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Hunger, Malnutrition, and Poverty
in the Contemporary United States
Some Observations on Their Social

and Cultural Context

JANET M. FITCHEN

That malnutrition and hunger exist in the contemporary United States seems unbeliev-
able to people in other nations who assume that Americans can have whatever they
want in life. Even within the United States, most people are-notaware of domestic hunger
or else believe that government programs and volunteer efforts must surely be taking
care of any hunger that does exist here. And, to some extent, the focus of American
public attention on “Third World hunger” and the enthusiasm for mass media events
to raise money for famine relief divert attention from hunger and malnutrition at home.
After all, the television pictures of distended bellies, matchstick legs, and gaunt faces
are from Ethiopia, not the United States.

In the United States huager<an go unnoriced because there is little overt begging for
food and little obvious starvation. In fact, people who are poor enough to qualify for
government-issued food stamps may be seen in grocery stores purchasing not only basic,
inexpensive staples buf also such widely popular items as frozen pizza, potato chips,
soda pop, prepared desserts, and sometimes a beef steak. With such purchases, low-income
people may be seeking to satisfy subjective as well as metabolic aspects of eating, per-
haps attempting to convert their perceived hunger into a sense of well-being or to affirm
that they can live like other Americans. But in so doing, they may inadvertently be trans-
forming their hunger into malnutrition and also hiding their hunger from public awareness.
The public, observing such “luxury” items among the grocery purchases of the poor,
cencludes that if poor people can eat steak, then they must be neither very poor nor very
hungry. And so the problem of hunger receives Iitfle serious public attention.

But the diet of Americans who are poor should be compared to the nutritional sta-
tus and eating patterns of the rest of the American population rather than to the condition

‘of starving refugees in Africa. Althoueg hung@nywhere is fundamentally a metabolic

- 4
$
4
3
3
i
]
g
3
1
2
i
1
3

Hunger

phenomenon witl

@E;Plunge
refation to the stz
I argue that hung
ical and its cognit
condition involvi
[ emphasize the n

Hunger in the
population: in fac
surpluses continu
ple regularly havix
outlined below is
administration. T
viding food assisi
simplm
the situation.

To provide inc

and why this soc

in the midst of a

cally underfed bt

first part of the a
in the United Sta
they are growing
data on the food
terns tésult both
poor, despite the
tural ideas and
patterns that ma:
marize B{gviggl_g
that these assum
demonstrate that
food assistance.

rural belief

eat differently fr
buy steak.

RECENT |
Hunger Is Closely
A brief overview
scores the correl:
that the poverty :
bination of feder
post-war econor
the midst of Am
cent of the U.S.




Hunger, Malnutrition, and Poverty in the Contemporary United States 385

——

phenomenon with absolute dimensions, it also has 1mport1nr(0gmtﬂ:xﬁ1d relativistic »
munger in America, like the poverty that spawns it, mmw)(ﬁ‘ln
“relation to the standards of living and earing in the surrounding society. In this article
[ argue that hunger is a significant problem in the United States today, in both its phys-
ical and its cognitive forms; and also that malnutrition, which is a more purely physical
condition involving insufficient nutrients for growth and health, is a serious problem.
I emphasize the need to understand the mﬁm)

Hunger in ited States is not the resylt of msufficient foodstuffs for the total
population: in fact, national food production is at unprecedently high levels, and Tarm
surpluses continue to be a problem for the economy. It is, instead, aWo— ]

ple regularly having inadequate access ro sufficient food. And the recent increase in hunger

outlined below is not solely a result of the policies and priorities of the present federal
administration. True, the problem has been exacerbated 3 [nment programs pro-
viding food assistance to neddy people have been cut back, altered, or eliminated. But
simply to blame the current administration is to fail to understand the complexity of
the situation.
To provide increased understanding ot what hunger means in the American context
and why this society has tolerared the continued existence of hunger and malnutrition o
in the midst of affluence, I look more deeply at the cultural dimensions of hunger, of~ %
ati‘ng, and of food assistance programs. I look not only at the people who go chroni-
cally undertfed but also at the cultural context in which their hunger is embedded. The 4,.* e
first part of the article preserigs AP case that hunger and malnutrition do indeed exist =t
in the United States, that they are closely associated with poverty, and that currently ’
they are growing more prevalent. The maimn part of the article presents ethnographic
data on the food and eating patterns of low-income people, suggesting that these pat-
terns Fesult both from the economic constraints of poverty and from the fact that the -
poor, despite their limited economic resources, follow many dominant American cul-
tural ideas and practices. | indicate how these two sets of factors together shape eating
patterns that may actually exacerbate malnourishment. In the following section I sum-
marize prevailing American cultural assumptions about poverty and the poor, showing 3
that these assumptions generite societal ideas about how the poor should eat. T then

demonstrate that the same assumptions shape governmental policy and programs for
food assistance. | ¢onclude with the suggestion that i America there 1s a strong cul-
tural belief, enshrined in government food assistance programs, that the poor should v

eat differently from other Americans because they are different: the poor should not_
buy steak.
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RECENT HISTORY OF HUNGER AND MALNUTRITION IN AMERICA

Hunger Is Closely Associated with Poverty

A brief overview of recent trends of hunger and poverty at the national level under-

scores the correlation between the two phenomena. In the 1950s it was widely assumed
that the poverty and hunger of the Depression era had heen rorally eradicated by a com-
lvinati();lm‘gl)eal programs, the economic stimulus of World War 11, and
post-war economic growth. But in the early 1960s serious poverty was “discovered” in
the midst of America’s affluence: it was estimated that between 22 percent and 25 per-

cent of the U.S. population was living in y.! The John F. Kennedy campaign and
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Frcpresidency gave public recognition to the extent and severity of poverty and to the hunger -

and malnutrition associated with it. In 1967, when a group of U.S. senators and teams
of physicians toured some of the newly discovered pockets of poverty, they found stag»
gering evidence of hunger and malnutrition. These forays into the underclass led to books
“and television documentaries that stirred public opinion and to congressional testimony
that galvanized the government into action.? From the mid-1960s through the mid-1970s,

- . . . R
< a  massive effort was undertaken to combat poverty through community action programs,

job training, various compensatory educational programs (such as Head Start), regional

development ~ th.
While tHe “war on povex:qd’__w%s attacking some of the underlying causes of poverty

that contributed to hunger and malnutrition, new food assistance programs were also
developed to attack hunger directly. The commodity distribution program, which pro-
vided handouts of such commodities as lard:_ﬁmk powder, chéese, and dried beans from
federal stockpiles to those of the poor who could get to the pick-up stations, was expanded
to reach more people with more food items. Later the program was replaced by nation-
wide food stamps as a more effective form of assistance.? In 1969 President Richard
Nixon, responding to the growing tide of public and congressional’concern, declared
to the nation that he would work “to put an end to hunger in America for all time.” In
a spirit of real commirment that surmounted entrenched opposition (see Kotz, 1969),
Congress made adjustments in the new food stamp program to extend its benefits to a
greater percentage of the needy. The federal program to provide free school lunches was
expanded, advertised, and more adequately funded; and free breakfasts became avail-
able in many schools. A home-based nutrition education program was set up at the national
level and implemented in all states, tailoring nutrition lessons to the exigencies of low-
ncome living.* Extra food assistance was made available to poor people with particular
needs, such as pregnant or lactating mothers, infants, and small children.’
As a result of the combined effort to combat hunger directly and to attack the under-
lying problem of poverty, and with a generally strong economy, both poverty and hunger
(; decreased significantly. The poverty rate fell dramatically from its 1959 level of approx-
imately 25 percent, nearly 40 million people, to a 1979 low of just under 12 percent
* (using a constant definition of poverty with dollar levels adjusted for inflation).® In 1977,
when two Senate committees and a team of physicians restudied the same poverty pock-
ets they had visited a decade earlier, tjﬁyf found real impravements in nutrition levels.
Nationwide surveys conducted by the United States Department of Agriculture also found
thar although deficiencies of calories, calcium, iron, and viramin C were still more com-
mon in low-income populations than in the general population, there was substantial
improvement from 1966 to 1977 (Physician Task Force on Hunger in America, 1985:
68-69).
Recently, however, the figures on poverty, hunger, and malnutrition have deteriorated
again. Nationwide, poverty rose to 13 percent in 1980 and to 15.2 percent in 1984—
" the highest level in two,decades. Although by late 1985 the poverty rate had fallen back
down to 14 percent, 33.1 million Americans were officially classified as poor. And there
is little ro suggest that the poverty rate will once again decline to the 12 percent level
of 1979. The position of the poor relative to the rest of the society has also deteriorated
recently, as is evidenced by the fact that the official poverty level for a family of four in
1985, $10,989, was almost the same as the median national income in that same year,
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$11,013 (Pear, 1986). Figures on the percentage of people below the officially defined
poverty line, moreover, give no indication of how far below that income level people
actually are; most observers report that many people are further below the line now
than they were a decade ago. The poor are getting poore

If the poor are more numerfwmmn this decade began, they
are hungrier and less well nourished also, as two recent studies show. One was coordi-
nated by the Harvard School of Public Health and compiled under the title Hunger in
America: The Growing Epidemic (Physician Task Force on Hunger in America, 1985);
the other, compiled by Public Voice for Food and Health Policy, is entitled Rising Poverty,
Declining Health: The Nutritional Status of the Rural Poor (Shotland, 1986). The poor
are less well fed now not only because of reduced purchasing power (due to increased
food costs relative to wages and welfare benefit levels) but also Because fewer of them
are currently receiving government food assistance and those who do get asé]gtancgare
receiving less of it. As a result of more stringent eligibility guidelines for the food sta;np
program, which is the major form of federal food assistance, the number of households
receiving food stamps decreased by 6.1 percent from 1983 to 1984 (from 21,073,000
to 19,778,000 people)—while the poverty rate dropped a mere 0.8 percent (Physician
Task Force on Hunger in America, 1985: 99). (Even among those who are potentially
cligible, only about 60 percent actually participate in the program.) For those who do
receive food stamps, the monthly allotments have been reduced. Tha;fémp" allotment
has never been intended to cover all household food needs, but generally it has been
thought to fill the gap between food a household can afford to purchase on its own and
tood it should have to approach minimum daily requirements for all of its members, At
present, the food stamp allotments fill a smaller part of that gap: the average bonus level
for a four-person household in 1984 was only $147 (ibid.:91). Within the poverty pop-
ulation, specific groups who are at high risk for malnutrition now get less assistance
than previously. For example, the number of children receiving free and reduced-price
school lunches has decreased by 12 percent since 1980, according to United States Depart-
ment of Agriculture figures (ibid.:98). Since most poor people lack food reserves, either
in their bodies or in their cupboards, their being dropped from a government food assis-
tance program or having benefit levels reduced is likely to have serious consequences
for nutritional well-being.

Ample evidence of the recent increase in hunger and malnutrition appears through-
out the Harvard study, including disturbing reports from pediatricians around the country.
For example, doctors in Chicago report cases of marasmus {protein-calorie deficiency)
and kwashiorkor (protein deficiency) reminiscent of the findings in the 1960s
(1bid.:49-50). Children from low-income families continue to have high rates of ane-
mia: in Minneapolis, 13 percent of the infants and 21 percent of the children among
families applying for supplementary food assistance were determined by the Health Depart-
ment to be anemic (ibid.:78).

Evidence of another kind somes from across the nation where in the last few years
churches, volunteer groups, and local governments have found it necessary to set up
soup kitchens, tood banks, and other emergency food give-aways to supplement fed-
eral food assistance programs. Despite the rapid growth of such facilities, the number

of people coming to eachaf them rose remarkably. In 1983 a random sample survey of

I81 emergency food programs in the United States found that one-third of them had
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experienced at least a 100 percent increase in one year in the number of people coming -

for food (ibid.:9). In the Boston area food pantries served about 13,000 people monthly
in 1982, nearly 30,000 in 1984 (ibid.:14). In Alabama, the Birmingham Community
Kitchens that had served only 1,200 meals in 1980 served over 130,000 in 1984 (ibid.:25).

A recently completed survey in New York State indicated dramatic rises in the number -

of people regularly turning to such food sources, with 63 percent of the programs report-

ing an increase in people served from 1984 to 1985 alone and only 5.5 percent reporting :

a decrease (Cornell University and New York State Department of Health, 1985). It can

safely be assumed that most of the people who are turning increasingly to these food

sources do so because they cannot afford to eat sufficiently well on their own—because
they are hungry.

Corroborating evidence of the worsening problem of hunger comes from human-
service workers in various states and programs. Nutrition educators conducting lessons
in low-income homes increasingly observe empty cupboards and refrigerators and see
more families lacking food or resources for the next day’s meals. Teachers in Head Start
have told me that children are eating voraciously at school on Monday mornings. And
volunteers who operate soup kitchens have felt it necessary to give their Friday diners
an extra bag of food for the weekend.

Hunger Is Unevenly Distributed in the Population

Within the national figures, those population groups, geographic regions, and age ranges
most likely to fall below the poverty line (such as blacks, Hispanics, Indians, members
of households headed by women, and children) are also most at risk for being hungry
and malnourished. Children, for example, are disproportionately hungry or malnour-
ished due to poverty. With the poverty rate at about 15 percent in 1983, more than 20
percent of all children under eighteen were living in households below the poverty line
(O’Hare, 1985:17). Probably ac least 15 percent of all children in the United States rou-
tinely experience sufficient hunger and malnutrition to cause such problems as anemia
and lowered resistance to infection. If malnutrition occurs early enough, is severe enough,
or persists for long periods, many of these children may also suffer long-term conse-
quences such as impaired brain development and stunted body growth.

The South as a region is vulnerable to poverty-related hunger; and blacks as a group
are particularly vulnerable. Predictably, therefore, in Mississippi there is agaimﬂl,
a serious problem of hunger in the black population (Physician Task Force on Hunger
in America, 1985:18-28). In many of that state’s counties, 50 percent to 75 percent of
the black population falls below the poverty line (Mississippi Research and Develop-
ment Center, 1981). However, only slightly over half of the state’s households potentially
eligible for food stamps are receiving them. Low levels of welfare benefit and a 6 per-
cent sales tax on food exacerbate the hunger problem among black Mississippians.

Closely associ ith both poverty and hunger is a high infant mortality rate (num-
ber of children per thousand,who die before reaching age one). Among some populations,
especially low-income blacks, infant mortality has risen recently despite technological
advances in neonatal care. For American blacks as a whole, the infant mortality rate is
roughly equal to the national rate in Costa Rica; and the disparity between infant mor-
tality rates for blacks and whites in the United States, currently ar a rario of 2 to 1,

con w. In Pitesburgh; Pennsylvania, a city recently dubbed in a national sur-
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vey one of the best places in America to live, the infant mortality rate among blacks is
higher than in any other city in the United States, and nearly three times the rate for
whites in the city (Physician Task Force on Hunger in America, 1985:72). The major
causes of infant mortality in the United States are premature birth and lehiﬁ“E;eight,
which are closely associated with malnutrition of mothers, especially young mothers.
Studies have shown that making supplemental foods available to pregnant women decreases
the infant mortality rate by as much as 22 percent.” Even for those infants of low birth
weight who do survive, as for all other infants, inadequate nutrition may lead to or exac-
erbate mental, developmental, and physical limitations that cannot be erased later. Born
of an undernourished mother and undernourished during its first years of life, a child
is likely to grow up to repeat the cycle: hungry because poor, and poor because hungry.

EATING PATTERNS OF THE POOR

[n any human population, hunger is embedded in the larger context of eating, and so
to understand hunger we nee rst ing, Eating is not simply a matter of
ingesting calories, proteins, vitamins, and minerals. And just as earing is a culturally
shaped act, so too is hunger culturally defined and invested with meanings that may
outweigh its metabolic or nutritional aspects.

The cultural dimensions of hunger among poor Americans can be elucidated by the
use of ethnographic research methods, which are particularly well suited for examining
such food-related patterns as food preferences, frequency, quantity, and regularity of eat-
ing, distribution of food within the household, attitudes about foods, and social interactions
associated with food. Several years of participant-observation research among rural poor
people living in pockets of poverty in upstate New York have given me ample opportu-
nity to witness food-related activities, including shopping and cooking as well as eating,
within the context of everyday life (Fitchen, 1981). My research focused on over forty
tamilies living in several rural depressed neighborhoods, with rwenty families studied
quite intensively. During frequent, unscheduled, drop-in visits in homes, I listened to many
food-related conversations and observed innumerable interactions involving food.

| have since supplemented this ethnographic research about hunger and foodways in
one poverty setting with both first-hand and indirect observation in other regions of the
nation. Particular insight has come from conducting training workshops for EFNEP,
the Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program that is operated nationwide by
Co-operative Extension to bring nutrition information to low-income homemakers. From
discussions with hundreds of EFNEP staff who conduct lessons in the homes of low-
income families, I have learned about nutritional conditions and food patterns among

the poor of various regions and ethnic and racial backgrounds, for example, southwestern
Hispanics, urban blacks in the Northeast and deep South, rural whites in the North-
west, Indians in the upper Midwest, and Samoans in Hawaii. The opportunity to accompany
EFNEP outreach educators in several states as they conducted lessons in the homes of
their low-income clients has enabled me to observe mothers and children interacting
over food and to listen to women talk about their food buying and preparation. These
observations, though brief, have added breadth to the case study research and have con-
firmed that the eating patterns observed in the smaller sample can indeed be generalized.
Additional insight has come from years of interaction with various food assistance and
antipoverty programs at the federal, state, and local levels.
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Low-income people probably vary as much as any other population segment in the

United States in terms of individual and family food behaviors. But there are also some

important similarities, so we can generalize about eating patterns of the poor without
doing violence to variations among individuals and between groups.

Eating Patterns Are Shaped by the Constraints of Poverty

Poverty obviously affects the total amount of money a household can spend on food.
Although the amount spent by a poor household on food may be considerably smaller
than what a similar-size household with more available money spends, the poorer house-
hold is likely to spend a greater percentage of its income on food. Some low-income
‘people are able to supplement their food supply from noncash sourcMng
and hunting, vegetable gardening and gathering wild fruits, raising chickens or other
animals, and of course food stamps, free school lunches, and other forms of food assis-
tance. Most poor people also obtain additional food by using their social resources, for
?)?Eﬁ)plti, by trading services and goods with relatives and neighbors to obtain food or
food stamps. But for most poor Americans, as in the population as a whole, the major-
| _ity of food is purchased (cf. Whitehead in Donglas, 1984:112).
Poverty also affect@e—aTnount of food that poor people car;lm()r their money
r their food stamps. Because of the constraints of poverty, the foods purchased by Amer-
ica’s poor often cost more than the same foods purchased by more affluent people. Most
‘poor people generally lack the surplus cash needed to take advantage of sale prices or
to buy in quantity. Furthermore, inadequate storage space and refrigeration at home
necessitate frequent trips to the store and smaller-scale purchases, usually at higher unit
_priges. Limited cash for public transportation (where it is available) and the lack of pri-
vate cars restrict some people to shopping in small neighborhood stores rather than in
more distant supermarMower prices. From the inner cities of the eastern seaboard

to the small towns on southwestern Indian reservations, food may cost more for those
who are poor.
The economic exigencies of poverty also determife the types of foo ar people eat

most frequently. Interesting (and tasty) variations certainly exist in the foods preferred
by different poverty populations; but in their menu combinations, in cuts of meat used
(ibid.:118), and in modes of preparation (Goode et al. in Douglas, 1984:148) the mescapable

constraints of poverty tend ta averride ethnic and regional differences. Indeed, I have

been struck by(overall similarities in the diets of America’s poor, from Maine to Hawaii,
from Mississippi to Alaska. By and Targe, poverty diets nationwide appear to be exces-
sive in starches, fats, and sugars while being deficient in any or alm&}er
proteins, vegetables and fruits, and milk products. Particular dietary excesses and defi-
Clencies vary considerably, as do particular preferences within any single good group.
For example, the main starch may be rice, potatoes, tortillas, or Indian fry bread, accord-
ing to ethnic preference, but whatever the case the preferred starch constitutes the bulk
of a diet that may achieve satiety but also produces malnutrition. As a consequence of
these dietary similaritieg; diet-related health problemgs are also similar across different
_poverty populations. For example, obesity and adult-onset diabetes, both common in
many low-income populations, have been reported as epidemic among the Zuiii Indi-
ans, whose diet consists of an abundance of fats, sugar, and fast foods (Peterson, 1986).
In Hawaii and American Samoa, low-income people are purchasing such high-fat, imported,

-y

P NERNRRERTS P =

Hunger, M

and expensive starc
to reverse by stimula
and nutritionally be

mmon eatiny
after the paycheck,
cially crowded watt
Quantity and varie
take a nosedive in th
I observed in Bosto
children on three su
the rural house
ability: while exam
on payday, These pe
hunger and malnutr
among their low-inc:
and food to avoid ¢
ilies receiving welfa
inadequate, nutrien
The amount of f«

or unexpected expe
ity of household in
is a nonfixed cost, a
woman called this
nutrition educators
diverted to other u:
pressing, or when i
ahead of eating we

The amount anc
necessity to stretch
in or stayl ar the
quency in the last fe
among black, India:
diminish the food i
in many poverty pc
ing a system of recif

Young children in fz

for food generosity
share with a young
Anothe i
food consumption
quantified food int
mealtimes and com

ing a family must {
needs, some indivic

R

may receive ample




Hunger, Malnutrition, and Poverty in the Contemporary United States 391

and expensive starches as potato chips, a trend that EFNEP nutrition educators hope
to reverse by stimulating new interest in the native, traditional taro, which is both cheaper
and nutritionally better.

- A common eating pattern in poverty populations across the nation is a‘marked peri-
odldty in food Lonsumpno@ Both purchase and consumption peak immediately
after the paycheck, wellare check, or food stamps arrive. {Grocery stores may be espe-
cially crowded with customers using food stamps just after the first of each month.)
Quantity and variety of food consumed subsequently taper down and level off, then
take a nosedive in the last few days before the next check or stamp allotment. One mother
I observed in Boston fried potatoes—with no accompaniment—for dinner for her four
children on three successive nights at the end of one month. Even preschool children in
the rural households I studied were fully aware of the check-to-check cycle of food avail-
dbl]lﬁl@ examining bare cupboards, they eagerly listed treats they would ask for
on payday, These periodic reductions in availability of food can create problems of both
hunger and malnutrition, and EFNEP nutrition educators, who see this pattern frequently
among their low-income clients, are attempting to help families stretch money, food stamps,
and food to avoid the end-of-month hunger periods. There is some evidence that fam-
ilies receiving welfare, food stamps, and food assistance maintain relatively constant, if
inadequate, nutrient intake throughout the month (Emmons, 1986).

The amount of food consumed also drops from time to time, when decreased income
or unexpected eXpenses plaue additional strains on household finances. The unreliabil-
ity ot household income is only one source of fluctuations in food expenditures. Food
is a nonfixed cost, and money set aside for food may go to the bill collector instead: one
woman called this “eating light to pay for the lights.” Human service workers, from
nutrition educators to budget counselors, report that money allocated for food is often
diverted to other uses when expenses increase unexpectedly, when debts become more
pressing, or when income drops. Even personal family pleasure may sometimes come
ahead ot eating well, as long as the children are not complaining much.

The amount and quality of food that people eat is also frequently reduced by the
necessity to stretch the household’s food supply to feed extra people temporarily eating

in or staying at the home. This sharing of food has been reported with increasing fre-
quency in the last few years by nutrition educators in EFNEP in tates, and especially
among black, Indian, and Hispanic populations. Althoughfq)d/:lfja-rs;g may temporarily
diminish the food intake of the host household, it is an important coping strategy found
in many poverty populations: it enables people to get through tight times by maintain-
ing a system of recipr%amormal security network (Stack, 1974; Fitchen, 1981:106).
Young children in families I observed were explicitly encouraged to share food and praised

for food generosity; it was common to see an elementary school child bring home to

share with a younger 51blmg a pocEet fu” of cookies or candies from a “party at school.

\nother ulations of low-income peoplé is that
food consumption is unevenly distributed within_homseholds. Although I collected no
quantified food intake data in my case study to prove the point, observations during
mealtimes and conversations with women indicated this tendency. When the cost of feed-
ing a tamily must be eked out of a small income, always competing with other urgent
needs, some individuals may go seriously underfed. Although the man of the household
may receive ample quantities of food, for example, an older relative living in the house-
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hold, perhaps an otherwise homeless person, may receive an insufficient amount of for e,
Some individual children routinely have insufficient access to food, through ditferen.
tial size or order of serving, outright denial of certain foods, or parental failure to accommod.e
a child’s particular food needs (The vulnerable childrer ose who occupy prols-
lematic positions within the household, for example children of a previous marriage or
handicapped children. Some children may eat very little because of chronic untreated
health problems, such as bad teeth, gastroenteritis, or anemia; but even if the health
problem is addressed, the portions served may not be sufficiently increased as the child's
health improves.

Even more common than the vulnerable child pattern is the phenomenon of tHe wite-
mother who shortchange

. In many poor households the wonkn
eats only starches without any of the meats or vegerables she serves to the rest of the
family. For herself, she may scrape the pot or lick the spoon and take whatever her ¢hnl-
dren leave uneaten on their plates, but basically she ears just plain macaroni—or potatoes,
or fry bread, or tortillas and beans. This pattern, which I observed during my field research,
is recognized by EFNEP workers as one of th : [ itional probh-
lems among low-income women throughout the nation. It shows up clearly in the 24-hour

Tood tecalls, m which women enrolled in EFNEP are asked to record their own food
intake. Many of these women proudly report that they have fixed a certain nutritious
recipe for their children but admit that they did not eat any themselves. Although Amer-
ican women of other socioeconomic levels may also place the food needs and wants of
tamily ahead of their own (see Whitehead in Douglas, 1984:126), “sacrificing for the
sake of the children” has more deleterious nutritional consequences for poor women.
It undoubtedly contributes to the observably high incidence of obesity, poor dental health,

and generall nutritional status of low-income women as compared to their non-

poor counterparts and even to other members of their families.®
/;[hc—pe-ppet-uaLeanQition of limited financial resources al@wwh\_’w
with whom peoplg catShortage of chairs, plates, or forks may mean that in many house-
Tolds meals are not taken with all members of the houschold assembled in one place or
at one time. Some young children | observed were given or helped themselves to food
off and on throughout the day: a nursing bottle Alled with milk, juice, or soda pop or
other artificially flavored sweet drink; a bowl of dry cereal; a peanut butter and jelly
sandwich; soup eaten directly out of a can; doughnuts or a bag of potato chips. When
a greater proportion of food is raken as snacks rather than meals. the result is apt to be
a less well balanced diet, perhaps seriously so. In some homes, however, women went
to considerable effort to cook meals, especially the evening dinner, and some were excel-
lent cooks and ingenious at devising substitutes for ingredients or equipment they lacked.
{One woman made her own bread, baking it in coffee cans in an oven that had been
retrieved from the local garbage dump, propping the oven door shut with a stick.) But
when hnancial or other problems overwhelmed these women, mealtime eating ceased

to be planned, organized, or nutritionally balanced. Durin heldwork, I was often able

to gain a quick estimate of the current state of family life by observing or hearing about

cating. For example, one woman in my sample was very conscious of nutritional needs

and normally made a real effort to feed her family as well as possible. But during peri-
ods of parental depression or alcoholism, or marital violence, often brought on by money
problems, each child helped herself from whatever happened to be in the cupboards.
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~Poverty also shapes the eating patterns of the poor }?3“%§U¢fi}ti“8 anxieties that cen-
W)’ adults, in recounting their childhood, cited periods when “there was
" no tood in the house and no way to get any” and when “all we had for supper in those
years was boiled potatoes and the water they were cooked in—we called it potato soup.”
The sense of deprivation engendered by such food shortages in early childhood seems
to leave a lifelong sensitivity to the problem of having sufficient and desirable food. It
W some adults to eat beyond the point of satiety or metabolic need, to overeat
regularly and become obese. Food anxiety often carries over to the next generation too.
Many of the mothers in my study consciously linked recollections of food deprivagion e
i childhood and a present desire to give their children whatever foods they request,
including soda pop and potato chips, so that the children might never feel denied or
deprived; Thus for people living a whole lifetime in poverty, as for many of America’s
poor, the memory of childhood hunger in one generation may be a factor leading to /&
malnutrition in the next. .
" Forall poor people, the constraints of having to feed a family on an inadequate bud-
getare exacerbated by the fact @unger is cognitive as well as metabolio The necessity
of keeping children reasonably satisfied despite the shortage of money may take its toll
on nutritious eating. In one common management strategy a mother responds to her
children’s complaints about being hungry by giving them a food item that is not only
filling but also desired and liked. A package of frosting-covered cupcakes {high in desir-
ability, sugar, and cost, but low in needed nutrients) may quickly pacify a child, thereby
addressing the perceived and expressed hunger of the moment and allowing the mother
to turn to other demands on her time and attention. Repeated reliance on this strategy,
however, may lead to long-term nutritional deficit for the child. But the child’s fussing
now is more pressing and immediate and cannot be ignored; malnourishment, on the
other hand, is delayed, is not so readily apparent, and has a less clear cause. Consciously
as well as unconsciously, mothers may be dealing with the problem of inadequate access
to food by trading off between hunger in the present and malnutrition in the future. In
responding to cognitive hunger, they are inadvertently contributing to physical malnu-
trition.
Food may also occupy people’s attention more when obtaining enough of it is prob-
lematic. Some young children I observed during my studies of rural paverty:stricken
families se&%%wledﬂ_ijﬁ_ﬁoﬂdu\?hen not actually eating or begging a parent ¢~
for something to eat, they would stand for whole minutes at a time just looking at what-
ever foods were still in the cupboard or refrigerator. One such child seemed simply to
be reassuring himself that there was something left to eat. Perhaps this visual reassur- -

ance is part of the reason, along with limited kitchen storage space, why many food A ;
i@ia_lxv_ﬂij;emm_m.lt on the kitchen table: Dottles of ketchup, jars of instant coffee,

bread, jam, peanut butter. (Perhaps it is also a Titeral manifestation of a saying one hears
frequently among low-income people: “We may be poor, but at least we have managed
to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table.”) Some babies cling to the tearned
security of a nursj I g e_or four; some carry the bottle around e
flleflm1~___s_§1_}1i_(igltl;(1nd return to it periodically throughout the day.
Food is the source or the center of considgrable interpersonal fﬁcﬂﬁﬁr/ngny low-

income homes. Many of the young children’s temper tantrums I observed were con-

nected with a demand for food. Minor disputes between mothers and children often
e e e -—
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revolved around the child’s demands for something to eat and the mother’s refusal
followed frequently by her capitulation. In many homes, arguments between spouses
or lovers began over expenditures for food or the selection and preparation of foods.

The most Trequent form of this argument that [ observed or heard about was a man cas~
tigating a woman for wasting “his” money on the purchase of some “unnecessary” food

such as fruit juice, fruit, or vegetables. Food was sometimes used as a weapon (both lit-

erally and figuratively) in marital quarreling: a man who throws a plate full of food at

his wife, a woman who punishes her man by preparing a dinner that she knows he dis«
likes. Where such food disagreements were common in the home, some children devel
oped strong negative associations with all food and eating and ate very little even when
'milable; other children, even in the same family, reacted in the opposite way,
with an insatia lous appetite,

— Just as eating takes up a large portion of tmm low-income peo-
ple, so also it occupies a large gart of their actio@ring the vast majority of my home
isits in various poverty-stricken communities around the nation, at least one person in
the household was eating. But it is not sheer physical hunger or metabolic need alone
thamnennon so much on food. Food and eating are enmeshed in feel-

ings about self, interpersonal relationships, and dreams for the future, and these in turn

are shaped b ding cultyre.

Eating Patterns Are Shaped by General American Culture
As Mary Douglas (1984:3) has said, “unlike livestock, humans make some choices that

are not governed by physiological processes. They choo: d how
Wm As in any,society, so in America, def-

itions of acceptable and preferred foods are largely culturalj Contemporary food preferences
that lean towards finger foods, fun foods, snack foods, and fast and convenient foods
express basic American cultural values (Jerome, 1969). Low-income people express their
mbership in the society and their adherence to its dominant values through many of
the same food choices that characterize the rest of the population. And so they, too,
desire and purchase foods with these characteristics. Like most other Americans, poor
people want to exercise “freedom of choice” in their food selection. (This is one reason
why food stamps or vouchers for purchasing Tood at the grocery store are generally pre-
~tferred to commodities. ) In exercising this freedom, poor people select not only for price
but also for desirability and therefore often purchase heavily advertised, status-invested
W ds “seen on television.” Hence among the poor, as for the nation as a whole, diets

" may be high in processed foods, in sugars and fats, and in the category loosely termed
g ]un "

%

ffect of junk foodS‘Bthe nutritional status of the poor is probably worse than
_it is on the affluent. The well-to-do can afford both junk food and nutritious food; the

poor can seldom afford bgth. The Tow-income parent who frequently succumbs to children’s
constant pleading for potago cﬁmeese flavored puffs, and creme-filled
Lupcakes has no money left O_Yfﬁf% milk or carrots or - apples. From the corner conve-
nience store in inner-city Boston to the streetmparked by public housing projects in
Honolulu, low-income parents have difficulty denying their children these advertised,

desired products that are high in cost but low in nutritional value, One im c-
tor contributing to the purchase of these products for children is the low self-image and

b |
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sense of hulure Of the parent, a prablem that seems pervasive in the American poverty
pGpulation. n. Mothers with Tow self-csteem rcporr ‘that they have difficulty saving no to

their children’s demands for Junk foods, ¢ven whcn they know that these foods are cco- -

nomically u)stmltmnally detrimental. (The association between poverty and
e S

low selt-image is attested to by the responses of P}NFP outreach educators to a ques-

tionnaire about problems atfecting the homemakers they teach. Wich over a thousand

responses recetved from different regions of the country, Thave found that the vast major-

ity ranked “low self-esteem™ as number one, two, or three in prevalence.) ) Single low-income
mothers have told me that they are parric

Seilal
children as an Jtrempt to make up for the |

larly vulnerable to lm\mslrmdts for thmr

fact that the child has only one p arent.

Foods and h‘ml\ are as important to social interaction among the poor as rhcv are
in other s scz,mcnrs of the

American p()pularl()n——()r any population. Some items, such

u are more social than dumrv During field research, | was offered—and JLLLpft'd*—*

acup of . cotfee almost. every time Lentered a home. The cost to the financially serapped
Family was ourweighed in their minds by the i importance of mJLnu, this gesture of hos-

ptality, this culturally prescribed presentation of rhemsclvu. In many homes, cotfee was
also consu

red in great qlmmmcs whenever ra famxlv was going thr()ugh some Lalamlry

and relatives and neighbors were dmppmv into dlsulss events.

l’(wcoplc als() I(‘fTLLf {,,CHU'II f\merlmn ullruml partcnns in their use of foods for

aware of the fTood CRoices
¢ tor holidays and rites of pas

Lclcbmrmg;jn mml poor houscholds, I found, pcnp]c were fully

sage. One woman

started in Scprcmlxr TO use ()()d smmps 1o pmdmsc one Thanksgiving item each week:
acan of cranberry sauce, a can of pumpkin, and so on. A mother on a very limited bud-
get made a child’s birthday more special by purchasing a “real™ birthday cake. with
icmg and lerrering on ity rather than buying the ingredients and making it herself ar a
lower cost. Womcn ru,ardtd the s¢ nmpm y betore and after thcxc Ldehr 1t19ns as prcter-

are lﬂl%sll]z,

It people ate entirely on the basis of rational appraisal of nurritive value relative to

dollars spent, then poor people could be convineed to ignore the preferences of their —

soctety. But poor people cling to and may even exaggerare dominant American_food

plcfclcmcs because, despite their poverty, they are f\mcrlun~|wullturn if not by riches.
And 50, 1o the detriment of their own nutritional well- -being, they mayv spend their food
stamps and their scarce money on toods that are both expensive and nutritionally infe-

rior. Despite_what they _may learn_about nutriconal needs and smart shopping,

i

low-income people W|ll u)nrmm [()J}urghasc convenience m()ds snack foods, h()]ldd\’/

hcmsclves tirst of all as Amer-
cans an"‘f onfvsecond s p(mr “Americans., If thv u)uld ()nly accomplish it, most poor

h)ods, and status foods hcmusg rhcv umtmuc to classif

people would cat therr way mto the middle class.

CULTURAL ASPECTS OF ’[‘HlﬁRESP(‘)NSE TO HUNGER IN THE UNITED STATES
Dominant Cultural Values Shape Societal Atritudes about the Poor
and What Thev Should Eat

Dominant American culture not only intluences the foods poor people eat; it also mtlu-
ences the way the nonpoor think about cating, about poverty, and about what the poor
should cat. To a considerable extent Americans are unaware of the impact of culture
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on what they eat. When asked, most claim that their fqod selections are purely 4 .
w e, a claim that fits well with the cultural emphasis on individualis
Ware equally unaware of the multiple functions served by

heir own food behaviors. Because of this general oversight, the public seriously under-
dstimates the cultural and psychosocial factors shaping foodpm who are

poor; and so there is ample room for societal attitudes about poverty to shape ideas
about what poor people should eat.

/ , The American cultural system rests on a belief that in this land of opportunity, the

individual can and should shape his or her own deste%)ne corollary is a pervasive
ties not of society But of their own shortcomir mings.

‘—K <$§Y718 a condition of individuals, not of s@ople are poor, the assumption is,

v

ecause they are lazy and won’t work and because they spena their money foohshlv,

of fzuth that the opportunity to escape poverty exists; the responsibility of’poor people

is to seize that opportunity and pull themselves up.

" These beliefs about poverty and poor people shape dominant societal beliefs about
W&cause the poor have little money, they should

eat rationally on a cost/benefit basis, where costs are measured only in dollars and ben-

efits solely in terms of nutrition. If poor people would eat this way, then surely there

would not be malnutrition and hunger in America. By this reasoning, just as poverty is

the fault of r, so hunger and malnutrition are the fault of the hungry and mal-

nourished. The proposed solution, then, is that poor people should change their eating

habigs:

a. People who are poor should eat only the basics, consume only the foods needed by the
body to maintain growth and health. (In fact, the official federal definition of poverty,
and the determination of the poverty level, is based on a calculation involving the cost
of a minimally adequate diet, actually 80 percent of it, assuming no expenditure for any
tfoods other than minimal daily requirements.)

b. Poor people should not waste their money buying convenience foods. (Since the poor
are too lazy to work, it is thought, they have plenty of time on their hands. They should
economize by spending their unused time making meals from scratch rather than pur-

chasing the convenience foods that busy working people eat.)

)

People who are poor should forego the favored, advertised, status foods, purchasing only
-7 cheap substitutes. (If people remain poor because they seek instant gratification, then

to escape poverty they should learn to postpone pleasures for the future.)

hegeCommon public attitudes about poverty ad what the poor should eat reveal a
complete lack of awareness of the cultural aspects of eating. And they have important
consequences, for they blend with our attitudes about food to shape the governmental

response to hunger and malnutrition.

Culcural Attitudes about Poverty Shape Food Assistance Programs

The inadequacy of government food assistance programs goes deeper than the political
conservatism of the present administration and the current constraints of budgert deficits.
The inadequacy exists—and is tolerated by the public—because of the ascendant myth
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that any individual who really wants to can overcome poverty and the accompanying
assumption that if the poor are hungry and malnourished it must be of their own doing;
they eat wrongly. Another deep and long-standing reason for the failure to guarantee
decent, reliable fodd assisfance ro anyone who needs it mav be a culturally generated
fear that guaranteed food assistance (like guaranteed income) would create recipients
dependent on government help, In a society that strongly favors independence and indi-
vidual effort, aversion to creating dependence carries Sulficienit political appeal to outweigh
concerh that government food assistance is insufficient to prevent many children from
growing up badly nourished, unhealthy, and poorly developed. When concern does rise,
the more culturally appropriate solution involves voluntary efforts rather than govern-
mental assistance.

Government assistance programs for the needy also reflect the fact thame\d"

ﬁ?f-w Ily in our society. Early in life we learn that food is given or withheld at the
discretion of the donor; faod is-a means by which we are controlled and can control

others; food is used to reward and punish. So it is culturally appropriate that govern-
ment food assistance is politically more palatable than the provision of a guaranteed
minimum income, since the former contains an element of control over recipients. Food
programs give assistance on their own terms: the donor determines what is given, when
and where it is given, to whom, and under what conditions.

Government food assistance is neither shaped by nor solely conducted for the bene-
fit of the people in need of food. In general, the interests and political power of the food
industry and the agricultural sector of the economy exert a strong influence on food
assistance programs. The ME Efogram, the major form of food assistance, is
entirely under the supervision of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)
and subject to congressional and lobbying interests mostly representing agricultural pro-
ducers, processors, and distributors—not the poor.” The USDA controls other food assistance
programs as well, including the free and reduced-price school lunches and nutrition edu-
cation for the poor. However, the poor are not the USDA’s major constituency, and their
needs do not claim top priogity. Among the major food assistance programs, only the

W%r;nin_,l_nfa_n____ts,mui(}hj_dmmgmm 1s under a federal department primarily charged
with people’s well-being, the De and Human Services.

Some government food assistance programs also contain an element of “feeding the
poor our leftovers.” Consider, for example, the commodity distributions to the poor,
also administered by the USDA. Such a program was used in the 1950s and early 1960s
but was phased out in the late 1960s when it was decided that food stamps would bet-
ter assist the poor in obtaining food. In the early 1980s, however, the commodity distribution
program was reinstated as a supplement to food stamps, ostensibly in response to con-
cern about reports of increasing hunger in America. The new version of the food give-away
program started with cheese—more accurately, with blocks of pasteurized processed
cheese food—and was subsequently expanded to include other commodities with sea-
somgonal variations, depepding on availability and deliveries. For example, in
1985 in an upstate New York county, families who proved or declared their poverty
could receive every other month, on a first-come-first-served basis, the following goods:
two five-pound blocks of processed cheese, two one-pound blocks of butter, and a choice
of any two of the following items: 10 lbs. cornmeal, 4 Ibs. powdered milk, 3 Ibs. honey,
S Ibs. flour, or‘2 lbs. rice. Many low-income people have responded positively to the
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give-aways, standing in lines at Salvation Army centers, churches, community halls, fire
stations, and hospitals all across the nation to receive their generically packaged hand-

outs.!? (There are also nongovernmental food give-aways, many organized by church

groups, in which excess or unsold foods donated by manufacturers and distributors are
given to poor people.)

The foodstuffs given out by the government are not exactly scraps from the tables
of the atfluent, but they are clearly the leftovers from the food production industry. They
represent the overproduction that threatens to bring down the price received by the pro-

W ent to keep it off the
market. Th¢Teal mmw
Tce the supply reaching the market, ispose of government-owned surplus com-
Mﬂg—tag{storage costs;—‘/fz;?d to reduce embarrassment
over surplus in the face of reportedly growing hunger. Although the public may believe
that food distribution is designed, funded, and carried out solely for the altruistic pur-
pose of reducing hunger, one could easily argue that the beneficiaries include not only
the hungry but also the well-fed. e

CONCLUSION: THE RICH BUY STEAK AND THE POOR GET CHEESE

Hunger, eating, and helping hungry people to eat—each is a cultural as well as a meta-
bolic phenomenon. Food is culturally embedded for both the affluent and the poor. Through
food patterns, all Americans enact cultural values and conduct interpersonal relation-
ships. Cultural preferences, group identity, social interactions, and psychological needs
all shape food-related behavior, no matter what the income level. Poor people are also
subject to the same general, systemwide economic and social factors that tend to pre-
vent most Americans from getting maximum nourishment per dollar. Because Americans
“are captive consumers in a total food production system that emphasizes profits rather
~ than national nutritional well-being (Silverstein, 1984), and because all Americans buy
" foods to satisfy a variety of needs beside caloric and nutritional ones (Counihan, 1985),
few Americans a il nourished as they could afford to be.
‘—mm::ziantly worse for low-income people, however, because for them
there is no cushion of good health to tide them over periods of inadequate eating. The
chronically poor have little opportunity to eat both the nutritious foods and also the
heavily advertised, status-invested, and culturally preferred foods available to the upper
classes. If they opt only for nutritionally “sensible” and cheaper foods, and forego the
foods “that everyone else eats,” their perceived sense of deprivation will be as genuine
and gnawing as are the pangs of an empty stomach. But if they give in to the pressures
of advertising, to the desire to eat like other people, and to the pleading of their chil-
dren, then they will remain nutritionally and financially shortchanged—and also criticized
by societal opinion for their “wasteful spending.” It is a difficult set of choices, choices
that have to be made every day but provide no clear way to win.

Because poverty-strickgn Americans are influenced by dominant cultural values as
well as by financial exigencies and metabolic requirements, a low-income person may
occasionally purchase a beef steak. When other shoppers and grocery store employees
observe such a purchase, behavioral conventions may restrict immediate reaction to a
stare, but subsequent comments are uniformly negative. That the grocery cart is filled

mostly with macaroni, potatoes, and bread may go unnoticed. The image of a poor per-
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son purghasmg a steak sticks in the public mind as undeniable proof that in America

thgpoor are hvmg, in luxuryslf the poor are hungry in this land, it 1s,tbough,§ t;Q_be rhelr
own fault, a result of their unwise spending. |
P HEWISE S RERCTLL

The purdmst hase oFa steak b
of m()nﬁy, however, and it carries significance far beyond the act itself. It is also wltur-
ally “inappropriate” behavior, for it violates an implicit Lulruml statement about the

d p()()l‘ person represents more than j just an UI]WIS€ use

way thmgs are or ought to be: the rich buy ste uy steak and the poor gAct cheese. This culturalk.

statement actually encompasses three significant oppositi sJThe rich are the opposite
of the p()(r;ﬁuymg, food is the opposite of getting or being given mq(t/;\nd steak and
cheese are familiar opposites: a thick picce of red meat is an ultimate desired food for
Americans, while ordinary, processed cheese, such as the government gives to the poor,

is a well-known cheap substitute for meat. Rich—poor; buy—get; steak—cheese. Each
of these three pairs is a cult

lly recognized opposition, and the first term ot each pair
should be combined with only the first term of the other pairs. Rich is appropriately
associated with buy and with steak. Poor is appropriately associated with getting and
with cheese.

Thus it is culturally fitting that the government gives handouts of cheese to the poor:

by defining what they shall cat and how they shall obtain it, the “cheese give-away™
also detines who the poor are. When a_poor person buys a steak, she or he is commit-
ting a symbaolic inyersion, pﬂuxmmg&mmun,u;gu__ﬂted w1th the rich and acquiring
a Tood appropriate only to the rich. If the poor person-gets the steak with food stamps
rather than with cash, the purchase further violares what is thought to be appropriate

because it violates the notion of how certain categories of food should be obtained: lux-

ury foods should not be obtained with tood stamps. But whether the steak is obtained

with money. sosteak tor the poor is a notable rrapsgression I)c -ause it violates
Y Wi

the idea that the poor are different from the rest of us At mocks our sense. ()t souetal

order that dcnmnds separation of rich and poor.

e

NOTES
\dapted from a paper presented at the annual meening of the Northeastern Anthropological Asso-
viation, Buttalo, N.Y., March 1986, as part of a symposium, “Feast or Famine,” organized by
Carole Counthan.
1. Michael Harringron stirred public and governmental concern with his The Other America
(1962), which documented the high incidence of poverty. He stressed borh the uneven dis-
tribution of poverty in the population and its imvisibilitv. Journalist Nick Kotz examined the
politics of hunger and food programs (1969). The w ldclv read works of anthropologist Oscar
Lewis calledhattention o the intergenerational persistence of poverry. The untiring cfforts of
philanthropist-activist Robert Choate, of psychiatrist-writer Robert Coles (1969), and of polit-
weal feaders such as senators George McGovern and Robert Kennedy contributed greatly to
public awareness and demand for government action. Private foundations, such as the Field
Foundation, were also instrumental in funding research and publicizing findings.
2. Investigations into the problem of hunger and malnutrition around the nation were spon-
sored or directly carried out by the Senate Select Commiittee on Nurrition and Human Needs,
the Senate Subcommittee on Erfiplovment, NManpower, and Poverty, and the Citizens™ Board
of Inquiry (the last funded by the Field Foundanion). In 1968 the powertul CBS relevision
docamencary Higiger in America, which was based on these investigations, brought action
from Washingron—despite sharp criticism from some in government.
The Food Stamp Program provides coupons that can be used like money in purchasing any
foods ihut no pet foods and no nonedible household supplies). The value of the coupons
AMotred 1s determined by houschold income and size. Booklets of coupons are issued monthly

-
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to eligible families. Originally participating households paid a set amount each month, cai-
culated according to their income, and received an amount of stamps equal to payment plus
the bonus level (based on income and the household size). Subsequently the cash payment
has been eliminated, so households receive stamps equivalent to the bonus level alone.

. EFNEDP, the Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program, has been active in all states

for 1S years as part of Co-operative Extension (which transmits information about agri-
cultural and household topics from the state land-grant colleges to the public). EFNEP uses
the extension mode of education to carry information about food and nutrition directly to
a low-income audience. Through EFNEP low-income people (usually women) receive train-
ing in food and nutrition and then conduct individualized lessons in the homes of program
participants. Lessons include not only nutrition needs and nutrient values but also food setec-
tion, preparation, and handling. Funded by a combination of federal, state, and local money,
the program has recently been jeopardized by a threat of complete withdrawal of federal
money.

- This nationwide program, available in most counties of most states, is the Special Supple-

mentary Food Program for Women, Infants, and Children, commonly known as WIC. Participating
women are issued vouchers that are redeemable only on specified foods, such as milk, cheese,
infant formula, infant cereals, and fruit juices.

- The official definition of poverty used by the federal government to count the poor, and by

most federal, state, and local programs to determine eligibility and benefit levels for assis-
tance, is a straight income definition adjusted to the number of people in the household. It
is based on the cost of obtaining food that would provide only about 80 percent of mini-
mum daily dietary requirements and assumes that people need three times this much income
to meet minimally adequate nutritional levels and other basic needs as well. The poverty
level thus calculated is adjusted periodically to reflect the cost of living. In 1970 the poverty
level for a family of 4, for example, was about $4,000; during 15 years of inflation it has
been adjusted upward, reaching $10,989 for the same size household in 1985. All 4-person
households with less than that level of income are officially defined as poor.

. The Women, Infants, and Children program, WIC, has perpetually been underfunded and

threatened with reduction in funds, which will mean longer waiting periods to obtain WIC
benefits. For a single mother with little money to spend on food, a wait of just a few months
before receiving WIC coupons for supplemental foods can have serious effects on her infant’s
well-being. For the pregnant woman, delay in obtaining WIC may affect the outcome of the
pregnancy (premature birth, low birth weight). In many states the WIC program has lacked
sufficient federal funding and staff to certify all those who apply. In New York State, as of
March 1985, 16,300 low-income women who were pregnant and/or had young children
were on the waiting list to obtain WIC benefits. Some states have recently had to reduce
costs by dropping the eligibility age limit for children from six to three or below. In New
Mexico only 28 percent of eligible infants and children could be served by WIC. Figures
from Physician Task Force on Hunger in America, 1985.

- Roe, 1973, in a study conducted on rural and urban women in the same region, reports a

high number of medical complaints and chronic ailments, as well as obesity, among the low-
income women to whom her team administered questionnaires, physical examinations, and
jaboratory tests.

- See Kotz, 1969. When the Food Stamp program began, participants could not use their stamps

to purchase any imported items. When it was seen that this regulation meant no coffee, tea,
or bananas for the poor, the ruling was changed to allow imports if no domestic product
were available. Thus tinned corned beef from Argentina could not be purchased with food
stamps even when cheaper than its domestic counterpart. Even this restriction was subse-
quently dropped, but agricultural interests still prevail in shaping this program. Hence food
stamps cannot be used to purchase essential kitchen cleaning supplies that might contribute
to better health of themation’s poor: only food items are allowed.

Some products given out in the current distribution are not necessarily nutritionally advis-
able for all recipients. “Pasteurized process cheese food” is not an allowable purchase on
WIC vouchers because this product is felt to be inadvisable for pregnant/lactating mothers
and small children. The elderly have been cautioned about their free cheese because of its
sodium content. Nutritionists warn recipients that honey should not be given to babies; but
with the ending of federal honey subsidies, this commodity will no longer be distributed.
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