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Citizen Hobo: How a Century of Homelessness Shaped America – A Deep 
Dive into Depastino's 2003 Paperback

For anyone fascinated by the untold stories that have shaped the United States, the world of the American hobo 

offers a unique lens into the nation’s social fabric. In “Citizen Hobo: How a Century of Homelessness Shaped 

America”by Todd Depastino, first published in paperback in 2003, the author takes readers on a compelling

journey through the lives of itinerant workers, the cultural myths that surrounded them, and the enduring influence

of their struggles on modern America. This article explores the book’s historical context, narrative techniques, key

insights, and lasting impact, offering a thorough guide for scholars, students, and curious readers alike.

1. The Book in Context: Why “Citizen Hobo” Matters

When Depastino released his paperback in 2003, the United States was grappling with a rising homelessness 

crisis, an economic downturn, and a renewed interest in grassroots activism. Against this backdrop, Citizen Hobo

provided a scholarly yet accessible narrative that connected the past to the present. The book’s title itself—“Citizen

Hobo”—highlights the paradox of a marginalized group that nevertheless contributed to the nation’s development,

challenging readers to reconsider the definition of citizenship.

Depastino’s work is not merely a historical chronicle; it is an exploration of identity, labor, and the American Dream.

By weaving together archival research, oral histories, and cultural analysis, the author paints a vivid portrait of a

century of homelessness that continues to resonate in contemporary debates over housing policy, labor rights, and

social justice.

2. Homelessness in American History: From Frontier to Industrial Age

2.1 Early Roots: The Frontier and the Nomadic Spirit

Before the industrial revolution, many Americans lived a semi-nomadic lifestyle. The open plains and the promise of

land attracted settlers who moved constantly in search of opportunity. While not “homeless” in the modern sense,

this itinerant existence laid the groundwork for the later hobo culture.

2.2 The Rise of Railroads and the Birth of the Hobo

The 19th century saw the expansion of railroads, which created a new kind of labor demand. Seasonal workers,

often from rural areas, found themselves displaced during off-peak times. Without stable housing or wages, they

began traveling by train, earning a living by moving from one job to another. These workers, who would later be

known as hobos, developed a unique subculture that included coded signals, a shared lexicon, and a sense of

community among the itinerant.

2.3 The Great Depression: A Surge in Homelessness

The economic collapse of 1929 and the ensuing Great Depression pushed millions into homelessness. The term

“hobo” expanded to include not only seasonal laborers but also those forced to travel in search of food and shelter.



The image of the hobo became emblematic of the era’s struggle, as seen in literature, film, and popular culture.

2.4 Post-War America: Suburbanization and the Decline of the Hobo

After World War II, the United States experienced a boom in suburban development and increased government

support for housing. However, the rise of the welfare state also led to the marginalization of certain groups, and the

visibility of homelessness began to shift. Despite this, the legacy of the hobo persisted, influencing modern urban

homelessness and the fight for affordable housing.

3. Depastino’s Narrative Approach: A Blend of Scholarship and Storytelling

3.1 Archival Research and Primary Sources

Depastino’s meticulous research draws on a wealth of primary documents—train logs, newspaper clippings,

personal letters, and government reports. By incorporating these sources, he provides readers with an authentic

window into the lives of hobos, allowing them to understand the socio-economic pressures that shaped their

journeys.

3.2 Oral Histories and Personal Anecdotes

One of the book’s strengths lies in its use of oral histories. Depastino interviewed former hobos, their families, and

historians, capturing personal anecdotes that bring the past to life. These stories humanize the statistics, revealing

the resilience, ingenuity, and camaraderie that defined hobo culture.

3.3 Cultural Analysis: Myth vs. Reality

While the hobo myth often portrays these itinerants as romantic rebels, Depastino challenges this narrative by

exploring the harsh realities—poverty, violence, and exploitation—that many faced. He examines how media

representations shaped public perception and how these perceptions influenced policy decisions.

4. Key Themes and Insights from the Book

4.1 The Concept of “Citizen” in a Homeless Context

Depastino interrogates the notion of citizenship, arguing that hobos—despite their lack of permanent residence—

were active participants in the American economy. Their labor on railroads, farms, and factories contributed to the

nation’s growth, challenging the idea that citizenship requires stable housing.

4.2 Labor Rights and the Fight for Fair Wages

The book highlights how hobos were among the first groups to advocate for labor rights. Their collective bargaining

efforts and the formation of informal unions pushed for better wages and safer working conditions. Depastino

shows how these early movements foreshadowed modern labor activism.

4.3 The Role of Community and Mutual Aid

One of the most striking aspects of hobo culture was its emphasis on mutual aid. From sharing food and shelter to

exchanging information about train schedules, hobos built a network of support that transcended geographic

boundaries. Depastino illustrates how this sense of community fostered resilience during times of scarcity.

4.4 Homelessness as a Catalyst for Social Change

Depastino argues that the visibility of homelessness during the early 20th century forced policymakers to confront

the inadequacies of existing social safety nets. The book traces how these confrontations led to reforms such as

the establishment of public housing and welfare programs.



5. Impact on Contemporary Understanding of Homelessness

5.1 Reframing Policy Discussions

By connecting historical homelessness to present-day issues, Depastino’s book encourages policymakers to view

homelessness as a systemic problem rather than an individual failing. The historical perspective offers valuable

lessons for designing effective housing policies.

5.2 Influencing Academic Research

Since its publication, Citizen Hobohas become a staple in courses on American history, sociology, and public

policy. Scholars reference the book when analyzing the evolution of labor movements, urban development, and the

socio-economic dynamics of the 20th century.

5.3 Inspiring Grassroots Activism

Modern activists studying the book have drawn parallels between the hobo’s informal support networks and

contemporary mutual aid initiatives. This has led to a resurgence of community-based solutions to homelessness,

such as shared housing cooperatives and food banks.

6. Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, Citizen Hoboreceived praise for its thorough research and engaging narrative style. Critics

highlighted Depastino’s ability to humanize a marginalized group while maintaining scholarly rigor. The book has

since earned a reputation as a foundational text in the study of American homelessness.

Over the years, the paperback edition has remained in print, with updated editions adding new research and

commentary. Its continued relevance underscores the enduring importance of understanding the historical roots of

contemporary social issues.

7. How to Get the Book: Availability and Formats

•  Paperback – The original 2003 edition is widely available through major retailers such as Amazon, Barnes & 

Noble, and independent bookstores.

•  eBook – Digital versions can be purchased on Kindle, Google Books, and Apple Books for convenient reading 

on various devices.

•  Audiobook – Audiobook editions are available on Audible, offering an engaging listening experience for 

commuters and travelers.

•  Library Access – Many university libraries and public libraries hold copies; check the WorldCat database to 

locate a nearby copy.

When searching for the book, use the full title: Citizen Hobo: How a Century of Homelessness Shaped Americaby

Todd Depastino, published in 2003. This ensures you find the correct edition and avoid confusion with similarly

titled works.

8. Conclusion: Lessons from the Past for the Future

In Citizen Hobo, Todd Depastino masterfully bridges the gap between historical narrative and contemporary

relevance. By chronicling how a century of homelessness shaped America, the book reminds us that the struggles

of itinerant workers are not relics of the past but living echoes that influence policy, culture, and community today.

Whether you are a student of history, a policy analyst, or simply curious about the hidden stories that have shaped



the nation, this paperback offers invaluable insights. It challenges us to rethink what it means to be a citizen, to

recognize the power of collective action, and to confront the systemic roots of homelessness with empathy and

evidence-based solutions.

Ultimately, “Citizen Hobo: How a Century of Homelessness Shaped America”is more than a book; it is a call

to acknowledge the resilience of those who have long been overlooked and to harness that resilience in building a

more inclusive and equitable future.
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