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As Homelessness· Grows, 
City Leaders Chase Global Goals 

J • 

By Theodore Dalrymple 

The mayors of large cities in 
the west these days seem 
often to be more concerned 
with global problems such 
as climate change, and even 

the reform of human nature, 
than with more local challenges. It 
seems to be a pathology of modern of­
ficialdom, elected or otherwise, to be 
unable to stick to the relatively hum­
ble tasks it is called upon to perform. 
Instead, it develops a kind of saviour 
complex. The world is not so much 
their oysteras their responsibility. 

Charles Dickens satirized this 
tendency a century and three 
quarters ago in the character of 
Mrs. Jellyby in his novel "Blea:k 
House." Mrs. J ellyby is a woman of 
the most charitable feelings, who is 
so concerned with the condition of 
humanity that she can see "nothing­
nearer than Africa," and thereby 
neglects her own children. 
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But what in Dickens's time was an 
individual quirk has now become 
an entire social tendency, at least 
of the educated and semi-educated 
classes. Doing good in minute par­
ticulars, as William Blake put it, does 
not satisfy their egos or their mag­
nificent intellects. 

• A security guard talks to a homeless man and his dog outside Waterloo Station in London on April 15, 2024. 

For example, London, like other 
cities, seems to have had a large in­
crease in homelessness oflate years. 
This, perhaps, is not surprising, since 
it has been all9wed by successive 
governments to act as a magnet for 

·untold numbers of migrants who 
either claim public benefits or work 
in low-paid unskilled jobs, legally 
or illegally. Half of public housing 
available in London is taken up by 
people not born in the country, and 
it is probably not alone in this. 

Quite a number-of the mad.have 
been decanted on to the streets to 

live in cardboard boxes and sleep­
ing bags. Walking down a busy and 
fashionable sheet recently where 
the smallest apartment is so expen­
sive that it is unaffordable even by 
people with excellent jobs but no 
capital, I came across at least five 
people muttering gibberish to them­
selves, or to their hallucinated inter­
locutors, in their temporary homes 
of rags, dirty sleeping bags, card­
board boxes, plastic bottles and the 
remains of past meals. 

My emotions on witnessing such 
degradation are mixed and unsta­
ble, veering between pity; feaF and 
irritation. There is no doubt that the 

condition of these people is pitiable: 
none of us would exchange places 
·with them. Their psychotic state 
might have been the result of their 
drug-taking, or .greatly exacerbated 
by it, or they might be deteriorated 
alcoholics; but still they are human 
beings, and we should walk past 
them as if they were mere objects. 

They create an atmosphere of 
insecurity even in the midst of 
crowds. Few of them, no doubt, are 
actually dangerous, or will ever 
commit murder, but they often ap­
pear menacing, and we are not very 
surprised when one of them <lees· 
actually kill or injure somebody, 
seemingly at random, because of 
his madness. It does not in the least 
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people are more often the victims 
of violence than the perpetrators of 
it. They contribute to an unpleasant 
feeling that the city is barely under 
control, that anything could happen 
at any moment. No merely statisti­
cal argument about the dangerous­
ness of each individual homeless 
person relieves us of that feeling. 

Perverted compassion 
is common in 

our society, with 
unfortunate 

consequences. 

Compassion for the individual 
soon gives way to irritation that our 
gigantic state apparatus, both in its 
central and local forms, seems un­
able to deal with this problem which, 
after all, is not of vast scale. The pub­
lic authorities seem powerless, para­
lyzed-ou~itted, one might say-by 
a few madmen. 

What could those authorities, 
bloated but weak, like an oedema­
tous leg, say in their own defence? 
They might say that they had no-

Perverted compassion is common 
in our society, with unfortunate con­
sequences. While waiting for a train 
from London to Paris recently, I was 
approached in the station by a young­
ish man who might have served as 
an extra in a film about a concentra­
tion camp. I recognized the type im­
mediately from my time as a doctor 
in a prison. He was sallow-skinned, 
emaciated, malnourished, and his 
teeth were well on the way to falling 
out. He asked me for some money so 
that he could find a bed for the night. 

'What drugs do you take?' I 
-asked h im. . 

I t was as ifI had given.him an elec­
tric shock. He began at once on a self­
exculpatory narrative that explained 
hi-s-re8orttocirugs:Yte1l{h1.T}Q! been 
allowed to see his three-month-old 
baby daughter and had started to 
take drugs as a result. This narra­
tive almost certainly reversed the 
chronologyofevents, bute eniftrue 
it was f~el;>le in the extreme. He spoke 
of himself as ifhe were a specimen, 
an inanimate object responding as, 
say, a ball hitting a wall. 

There is, of course, a natural ten­
dency for all of us to exculpate our­
selves: whenever we are justly ac­
cused of having done something 
wrong, our first inclination is to find 
excuses, and no one is so unimagi­
native that he cannot find them. But 
a still small voice tells us that we are 
not telling ourselves or others the 
truth, that we are in fact culpable. 

Our society, however, is one that 
encourages excuse-finding, and this 
has communicated itself to such 
people as the drug addict in the 

. station. He had been taught by our 
culture to regard his own decision to 
take drugs as a kind of mechanical 
response to circumstances, like the 
said ball hitting a wall; and then, if 
he enters the world of "treatment," 
to regard himself as ill, such that 
there is a technical solution to his 
problems that is the responsibility 
of others to supply. 
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a&&!a.ge--0Hr ~~ tha.t such 
people are more often the victims 
of violence than the perpetrators of 
it. They contribute to an unpleasant 
feeling that the city is barely under 
control, that anything could happen 
at any moment. No merely statisti­
cal argument about the dangerous­
ness of each individual homeless 
person relieves us of that feeling. 

Perverted compassion 
is common in 

our society, with 
unfortunate 

consequences. 

Compassion for the individual 
soon gives way to irritation that our 
gigantic state apparatus, both in its 
central and local forms, seems un­
able to deal with this problem which, 
after all, is not of vast scale. The pub­
lic authorities seem powerless, para­
lyzed-oufi:Vitted, one might say-by 
a few madmen. 

What could those authorities, 
bloated but weak, like an oedema­
tous leg, say in their own defence? 
They might say that they had no­
where to put these people, but if so, 
why not? Because they have closed 
them down, first on the grounds that 
conditions in them were abominable 
(which was usually true), and sec­
ond that it was against the human 
rights of the ill to confine or treat 
them against their will. 

The upshot has been that the 
whole population is now subjected 
to a disturbing and even frightening 
spectacle every day, and that disor­
der is the new social, or antisocial, 
norm. If it is permitted for people 
to make their homes on the streets, 
leaving their detritus behind them, 
drinking and taking drugs, alarm­
ing people by their gestures and 
their mad vociferations, what is not 
permitted? And the sight of thou­
sands of people passing these un­
fortunates as if they were not there 
is the very image of a callous soci­
ety-callousness brought about, 
and even made necessary, by sup­
posed compassion. 

Pirs tesortto rugs. "e"h..,rf been 
allowed to see his three-month-old 
baby daughter and had started to 
take drugs as a result. This narra­
tive almost certainly reversed the 
chronology of events, bute eniftrue 
it was f~eble in the extreme. He spoke 
of himself as if he were a specimen, 
an inanimate object responding as, 
say, a ball hitting a wall. 

There is, of course, a natural ten­
dency for all of us to exculpate our­
selves: .whenever we are justly ac­
cused of having done something 
wrong, our first inclination is to find 
excuses, and no one is so unimagi­
native that he cannot find them. But 
a still small voice tells us that we are 
.not telling ourselves or others the 
truth, that we are in fact culpable. 

Our society, however, is one that 
encourages excuse-finding, and this 
has communicated itself to such 
people as the drug addict in the 

. station. He had been taught by our 
culture to regard his own decision to 
take drugs as a kind of mechanical 
response to circumstances, like the 
said ball hitting a wall; and then, if 
he enters the world of "treatment," 
to regard himself as ill, such that 
there is a technical solution to his 
problems that is the responsibility 
of others to supply. 

Many people, especially those con­
cerned with such problems, would 
regard speaking the truth to such as 
he as lacking in compassion, as cen­
sorious, when the reverse is the case. 
To say that the truth will set you free 
is an exaggeration. The truth is a nec­
essary, but not sufficient, condition 
of liberation. But to disguise from 
people their own part in the produc­
tion of their lives is to dehumanize 
them and to imprison them in their 
present circumstances. There are 
times and places in which circum­
stances \ire a complete strait-jacket, 
but most of us do not live in such 
times and places. To teach people 
that they are trapped in this way is 
both cruel and dishonest. 

Theodore Dalrymple is a retired 
doctor. He is contributing editor of 
the City Journal of New York and 
the author of 30 books, including 
"Life at the Bottom." His latest book 
is "Embargo and Other Stories." 


