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ABSTRACT

This study examines contemporary hobo zines and the socially constructed themes that they portray. Hobo zines are nonprofessional, noncommercial publications devoted to the hobo lifestyle that are self-produced by hobos. Content analysis was used to examine themes found within contemporary hobo zines. This study finds the common themes of adventure, freedom, wanderlust, and isolation within hobo culture and reveals how hobos socially construct the hobo lifestyle and express hobo culture through the content of zines. 
On the Rails: 
A Content Analysis of Contemporary Hobo Zines
Since the end of the Great Depression little scholarly attention has been paid to the members of a counterculture that continue to live their lives out of sight and on the rails. It is a common misconception that hobos no longer exist in American society since the historical need for them as migratory workers ended after rapid industrialization of the United States and since expansion of transportation methods has made it easier and safer for the adventuresome to travel and roam about the country. Hobos do exist in contemporary American society, however, and their stories and culture thrive in an underground circulation of self-published and self-created crude imitations of magazines called zines.  Currently, there are limited studies that examine the lives of contemporary hobos, and no previous research analyzes the voices of hobos as expressed through zines. The purpose of this study is to shed new light on contemporary hobo culture by examining themes found in current hobo zines.
LITERATURE REVIEW

While no previous research on contemporary hobo zines is available, previous literature does examine the hobo counterculture, although artifacts produced by hobos are rarely considered. Additionally, there contemporary studies regarding underground zines and the cultures which surround them, but none include zines produced within the contemporary hobo counterculture. 

Hobo Literature

In 1922, Nels Anderson (1923) conducted one of the most comprehensive sociological studies on the hobo subculture as it existed in the United States. He asserted that the hobo population created a distinct culture with its own economic, social, and political institutions. Anderson (1923) argued that the hobo culture arose in the United States in response to economic conditions and industrialization in the late 1800’s and was inextricably linked to the railroads, which became part of the hobo’s identity. Anderson conceptualized the term “hobo” as a migratory worker who makes a habit of freight train riding. In his definition, Anderson distinguished hobos from other vagabonds, particularly bums and tramps, by asserting that bums are stationary non-workers while tramps are migratory non-workers. Although Anderson’s definition of this new breed of vagabond is widely accepted, today the terms hobo and tramp are often used interchangeably; less frequently is the term bum used to refer to a hobo or a tramp.  
             Caplow (1940:735) asserted in an article titled “Transiency as a Cultural Pattern” that within the hobo group a “common attitudes, argot, and even an ideology could be described”  Caplow (1940:735) contended that one attitude hobos possess is the acceptance of others regardless of race; “Race prejudice is markedly low.” With regard to the hobo’s identity, Caplow argues that hobos’ behaviors are not particularly socializing since hobos continue to identify with the society at large because it is society that helps them survive. Society fulfills hobos’ basic needs by providing them with food and shelter through charitable organizations. Despite hobos’ dependence on the dominant society, hobos do not largely value institutional culture, according to Caplow. Caplow (1940:738) claims, “Seeing the seamy side of institutional culture, he is apt to prize symbols of the social organization very lightly.”  

Allsop (1967) examined the history of migrant workers in the United States. He traced the emergence of the hobo class to economic conditions as well as to an unusual interpretation of the American dream which favors independent freedom despite the insecurities and unquestionable hardships associated with living on the road. Cotton’s (2002) personal memoir, Hobo: A Young Man’s Thoughts on Trains and Tramping in America, supports Allsop’s findings. “So maybe I am a goddamn hobo—I don’t want anything more than my freedom, and anything that gets in my way will be left behind. If that makes me a hobo, then I guess that’s what I am” (p. xxix). Allsop (1967) also maintained that the railroads played a significant role in the hobo’s construction of identity: “It was the railroads which gave him his identity and style of life in a distinctive clan of homeless floating laborers” (p. 45).  
             Similar to Cotton, others have published works about living as a hobo. Conover (1984) published an account of his four months of travels as a hobo.  Conover discussed the values and attitudes of the hobo culture and what he learned about the dominant culture from the perspective as an outsider. Conover (1984, p. 273) stated, 

It also taught me something about the society I had stepped out of. Life on the edge showed me what I might have guessed that morning outside of Britt (city of Iowa), trying fruitlessly to thumb a ride to the Hobo Convention: ordinary people respond differently to the romanticized, folkloric hobo than to a real one, asking them for help. Real ones we don’t like to look at or think about.

Themes of isolation from the mainstream society resonated in Cotton’s (2002, p. 87) book: “Hobos know their place—in the trees—out of sight—a whisper below the breeze.”  Loneliness also constitutes a large part of the hobo’s identity, and Cotton attests to this, asserting that it is impossible in the “business of tramping” to hold onto anyone or anything.  
             Williams (2003) published a collection of hobo life stories, poems, and songs in One More Train to Ride. By analyzing these artifacts, Williams (2003) claimed that hobos possess a unique character trait—that of wanderlust. According to Williams (2003, p.xiv), “They are driven by an irresistible need to move.”  This trait, Williams argued, causes hobos to identify as physical and social outcasts. Cotton (2002) illustrated this by accepting the status of a societal outcast when he said, “All they want is to fit me in, but it doesn’t work because there isn’t a place to fit me in. And that’s okay,” (p. 67).  Although previous research pertaining to hobo culture is available, no studies specifically examine the literary cultural artifacts of hobos such as zines. 

Zine Literature


Duncombe (1997) wrote the first comprehensive study of zine publishing. He asserted that zines are a form of communication and expressive medium of the marginal that can provide insight into underground cultures. Zines, according to Duncombe (1997), provide unfettered understandings of the cultures in which they are produced and also contain underlying messages about the dominant culture. Additionally, Duncombe claimed that zines are means for a subculture to socially construct an identity. According to Duncombe (1997) individuals form identities based upon the values and experiences of the subcultures of which they are part and then transfer these identities into zines: “Zine writers use their zines as a means to assemble the different bits and pieces of their lives and interests into a formula that they believe represents who they really are” (p.37). 
SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION THEORY 

In 1967, Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1967:1) proposed that reality is socially constructed, and they coined the process by which human actors construct the reality of the social world in which they live as the “social construction of reality.” Their approach to the social world, also called phenomenological sociology because “it sees the world as it appears to the human beings as made up of phenomena constructed by the human actors themselves,” focused on the “essential meaning common to certain patterns of life” (p. 144). More simply put, the social constructionist approach to human social life is interested in how human beings make sense of or give meaning to their lives; it is concerned with how humans construct reality. 
            Berger and Luckmann (1967) began with the notion that “everyday life presents itself as a reality interpreted by men and subjectively meaningful to them as a coherent world” (p. 19). Berger and Luckmann contended that although multiple realities exist within our lives, one reality of particular importance, or the reality “par excellence,” presents itself in everyday life. Thus, everyday life is an ordered reality of prearranged patterns that shape human beings actions. Everyday life is characterized by what one is doing, what one has done, and what one plans to do. Berger and Luckmann (1967) offered the “world of the garage” as an example of everyday social reality. If one were a mechanic, social reality must be “I (mechanic) am interested in what goes on in the testing laboratories of the automobile industry in Detroit” because “work done there will eventually affect my everyday life” (p. 23).
            Everyday life also presents itself as a world that is shared with others, and according to Berger and Luckmann, language is one aspect of everyday life.  Berger and Luckmann (1967) claimed, “I cannot exist in everyday life without continually interacting and communicating with others,” thus the people around you are part of everyday life (p. 23). Language is a means of expression and communication as well as a collection of symbols that catalogue what humans know as reality. Language is a sign that provides meaning in the human social world.
            Berger and Luckmann (1967) explained that “while it is possible to say that man has a nature, it is more significant to say that man constructs his own nature, or more simply, that man produces himself” (p. 49). According to Berger and Luckmann, although human beings are born with genetic presuppositions, humans are also born into a social world that allows them to form identities based upon socialization and habitualization. Socialization is the process by which one learns how to behave and participate in society. Habitualization is the process by which behaviors become patterns. Identity develops from socialization and habitualization, which eventually become formalized in social institutions and social roles. 
            Drawing upon the ideas of Berger and Luckmann, other sociologists have applied a social constructionist approach to understanding human social life. Loseke (2003), for example, explicitly uses a social constructionist approach in order to understand social problems such as poverty or deviant lifestyles. In Thinking About Social Problems, Loseke analyzes how human beings create or produce social problems and become to accept them as realities despite the actuality of constructed social problems. 
            Gamson (1992) examined the construction of social realities through media images. Gamson (1992) claimed that “we assume that a wide variety of media messages can act as teachers of values, ideologies, and beliefs and that they can provide images for interpreting the world whether or not the designers are conscious of this intent” (p. 374).  Media can take many formats from films, to music, to magazines. Duncombe (1997), in Notes From Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative Culture, explored how “zinesters” construct magazines that reflect personal identities, foster community, promote communication among alienated members of society, and provide alternative media venues to voices that the mainstream ignore. Duncombe (1997, p. 107) asserted, 
We make sense of our world and construct our identities, in significant measure, out of the physical and cultural materials that surround us. Not only do we enjoy the products and entertainment that we consume; these things become an integral part of who we are.

Media is an active component of the social environment; it affects the way individuals think about the world around them, and how they choose to construct their identities within the social environment, including how hobo identity is shaped by zines. 
METHODOLOGY


This study employed a content-analysis of contemporary hobo zines. A hobo is defined here as a wandering homeless person who travels by means of freight train hopping. Freight train hopping is the illegal act of hitching a ride on a freight car. Zines are a form of underground media that are noncommercial, nonprofessional, and produced, published, and distributed usually by one person. Zines are not produced for a profit and are typically sold at the cost of production. Zines are also traded between creators in person and sometimes by mail. The knowledge of zines is spread through word of mouth and among subcultures or countercultures that share common interests. The content of zines is often very personal and devoted to the writer’s experiences on a particular subject matter. Hobo zines, for example, contain personal stories about the wanderer lifestyle and freight train travels. 
             Content-analysis is utilized in this study because it is an unobtrusive approach to studying a hidden counterculture. Furthermore, due to the extremely personal and unfiltered nature of zines, content analysis is also an effective method for gaining data on hobos’ experiences of the world. Finally, a limited amount of research pertaining to contemporary hobos exists, especially in the form of ethnographies, and no previous research has been conducted on the cultural artifacts of hobos. Thus, this study will add to previous research on hobo culture in a new way. 
             Due to the nature of underground zine distribution, it is not possible to acquire a sample of hobo zines by means of a systematic technique. Accessible hobo zine collections simply do not exist in libraries or internet databases, and no data pertaining to the number or names of zines in circulation is available. Therefore, data was obtained by means of a convenient sampling technique. I participated directly in hobo culture and collected hobo zines distributed by their creators and hobo readers during my travels with hobos in July and August 2007. Additionally, my hobo traveling companions referred me to other hobos who produce and distribute their own zines. I acquired additional zines from them through mail as opposed to direct contact. One weakness in this form of data collection is that the sample may not be representative of all hobo zines in circulation. 
             The population sample here includes 15 zines with a total population of 210 articles. A random sample of 40 articles was drawn from the population of 210 because time constraints did not allow for the analysis of all articles. Articles were analyzed using latent coding which looks for implicit meaning in the text. Latent coding allows for common themes within articles to emerge. Due to the unconventional form of zines, full bibliographic information is not available. Many zine articles in this sample offer only titles and occasionally authors.

FINDINGS

Relationships with People

One significant theme found in hobo zines was relationships with people, including relationships with railroad workers, railyard police officers, outsiders— those living outside the hobo subculture—and insiders—those living within the hobo subculture. Relationships could be positive or negative. Table 1 illustrates hobo relationships by type and outcome.
	Table 1: Hobo Relationships by Type and Outcome

	
	Positive
	Negative
	Total

	
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%

	Outsiders
	15
	37.5%
	2
	5%
	17
	42.5%

	Railroad Workers
	13
	32.5%
	2
	5%
	15
	37.5%

	Railyard Police
	0
	0
	13
	32.5%
	13
	32.5%

	Insiders
	9
	22.5%
	2
	5%
	11
	27.5%

	Total 
	37
	67.1%
	19
	33.9%
	56
	100%


 Most (67.1%) interactions were positive. Approximately forty-two percent of articles reported relationships with outsiders. A majority (37.5%) of those relationships were positive and a minority (5%) were negative. These positive relationships were characterized by the outsiders’ friendly, hospitable, and/or charitable interactions with hobos. Negative relationships included instances when hobos were met by the dominant culture with hostility. Similarly, approximately twenty-seven percent of articles described relationships with insiders—interactions hobos had with other hobos previously unknown to them—and most (22.5%) were positive, which were marked by friendly interactions, while a few (5%) were negative, which were marked by hostile interactions. Approximately thirty-seven percent of articles described relationships with railroad workers. A majority (32.5%) of interactions with railroad workers were positive and a minority (5%) were negative. An example of a positive relationship is demonstrated by the author of “Catching Out Tour D.I.Y. 2002,”
I saw a worker inspecting a train and determined to approach him. Before I could say anything, he asked where I was headed. When I answered Minneapolis, he said: This is not your train. He said the train I wanted was called The Superior. To my surprise, he picked up his radio and asked what track The Superior was on. 

In contrast to the generally positive relationships with insiders, outsiders, and railroad workers, all (32.5%) of the articles that commented on relationships with railyard police officers were negative.
He was on me before I could even think about running again, his gun drawn. With a pancake fist he yanked off my pack and threw me to the ground. His knee found that spot in my back that the police surgically add to you when you are born. The cuffs were already on me, but he was still making threatening jabs with his gun.
Motivating Forces 
The second central theme found within the articles was motivating forces—or the reasons for the author’s desire to live the hobo lifestyle. Table 2 illustrates motivating forces.  
	Table 2: Motives for Living the Hobo Lifestyle

	 
	f
	%

	Adventure
	23
	57.5%

	Freedom
	7
	17.5%

	Wanderlust
	6
	15%

	Escape
	4
	10%

	Total
	40
	100%


The most frequently mentioned reasons were adventure (57.5%), freedom (17.5%), wanderlust (15%), and escape (10%). “It’s knowing you can go anywhere you want anytime you want. Freedom,” said the anonymous author of the article “Trains.” Articles citing escape as a motivating factor mentioned escaping from troubles, mundane lives, and the dominant culture. One such example of escape is quoted from “Dark Nights and Somber Times,”

I guess to the rail workers it just another night at work, but to some of us it’s more, this culture of evolving nomadism with deep ties to the past and an understanding of how fragile and unsustainable the dominant culture that we find ourselves trying to escape is. 

Emotive States
A third central theme found within the articles pertained to the author’s emotive state while traveling.  Table 3 illustrates emotive states expressed by the authors. 
	Table 3: Authors’ Emotive States While Traveling

	
	f
	%

	Discomfort
	21
	52.5%

	Reverence for nature/natural landscapes
	14
	35%

	Content/Joy
	11
	27.5%

	Comfort
	8
	20%

	Alienation/ “the Other”
	5
	12.5%

	Peace
	5
	12.5%

	Loneliness/Isolation
	3
	7.5%

	Total
	67
	100%


Common feelings expressed by the authors were: discomfort (52.5%), reverence for nature/natural landscapes (35%), content/joy (27.5%), comfort (20%), alienation/feelings of being the “other” (12.5%), peace (12.5%), and loneliness/isolation (7.5%).  The articles expressing discomfort related to the hardships of the hobo way of life, such as exposure to the elements, lack of food/water, lack of sleep, and strenuousness of freight train hopping (the act of illegally riding a freight train). As one author explains, 

It was raining faster than the water could drain out of the small quarter-sized holes on the floor of the well (the empty space on the end of some double-stack cars created when a container shorter than the car’s capacity is carried in which train hoppers can ride) and our once comfortable well became a wading pool. It was dark, cold, and f---ing miserable.

The articles expressing reverence for nature/natural landscapes commented on the scenery authors enjoyed from a freight train.

Our ride was beautiful—East through the Glacier National Park, where the water was so clear you could see the bottom. Thick trees slightly obscured our view of huge mountains surrounding us as occasional hawks flew above. It was amazing. 

 The author of “Solitude Never Hurts Anyone” explained the joy he finds in riding freight trains; “Nothing is better than these moments (riding freights), these times of pure bliss, where nothing in your heart resides but joy.” One author wrote of the comfort he or she feels while riding freight trains; “It is not a smooth ride at all, but there is a rhythm to it and the swaying of the train is somehow comforting.”  Articles that expressed feelings of “the other” or of being alienated from the rest of society were all based upon physical appearance. For example, in “Billy Gott Goes Home,” the author writes (after entering town on a freight train), “it made it hard to blend in, looking as dirty as we were and with our packs on and all.” Peace as a theme was in “The Adventures of Billy Gott Part I;” “I remember sitting alone in that starlit vast beauty that is the desert at night with the warm wind rushing past and feeling totally at peace.” Finally, of the 7.5% of articles illustrating feelings of loneliness/isolation, one author wrote, “I was craving the mundane and familiar normal human interaction. I felt disconnected and a little lost. I felt small, lonely, and alone, and the freight yard loomed large and threatening.” 
Other 

Other themes present in the articles that could not be easily classified under the aforementioned categories were the act of train hopping (100%), alcohol use (32.5%), hygiene (27.5%) waiting (25%), concerns about food/water (20%), illicit drug use (12.5%), begging (10%), and dumpster diving (a slang term referring to the act of retrieving discarded food/items from dumpsters) (10%). Table 4 depicts percentages of other themes. 
	Table 4: Other Themes

	
	f
	%

	Train Hopping
	40
	100%

	Alcohol Use
	13
	32.5%

	Hygiene
	11
	27.5%

	Waiting
	10
	25%

	Concern for food/water
	8
	20%

	Illicit Drug Use
	5
	12.5%

	Begging
	4
	10%

	Dumpster Diving
	4
	10%

	Total
	95
	100%


All of the articles detailed stories about train hopping and approximately one third (32.5%) of the articles referred to alcohol use. About one third (27.5%) of articles also referred to hygiene. 

We were so dirty and so smelly from days on the rails without any chance to bathe. I smelled strong to myself and I could tell by the looks around me that everyone else in their smart business suits in the crowded bus could as well.

One quarter of the articles detailed waiting in freight yards for trains to hop or waiting on highways and ramps to hitch a ride from passing motorists; “We waited. And waited. And waited. Nothing was leaving.” Ten percent of articles mentioned begging for money by various methods such as “the bum shuffle” (walking up and down lines of cars stopped at a red light to ask for money), “spanging” (soliciting for spare change), “flying a sign” (holding up a cardboard sign soliciting donations), and “busking” (performing in public places and asking for donations/tips). Ten percent of articles also referenced dumpster diving as a method for obtaining food, and items retrieved from dumpsters that were in good condition were referred to as “dumpster scores.” 
DISCUSSION

Much of the hobo culture revolves around social interactions with outsiders as well as with other hobos. Hobos, however, forge unique relationships when compared to members of the dominant culture. For example, freight train hopping is a constant element of hobo culture, and thus hobos are often in contact with railroad workers and railyard police. Hobos are dependent upon the information railroad workers possess as it allows them to successfully navigate the rails, thus hobos are often in a position of requiring railroad workers’ aide. Surprisingly, railroad workers generally comply to the needs of the hobos who ride their rails and forge overwhelmingly positive relationships with hobos, regardless of the possibility that a railroad worker will face sanctions for helping hobos commit the dangerous and illegal act of freight train hopping. It is possible that because railroad workers and hobos both share a strong connection to and similar interest in freight train transportation, they have positive interactions with one another. 
Similarly, it is expected that hobos would have positive relationships with each other since they are part of the same community, share similar interests and values, and possess the same need to obtain information and wisdom from one another in order to comfortably manage their particular way of life. Unexpectedly, relationships with outsiders are more often than not described as positive. Hobos are sometimes dependent upon the charity of outsiders, and outsiders are seemingly willing to provide that charity, such as a free ride (for hitchhiking hobos) or money donations (for hobos soliciting donations). A possible explanation is that outsiders may feel a responsibility to provide for those who are less fortunate or unable to provide for themselves. 
In sharp contrast to these positive interactions, a hobos relationship with the authoritative figures they most regularly encounter—railyard police officers—is negative. The duty of railyard police officers is to thwart illegal activities occurring in rail yards. Since hobos are threatening the security of rail yards, it is expected that relationships between railyard police officers and hobos engaging in the illegal activity of freight train hopping are negative.  Negative outsider interactions with hobos may be low (5%) because people who dislike hobos will not interact with them at all. 
According to their expressed motives for living the lifestyle that hobos live, hobos value immediate gratification as opposed to deferred gratification. They value adventure at the cost of short term personal safety or long term financial security. Hobos’ wanderlust and their freedom to go wherever they desire and whenever they desire overrides fear of arrest, fine, or injury. Some hobos expressed their desire to escape, whether it is from responsibility or boredom, and thus they sacrifice a more stable life for a less stable one that can supposedly provide them carefree joy in life that they seek. Hobos are arguably living the secret fantasy of more permanently placed people.   

Not surprisingly, the most common feeling expressed in hobo zines is that of discomfort. Discomfort in each case was based upon one's physical environment. A hobo's life is not romantic, as some may imagine. Hobos are highly susceptible to inclement weather as well as to other factors that threaten their survival such as a lack of food or water. Due to the nature of train hopping, living comfortably as a hobo is not easy, although it is possible. The content/joy, peace, unusual perspective of nature/natural landscapes and little amount of comfort hobos are awarded is worth the discomfort, feelings of loneliness/isolation, and alienation for these hobos. 

Hobos value the excitement of the lifestyle above bodily needs such as food, water, adequate shelter, or personal hygiene. They have devised methods unlike the dominant culture for acquiring their basic needs such as dumpster diving and begging. Although open to being filthy, hobos are often conscious of their poor hygiene when amongst the dominant culture. They do not value cleanliness to the same degree as the dominant culture, but prefer not to feel alienated due to their physical appearance when among individuals in the dominant culture. Similarly, drugs—whether they are legal, such as alcohol, or illegal—are a regular part of some hobos’ lives. Drugs possibly help pass the countless hours waiting for freights in train yards or fend off the cold and other inclement weather. 
Zines provide a glimpse into the culture of constantly roving people who choose to live out of sight and on the rails. Hobos have adopted a lifestyle unlike the dominant culture’s lifestyle for the thrill of adventure. They sacrifice comfort and security in order to go anywhere and to see anything. They form unique relationships and develop unusual survival techniques to manage their particular lifestyle. They take the route less traveled, beyond billboards and strip-malls, and sneak around rail yards determined to catch a freight train to anywhere U.S.A. Uncounted numbers of hobos write about their experiences and vibrant culture in zines.  This study has identified some of the common themes in hobo zines.
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