Chapter Two:

Transient Narratives and the Sexual Politics of the Emergent New Deal State

	An elderly, African-American transient graces the cover of the October 19, 1935 edition of the Saturday Evening Post.  A road sign for US Route 1 in New York State suggests his journey southward.  The hobo’s complacent demeanor and the migratory birds at his sides imply that he does not seek permanent settlement elsewhere, but is rather engaged in a cycle of continuous migration.
 
	



An ornate signature occupies a bottom corner of the image, informing Post readers that this arresting image is the work of J.C. Leyendecker, a long-time Post illustrator who was well known for his attractive – some would say homoerotic – portrayals of youthful white manhood.
  The transient in this illustration is neither white, nor young, nor conventionally attractive. Old, black, and visibly impoverished – yet seemingly unperturbed by those conditions – he might not connote homosexuality at all except for the migratory ducks – both male – that balance the composition.
  


Removed from its 1930s context, the illustration’s allusion to transient homosexuality might still go unnoticed.  But to Post readers in 1935, both the sexual threat that inveterate transients posed and the rhetorical conventions by which that threat was expressed were readily discernible.


That Leyendecker chose to depict his transient as African American is also noteworthy.  Transients were generally regarded as opposed to domesticity and civic responsibility.  They embraced a mutualistic, manly ethic that included, among other things, relative racial egalitarianism.  Leyendecker’s African-American hobo might thus be seen to connote the tendency toward racial and class commingling, which Nayan Shah identifies as among the most subversive features of the transient subculture.  Leyendecker;s conflation of racial otherness and sexual deviance also reflected the influence of degeneration theory, which. Margot Canaday notes, conflated such concepts as “degeneracy,” “depravity,” and “perversion” with the supposed “feeble-mindedness” and eugenic unfitness of immigrants and nonwhite groups.
   

Earlier in the decade, sensational reports had dramatized the growth of “an army of boys on the loose.”
 As one newspaper columnist put it in the summer of 1932, such boys were “swiftly becoming idle, shiftless, and dishonest.  Appeal is made to organizations to help keep all boys at home and to undertake to save those who are on the move from becoming hardened hoboes.”
  In September of that year, the New York Times lamented that “a great army of young hoboes” was being “driven into gangs and cities of their own where, through panhandling and petty thievery, they eke out their existence.”
  While such a state of affairs was alarming in itself, far greater alarm attended the alleged sexual encounters that took place between such “impressionable youth” and an older generation of seasoned tramps. As one sociologist alleged, “The older wanderer entices children away from home and teaches them to beg and steal.  Homosexual practices are more common than not in this group.”

 Throughout the Depression years, sensational accounts of transient “perversions” – particularly those involving the seduction of “impressionable youth” by older, inveterate hoboes – pervaded American culture, infusing not only popular cultural forms but the political rhetoric and practices that served to delimit the sexual, racial, class, and generational contours of citizenship in the emergent welfare state.
Why did narratives of transient homosexuality loom so large in the Depression-era political imagination?
  What cultural work did these stories, a striking number of which boiled down to intergenerational sex between men, perform?  What were their material consequences?  And how did they influence emergent concepts of citizenship and federal governance in the transformative New Deal years?

[this is where I need to add my moral panic/affect/folk devil/sexuality and the welfare state stuff]
One thing narratives of transient sex were not is an accurate depiction of lived experience in the Depression.  Particularly florid in the early 1930s, such stories vastly overstated both the number of youthful wanderers and the extent of sexual intercourse between boys and men on the road.
 Yet neither were such stories mere empty sensationalism intended to boost audiences or sagging circulations.  Generated during a period of tremendous social and political uncertainty, such narratives deployed the familiar figure of the hobo – a figure that, Barbara Meil Hobson reminds us, had long been recognized as “the ultimate figure of male deviancy” in America – to contemplate the Depression’s impact on institutions and concepts at the center of American civic life: most notably, the male-headed home and the public and private dimensions of civic belonging that derived from that home.
  
Nayan Shah’s analysis of early-twentieth-century sodomy court cases in the western United States and Canada helps to illuminate why transient perversion narratives were so popular during the Depression. At a time when the male-headed home, in all its civic significance, was perceived to be in crisis, the transient subculture loomed as a powerfully threatening alternative.  Shah notes that within that transient world, “it was impossible for migrant men to pursue ‘privacy’ or to enjoy freedom from state surveillance.” When sex did take place, it occurred under conditions in which “bodily autonomy was questionable, and privacy did not obtain.” Shah notes that homosexual liaisons among migratory men often violated class and racial boundaries.  Occurring in public and semi-public spaces, such liaisons confounded normative expectations about public and private and about the restriction of sexuality to the private, heterosexual, familial realm.
  
While Shah’s study of early-twentieth-century court records exposes the racial, class, and sexual transgressiveness of the transient subculture, he is less emphatic about its generational transgressiveness.  And while depression-era transient narratives carry connotations of race and class, age is a salient category of difference.   [add Chauncey stuff here on the performativity of gender in among transients?]
In Confidence Men and Painted Women, Karen Halttunen identifies a recurrent narrative of male-on-male seduction, in which an older, urban confidence man befriends a youthful country migrant, helping him to navigate the unfamiliar terrain of urban life, only to lead him into deceit and degeneracy.  
Halttunen maps the story of the migrant youth’s corruption by his urban companion onto the political landscape of the antebellum period, relating it to fears about political corruption in a nation that had rashly discarded republican notions of political hierarchy in favor of unfettered liberty for an enlarged democratic citizenry.
 
While the antebellum migrant’s “urban friend” introduced him to illicit heterosexuality in the brothels of the city, and not to same-sex passions that would later bind the hobo and the wandering boy, in other terms, the relationship is similar, and perhaps suggests comparable anxieties about national politics in the Great Depression.  While Depression Americans were accustomed to broad political enfranchisement and did not share the Whiggish apprehensions of their antebellum forebears, many did fear the potential corruption and misleadership of an increasingly downtrodden electorate.  In his analysis of Depression-era film, Lawrence Levine notes that the twin specters of fascism and socialism loomed large in the American imagination, particularly in light of contemporaneous European developments.
  The term “wild boys,” which was synonymous with “wandering youth” in Depression-era transient narratives, originally referred to bands of young men who had menaced the Soviet countryside in the depression that followed the Great War.
   
A diminished sense of the United States’ exceptionalism relative to European social and economic problems is one sign that American political culture was in turmoil during the Great Depression.  Not only did the economic crisis itself challenge many precepts of American political life – among them, the principles of self-reliance and local community governance – but the New Deal added to that turmoil by shifting the terms of political membership and enlarging the social and economic purview of the federal government.  The Great Depression was a period of transition in American civic culture, and the evolving transient narrative reflected the rapid pace of political change.  
Like Halttunen, I find the work of cultural anthropologists Mary Douglas and Victor Turner useful in connecting the transient to broader political developments.  Douglas writes that “Danger lies in transitional states, simply because transition is neither one state nor the next, it is undefinable.  The person who must pass from one to another is himself in danger and emanates danger to others.”
  Depression-era transients, who left behind homes and communities to join the hobo subculture, were transitional figures and were widely regarded as dangerous.
 Nels Anderson and other experts on the Depression-era transient noted his immunity to stigma – his capacity to pull up stakes and move on if confronted with disapprobation.  Lacking a fixed identity, Anderson commented, transients were alarmingly free from the liabilities that go with reputation and civic membership.
 
Turner states that “Liminality, marginality, and structural inferiority are conditions in which are frequently generated myths, symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and works of art.” He further notes that “Members of despised or outlawed ethnic and cultural groups play major roles in myths and popular tales….”
  Douglas and Turner both associate liminality with a suspension of sexual norms.   Douglas associates the liminal figure with sexual danger.  She writes that “many ideas about sexual dangers are better interpreted as symbols of the relationship between parts of society, as mirroring designs of hierarchy or symmetry which also apply in the larger social system.”
 Certainly, the inveterate hobo was a figure of sexual danger, and the wandering youth whom he seduced was sexually endangered.  How does the intergenerational sexual relationship between inveterate hobo and wandering youth “mirror designs of hierarchy or symmetry which also apply in the larger social system”? 
As other chapters of my work demonstrate, the Great Depression undermined longstanding conventions of masculine citizenship by compromising the breadwinning capacity of countless male householders and insinuating the federal government into the lives of ordinary citizens. Older authority structures of family and local civic community were compromised as federal relief investigators, derisively called “pantry snoopers,” invaded the private spaces of jobless workers’ homes.  The interventionist welfare politics of the New Deal dramatically shifted the balance of power between local, state, and national levels of government and introduced the concept of social citizenship.
  Americans’ preoccupation with the Depression’s consequences for American manhood is evident in the widespread preoccupation with the “forgotten man,” a male householder at risk for demoralization and family desertion because of his inability to discharge his financial and civic obligations to family and community. 
The figure of the transient – sexually polluting, materially marginal, and perpetually between states – was a powerful symbol of political anxiety at a time when broader “designs of symmetry [and] hierarchy” were being renegotiated.  His disinvestment in heterosexual nationality and his alternative commitment to a subversive homosocial lifestyle marked him as a threat to sexual and political order. Finally – and perhaps most importantly – mature transients’ sexually predatory relationship to “wandering youth” signified a dangerous subversion of conventional, gender- and age-differentiated kinship metaphors through which national community was imagined.  Neither breadwinning “father” nor military “brother” to the wandering youth, the mature, homosexual transient transgressed the two most powerful models of U.S. national collectivity:  the military fraternity, which was critical to Roosevelt’s political ascendance; and the even more central male-headed home.  Consistent with Turner’s insight, far from rendering the transient invisible, his “despised and outlawed” status afforded him a central role in civic “myths and popular tales” of the Depression.  
This chapter examines the trajectory of the transient narrative: its origins in sensational accounts of “wild boys” and “wandering youth” who are seduced by inveterate transients; its role as catalyst for the New Deal’s wildly unpopular Federal Transient Program; its use by anti-New Deal politicians to exemplify the misguided bureaucratic centralism of the New Deal state; and finally, its partial displacement as New Deal officials invented the alternative narrative of the late-depression “migrant family.” As I plot this trajectory, I continue to ponder what political lessons we can learn from close analysis of transient narratives’ complex sexual sensationalism.
  

“Wolves,” “Pansies,” and the “Army of Boys on the Loose”

Writing in December 1933, public health administrator Ellen C. Potter declared that “the freights have swarmed with adventurous young manhood.” Potter estimated that “the numbers on the road” in the winter of 1932 ranged all the way “from 200,000 to 1,500,000.”
  While acknowledging the unreliability of available statistics on what he termed the “army of boys on the loose,” sociologist A. Wayne McMillen likewise asserted that the problem was one of “alarming proportions.”  He stated that popular estimates had “electrified the country to writing and reading multiple pages about them.”  He added,  


They have become the answer to the photographer’s prayer and scarcely a magazine appears today without pictures of young fellows jumping freight trains, huddled in box cars, cooking Mulligan stew in the jungle, thumbing passing automobiles and hitch-hiking across the country.  
While seeming to suggest that available statistics on wandering youth were exaggerated and unreliable, McMillen nevertheless concluded that “[w]hatever the number, none of the measures thus far advocated is too generous.”

In addition to magnifying the transient problem (acknowledging that his own estimates reflected not “recorded evidence” but hearsay and “first-hand observations”), McMillen also supplied readers with photographs to illustrate his commentary.  The photos portrayed transient youth as a fraternal body characterized by emotional vulnerability, interracial comradeship, and dangerous physical exposure.  Not surprisingly, McMillen dwelled on “the moral hazards of the road,” which he alleged to be “incalculable.”  Not only were youthful wanderers thrown into contact with professional thieves, but more importantly, they encountered “the infectious ‘no-work’ attitude of the seasoned hobo” and were “in danger of becoming the prey of degenerates.”  McMillen applauded police efforts to “curb perverted practices and to prevent young boys from solicitation.” Unless more was done to fortify American homes and communities against jobless youth’s “urge to wander,” McMillen warned, “transients will continue to be passed on from one community to the next and demoralization – particularly of the young – will gain momentum.”
 

In a book-length account of transient youth, sociologist Thomas Minehan likewise raised the transient alarm. He predicted that if the problem of wandering youth was not soon checked, “Street beggars, hideous, deformed, and depressing, may swarm our land and deface our cities and . . . many of them will be graduate child tramps.”
  To Minehan’s Depression-era audience, his claims about the “hideousness” and “deformity” of “graduate child tramps” had powerful sexual connotations.  For in all likelihood, his readers would be thoroughly familiar with the narrative of wandering boys’ sexual seduction by seasoned tramps.
   
Minehan was an enthusiastic contributor to the transient perversion narrative.  He wrote suggestively, “One of the first lessons that a boy learns on the road is to beware of certain older men.  These men become friendly with a lonely boy and attempt to seduce him.”
  Just as other transient storytellers preferred hyperbole to accuracy in their accounts of transient homosexuality, Minehan relied on hearsay and imagination.  He stated: 

It is impossible to estimate the extent of perversion among men on the road today.  But, as one of the boy tramps told me, whenever you see a trainload of transients, there is always a wolf on the tender and a fruiter on the green light.  Like the vultures following a caravan, the perverts trail boys, waiting with bribes and force to ensnare them.


Claiming to have gone undercover as a participant-observer in the transient subculture, Minehan shared sensational stories that his subjects had allegedly shared with him.  “Tales of wolves using wiles and force to gain the body of a boy are . . . common,” he reported.  He elaborated:
The older man befriends a boy, giving him food or clothing.  He tries to gain his will by persuasion.  When persuasion does not succeed, he attempts force.  He lures the boy to a deserted corner of a freight yard where the boy’s screams cannot be heard, or some night at a lonely water tower he induces him to drop from a train, or he gets the boy drunk and takes him into a thicket.

As if his evocation of “deserted corners,” “thickets,” and “screams” were not disturbing (or titillating) enough, Minehan carried the narrative still further, describing the fully realized intergenerational couplings that sometimes resulted from such seductions.  He stated, 

At time the wiles succeed.  I have seen wolves and their little “lambs” or “fairies,” and their relationship seemed to be one of mutual satisfaction . . . Far from being miserable, the boy did not want to be separated from his friend.  He resented and refused all efforts at his ‘rescue.’

Published in 1934, after the initial hysteria surrounding wandering youth had abated, Minehan’s book came in for considerable professional criticism.  Social-scientific reviewers lambasted Minehan for dispensing with responsible, quantitative analysis in favor of prurient reporting.
  Yet Minehan was not alone in allowing the lurid details of the popular transient narrative to displace quantitive analysis.  Another sociologist to be swept up in sexual sensationalism was Towne Nylander.  Like Minehan, Nylander dwelled on the perils of transient homosociality confronting wandering youth.  In a 1932 essay, he contrasted the figure of the innocent and impressionable wandering youth with that of the corrupt and calculating adult migrant.  Nylander stated, 

 

 

The adult migrant is homeless, jobless, and womanless.  Being homeless he has no stake or interest in normal life . . . Being jobless . . . [h]e derides honesty, hard steady work, and sobriety . . . Being womanless the adult migrant resorts to illicit relations and perversions. 

            According to Nylander, those young men who stayed on the road for any length of time could look forward to becoming like “the unfortunate youngster who has come under the control of some pervert.”  In Nylander’s account, as in others, homosexual perversion was the logical outcome of a life that began with the rejection of home and local community and with the simultaneous embrace of rootlessness, “getting-by,” and civic irresponsibility.  What was so alarming about the transient, Nylander informed his readers, was that “he [had] no stake or interest in normal life.” Significantly, Nylander’s implied definition of “normal” included having a home, being employed, and exercising authority within the private domain of marriage and family life.
  
Reacting to the rising tide of transient sensationalism, the St. Louis Community Council created a Committee on Migrant Boys to study the problem.  In its September 1933 report, the Committee acknowledged that “much has been written about perversion and vice on the road.”
  While their own investigation showed that the “wolf and the pansy” were indeed a part of the transient subculture, they concluded that “conditions in this respect do not differ greatly from conditions in any strictly masculine group.” The Committee on Migrant Boys was one of many groups to discover that early-Depression accounts of transient “perversion” had perhaps been overblown.  Writing in 1939, New Deal analyst J.N. Webb noted that prior to the inauguration of the transient program in July 1933, “estimates greatly overstated the size of the transient homeless population.”
  He added, “In the absence of any definite knowledge concerning the transient population, the exceptional case could be exploited and, by implication, exaggerated all out of proportion, without fear of contradiction.”
  


In the early Depression, the transient problem was indeed “exaggerated all out of proportion.”  In journalistic accounts, in congressional testimony, and in the discourses of social science and welfare reform, the transient epitomized a crisis of American masculine citizenship.  If the ideal citizen was a successful family breadwinner who actively participated in local civic affairs, the transient was his diametrical opposite.  The transient spurned economic and political obligations and inhabited a homosocial, rather than a heterosexual, world.  Criminality, illicit sexuality, and particularly intergenerational sex between men came together in early depression narratives of transient life.  That New Deal administrators should be so responsive to such sensational narratives, and that their program for dealing with transiency should engender heated political debate, suggests that the transient, in all of his gender and sexual significance, was indeed central to the process of civic storytelling that took place throughout the Depression years.   

“The Transient is a Federal Responsibility”: The Rhetoric and Practice of the Federal Transient Program


Reflecting its preoccupation with popular gender and sexual images in the Depression, 
the Roosevelt Administration responded to popular anxieties about transiency by setting up two relief programs to combat the problem.  Their first response was the celebrated Civilian Conservation Corps, which sought to recuperate the “army of boys on the loose” who fell victim, in popular accounts, to inveterate transients’ homosexual wiles.
   Also intended primarily to save transient youth from becoming chronic wanderers, the Federal Transient Program was established under the auspices of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration in May 1933.
 
In setting up the Federal Transient Program, relief officials stressed that the problem of transiency was one of interstate migrations and was therefore a federal responsibility.  Not to be confused with the state and local homeless populations, the transient was defined as “a person who has been within a given state less than twelve months.”  Initially, the Division of Transient Activities of the FERA received an allocation of $15,000,000, with a mandate to fund urban transient centers and rural transient camps throughout the United States.
  The federal nature of the FTP differed from traditional methods of relief-giving and from the general practice of New Deal relief, which tended to rely on cooperation between federal, state, and local relief administrations. Webb noted that, prior to the New Deal, “each locality [was] only responsible for the care of its own needy citizens.”  Poor laws excluded “all needy nonresidents,” thus forcing the wanderer to continue his travels from one community to the next.
  By such methods, transients had historically been kept at the periphery of American communities.  By setting up the FTP and thereby making transiency a federal issue, New Deal administrators temporarily disrupted the transient’s peripheral relation to American civic life.  As one welfare official observed, “Mr. and Mrs. Citizen . . . must shake off that provincialism which catalogues the needy stranger as an ‘undesirable citizen,’ and begin to think in terms of national responsibility for all our fellows, giving our law-making bodies time to crystallize in the statutes out broader concept of national life.”
 Indeed, transient relief was exceptional in the context of the broader emergency relief, insofar as its structure was strictly federal.  State and local relief administrators played a relatively minor in federal transient relief, which is one of the reasons that the agency came to be seen by administration critics as the worst example of New Deal-style “bureaucratic centralism.”
Notwithstanding the fact that the FTP served a group whom most Americans considered undeserving of federal relief, officials initially did their best to cast the FTP as a positive, nation-saving program. In public speeches and official publications, they attempted to generate sympathy for “the suffering and neglect of this large body of American citizens.”  Rather than extend the bounds of civic community to include the inveterate transient, officials sought to distance Depression wanderers from stereotypical hoboes and bums.  Gertrude Springer differentiated the “1933 model” of the transient from the “chronic hobo” class.  According to New Deal sympathizers like Springer, the new transients of the depression were motivated not by a desire to avoid work, but to find it; they were basically a cross-section of the broader American public.
  Others likened the Depression transient to an earlier generation of American pioneers whose initiative and pride prevented them from waiting in their home communities for jobs to appear. As Webb wrote, “In not a few instances, a search for work in some other place was the only alternative to ‘going on relief’ in a community where the person had lived for many years as a self-supporting citizen.”
  According to the December 1934 report of the Transient Division, 

Transients are the people who have clung most tenaciously during the depression to the American tradition that somewhere there exists an opportunity for the man willing and able to work.  Refusal to accept unemployment passively and subsequent movement from industrial center to harvest field to construction project springs from the same enterprising spirit that motivated the pioneers of an earlier day.

In a document titled “The Transient Program,” FTP Director J.M. Plunkert maintained that the transients constituted “a large body of American citizens” who “represent a cross-section of American life.”  He added, “I believe that the public is beginning to realize that our job is not with professional hoboes and bums, but with a group of men and families with something very real to sell in the line of skilled trades and professions, but for which there is no market available.”
  In this way, Plunkert and other transient officials sought to identify the depression transient with, rather than against, the social and civic conventions of masculine adulthood.

Like the larger FERA, the FTP was characterized by administrative variety.  According to one transient official, “Most states . . . have at least one Transient Bureau which has as its object the giving of emergency care to non-resident individuals,” but he noted that “in some cases the local homeless . . . are given assistance.”  He also noted the various funding arrangements, stating that in some cases bureaus “are operated by a combination of Federal and State funds,” while in others they were “supported wholly by Federal funds . . .”
  In cities, transients were often lodged in FTP shelters, but in smaller cities and towns, they might be lodged on contract in commercial rooming houses, at the Salvation Army or mission shelters, or even in private residences.  Food was generally served in central mess halls, but might also take the form of grocery or restaurant vouchers.
  At its height in June 1934, the FTP operated 283 urban transient centers throughout the country and 312 rural transient camps. Yet even then, according to one observer, the agency lacked unity and consistency and suffered from weak federal leadership.  The unevenness of transient provisions was believed to promote migrancy as transients moved from one shelter or camp to the next in search of better provisions.  Turnover was high in any case; measured weekly, it ranged from 100 to 142 percent.
  Writing in 1934, FTP Director Plunkert acknowledged that “lack of coordination between the transient division and the state administration” was a major problem for the agency.  He complained that, too often, transient directors “turned directly to the Washington office for instruction.”
  Recognizing mounting tensions between the FTP and local communities, an FTP circular dated December 20, 1934, stated, “Further decentralization of the transient program is necessary.  State transient departments shall function as all other departments of the [State Emergency Relief Administrations].”

According to FTP officials, the purpose of the transient program was to stop “aimless and unnecessary wandering,” and to re-establish “in as many cases as possible normal economic, social, and home ties of transients.” By this means, the FTP would protect “society from vagrancy and crime.”  The program also provided “a constructive and educational experience for the younger and more hopeful members of the transient group, so that . . . they may become useful citizens, instead of the vagrants and hoboes so typical of the older transients under the old system of neglect.”
  According to an FERA press release dated June 6, 1935, “The educational work is designed . . . to make clear the futility of aimless ‘floating’ about the country, with attendant dangers to the individuals and communities, and to encourage ‘anchoring’ somewhere.”
  In all aspects of the FTP, administrators stressed proper age segregation of the transient group.
  Particularly with regard to sleeping arrangements, the “younger and more hopeful” transients were to be separated from the “vagrants and hoboes” who seduced youthful wanderers in popular transient narratives.  The FTP also pledged to provide “appropriate care and treatment for the aged, sick, incompetent, and vagrant groups among the transients,” but its major interest was in salvaging youthful male transients for useful citizenship.
 

The Transient Program ran up against many problems.  As one historian observes, “State indifference and local hostility delayed development of the transient program and influenced the form it took."
  Many urban communities objected when transient shelters were placed within their limits.  As one FTP official remarked, such communities were unwilling “to permit a large group of transient men to be concentrated in their midst indefinitely.”  Beginning in April 1934, the FTP devised a system of rural camps to replace the unpopular city shelters.
  Yet in emphasizing the camp program, FTP officials alienated younger transients.  According to Webb, transients under 25 years of age stayed an average of less than three days in transient camps, while older transients often remained indefinitely.
  

In an effort to deflect criticism of the FTP, officials created a situation in which most of the men under their care were mature transients, for whom little popular sympathy and much popular revulsion existed.  Notwithstanding their clients’ unpopularity, FTP officials did their best to return them to productive citizenship.  Camp residents were expected to put in a few hours’ work each day for their room, board, and minimal cash allowance.  The program furnished residents with clothing and limited medical care and offered a variety of other services.  Classes in reading, writing, and elementary arithmetic were offered at some camps, while others fielded softball and volleyball teams during the summer months.  Bands, glee clubs, and amateur shows were also common.  Many camps operated canteens, libraries, and even camp or center newspapers.  Internal camp governance was often fairly democratic, and camp residents often policed the camps themselves.
  
Yet it would be a mistake to assume that New Deal administrators were ever enthusiastic about extending relief benefits to needy transients, particularly those among the FTP’s clients whom agency officials classed as “hoboes and vagrants.”  As many officials would later suggest, the FTP had been an ill-conceived reaction to overblown accounts of older transients’ seduction of “an army of boys on the loose.”
 
“Uncle Sam’s Wayside Inns” and Allegations of Misguided Federal Paternalism 
Just as the transient had been a sensational figure in the early 1930s, the federal transient camp became focal to national political debate after 1933, and especially in 1935 and 1936, when Republicans attacked it as a particularly disastrous example of federal disrespect for local civic autonomy and emasculating government paternalism.   At a time when both New Dealers and their critics increasingly identified their programs with a family-based model of collective civic identity, the transient program stood as the worst example of misplaced generosity on the part of “an indulgent paternal Government.” 
  Under the auspices of the FTP, critics claimed, the New Deal was promoting, rather than correcting, a whole host of social, sexual, and civic misbehaviors. “The strongest condemnation of the relief program concerns federal relief for transients,” sociologist Ernest Groves commented in 1935.  He noted that the FTP “is even charged with seemed to entice men and boys to leave home.”
 J.O. Reade, a defender of the transient service, nevertheless acknowledged that “Unquestionably, the transient service has been taken by some as an invitation to tour the country.”
  Likewise, Evelyn Harvey stated, “The Transient Bureaus . . . have had a tendency to increase the wanderings of the foot-loose traveler.”  She added, 

Now a tramp can go comfortably from coast to coast.  In a string of camps and shelters stretched from Maine to California, he is well-fed, clothed, treated free of charge by doctors. . . . He is well-treated, entertained by radio and moving pictures.  A barber cuts his hair and shaves him; a shower bath makes him clean before he dons the new suit which, if it does not suit his fancy, he generally can manage to exchange for another at a different shelter . . . When he tires of one shelter, he moves at will to the next.

Critics commonly referred to the transient camps “Uncle Sam’s Wayside Inns.”  While providing residents with luxury accommodations, critics alleged, FTP administrators expected little in return.  In this way, the camps fostered an unhealthy sense of entitlement in their clients. Critics stressed the high turnover rate in the transient camps, which averaged 100-142 percent per month.  Most were unimpressed with FTP Director William J. Plunkert’s statement that “There is no compulsion in the whole transient program.  The idea behind the camps is to make them so attractive that the transients will stay.”
 One critic commented that residents’ civic consciousness revealed “little evidence of their responsibility as social beings; little idea that they have any obligation toward the Government that is taking care of them.”
 According to another critic, camp residents were generally unworthy of the federal consideration they received.  While claiming to be searching for work, many were fugitives or family deserters, and some would be better served by residence in “a psychopathic ward” than in a federal transient camp.
 Critics alleged that younger transients often took to the road for no better reason than that they disliked “family-imposed discipline.”  According to one writer, most were motivated by “a desire to ramble, a hunger for something, excitement perhaps, which they could not or dared not gratify in their home communities.”
  
Sensational accounts of life in the transient camps detailed plenty of excitement that could not be gratified in residents’ “home communities.”  Stories of criminality, drunkenness, and general “hell-raising” commonly appeared in the local and national media.  According to one account, 

Police in the towns neighboring the camps are inclined to class them all as ‘hell raisers.’ Liquor shops near the camps flourish.  Ostensibly the purpose of the undertaking is rehabilitation, but reports indicate that the actual effect is often further demoralization.

This same report contrasted “the homes of hard-working citizens” to the transient camps, which it characterized as “institutions of questionable social value.”  The tension described here between the traditional, male-headed home and the transient camp arose repeatedly in politically motivated criticisms of the Transient Program.  
The tension between transient camps and family-based local communities was at issue in Pender County, North Carolina, where transient camp residents helped to build a colony of subsistence homes.  The colony’s developer, Hugh MacRae, told a reporter that “I decided to as for the removal of the transients’ camp from the project when we began bringing in picked families who were to settle on the land.”  He explained, “I felt that it would be unfair to those families to have that camp located in their neighborhood.  The concentration of a large body of men close to a settlement of families has recognized dangers.”
  MacRae assumed that the newspaper-reading public would know what those “dangers” were – among them, the threat of homosexual perversion.  
Danger and excitement mingled in accounts of sexual perversion in the camps.  Just as illicit sexuality had been a central feature of earlier transient narratives, accounts of the transient camps often detailed homosexual incidents. Joseph Cartier, a disgruntled resident of a New York transient camp, made reference to such accounts in a letter to WPA officials. “Articles have appeared in the local papers condemning the morals and discipline of this camp,” Cartier wrote. Such articles owed much to the fact that the camp was “located about 150 feet from a thru highway” and there were no “shades or curtains on the windows.” Cartier alleged that it was “not an uncommon sight, especially these warm nights, for men to be seen running around and getting into their double bunks, naked.”
  Cartier noted the national political significance of such incidents, warning relief officials that Republican groups would use such stories to their advantage in the 1936 election.  Invoking a fear of homosociality that ran deep in depression-era culture, he added, “Now anyone with an ounce of common sense must know, that after a period of two years there is an accumulation of middle aged and young men . . . [who] through lack of money, and time hanging heavy . . . turn to their own sex.”

Cartier was not the only camp resident to allege improper fraternization in the camps.  In a similar report, Howard Thomas of Syracuse wrote:  “The degeneracy that has been allowed to run rampant here includes such boldness as kissing each other good night, powdering their nose and calling endearing name, even so bold as to offer money for those they are passionate toward . . .” Affirming his own proper masculinity, Thomas added, “There are quite a few real men here now who are willing to tell and prove the truth of what I have briefly outlined. . . .” 

Such allegations were sufficiently concerning to FERA administrators in Washington that a new set of guidelines was established to discourage improper fraternization among camp residents.  In a memo “To All State Relief Administrators,” Hopkins wrote, 

You are instructed to put into effect immediately the following regulations in all transient centers and camps:

1. No double-decker beds are to be used.

2. There shall be at least two feet between edges of adjoining mattresses.

3. No two men shall sleep with their heads at the same ends of the beds . . . 

4. So far as possible, not more than 20 men will sleep in one room . . . 
Reflecting persisting anxieties about intergenerational sexual contact, Hopkins further stipulated that, in cases where younger transients were present, “the space between edges of adjoining mattresses shall not be less than three feet [emphasis added].”
  
The Rhetorical Erasure of the Transient
Throughout the brief history of the Federal Transient Program, relief officials did their best to combat popular criticisms of their efforts.  Not only did they police residents’ sleeping arrangements; they placed transient camps as far as possible from population centers and rural family settlements, and they tried to separate older transients from younger ones.  Initially, they worked to build a program around the needs of transient youth, only to find that the youngest transients were neither sufficient in number nor particularly interested in a system of rural camps.  Contrary to the intentions of federal relief administrators, transient camps thus became havens for older “hoboes and vagrants” whose chronic unemployment, rootlessness, and homosocial lifestyle were vastly at odds with the masculine and family-based ideals that increasingly defined civic membership in the emergent welfare state. 
 

Looking back on the transient program in Spending to Save, Federal Relief Administrator Harry Hopkins lamented that “the more enterprising [transients] remained in camp only a short time,” while other less employable individuals stayed on indefinitely.  In describing the older, less employable group, Hopkins used what by 1936 had become a somewhat worn military metaphor.  He wrote: “It was the men who became so well adjusted to the secure, if limited, life of a transient camp who hoped, like certain soldiers, that the war would never end.”
 By 1936, as New Deal relief officials embraced a family-based model of collective civic identity, neither the military model of national community nor the transient had any place in official New Deal policy.  As relief officials turned their attention to creating public work for the nation’s jobless breadwinners, transients went the way of other “unemployables” who did not conform to the masculine breadwinning ideal.  As Franklin Roosevelt informed a correspondent after the closure of transient camps, “The Federal Government has definitely withdrawn from the field of direct relief and cannot accept this responsibility . . .” Ignoring the fact that local certification boards often stipulated a residence requirement for WPA eligibility, Roosevelt disingenuously added, “On the other hand, employment on our present Work Program is open to transients on the same basis as other persons.”
 

In Spending to Save, published in 1936, Hopkins stated with evident satisfaction that “There are, at the present time, no statistics available to prove how many transients are engaged on the work program; they have lost their identity as transients.”
  New Deal officials worked hard to orchestrate the transients’ rhetorical disappearance, in part by disbanding the infamous Federal Transient Program, and in part by inventing a new category of late-Depression wanderers called “migrants.”
  Migrants differed from their early Depression transient counterparts, officials maintained, because they moved as members of family groups and not as individuals.  Thus while they defied the civic ideal of stable community residence and responsible civic participation, they did not represent the same profound threat to America’s family-based way of life as the age-differentiated, homosocial “transient army” had.  

New Deal officials maintained, late in the decade, that Depression migrants represented the best characteristics of male American citizenship.  According to David Cushman Coyle, “Migration is a valuable part of our American tradition . . .” and those who migrated were “Americans in the old tradition, doing their best to fend for themselves.”
  In terms that accentuated the migrant’s youthfulness, rugged individualism, and family orientation, he added,

Most of these people are on the road for the same reasons that kept the covered wagons rumbling across the prairies for the better part of a century . . . That is who the penniless migrants are – young men ‘going West’ with wife and child, taking the risks of pioneering and some of them losing their last nickel in the gamble.

Not only did the image of the migrant family recall the idealized pioneer family spreading white civilization westward across the continent; that same family embodied principles of civic individualism and family-based political authority in contrast to the bureaucratic centralism and questionable paternalism that was so often alleged by anti-New Deal forces.  If the federal government had sponsored “resort hotels” for homosexual transients and imperiled the independence and integrity of the local civic community in the early New Deal years, its late-Depression praise for the migrant family had altogether different rhetorical implications. 

Conclusion: Transient Perversion Narratives and National Citizenship in the Great Depression
In English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire, Eve Sedgwick argues that we must attend to “the model of representation” if we wish to understand intersections between gender, sexuality, and political power.  She writes: “Only the model of representation allows us to grasp the really very different intuitions of political immediacy that come to us from the sexual realm.”  Accordingly, I look at stories of transiency and other similarly gendered narratives, and I consider the relationship such stories had to New Deal rhetoric and practice.  I do this because, like Sedgwick, I think that “the model of representation” helps to illuminate the sexual and gender accents of Depression-era political culture in novel and important ways.
  


At the outset of this essay, I asked why narratives of transient homosexuality loomed so large in the Depression-era political imagination, and I suggested that anthropological theories about liminality, sexual danger, and pollution taboos offer a partial framework for interpreting them. I find particularly helpful Mary Douglas’ insight that sexual dangers symbolize “the relationship between parts of society” and mirror “designs of hierarchy or symmetry which also apply in the larger social system.”
  At a time when traditional concepts of U.S. civic identity were undercut first by depression and then by the New Deal itself, the transient’s indeterminate status as social and sexual outlier reflected a broader national context of social, sexual, and civic uncertainty.  

Transient perversion narratives also reflect the importance of kinship metaphors in defining – and redefining – U.S. national community.  Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner note that the family form, as a “mediator and metaphor of national existence in the United States,” works to displace “recognition of structural racism and other systematic inequalities.”  Noting that private, heterosexual coupling is essential to the privileged family form, Berlant and Warner further state that “National heterosexuality is the mechanism by which a core national culture can be imagined as a sanitized space of sentimental feeling and immaculate behavior, a space of pure citizenship.”

During the 1930s, New Deal officials and their political opponents sought to align their political agendas with the familiar ideal of the heterosexual, male-headed home.  The largely homosocial and allegedly homosexual transient community represented the antithesis of that home.  After first attempting to recuperate the “transient horde,” and particularly its youngest, most redeemable members, federal relief officials came to regard the transient as a symbolic liability – one that, as Republican critics were quick to point out, increased the Roosevelt Administration’s vulnerability to criticisms of indulgent federal paternalism and bureaucratic centralism.  In the face of stinging transient counter-narratives that maligned relief officials for setting up a system of “Uncle Sam’s Wayside Inns,” New Deal officials beat a rapid practical and rhetorical retreat.  They abandoned the transient program – and with it, the transient – in favor of the new, family-based figure of the migrant.  

Notwithstanding the sensationalism and political expediency that characterize transient perversion narratives, such stories and the civic hierarchies they motivated had meaningful consequences for flesh-and-blood transients, many of whom did engage in sexual liaisons with other men.  As Nayan Shah’s study of early-twentieth-century sodomy court cases reveals, such individuals were not only homeless and jobless; they were sexually stigmatized and deprived of both the material resources and civic status to freely exercise their intimate sexual desires.
 
As with other parts of my work, this chapter demonstrates that civic stories have tremendous social and political consequences.  Early-Depression transient narratives contributed to the establishment of the FTP, and mid-decade counter-narratives contributed to its demise.  Stories about transiency were always, most importantly, lurid tales of intergenerational sex between men.  
I remain deeply engrossed by the gender and sexual dimensions of New Deal political hegemony, by the compelling stories of collective civic identity through which that hegemony was expressed, and by its consequences for ordinary American citizens – particularly those who did not conform to the white, male, family-based civic ideal.  Ultimately, the New Deal administration turned its back on the transient – returned him, and her – to the culturally and materially liminal position that transients have occupied for countless generations.   Transients and other homeless continue to serve, as Stephanie Golden observes, “as scapegoats for certain ‘sins’ that society hesitates to condemn in the powerful or well off.”
 Depression-era Americans’ preoccupation with the deviant social and sexual behavior of transients speaks to the vast range of cultural anxieties provoked by the economic crisis and by New Deal efforts to combat it.  New Dealers and other contestants for political power sought to capitalize on those anxieties, and to produce stories of collective civic identity that aligned their claims to leadership with reassuring gender and sexual norms. That is how the transient came to stand alongside other recognized figures of manhood – most notably the forgotten man – as a central, if somewhat more dubious symbol of civic transformation in the Great Depression.  

Camps failed in their effort at reforming the transient.  They only succeeded in further makring him, in the words of Elizabeth Wickenden, as “a breed apart”: 
Actually while the camps simplified life for harassed transient directors, they removed the transient from all possible contact with private employment, from normal society, from contact with women, and normal family relationships.  Most serious of all was the way in which the camp tended to brand men once and for all as “transients,” a breed apart.

With their emphasis on self-help, camaraderie, and shared responsibility, the organization of the camps echoed aspects of the Bonus Army and the hobo jungles.  Most FTS facilities were policed by unarmed guards recruited from the transients. They aso brought people of figgerent classes together rather than separating them.

In November 1934, welfare administrator Ellen C. Potter wrote that the FTP “is arousing the public to a consciousness of the fact that out union of states creates a nation, and that … out unfortunate fellow citizens have certain rights to material and spiritual assistance which cannot be ignored.
  Not so, as it turns out… 
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