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Misery and Pride
—A Fieldwork of Homeless Men in Sanya—

Yuko Shimizu
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Since the business recession became severe ten years ago, the number of homeless people has increased and it
has become a social problem in Japan like many other developed countries. People often see them as lazy, dirty, and
a nuisance. Prejudice against them once fixed can not be corrected easily, and the prejudice and stereo-type may re-
sult nurses to treat them with misunderstanding and based manner.

This paper describes daily lives of homeless people living in Sanya area in Tokyo. The aim of the paper is to in-
crease understanding of the life of homeless people in order to rectify our biases. We selected Sanyu-kai, a non-profit
organization, as a study field and participated their activities. Sanyu-kai has been providing various supports, such
as health care, day-center, and meal services to those living in Sanya for 17 years. For two months, two to three days
each week, we participated in several activities in Sanyu-kai, and took field notes.

Sanya has a long history of small community of day laborers, prostitutes and vagabonds since Edo era. In
1970s and 80s, it used to supply a largest number of day laborers for construction in Tokyo. But, now jobs are scarce
and the majority of people living in Sanya now are single elderly men.

The homeless men sleep in cardboard boxes on streets with old blankets. Some of them have a tent house of blue
vinyl sheets. They get some small amount of money by selling cans and bottles collected from bins. If they have no
money, they gather unused lunch boxes from bins in order to survive a day. They have to sacrifice their pride for
survival and live a life of misery. Some people refuse to scavenge for left over food in garbage because of their pride
as a human. For those, it means giving up their life and choosing death on the street as their destination.

Knowing the truth and efforts for better understanding will help to reduce prejudice and open mind to know

an individual as a person rather than see them in stereo-type.
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