed inequalities in this specific community. This 

is because of the alienation from their labor, self and others and the failed rational systems 
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designed by bureaucracies to protect and help society. It has also increased the homeless’s 

reliance upon society and the growing egoism in each homeless individual. 

 When a person becomes alienated from their labor meaning is no longer attached to 

the product and work which causes the person to have less satisfaction in employment. This 

can become a more serious issue when the alienation occurs between the person and others 

and within themselves. Relationships are lost, and the inner drive and motivation no longer 

occurs in the individual, making it very easy to slip into the despair in society which can lead 

to homelessness. 

 The rational systems set up by bureaucracies also represent the inequality in the 

homeless population because they are not set up to help an individual as a whole but rather as 

a small individual in society, needing only one resource. The help given is therefore too lim-

ited and not given as a means to help the individual in several aspects of one’s life. The struc-

ture is too rigid and secular which discourages the responsibility of helping out one’s neigh-

bor, an ideal heavily believed in traditional society. 

 These inequalities lead up to a reliance upon society from the homeless population 

which only further marginalizes this group. When society cannot provide adequate resources 

and aid to the homeless, the dependence is insufficient and the homeless are left to suffer. The 

egoism that occurs in modern society is a direct result from the secular views society has 

grasped. When an individual in society puts their own needs and desires ahead of social 

norms and necessities, the individual becomes detached from society and falls into a trap of 

false self-fulfillment. This desire can be seen in drug and alcohol abuse which further limit a 

homeless individual’s chance of recovery. This is also true on the other side of the spectrum 

where help is being given. When society is no longer concerned with the needs of others and 

is focused on filling their own desires, help is not given where it is needed. The homeless be-
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come victims of this lack of concern which contributes to the inability to build up one’s life to 

live out of poverty and off the streets. 

 Modern society has drastically changed the way society operates on a relational and 

bureaucratic level which creates inequalities in social groups. Secular views replaced relig-

ious views which decreased the moral imperative to help others in society. Individualism 

grew rapidly which brought about a greater division in classes. Unfortunately, the homeless 

have become the victims of these changes which creates inequalities among classes and so-

cial groups. As a result, the homeless have become more susceptible to the factors of aliena-

tion, egoism and failed systems which results in a total dependence and reliance upon a soci-

ety which continues to neglect their needs. 
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