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Praise for Sweet Charity?

“Anyone who has ever coordinated a school food drive, or even tossed a few boxes of macaroni into a donation bin at the supermarket, is likely to be taken aback by Sweet Charity?, a no-holds-barred critique of America’s emergency food system. Poppendieck convincingly argues that food programs are a Band-Aid solution to hunger, assuaging liberal guilt and at the same time reinforcing the benighted conviction that private charity is an adequate response to the problem.... A powerful work.”

—Chicago Tribune

 

“There’s a great deal of information in Sweet Charity?, but it’s the stories that stay with you. Poppendieck’s well-written, passionately argued book proves that seriousness does not have to be dull, that you can inform and still tell a good story. She raises difficult questions for many people of this country—the ones who are still outraged by hunger and poverty in the midst of plenty. Sweet Charity? is truly food for thought.”

—San Jose Mercury News

 

“Experienced caregivers across the country have been shouting about these problems for years. It’s great to have such a well-researched book available that’s shouting about them, too.”

—The Dallas Morning News

 

“A book that reads not like a leaden opus from a serious academic but refreshingly like the work of a bright friend and good listener who knows a lot about an important topic ... Laudably evenhanded.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

 

“The special genius of Sweet Charity? is Poppendieck’s ability to combine insight into systemic failings with profound respect for individual moral commitments. She moves us to seek out ways that the impulse toward charity can be instructed by wisdom and transformed into a quest for justice.”

—The Christian Science Monitor

 

“What is the meaning of charity—specifically emergency food programs—in a wealthy society in which hunger could be eliminated if there were the will? Janet Poppendieck explores this urgent issue with historical acumen, an unusual depth of understanding, and concern for both the hungry and those providing sustenance. Sweet Charity? is a provocative, highly readable, and wise exploration of altruism, inequality, and the dilemmas of social policy in contemporary America.”

—Ruth Sidel, author of Keeping Women and Children Last

“In Sweet Charity?, Jan Poppendieck addresses the central dilemma of American food assistance: how the drive for food donations to meet the immediate needs of the poor tends to divert private citizens from demanding decent public policies that would prevent hunger in the first place. This is a beautifully written, deeply compassionate work that breaks new ground in understanding the emotional basis—as well as the history and economics—of public and private food assistance programs in the United States today. This is an instant classic that should influence thinking about welfare and hunger issues for years to come.”

—Marion Nestle, Ph.D., M.P.H., Professor and Chair of the Department of Nutrition Food Studies, New York University

 

“Sweet Charity? is a profoundly disturbing, soul-searching analysis of the nation’s emergency food network. Our ‘emergency’ response to hunger has become an institutional fixture, and Poppendieck argues that, laudable as it is, it plays into the hands of those who want to abandon governmental responsibility for ending hunger and poverty. Whether you agree or not, she has written a book that deserves to trigger a national debate. The first readers should be those at every food bank, soup kitchen, and food pantry.”

—Art Simon, Founder, Bread for the World

 

“Sweet Charity? provides a brilliant and timely critique of the futility of emergency food programs and the need for a broader vision to obliterate poverty. Beautifully written and powerfully argued, Poppendieck speaks with great authority about the seductions of charity for many Americans at the same time she shows a wide range of people speaking for themselves. This important book needs to be read by anyone concerned about hunger and the harmful effects of ending welfare.”

—Lynn S. Chancer, Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology, Barnard College

 

“Sweet Charity? bears important messages for volunteers and organizations fighting against hunger. An insightful, balanced, yet compassionate analysis, it argues persuasively that solutions to hunger and to other symptoms of inequality depend on transforming unjust into just societies.”

—David G. Gill, Professor of Social Policy, Director, Center for Social Change, Brandeis University
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Janet Poppendieck is a professor of sociology at Hunter College of the City University of New York and director of its Center for the Study of Family Policy. She is the author of Breadlines Knee Deep in Wheat: Food Assistance in the Great Depression.
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Introduction

IT SNOWED IN BROOKLYN the night before I was scheduled to begin my research at the soup kitchen. When I awoke, the feeling of embarking on an adventure was heightened by what I saw outside my window. Several inches had already fallen, and it was coming down hard. Snow is not the rarity in Brooklyn that it is in, say, Atlanta, but it is infrequent enough to transform an ordinary day into something special. It evokes childhood memories of unscheduled days off from school, and it puts a new face on familiar surroundings. I decided to leave my car parked at home and walk the mile or so to the site. I bundled up, extra layers because the wind was blowing, and set out for the low red-brick building located in an area of warehouses and light industry where I would be helping to prepare and serve a hot meal for several hundred impoverished people.

Trudging through the snow, I found myself humming, and tried to identify the song. Over the years, I’ve learned that the lyrics to the melodies that circulate in my brain are often clues to my interior state, if only I can recall them. What was this uninvited tune, why couldn’t I remember its words? It seemed somehow connected to the snow, but it wasn’t anything as obvious as “Winter Wonderland.”

I laughed when I got it. Of course: “Good King Wenceslas.” Good King Wenceslas, whose journey through the snow bearing food and fuel to the poor is celebrated in a familiar Christmas carol. A secular social scientist on the way to a research site, I was surprised to realize how much of the song I recalled: the king, looking out the  window on the evening of a feastday, spies a poor man gathering fallen branches for fuel, despite the deep snow and cruel, frigid temperature. The king summons a page and inquires about this subject, out on such a night, and learns that he lives “a good league hence.” Then Wenceslas calls for flesh and wine and pine logs and announces to the skeptical page, “thou and I will see him dine, when we bear them thither.” Page and monarch set out through the “rude wind’s wild lament” to deliver their gifts, and when the page grows faint of heart, he learns the true power of his master’s goodness as he finds heat emanating from the king’s footsteps. It was the last four lines of the last verse, however, memorized perhaps thirty years earlier, that resounded in my brain:

Therefore, Christian men, be sure, 
Wealth or rank possessing 
Ye who now will bless the poor, 
Shall yourselves find blessing.



This book is about a group of modern-day Wenceslases, not kings or queens, but men, women, and children from all walks of life who provide food for hungry people through “emergency food” programs: soup kitchens, food pantries, food banks, and food rescue operations. It is about the blessings, or in more contemporary language, the gratifications, that these emergency food providers find in their work. It is about the functions that this activity serves, not primarily for the destitute who use charitable food programs, but for the rest of us. And it is about the price that our society is paying for these blessings, about the ways in which “feeding the hungry” distracts us from the urgent challenges of deteriorating economic security and accelerating inequality.




Emergency Food 

Emergency food as we know it is largely a product of the last decade and a half. Such programs did not suddenly begin in 1980, of course. Soup kitchens, food pantries, and food banks all existed in the United States before the decade began, but they were generally small in size  and relatively few in number. Then, in the early 1980s, a series of factors converged to bring about a sudden, dramatic expansion of private charitable food programs. A sharp recession, widely regarded as the deepest since the Great Depression, arrived to accelerate a long-term trend toward increasing unemployment and decreasing job security. This destruction of livelihoods coincided with steep cutbacks in federal social spending which aggravated a long-term decline in the purchasing power of public assistance. Homeless people became visible in many of the nation’s large cities, and the “New Poor” turned to their churches and union locals for help. Existing kitchens and food pantries found themselves with ever longer lines at their doors, and new programs were hastily established to help meet this need. The term “emergency food,” which had originally designated programs designed to respond to a “household food emergency,” now took on the connotation of a societal emergency, a time-limited, urgent need for help, and Americans responded, as they always do, with energy and compassion. In New York City one hundred new emergency food programs opened their doors in 1983 alone. Food banks, which receive donations of unsalable food from corporations and pass them along to frontline kitchens and pantries, multiplied from about two dozen in 1980 to more than a hundred by the middle of the decade. Food rescue programs, which redistribute perishable and prepared foods, were not even invented until City Harvest in New York City came up with the idea in the early 1980s; by the end of the decade, there were enough such programs to form a national association called Foodchain.

When the economy improved for some Americans, it left behind a layer of people who continued to rely upon this private charitable assistance to get by. Emergency food programs did not wither away. Through upturns and downturns, expansions and contractions, accelerations and recessions, they grew in number and capacity, and gradually they invested in equipment, warehouses, trucks, computers, the whole infrastructure of provision. Today there are tens of thousands of emergency food programs in the United States, providing assistance, at least occasionally, to nearly a tenth of the population. In 1994, Second Harvest, the national organization of food  banks, projected that programs affiliated with its member banks had provided food to some 25,970,000 “unduplicated” clients in the previous year, most of it through kitchens and pantries.

Literally millions of Americans support these programs with contributions of food, money, time, and effort. They bring bags of rice and jars of peanut butter to collection points in the church sanctuary or the local library, or drop a can in the barrel just outside the supermarket door. They pack grocery bags at food pantries. They prepare and serve meals at soup kitchens and deliver sandwiches to encampments of homeless people. They organize canned goods drives in their schools and Sunday schools, and send their youth groups and scout troops to help sort the proceeds at the food bank. They pick up leftovers from caterers and restaurants, from corporate dining rooms and campus cafeterias, and rush them in special thermal containers to soup kitchens and shelters. They “check out hunger” at their local supermarket counters and “dine out to help out” with their American Express cards. They “tee off against hunger” on their golf courses, and run against hunger in their marathons. It is an outpouring of compassion, both organized and individual, that would be the envy of most societies in human history: a “kinder, gentler nation” indeed.




Kinder, Less Just 

Unfortunately, this kindness comes with a price tag. “I have found the world kinder than I expected, but less just,” Samuel Johnson is said to have remarked. The same might be said of the popular response to poverty and hunger in America. It, too, is kinder but less just, not merely less just than I hoped or expected it would be, but less just than it was two decades ago. Poor people have lost—have been deprived of—rights to food, shelter, and income that were theirs twenty years ago. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) and the end of welfare as we know it are only the culmination of a long, dreary process that has undermined the nation’s fragile safety net. The erosion of the value of the minimum wage, a reduction in the purchasing power of public assistance, the decline in job security, and wave after wave  of cutbacks in food assistance, housing subsidies, and welfare benefits have all reduced the overall share of income going to the bottom layers of our society, and curtailed the legally enforceable claims that people in need may make upon the collectivity. Measurable inequality is more pronounced now than it has been at any point since World War II.

The growth of kindness and the decline in justice are intimately interrelated. In one direction, the relationship is obvious. Visit nearly any soup kitchen or food pantry in America and you will find its staff and volunteers gearing up to cope with the sharp increases in need that they anticipate as the PRWORA—“welfare reform”—gradually takes effect. The cutbacks and reductions in public assistance benefits, along with declining wages at the bottom of the pay scale, increasing shelter costs, and a growing reliance on layoffs and downsizing to increase profitability are reducing people to destitution and sending them to the food lines. These changes are causing the hunger to which kindhearted people are responding with pantries and kitchens.

It works the other way too, however, and this is less obvious. The resurgence of charity is at once a symptom and a cause of our society’s failure to face up to and deal with the erosion of equality. It is a symptom in that it stems, in part at least, from an abandonment of our hopes for the elimination of poverty; it signifies a retreat from the goals as well as the means that characterized the Great Society. It is symptomatic of a pervasive despair about actually solving problems that has turned us toward ways of managing them: damage control, rather than prevention. More significantly, and more controversially, the proliferation of charity contributes to our society’s failure to grapple in meaningful ways with poverty. My argument, in short, is that this massive charitable endeavor serves to relieve pressure for more fundamental solutions. It works pervasively on the cultural level by serving as a sort of “moral safety valve”; it reduces the discomfort evoked by visible destitution in our midst by creating the illusion of effective action and offering us myriad ways of participating in it. It creates a culture of charity that normalizes destitution and legitimates personal generosity as a response to major social and economic dislocation.

It works at the political level, as well, by making it easier for government to shed its responsibility for the poor, reassuring policymakers and voters alike that no one will starve. By harnessing a wealth of volunteer effort and donations, it makes private programs appear cheaper and more cost effective than their public counterparts, thus reinforcing an ideology of voluntarism that obscures the fundamental destruction of rights. And, because food programs are logistically demanding, their maintenance absorbs the attention and energy of many of the people most concerned about the poor, distracting them from the larger issues of distributional politics. It is not an accident that poverty grows deeper as our charitable responses to it multiply.

If emergency food were only a kindly add-on to an adequate and secure safety net of public provision, I would have no problem with it. It would reach some poor people who are ineligible for public programs, or unwilling or unable to avail themselves of such welfare provisions. It would provide a few extras for people whose wages or pensions or public assistance payments leave them little margin for error or enjoyment. It would serve as an invitation and inducement to people to seek the help of programs designed to meet more complex needs—to provide education, job training, health care screening, or mental health services, for example—and it would reduce the operating costs of congregate meal programs for senior citizens and the food expenditures of day-care centers, freeing resources for enrichment programs. It would tide people over in the unpredictable emergencies that can strike anyone without warning, and assist whole communities confronted with floods, hurricanes, and other natural disasters. And it would provide constructive outlets for food that might otherwise go to waste, both government surpluses and corporate products. As a supplement to a robust array of constructive public provisions, emergency food (renamed community food security, or supplemental food) would clearly be a net social gain, and we could all rejoice in the energy and compassion of the volunteers and the generosity of donors that make possible a kinder, gentler society.

If, however, as I believe, charity food is increasingly substituting for adequate public provision, both in the benefits obtained by individuals and at the overall level of social policy, then it is time to take a closer look at the costs of kindness. What accounts for the dramatic  expansion and enduring popularity of emergency food programs? Why do people use them, and why do other people provide the resources to support them? How did this phenomenon get started, and what keeps it growing? How does it affect the people who use it, and what is its impact upon the larger culture and society? Does it constitute an additional resource for poor people, or does it contribute to the erosion and destruction of the public safety net, substituting for rather than expanding upon public provisions? These are the questions that this book tries to answer, and by doing so, to understand the larger dynamic by which we have allowed ourselves to be diverted from the task of eliminating hunger and reducing inequality.

The emergency food phenomenon is indicative of a larger social trend. A growing reliance on small-scale, local, grassroots, voluntary programs is not restricted to poverty. It has characterized recent response to a host of other social ills, as well: AIDS, battered women, illiteracy, and child abuse come readily to mind as examples. There are undoubtedly others, because the same frustrations with government and the same despair over the potential for humane, effective public policy underlie civic response to many pressing problems. I am not claiming that these vernacular efforts are the only responses, but that these are the responses that have captured the public imagination, and, as the April 1997 “Summit” on volunteering reveals with startling clarity, these are the approaches that are being promoted by the nation’s official leaders—presidents, generals, and the like. At first glance, many of these projects are heartwarming expressions of neighborly solidarity, compassion, and caring. They are not problematic, in and of themselves. They become problematic when we use them in place of the basic social provisions that any complex industrial or postindustrial society needs. Tutoring programs are good, but they are not a substitute for good schools. Friendly visitors for AIDS patients are good, but they are no substitute for medical care or access to pharmaceuticals. Volunteer advocates for abused children are good, but they can not replace adequately staffed and accountable systems of foster care, and should not replace social supports that enable families to stay together in times of stress and crisis.




Why Study Emergency Food? 

The problem of poverty is broader than hunger, of course, and the grassroots charitable responses to it have embraced not only food programs but also a variety of approaches to shelter—Habitat for Humanity, for example, and the myriad “private” shelters in churches and synagogues—as well as other basic needs. This book, however, focuses specifically upon hunger and charitable food programs. There are several compelling reasons for using emergency food as the primary lens to explore the larger trend from entitlements to charity.


Rapid Growth 

First, the growth of emergency food has been so significant as to demand explanation. In fifteen years, Second Harvest ascended from obscurity to become one of the nation’s largest recipients of charitable contributions; it has been among the top five in each of the past five years, bringing in more in the value of donations than the American Red Cross or Harvard University. This is big charity, and it merits some scrutiny. Similarly, the sheer numbers of soup kitchens and food pantries are large enough to deserve attention, and their proliferation has been both extraordinarily rapid and remarkably sustained. There is no national baseline data; we really don’t know how many of these organizations there were before 1980, and we don’t know exactly how many there are now. Figures from New York City, however, are startling. The Food and Hunger Hotline, which was organized in 1979, reports that there were 30 emergency food providers known to the Hotline before 1980. The number had grown to 487 in 1987 and 600 by the end of the decade. The 1991 tally was 730, and by 1997, the Food For Survival Foodbank was serving nearly a thousand pantries and kitchens. The growth in New York is probably more extreme than that in most areas, but large cities around the country report similar growth curves. In 1993, there were more than 36,000 emergency food programs receiving food from the 185 food banks affiliated with Second Harvest. If we could count the pantries and kitchens that are affiliated with the several dozen food banks that are not Second Harvest members, and the kitchens and pantries that  are not members of a food bank at all, either because they are located in areas not served by any existing bank or because they have been suspended for failure to comply with the rules—or find the food bank not worth the effort—the numbers would be much greater, but no one knows how much. Bread for the World, a Christian anti-hunger activist organization, uses a figure of 150,000 kitchens and pantries, but even if there are “only” one-half that number, this is a phenomenon that merits investigation.


Widespread Participation 

Second, the structure of emergency food programs has permitted a very wide diffusion of participation in this project. Millions of Americans of all ages support emergency food programs in small ways, with an occasional donation of food or time or money, so the emotional and psychic side effects are widespread. This wide participation is partly a reflection of the ease and convenience of contributing, but it also reflects the deep feelings that many people have about food, and consequently, about hunger. Hunger is a form of poverty that makes us intensely uncomfortable. The “moral safety valve” function of charitable programs, relieving the discomfort of the privileged and thus the pressure for more fundamental action, is especially characteristic of programs and activities that are emotionally gratifying and respond to those aspects of poverty about which we have strong feelings.

The emotional salience inherent in hunger is intensified in emergency food programs because these programs have a dual function in our society. They not only feed the hungry; they also prevent waste of food. Much of the food that flows through the emergency food system is food that would otherwise go to waste, whether dented cans or corporate mistakes cycled through food banks or the leftovers from Donald Trump’s wedding rescued by City Harvest. Thus these programs offer a moral relief bargain.




Charity versus Entitlement 

Finally, emergency food programs illustrate the retreat to charity especially well because they offer such pronounced contrast to the food  assistance policies and politics of the previous two decades. In the late 1960s, this country experienced a “rediscovery” of hunger in America. It began when a U.S. Senate committee decided to hold hearings on the operation of federal anti-poverty programs in Mississippi. Civil rights worker Marian Wright (now Marian Wright Edelman), who would later go on to found and direct the Children’s Defense Fund, convinced some of the visiting senators, among them Bobby Kennedy, to accompany her on a tour of the back roads and empty cupboards of the Mississippi Delta. Many counties in the Delta had recently switched from the distribution of federal surplus commodities, which were free, to the newly revived Food Stamp Program which required the purchase of stamps. Delta sharecroppers, unneeded and unemployed as the mechanical cotton picker took over their jobs, were unable to scrape together the cash to purchase the stamps, and without the commodities, they were slowly starving. In fact, civil rights activists charged that the changeover to food stamps had been undertaken precisely to drive economically obsolete but politically aroused blacks out of the Delta. The senators encountered hunger and malnutrition in their starkest forms. In 1967, nearly anything Bobby Kennedy did was news, and hunger in Mississippi became news in America.

Hunger might have disappeared, as quickly as it had come, however, had not a group of civil rights and anti-poverty activists seized on the issue as a possible means to revitalize a flagging national commitment to the war on poverty. The Field Foundation immediately dispatched a team of physicians to Mississippi to assess the nutritional status of children there, and various citizens groups and church agencies undertook studies of their own. Congress continued its investigations, establishing a U.S. Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs.

People were shocked at the discovery of hunger, first in Mississippi and then in many parts of the nation, and angry that Americans should be going hungry when the primary preoccupation of government agricultural policy seemed to be storing and disposing of huge farm surpluses. Today we have become so accustomed to portrayals of hunger in our midst that it is no longer news. It is hard to remember how innocent we were as a society, how unaware, and to recall  the resulting sense of outrage. Senator George McGovern, writing in 1969, captured the spirit of the reaction to revelations of hunger and malnutrition among America’s poor:

 

Hunger is a unique issue in contemporary American politics in that it has only been “discovered” in the late 1960’s. Until recently, most Americans assumed that hunger and malnutrition are the afflictions of Asia and other faraway places. How could anyone really be hungry in the world’s richest nation—a nation endowed with an agricultural productivity so vast that it has accumulated troublesome surpluses? ...

Hunger is unique as a public issue not only because it is newly recognized but because it exerts a special claim on the conscience of the American people. It is the cutting edge of the problem of poverty. Somehow, we Americans are able to look past the slum housing, the polluted air and water, the bad schools, the excessive population growth, and the chronic unemployment of our poor. But the knowledge that human beings, especially little children, are suffering from hunger profoundly disturbs the American conscience. There is a sense, too, in which it outrages the Puritan ethic to have billions spent to stop food from being grown and finance surplus storage while other Americans languish under the blight of malnutrition.



 

In the aftermath of the hunger revelations of the late 1960s, an anti-hunger movement emerged, and it proved particularly adept at using the tools of legislation, litigation, and community organization to bring pressure on Congress to reform federal food assistance programs. In the late 1960s and early 1970s the “hunger lobby,” as the anti-hunger network was quickly labeled, scored victory after victory, reforming existing food assistance programs and devising new ones. Federal expenditures on food assistance grew, in real (inflation adjusted) dollars, by 500 percent in the decade following the rediscovery of hunger. When this decade of achievement began, it was not immediately obvious to all that food stamps were preferable to surplus commodities. After all, it was the purchase requirement in food stamps that accounted for the severest malnutrition exposed in the Mississippi Delta. Gradually, however, as purchase requirements were  reduced—and eliminated for the poorest households—and benefits were increased to ensure access to a nutritionally adequate if minimal diet, the advantages of food stamps became clear. They eliminated much of the hardship and inconvenience of the commodity program, in which recipients often had to carry home a month’s supply at a time—a month’s supply of whatever happened to be in surplus at the moment. Food stamps permitted their recipients to shop with the same convenience and almost the same degree of consumer choice as their non-poor neighbors. In a society in which the consumer role is of paramount importance, they “mainstreamed” participants, making their lives, or at least their grocery shopping trips, as much as possible like those of their non-poor neighbors.

To me, these characteristics made food stamps good social policy, not only from an efficiency and cost-effectiveness standpoint, but also because the program promoted social integration. It helped to bring us together, to make us one society. I was taken aback, therefore, when soup kitchens and food pantries began to proliferate in the early 1980s. They looked to me like a great leap backward. In the first place, they seemed to embody approaches to hunger that were precisely the opposite of those that had animated the anti-hunger agenda of the seventies. They were a retreat from the effort at mainstreaming and inclusion, however imperfect, represented by food stamps to programs that separated and segregated poor people. They were a retreat from the convenience and consumer choice of stamps and vouchers to the predetermined menu of provisions in kind. They were a retreat from national standards to haphazard local provision. Most important, they were a retreat from rights to gifts. Poor people might be, and often are, very well treated in charitable emergency food programs, but they have no rights, at least no legally enforceable rights, to the benefits that such programs provide. In a very real sense, emergency food seemed to threaten not only a reversal of the hard-won victories of the anti-hunger movement of the sixties and seventies but also a retreat to the reliance on private charity that characterized American society before the New Deal.




Reflections of the Great Depression 

In the early 1980s, when the rapid expansion of emergency food began, social conditions were frequently the subject of unflattering comparisons with the Great Depression of the 1930s. The overall national unemployment rates were the highest that they had been since that difficult period, and whole industries were shutting down their U.S. operations, leaving some communities in the Rust Belt with staggering rates of unemployment and social dislocation. The federal government’s decision to distribute surplus farm products in the form of cheese and butter further aggravated the comparison. The mass distribution of cheese, a food bank director told a congressional committee, “painfully recalls the sorrow of breadlines in the depression,” while another called it a “substitution of cheese lines in 1983 for bread lines in 1933.” The primary factor in these comparisons, however, was probably the reappearance of soup kitchens: “America has become a ‘soup kitchen society,’ a spectre unmatched since the bread lines of the Great Depression,” declared the Physician Task Force on Hunger in America. “Soup kitchens and bread lines, thought to be an occurrence limited to the Depression era, have become almost commonplace,” noted the Food Research and Action Center. For me these comparisons had an almost surreal quality, for I was then writing Breadlines Knee Deep in Wheat: Food Assistance in the Great Depression, a book that traced the development of Depression-era food programs and the downstream consequences of New Deal food assistance policy. At the point that contemporary soup kitchens caught the attention of the media, I was focusing my research on the Hoover years, during which soup kitchens and “breadlines” had played an important role in the nation’s confused and hesitant response to the Depression.

Several aspects of the Hoover era shaped my perspective as I read newspaper accounts of a rebirth of soup kitchens. One was the nearly universal rejection and condemnation of soup kitchens and breadlines, first by social workers and relief professionals, and later by the public and the members of Congress who voted for appropriations for cash relief and then for work relief and social insurance. Serving meals and handing out groceries are ways of helping the poor  that were regarded as old-fashioned, inadequate, and demeaning when the Depression first struck, in part because they deprived recipients of the consumer choice that had already become a hallmark of American life. To relief professionals, they appeared a throwback to the nineteenth-century welfare reformers who had argued, successfully, for providing relief “in kind,” both to make it less attractive than cash wages and to protect the poor from the lures of the grog shop and the gaming table. Writing in the 1970s, Helen Hall recalled the Depression as she had experienced it from her vantage point as director of New York’s famous Henry Street Settlement House: “our depression had really brought us back to the breadbasket, the grocery order, the commissary, welfare cafeterias, and the scrip commissaries ... all humiliating forms of warding off starvation ... that seemed to promise economies to the community but not security to the unemployed.”

It was not just the humiliation, however, that worried the social workers. They were also concerned that the visibility of the food programs obscured the extent of need and gave a false sense of security to the comfortable. To relief professionals, breadlines were evidence of unmet need, but to the casual observer, whose contribution to the community’s annual fund-raising appeal was urgently needed, the breadlines might be taken as evidence that the hungry were being fed. As Louis Adamic, a contemporary observer of what he called the “bread line situation” put it, “many of the wealthy already were contributing to the maintenance of one or more bread lines. Others, seeing new bread lines frequently formed, and reading about them in the newspapers, believed that, with all this food being handed out, the needy were receiving adequate relief.”

As I watched the proliferation of the new breadlines of the 1980s, I wondered what had become of the conviction that food programs were an inappropriate response. The emergency food epidemic of the 1980s occurred in a society that had long ago rejected the soup kitchen/food pantry approach to meeting human need on the grounds that it segregated, stigmatized, and demeaned the poor, and that it was wasteful and inefficient. What had changed in our society to make this sort of charity, once so thoroughly discredited, acceptable once again? Might the emergency food programs springing up  around me help to convince the affluent that the need was being met, the problem was being solved? By planting the idea that hunger could be effectively addressed by voluntary programs, might these charitable projects eventually lead to diminished support for public provisions such as food stamps? Would the emergency food programs be a true addition to the existing array of public food assistance programs, or would they gradually undermine public sector commitments? Would they increase the adequacy of available help, or would they become a substitute for adequate assistance? While I knew that these grassroots charitable efforts were not intended by their creators  to replace such major social supports as food stamps, I worried that they might lull the public into complacency about the cuts being proposed by the Reagan administration and enacted by Congress.

With all this historical perspective, however, I didn’t really decide to study emergency food providers until I began to meet them. In part, this happened through an assessment of food program use, prepared for the Bureau of Nutrition of the New York State Department of Health, in which I assisted colleagues at Syracuse University. The project involved site visits and interviewing at dozens of soup kitchens and food pantries, and as I began visiting these programs, I realized that they both confirmed and challenged my assumptions. They were, in short, kinder and gentler than I had expected, and I began to wonder if my concerns about the rise of emergency food were misplaced.




Methodology 

This book is the product of a multiple research strategy which includes participant observation, both brief and in-depth interviews, and analysis of documents such as annual reports, press coverage, and research studies. I conducted many hours of participant observation at soup kitchens and food pantries, food banks and food rescue programs in nine states scattered around the nation; I generally combined such observation with interviews with staff members, clients, volunteers, and sometimes with board members, donors, government officials or other observers. I interviewed many more emergency food providers and anti-hunger advocates and other knowledgeable  observers when they gathered at national conferences of Second Harvest, of Foodchain, and of the Food Research and Action Center, so that the interviews represent emergency food providers operating in eighteen states and the District of Columbia. The interviews were taped and then transcribed, and with one exception requested by an interviewee, actual names have been used and identities have not been disguised. All quotations, unless otherwise attributed, are from my transcripts, and except for eliminating hesitations, I have not altered or “cleaned up” these quotations. I want the real voices of emergency food providers to come through as clearly as possible.

I began my research with an extended observation at a soup kitchen near my home in Brooklyn, but many of my subsequent visits were brief—a day or two—and I am aware that I have captured particular programs at particular points in time. This is a serious caveat; in those programs that I had an opportunity to revisit after a substantial interval, things had always changed, sometimes quite dramatically. And since this research has engaged me for much of the last seven years, things have almost certainly changed and changed again in many of these programs.

In addition to the on-site research described above, I conducted historical research, some of it archival, some of it in newspapers and periodicals, and some of it through oral history techniques. It was my familiarity with the history of public food assistance in the United States that first drew my attention to the significance of the return of private food programs, and that earlier research is also reflected here and there in this book.

When I began my research, I worried that emergency food providers would be alienated by the implicit criticism in my perspective. Instead, I found that they are often their own most perceptive critics, that they recognize and are troubled by the inherent limitations of emergency food, and that many of them feel trapped, unwilling to deprive the poor of the help that these programs provide, but increasingly unconvinced that their work can contribute to solving the basic problems. Soup kitchen and food pantry staff and volunteers, food bankers and food rescuers were extraordinarily candid with me, and many of them share the underlying values that inform this book. What I have heard, as these people have shared their experiences, hopes, and frustrations with me has both inspired and distressed me. I have heard a degree of caring and a capacity for innovation that are cause for celebration. The commitment, good will, and creativity that are poured into this system are surely inspiring. But I have heard another message as well, one that worries me: that we are becoming attached to our charitable food programs and increasingly unable to envision a society that wouldn’t need them. We are so busy building bigger, better programs to deliver food to the hungry, and to raise the funds and other resources necessary to continue and expand our efforts in response to the rising need, that we are losing sight of both the underlying problem and its possible solutions.




The Wenceslas Syndrome 

Throughout this research, I found my mind returning now and again to King Wenceslas, and finally, I went to the library and looked him up. The famous carol that tells his story was written by a British clergyman, John Neale, in the early 1800s; the events it depicts are fictional, but there was a real King Wenceslas. The historical Wenceslas, whose statue towers over Prague’s Wenceslas Square, was the ruler of Bohemia in the early tenth century. For most of his brief reign, he was engaged in a struggle against a group of nobles, led by his brother, Duke Boleslaw. Wenceslas wanted to establish peaceful relations with neighboring states, even if this involved paying tribute; the nobles wanted to remain independent, even at the price of continuous warfare. Religion was another issue; Wenceslas had been raised as a Christian by his grandmother and father; his brother and the other nobles resented his efforts to convert the peasants, perhaps because the new religion gave them less power over the poor than had traditional pagan beliefs. After a few years on the throne, Wenceslas was ambushed and murdered by his brother’s companions, and the rule of Bohemia passed to Boleslaw. While he lived, however, Wenceslas is credited with efforts to control the ruthless and exploitative practices of the nobles and to establish rights for the poorest of his subjects. After his death, Wenceslas was quickly elevated to sainthood, and his story became part of the hagiography of the Roman Catholic Church and the national identity of Czechoslovakia.

Children’s stories depict Wenceslas as a hero and martyr who tried to protect the poor from warlords who used pagan superstitions to extract wealth from the labors of the humble peasants and then squandered it in feasting and fighting. The carol depicts him as a brave, generous, kindly monarch whose personal charity is rewarded by signs of God’s favor: “heat was in the very sod, which the Saint had printed.” For the past century and a half, the carol, with its simple portrayal of direct, individual charity, has probably been more influential than the complex historical reality. It is the carol that has entered our culture.

Suppose, for a moment, that the good king of the carol enjoys his visit to the hungry peasant. “[A]s it is always pleasing to see a man eat bread, or drink water,” Ralph Waldo Emerson noted in his famous essay on gifts, “so it is always a great satisfaction to supply these first wants. Necessity does everything well.” It is pleasing to watch a hungry person consume a meal. “I feel so good leaving here, knowing I’ve helped someone,” a volunteer at a soup kitchen in Maine told me. “It’s almost like a high.” Suppose King Wenceslas, too, finds a high in his charitable forays, becomes attached to them. Suppose he neglects certain urgent problems facing his domain. Suppose he fails to notice that formerly prosperous craftspeople are now foraging for food and fuel, reduced to destitution by foreign competition, and excluded from the forests nearest their homes by the decrees of greedy nobles. Suppose he is so distracted by the logistical challenges of getting that flesh and wine and fuel through the snow to the hungry that he doesn’t notice the wealthy feasting more and more sumptuously, consuming an ever larger share of his kingdom’s resources. Imagine, in fact, that although temperate himself, a conservationist at heart, he begins to look forward to their lavish feasts as a source of leftovers to carry to the growing numbers of poor peasants. Finally, suppose he is so consumed by his labors on behalf of the destitute, that he fails to perceive the growing threat to his fragile rule of law, his hard-won protections for the poorest in his domain. Suppose that he so exhausts himself in efforts to secure and deliver food for the hungry that he fails to heed warnings of the smoldering plot against him, and when the decisive ambush comes, he is too tired to defend himself.  He ends up a saint, a point of light, and the poor of Bohemia end up poorer and hungrier than ever.

There is a little of Wenceslas in most of us. We, too, “find blessing” in exerting ourselves on behalf of the poor, especially if we can simultaneously prevent waste. And we, too, have become distracted by these labors from challenges that urgently require our attention. This is what might be called the “Wenceslas syndrome,” the process by which the joys and demands of personal charity divert us from more fundamental solutions to the problems of deepening poverty and growing inequality, and the corresponding process by which the diversion of our efforts leaves the way wide open to those who want more inequality, not less. The Wenceslas syndrome is not just something that happens to individuals and groups that become deeply involved in charitable activity; it is a collective process that affects our entire society as charity replaces entitlements and charitable endeavor replaces politics.

I believe that it is time to reevaluate our headlong plunge into emergency food programs, to take a closer look at how all this good will and effort affect the fabric of social life in our society. Shall we keep on perfecting our means of acquisition, transportation, and delivery of charity food until the protections—and the underlying sense of equity and fairness—that might have kept people from becoming poor and destitute in the first place are completely destroyed?

And if not, if we want to make sure that our children are neither eating in soup kitchens nor serving soup twenty years from now, what can we do? And what role can the existing network of kitchens and pantries, and the vast reservoir of good will upon which it draws, play in bringing about a future in which “emergency food” can be reserved for true emergencies? I hope that this book will clarify the dynamics and effects of emergency food and reveal the essential functions of the retreat to charity, and in so doing, provoke discussion of our common future.




CHAPTER ONE

Charity for All

“ALL WEEK LONG I have been hearing about how they are going to go from door to door and that they hope lots of people give lots of food so they can collect. They are very much into it.” Marge, the mother of two Cub Scouts, is filling me in on the home front side of the Boy Scouts’ Scouting for Food canned goods drive as we sort and pack donated foods at sturdy tables set up in the parking lot of the Ciba-Geigy company cafeteria. It is warm and sunny, extraordinarily pleasant weather for New Jersey in November, so I have opted for the outdoor operation, but most of the packing is taking place inside the cafeteria, a long, low building on Ciba-Geigy’s corporate campus in Toms River, New Jersey. Toms River is also home to the Jersey Shore Council of the Boy Scouts of America, which covers Ocean, Atlantic, and parts of Burlington and Cape May Counties. Each November since 1988, the Jersey Shore Council has sponsored one of the nation’s most successful drives. The Scouts distribute empty bags, preprinted with an explanation and a list of needed food items, door-to-door on a Saturday in early November and pick up the filled bags and bring them to central collection points a week later. Marge has brought three of her children to help with the sorting and repacking. There are two sons who are Webelos, the last stage of Cub scouting before they become full-fledged Boy Scouts, and her daughter, aged seven, who, according to her mom, “is just packing her little heart away.”

“This is their fifth year doing it,” she explains. “I think they look  forward to it. As an incentive, Great Adventure [a nearby amusement park] has a big rally where they give them a day at the park for free.... It gets them geared up for it.” Six Flags Great Adventure not only hosts the pep rally; for the remainder of the season, it offers half-price tickets to anyone donating a can. This year the weather has been unusually sunny and warm and business has been good; the haul from Great Adventure is larger than usual. The food collected will go to food pantries and prepared-meal programs throughout the four counties.

I ask Marge if her children understand where the food is going. “I think so,” she replies. “They hear very often on TV about the homeless. This brings it more to light. They realize that people are in need, especially for the baby food. My son asked me about all this baby food. ‘Don’t the mamas have money?’ and I had to explain to him that ‘no, not everybody is as fortunate as we are, to give their children the things they need.’ ” She goes on to articulate a feeling that I have heard from other parents who make special efforts to involve their children in emergency food projects, the hope for an antidote to the selfishness that sometimes seems built into their children’s lives: “I think it is unfortunate that it is all give-me, give-me, give-me, and this gives them a sense of perspective. A lot of more fortunate kids, they have money and everything they ask for is suddenly given to them.” The Scouting for Food drive, she feels, gives them a chance to give something back.

The 20,000 pounds from Great Adventure are just the tip of the iceberg. The logistics of this particular drive are impressive, to say the least. Ten thousand scouts and nearly three thousand adult leaders in more than two hundred scouting units are involved. Ten collection points around the four-county area are equipped with truck trailers, loaned for the occasion by a local hardware company that also supplies three rigs and drivers to haul the filled containers to the central collection point at Ciba-Geigy. A communications company lends cellular phones so that volunteers can alert a dispatcher when a particular container is nearing capacity, and a rig can be detailed to bring it in, dropping off an empty replacement where the volume warrants. Meanwhile, Scout troops and Cub packs located near the Ciba-Geigy campus can take their collections directly to the company cafeteria. A  uniformed Scout directs station wagons, minivans, and pickup trucks to one side of the cafeteria parking lot; the other is reserved for the eighteen-wheelers.

There is only one loading dock for the cafeteria building, so a Ciba-Geigy executive has designed an ingenious system for unloading the large trucks. A forklift equipped with a platform lifts several Scouts with empty shopping carts, loaned for the weekend by a supermarket chain whose president is the drive’s honorary chairperson, to the level of the truck. The boys empty the bags into the shopping carts; when the carts are full, the forklift operator lowers the platform to ground level, and the boys and their companions hustle the filled carts into the cafeteria while a new team of Scouts begins emptying bags into a new set of shopping carts. Special ramps have been provided by a moving company to ease the carts down the three or four widely spaced steps between the parking lot and the cafeteria entrance.

Inside the cafeteria, a growing pandemonium drowns out the background music. Many of the people who come by to drop off food stay to help with the packing. At long tables pushed end to end, volunteers sort the goods into predetermined categories: “Veggies and Soups,” “Fruits and Juices” and “Meat/Fish/Prepared Foods,” and pack them into boxes, assembled and labeled early that morning and stacked in precarious towers around the edges of the room. The plan calls for culling out any products in less durable containers—rice, pasta, and the glass jars that show up every year despite the requests to the contrary—and any baby foods or other specialized items, for separate packing. The atmosphere is festive, with an undertone of controlled chaos. Shouts of “We need more boxes,” and “Where does tomato paste go?” surface among the general din of shopping carts clanking, misplaced children crying, and a pile of boxes collapsing as a very short Scout pulls ones from the bottom. “It is kind of overwhelming,” one volunteer suggests. “There is just so much work going on, so many people in a room which is probably too small for all the goings-on, but then to see that there are this many people willing to donate their time and do stuff, it makes you feel that there are still some good people left.” By midmorning, the good people number in the hundreds, not only Boy Scouts, but grandparents,  parents, siblings, whole families, and unaffiliated helpers as well. The Scouts conduct the drive, but the packing is obviously a community affair. Ciba-Geigy is providing refreshments for all comers, and as the morning progresses, the smell of burgers and franks begins to overwhelm that of coffee and doughnuts.

Once the cans are sorted and boxed by category, pallets, each containing about two dozen boxes of a single type of food, are assembled, covered with shrink-wrap, and transferred to a warehouse, also on the Ciba-Geigy campus, where they will be stored and distributed as needed to area food pantries and meal programs. Local pantries will come to the warehouse to pick up food when they need it, take it back to their own headquarters, unpack it, sort it into their own categories, and repack it into pantry bags for needy families to take home. I plan to leave Ciba-Geigy at sunset, but I understand that the packing fest often continues until nearly midnight and sometimes resumes the next day. “Last year we came around the same time,” a father told me at midmorning, “as soon as our immediate food drive was done.... We were here until eight or nine o’clock that night. Every time we were getting ready to leave, another tractor trailer would come in, so they would ask those who could to stay. So we did. My son had a blast. He thought it was a lot of fun and he felt he was helping people and he wanted to come back this year.”

The Jersey Shore Council’s Scouting for Food drive has all the ingredients for success. It has committed, experienced leaders with a finely tuned understanding of the project’s complex logistics. It has highly visible corporate sponsors that lend credibility among potential donors as well as necessary material support. It has the active participation of the local media for the essential publicity. It asks the Scouts to do something that is well within their capability, and provides them with the ingredients they need—preprinted flyers and bags and adult transportation—to do it. It has the cooperation of other civic organizations and the good will of the populace. Further, it has roles for the minimally involved donor and the casual volunteer. People who simply fill up their bags and get them to their doorsteps by 9:00 A.M. can share in the sense of community solidarity, and someone who wakes up on the morning of the second Saturday in November with the urge to help can wander over to Ciba-Geigy and  lend a hand—no advance commitment necessary. An estimated three hundred community volunteers helped with the sorting and packing, adding their efforts to those of the nearly thirteen thousand Scouts and Scout leaders who participated in various phases of the project. Beginning with the pep rally at Great Adventure and continuing through the music and refreshments at Ciba-Geigy, it creates an upbeat, festive atmosphere that makes good deeds fun. And it is the quintessential good cause: food for the hungry. The drive netted more than 280,000 pounds of donated food.




A National Pastime 

Fighting hunger has become a national pastime. Millions of Americans are involved. Early in 1992, a polling firm hired by Kraft General Foods, on behalf of the sponsors of the Medford Declaration to End Hunger in America, conducted a survey of 1,000 randomly selected voters to assess public attitudes toward hunger in the United States. The results were clear: three-fifths of those surveyed thought that hunger was a “very serious” problem in the United States, and 90 percent agreed that “there are significant numbers of people in the United States who are hungry and don’t have enough to eat.” The study’s clients welcomed the overall findings, which included not only the widespread perception that hunger is a serious problem but also the belief that it is solvable, and the willingness to pay additional taxes in order to eliminate it. Possibly the most significant finding, however, was one that drew only limited attention: 79 percent of those interviewed answered “yes” to a question that asked “Have you, personally, done anything to help those people who don’t have enough to eat in your community such as being a volunteer at a soup kitchen, contributing food to a distribution center and so forth?”

This is a remarkable finding, whether we believe it or not. Either an extraordinarily high percentage of registered voters in this country has contributed something to the support of a local food program, or an extraordinarily high percentage of respondents felt sufficiently strongly that they ought to have done so that they were willing to lie to an anonymous pollster on the telephone. We have known for a long time that Americans contribute a great deal of time and money  to voluntary-sector activities, but for nearly four-fifths of respondents to indicate that they had tried to do something about one particular problem seemed, well, incredible.

When we begin to consider the myriad opportunities to contribute, however, the credibility quotient goes up. All our respondent has to have done, after all, is contribute to a food drive—by leaving a bag on the doorstep for the Boy Scouts in the fall, or the letter carriers in the spring, or by dropping a can in a convenient barrel outside the grocery store. Or perhaps our respondent has “rounded up for hunger” at the supermarket checkout counter—rounded up her bill to the next nearest dollar with the change going to help an anti-hunger organization—or “checked out hunger” at a supermarket of another denomination. Maybe the respondent’s child has asked for a can or two to contribute to a collection at school or Sunday school. Or a neighbor’s teenager has walked in a hunger walkathon and our respondent has agreed to be a sponsor. Perhaps there was a drive at the office in conjunction with a holiday party. Or maybe the respondent just used her American Express card between Thanksgiving and Christmas, automatically joining the Charge Against Hunger, whether she meant to or not. Giving to food charities has been made so easy, so convenient, that it is probable that a very large number of Americans has contributed in some way. As an American Express advertisement put it just after Christmas, “You may have helped and not even know it.”

You may even have had fun doing it. Like the Boy Scouts’ trip to Great Adventure, elements of recreation have been added to many anti-hunger projects. Bikers can pedal against hunger, film buffs can attend a Canned Film Festival, concertgoers can secure reduced-price admission by bringing a can, and gourmets can Dine Out to Help Out. In more than a hundred communities across the country, you can help the hungry by attending a Taste of the Nation buffet, at which top-ranked chefs offer samples of their work; the chefs donate their time and food, and the price of admission goes to Share Our Strength (SOS) which raises and dispenses funds for anti-hunger activity on a national—in fact, an international—scale. In 1994, Taste of the Nation raised $3.7 million for hunger relief. A spin-off called Taste of the NFL invites people attending the Super Bowl to sample  the fare of the chefs of the host city, again for a hefty contribution; players participate by doing promotions, and both chefs and fans join the long list of food program supporters. Last year’s Taste of the NFL raised $400,000. If your recreations are more literary, another SOS production, Writer’s Harvest, sponsors readings by well-known authors in communities and on college campuses across the country. Writers are not yet as popular as chefs: last year’s harvest raised $40,000 in 150 cities and towns. This list could continue at great length, because fund-raising for hunger has elicited the talents of some exceptionally creative people. They have made it extraordinarily easy and rewarding to do something about hunger in America.

Not all participants opt for the easy or glamorous roles, of course. Some of the people who answered “yes” to the pollster’s survey may have been among the million or more Americans who actively volunteered in a soup kitchen or food pantry. The emergency food system is dependent upon volunteer labor. A recent survey in New York City, for example, found that more than four-fifths of the people working in soup kitchens and food pantries were volunteers, who accounted for just over two-thirds of the hours worked. The median pantry in the Second Harvest National Research Study conducted in 1993 had twelve volunteers during the year, who gave an average of a bit over fifty-two hours each. Soup kitchens are more labor intensive than pantries, and the kitchens in the survey had a median of forty volunteers over the course of the year, who reported an average of about twenty-five hours apiece. Such averages, of course, reflect not only the regulars who come week after week and month after month, but also the casual volunteer who helps out once a year to serve Thanksgiving dinner or put up new shelves in the pantry. But casual volunteers, like occasional donors, contribute to the overall size of the phenomenon and its capacity to touch the life of the larger society.

The significance of all this giving and volunteering extends far beyond the generic celebration of voluntarism and compassion to which politicians so frequently give voice. It is this widespread diffusion of involvement, however limited, that allows the emergency food phenomenon to function as a “moral safety valve,” to relieve the discomfort that people feel when confronted with evidence of privation and suffering amid the general comfort and abundance, thus reducing the  pressure for more fundamental action. The sheer magnitude of community anti-hunger activity, and the widespread publicity essential to such efforts, create images of food drives and fund-raisers, of kitchens and pantries and food banks and food rescue programs, that permeate the culture. These images reassure us that no one will starve in our community, that the problem is being addressed. Few of us stop to assess the size of the problem or measure the sufficiency of the response; the illusion of effective community action lingers, long after the canned goods are depleted. The specific dynamics of pervasive involvement merit explanation and help to illuminate the safety valve process. Why has the emergency food phenomenon been so successful in eliciting the effort and contributions of so many Americans? Why do so many volunteer?




Something for Everyone 

The pastor of a church in Maine explained how his food pantry obtained its supplies from the food bank, which was located several hours away. A regional supermarket chain, Shop and Save, picks up supplies for area pantries at the Good Shepherd Food-Bank in Lewiston and brings them to the local store, and “as soon as the food gets there they give us a call and we blast over there with old men and pickup trucks and load it and bring it back over here. That’s a great phenomenon—the old men with pickup trucks.” It is a scenario that is repeated, with endless local variations, all over the nation, every day. The newspaper image of an emergency food volunteer depicts a person preparing food or dishing it up in a soup kitchen or packing bags in a food pantry, but the emergency food system offers many others avenues of participation as well. Food must be procured—or even produced—and transported as well as prepared and served, and the space in which all this occurs must be equipped and maintained. Funds must be raised, bills must be paid, and other volunteers must be coordinated. As one volunteer at a soup kitchen in Immokalee, Florida, put it, “There is something for everybody.” And kitchens and pantries, food banks and food rescue programs have an extraordinary capacity to absorb and put to use whatever a volunteer has to offer. You may start out by washing the dishes and  end up doing the books. As Ken Hecht, a food policy advocate in California, recounted:

 

I am a lawyer, and I spent twenty-five years litigating cases in a number of different poverty areas.... Then I went to work in a foundation and was there for three or four years. When I left there I wanted to do something that was exactly the opposite of working in a foundation where you were working behind somebody who was working behind somebody who was several layers removed from anybody who looked like he needed any help, and a friend of mine suggested that I walk down the hill from my house and go to a soup kitchen. And about a month after I left the foundation I walked down the hill and went to a soup kitchen and did onions. So I’m now good at onions. It absolutely satisfied everything I wanted to do at that moment, and as time went on I became more and more involved in the work in the soup kitchen and obviously had some experience that could be useful to them in terms of stabilizing, organizing their work, so I became just as involved in the administration and fund-raising parts of the program as well, and still am.


 

Hecht’s experience illustrates several of the factors that help to make soup kitchens and food pantries such magnets for participation. In the first place, there are few barriers to entry. You do not need a lengthy training course to become a volunteer in a soup kitchen or food pantry, and in many places, you don’t need an appointment, either. A prospective volunteer can just walk down the hill and start doing onions, or drop by Ciba-Geigy and help sort the donations. Everything you need to know, you learned in kindergarten: carrying chairs, pouring juice, setting the table, peeling carrots. Since little training or orientation is needed, a volunteer can easily try it out on an experimental basis. “Word of mouth is our best advertisement. People who come here and enjoy it tell somebody else. And they come and see what it’s like and then they’ll stay,” Joyce Hoeschen, one of the founders of the Bath Area Food Bank Soup Kitchen, described her volunteer recruitment to me. Her husband and co-founder chimed in: “They might be a little skittish to begin with, but by the end of the day, they say ‘I’m hooked! Can’t I come more often?’ ”

For those who find the experience rewarding, there are always new tasks and new opportunities to contribute. Hecht’s work in the Haight-Ashbury Kitchen led to the idea of forming the San Francisco Anti-Hunger Coalition, for which he helped to prepare first a concept paper and then a grant application. You don’t have to be a lawyer, however, or a foundation insider, to put your cumulative work experience and life history to work on behalf of an emergency food program. One of the biggest boosts to Hecht’s efforts to initiate a coalition was an idea from a seafood purveyor, convicted of dealing illegally in abalone, who was doing his “community service” sentence at the Haight-Ashbury Kitchen. Noting the kitchen’s constant search for sources of protein, he told the director that there was always leftover fish at the piers at the end of the week. Often, the market value of frozen seafood did not justify the cost of freezing the fish, and it could not be kept over the weekend as a fresh product, so it was dumped. Hecht and his colleagues began collecting the leftover seafood and distributing it to other kitchens; for Hecht, it was an organizing tool:

The other thing we did that stimulated the coalition’s coming into existence was to take advantage of a supply of excess fish that was coming into the piers. We’ve been using that in our program, expanding the pick-up of fish, and started using the fish all over town, demonstrating without having to say it that there’s a lot of advantage to working together. I have no doubt that that was, and remains, an inducement to working together.


When some of the kitchens proved reluctant to accept the free seafood because their volunteer cooks were unaccustomed to preparing fish in quantity, Hecht and his associate, Ed Bolen, recruited seafood chefs from some of San Francisco’s leading hotels and restaurants to demonstrate the art of large-volume seafood preparation. Chowder has become a staple on the San Francisco soup kitchen circuit, and seafood purveyors, fishing boat captains, and seafood chefs have become part of the network of donation and participation that sustains emergency food in San Francisco.




A Network of Supply 

San Francisco may be unique, but it is not alone. Nearly every kitchen and pantry, and absolutely every food bank and food rescue program, is the focal point of a web of participation, with its own network of suppliers, supporters, contributors, and volunteers. The supply end of the emergency food chain provides an enormous variety of opportunities for volunteer work and donation. Some people literally produce food for soup kitchens and food pantries—children’s gardening programs in or outside schools, gardens tended by the inmates of correctional facilities, community gardens, camp gardens, church gardens. The Food Bank of Western Massachusetts runs a 63-acre organic farm with the help of volunteers and members of its Community Supported Agriculture project. The American Garden Writers Association, a professional organization of journalists with an estimated combined audience of 78 million people, has recently undertaken a campaign called Plant a Row for the Hungry, and has enlisted a seed company to offer a free packet of vegetable seeds to each participating gardener. In Mount Carmel, Connecticut, Bill Liddell grows 49,000 pounds of vegetables each year on the three-quarter-acre plot that he farms intensively, assisted by donated seeds and volunteer labor, specifically for the purpose of supplying food for the hungry of Connecticut.

More typical, however, are donations of food that was originally intended for other purposes—for the market, for home consumption, even for decoration. Gleaners in Miami harvest citrus from trees planted at race tracks and golf courses for Miami’s Daily Bread Food Bank, and many gleaning groups will bring ladders and buckets and harvest the fruit in your backyard if you invite them. By the end of the eighties, Project Glean in Concord, California, was harvesting a quarter of a million pounds annually of vegetables, including onions, eggplants, tomatoes, and corn, and fruits, including plums, oranges, tangerines, lemons, limes, grapefruits, nectarines, and pomegranates. A core group of thirty regular volunteers was supplemented by the efforts of Scout troops, church youth groups, mother-daughter teams from the National Charity League, senior citizens organizations, people from drug rehabilitation centers, and offenders doing  court-ordered community service. Beth Coulter is a slim, energetic woman who volunteers as a cook at the soup kitchen run by the Bath Area Food Bank in Bath, Maine. The food bank is actually a pantry, established before the terminology sorted itself out; the soup kitchen is a subsidiary project and is run on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays at the Knights of Columbus Hall. Ms. Coulter was cooking the day I visited, but she took the time to tell me about her experience with gleaning because she was so excited about the outcome:

Last summer I contacted a couple of farmers in the area ... after they had picked their crops, we asked if we could go in and glean the fields ... it’s a domino theory. It looks like we’re taking leftovers and pretty soon the farmer’s saying “Could you use a couple of bushels of tomatoes? Could you use a bushel of cucumbers?” We went up to get a few tomatoes and ended up with fourteen kinds of produce from one farm. We went to other farms and, when it was time for frost to set in, they said “Come and dig all the carrots you want.” We ended up with eighteen bushels of carrots.


I asked how they could handle so many, and learned that one form of participation can elicit another.

We move it because we’ve got great ladies ... one lady made pickles; I made pickled beets. We froze carrots; we blanched and froze, we canned, we did all kinds of things. Peeling the carrots and cleaning them was a major chore. It was the end of September or the beginning of October and we brought them to an elementary school and the fifth grade took it on as a project to wash the carrots and peel them for us. It was incredible.... We often talk about the poor people and the hungry and homeless, and we burden a lot of children with this kind of information, and what can they do about it, except be sad. But this was a hands-on thing the children could do.





Old and Young and Everything in Between 

Hands-on things that children can do, the availability of work that entire families can do together or that school and religious groups can undertake, is another factor that helps to account for the tremendous appeal of emergency food programs. Ginna Lockie was coordinating  the volunteers on behalf of the North Naples United Methodist Church on one of the days that I visited the kitchen at Immokalee; “my kids ... have actually all been out here to the soup kitchen on days when they don’t have school,” she reported. “They really enjoy it. They are learning, at a very early age, that we need to help other folks outside our home.” For individual families, as well as for organized groups like the Boy Scouts, emergency food programs create opportunities for teaching compassion.

Of course the same characteristics that make the work suitable to newcomers and children might also tend to make it, eventually, boring—not in a once-a-year event like the Boy Scouts drive, but on a regular basis. Even the simplest and most routine tasks, however, can be made enjoyable by social interaction, and this is a common characteristic of almost all of the emergency food volunteer work I observed. Packing bags in a food pantry or preparing a soup kitchen meal or labeling boxes at Ciba-Geigy provides a fine opportunity to catch up on local news, to discuss sports, to talk a little politics, or a little theology. The more repetitious the task, the more conducive it seems to be to humor, banter, teasing.

The sociability factor is also a characteristic of much of the volunteer work available one notch up the emergency food ladder, at the food bank. A significant portion of the food that is donated to food banks is what food bankers and grocers call “salvage”: dented cans, products with some cosmetic problem on the packaging, products that have been slightly crushed or torn. The new scanning technology permits grocers to obtain credit for such unsalable products by culling them from the shelves and sending them to a reclamation center, where their bar codes are scanned and credit is assigned to retailers from the manufacturers. At the reclamation centers, leaking containers are generally pulled out, but the rest is simply boxed, and if the manufacturer designates, shipped to a food bank, where it must of course be further sorted to remove any hazardous items. Sorting salvage is one of the primary tasks to which food bank volunteers are set. The sorting process does require some training, and it lacks the variety characteristic of work at the kitchen or pantry level, but it makes up for that in camaraderie. It is also the sort of activity for  which whole groups from schools, churches, or businesses can be recruited. Bill Bolling is the founder and director of the Atlanta Community Food Bank, one of the oldest and most respected in the nation; he described the volunteers who come to the bank to help with sorting as well as with warehouse and office tasks:

Old, young and everything in between. We use students, we use senior citizens and retirees during the day, because everybody else is working, we use professionals in the evening—at least four nights a week we have groups till nine at night. We have people come in their BMWs and three-piece suits and come in and change clothes into their blue jeans and work a two-hour shift, three-hour shift after work. And they mostly come as groups, not individuals. We use a lot of church and synagogue religious communities on weekends and for specialized kinds of food drives. We’re seeing now, and this is real precedent-setting in Atlanta, we’re seeing companies send employees on company time down as a group with their department managers, and they come down and volunteer.


The organized group participation phenomenon is visible in the fund-raising and food procurement aspects of the emergency food system as well as in the sorting and packing and processing. A pantry that can enlist the support of a civic organizaiton, youth program, school, church, or business is likely to obtain far more than it would from simply deploying collection barrels, however strategically placed. In tiny Benson, Arizona, a town of a few thousand not far from Tombstone, the food pantry, which goes by the name of the Benson Food Bank, has nurtured all of these relationships. The vice president of the organization, Jan Olsen, explains her strategy:

In November, I go to the mayor and I ask him to declare November “Food Bank Month,” which he does. We’ve got the certificate up on the wall. I divide the month into separate categories, like one week will be church collections, one week will be civic collections, another one will be the Scouts, the other one will be the school children. And I target in on those and make special arrangements for those people to have special collections during that month ... food and/or money.


The schools have proven especially responsive; the local elementary school sponsors a contest among classrooms to see which room can bring in the most food. The contest is a big hit with the kids, even though the principal has ruled that they may not collect prizes for their winning efforts: “We want them to give from their hearts, not for an award,” Olsen told me. One of the biggest sources in tiny Benson came as a surprise to the food pantry board. The local branch of Arizona Electric Power Company called up one day to see if the pantry could send someone to pick up “a few items.” The utility had held a contest among its departments and produced three station-wagon loads of food; “That was three station wagons ... filled right to the roof.”




Facilities and Equipment 

Soup kitchens, food pantries, and food banks all require facilities and equipment, and the creation and maintenance of space offers another whole arena for participation. Hawley Botchford, the director of the Harry Chapin Food Bank of Southwest Florida, succeeded in eliciting thousands of dollars’ worth of donated plumbing, carpentry, and the like from skilled craftspeople, and thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment and supplies from local businesses when the food bank rehabilitated an old building to serve as its office and warehouse. His story of how the building came to be painted is typical of his experience. He had canvassed the local paint distributors for a paint donation with no success, but he had succeeded in talking a representative of Sherwin-Williams into “just coming over to see if our numbers were right on what we thought we were going to need to paint the building.” Meanwhile, Sherwin-Williams had the contract to supply paint for a church that was being refurbished nearby. As Botchford recounts:

 

Well, we firmly believe, being good Presbyterians, that while the guys were mixing the paint, God smacked one of their hands and they dumped too much of one color into the mix and the church refused it because it was not the color they had picked. All of a sudden, Sherwin-Williams had fifty-five gallons of exterior premium  paint, and they called and said, “Are you fussy about what color the outside of your building’s going to be?” and I said, “Not a bit.” So they said, “All right, we’ve got your exterior paint,” and we had the audacity to say “What about the inside?” And, sure enough, they came through. Now we’ve got the paint and I figured we could get volunteers to paint the inside, the outside’s a little trickier. So we went over to where they were painting the church ... and started talking to them. We said, “Look—your equipment—and the color’s so close you wouldn’t even have to wash it out, just pour our paint into it and do our building.” And they did it. They came over and started here one day and they were finished by lunch. And they primed it and painted the entire building—it was a painting contractor—no charge for that.


Botchford’s ability to corral contributions of labor and materials is probably exceptional, but all over the country emergency food programs have been the beneficiaries of building materials, refrigeration and storage capacity, kitchen equipment, and the like. Soup kitchens and food pantries, after all, are unlikely to be choosy about the appearance of their equipment. Have almond and avocado gone out of style for appliances, replaced by black and chrome? It doesn’t matter much in the church basement. And since donations of equipment often come with the skilled time and effort required to install them, they draw another group of people into the web of participation and create another group with a sense of ownership in the project, another group of people who could have answered “yes” to the pollster’s survey.

We will probably never know just how much has been given to the emergency food system when time and talent and the use of specialized skills and tools are factored into the equation. We have difficulty even with gifts of food. If you are a large corporation donating a truckload of breakfast cereals to a food bank, you may find it well worth the trouble to record the donation and file for a tax deduction, and the food bank will happily provide you with all the verification you need. If you are a backyard gardener who has responded to the American Garden Writers Association’s plea to Plant a Row for the Hungry, or simply an amateur who has nurtured an overabundance of  zucchini, you may or may not think it appropriate and worthwhile to seek a record of your donation for tax purposes. Certainly, few of the millions of people who Check Out Hunger at the local supermarket or contribute canned goods to the Boy Scouts drive itemize these contributions in their tax returns. IRS data, therefore, are not a very good source of information about donations to emergency food programs. Neither are the surveys of giving, most of which do not collect much information on gifts in kind. Nor are the programs themselves, many of which are small-scale, grassroots, low-budget operations that can barely get the dishes washed and the head counts turned in to the food bank. Since the vast majority of these programs are affiliated with religious institutions, they are exempt from the reporting requirements with which many other nonprofits must comply; they are not required to file the Form 990s from which much of the data in the National Taxonomy of Tax Exempt Organizations is derived. Like many nonprofit organizations, they may provide donors who request them with blank receipt forms to be filled in with the donors’ estimate of the value of goods contributed, but they are unlikely to keep extensive records of their own. Clearly, we do not know how much has been given to these organizations in the form of money, food, supplies, and time, but we know it is a lot.




Cash versus Food 

Cash donations are more likely to be recorded than gifts in kind, and cash has other advantages as well. After all, cash replaced barter precisely because cash conferred vastly increased flexibility. You can readily convert cash into other inputs you might need—electricity, for example, or the services of an accountant or an exterminator—but you cannot readily convert donated foods into such services. And even when the donor specifies that the gift be used for food, donating cash may be a more productive strategy. Joyce Jacobs at the Harry Chapin Food Bank of Southwest Florida in Fort Myers has a set of glossy photos that show what you could purchase for donation to a food program with ten dollars spent at the grocery store, and what the same ten dollars, spent at the food bank, could provide. The second picture is much, much larger than the first, because the food in  the food bank is essentially free, except for the handling fee, generally called “shared maintenance.” At a shared maintenance rate of fourteen cents a pound, the food bank can provide more than seventy-one pounds of food for a ten-dollar donation. For one dollar, which would buy the average panhandler two cups of coffee on the streets of New York, a donor can expect somewhere between seven and ten pounds of food from the food bank for a recipient kitchen or pantry. Cash is giving canned goods a good run for the money.

If convenience and efficiency were the only operant principles, cash would certainly have the edge over canned goods, but these are clearly not the only considerations. Donations of actual food have several advantages over collections of money. In the first place, they serve symbolic functions. Offerings of “first fruits” are traditional in many religions, and they are laden with deep ritual significance. It is not uncommon for offerings of canned goods to be brought to the altar in congregations that support pantries or kitchens. Some churches collect for the month or so before Thanksgiving and then decorate the chancel with a display of donated food. This is precisely the sort of historically and emotionally significant activity in which congregants of all ages can participate with understanding. The medium is the message.

The same characteristic helps to explain the attraction of emergency food activities for youth-serving organizations and civic groups. Donations of money may be easier to handle and more efficient, but canned food drives provide a visceral connection between the general abundance of the society and the needs of poor families. They educate as they collect. “We are very interested in getting the food collected because there are people out there, kids and older people particularly, and whole families that are going hungry.... Beyond that, we are in the business of training youth. One of our goals is, through this project, to make youth aware that hunger is a problem in the community and then to give them an outlet to help do something about hunger,” explained Jere Williams, the executive director of the Jersey Shore Council of the Boy Scouts of America. The BSOA could send its troops out to collect money door-to-door, but it just wouldn’t have the same educational impact on the Scouts.

They probably wouldn’t get as much, either. Some people prefer  giving cans to giving cash. Giving food assures the donor that food is what the recipient will receive. Many people who are generous with their time and treasure on behalf of emergency food programs are highly skeptical of the motivations and skills of the beneficiaries of their largesse. By giving food, they believe that they are making sure that the gift will enhance nutrition and well-being, not end up as a pint of Night Train or a pair of trendy sneakers. Further, they can make sure that the gift is a nutrient-dense commodity such as peanut butter or beans, not a frivolous snack. “We watch for nutrition,” the director of the Willcox, Arizona, food pantry told me. “We want to make sure that they get balance in their bodies. Sure, we’ve got cake mix in there, cookies, candy. Sure, those are all things they can have, that you should have, but they’ve also got the basics. Everybody gets a bag of beans.”

It is not just a lack of faith in the culinary skills or spending priorities of recipients, however, that explains the heavy reliance on food donations in the emergency food system. Emergency food programs do not see—or portray—themselves as solutions to the problem of poverty. They are, very specifically, responses to hunger. Many feel they have done their job if they relieve urgent hunger, and they invite others to join them in that specific and manageable task by contributing food. Critics of the food drive approach recognize this as well. “I hate canned food drives,” Hawley Botchford told me. “I really do, because it lets people off the hook. It gives them a warm, fuzzy feeling to give you a little bag of cans which, in the whole scope of the things, is meaningless. It’s an easy way out. I don’t want people to have the easy way out. I want them to look at the whole problem and what are we really dealing with.... I want to know why people are in need, and why they continue to be in need.” Botchford went on to lay out one of the persistent dilemmas of the emergency food project, the tension between pursuing more fundamental solutions to poverty and meeting the immediate need. “In the meantime, we’ve got little kids that are growing up and, if they are going to reach their potential, if they’re going to learn, if they’re going to become productive parts of the system, they need to be fed, they need decent diets ... and when we throw away as much as we do, then we’re missing the boat there.”




The Appeal of Hunger

Botchford would find many who would argue with his critique of food drives, but he would find few who would disagree with the idea that we are missing the boat if we allow children to go hungry while we throw away food. At its heart, the success of the emergency food project in attracting resources rests on the emotional and ethical impact of hunger as an issue. No amount of convenience or ease of access or leveraging of gifts would elicit the outpouring of donations and volunteer efforts that characterizes this phenomenon if the cause itself were not compelling. George McGovern said it well three decades ago in the excerpt quoted in the introduction. “Hunger ... is the cutting edge of the problem of poverty.... the knowledge that human beings, especially little children, are suffering from hunger profoundly disturbs the American conscience.”

The sensitivity of the nation’s tender conscience is undoubtedly heightened by religious teachings. Hunger is probably the most common evocation of poverty and injustice found in either testament. Remember Isaiah’s description of an acceptable fast: “Is it not to share your bread with the hungry?” Or the New Testament evocation of the Last Judgment in which Jesus welcomes to eternal reward those to whom he can say “I was hungry and you gave me food.” Questioned by the righteous about just when they had found him hungry and fed him, he gives the memorable reply, quoted to me by emergency food providers all over the country: “Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me.” Religious people in the Judeo-Christian tradition are instructed, obligated to feed the hungry.

Further, the call to feed the hungry is reinforced by ritual as well as morality. As the Christian anti-hunger organization Bread for the World explained in a recent publication, “Food produced, prepared, shared, and consumed has a spiritual dimension and has thus always been a central part of religious observance. The filled stomach and the shared table dwell close to the heart and hearth of religious imagery, liturgy, and practice. Religious communities, therefore, have taken the lead in responding to hunger.”

In fact, virtually all of the world’s major religions make reference  in their scriptures to the obligation to alleviate suffering in general, and to “feed the hungry” in particular. June Tanoue, a practicing Buddhist who is director of the Island Food Bank in Hawaii, which was started under the auspices of the social ministry of the Roman Catholic Church, explained it this way: “Everybody can get behind hunger and ending it. No matter what religious persuasion you are, or what economic background you are, you can get behind that.”

There are secular arguments, however, that are similarly powerful. Everyone who has ever taken an introductory psychology course knows that hunger is at the very base of Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs, that a hungry child cannot learn, that adequate nutrition is a prerequisite to optimal performance. The enormous success of the WIC Program (the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children) in obtaining bipartisan support in Congress suggests something of the potential of the hunger issue to appeal to conservatives as well as liberals. Preventing malnutrition is a prudent investment in human capital. Fighting hunger is the non-partisan, ecumenical, inclusive goal upon which we can nearly all agree: “everybody ... can get behind that.”

Ellen Teller is an attorney whose work at the Food Research and Action Center in Washington, D.C., puts her at the heart of the anti-hunger advocacy community and in frequent touch with emergency food providers. She attributes the broad appeal of the hunger issue to the common everyday experiences that make the term immediately meaningful for almost everyone. “I think the reason we have such an incredibly diverse network,” she explained, “the reason you get the whole spectrum of people involved in this, is because it’s something that is real basic for people to relate to. You know, you’re busy, you skip lunch, you feel hungry. On certain levels, everyone has experienced some form of feeling hungry.”

I suspect that the emotional power of hunger has deep roots in our development as human organisms. Even those of us who now graze through the day to avoid that hungry feeling were hungry enough as infants to give the cry that brought the breast or bottle. “There is no question,” psychiatrist Willard Gaylin has written, “that the feeding process is the dominant event in both the biological existence of the child and its earliest psychological and social life. It is the  primary factor in the communication between the infant and that person who, he quickly learns, supports his life-style as well as his life. There develops therefore a fusion—and confusion—between food and security that often lasts throughout life.” In the feeding situations of infancy lie the sources of our enduring tendency, widely remarked in the literature on dieting, to equate food and security, food and well-being, food and love. Gaylin goes on to explain that

feeding is more than the squirting of nutrients into a gastrointestinal tract, either in bottle or breast feeding. While it is now fashionable to state that we are what we eat, what we eat early in life is predictable and relatively constant. The variable is actually the process and milieu of eating. It is a situation of embrace, pressure, contact, fondling, cooing, tickling, talking, stroking, squeezing; it is the warmth of the body, the pulsation of the parent’s heart, the brushing of her lips, the smell of her secretions. This extended environment reinforces the child’s fused image of security and food....


 

No wonder food is a highly charged, emotion-laden part of life for most of us. No wonder it has such power. And if food is intensely cathected, then it makes sense that imagining people without food makes us intensely uncomfortable, and that providing food for people who lack it is intensely satisfying.

There is another side to the feeding experience of infancy, that of the parent. The perpetuation of the human species has depended to a great extent upon maternal willingness to feed hungry infants. Our bodies are designed to lactate after pregnancy, and nature has made sure that we will figure out what to do by building in a letdown reflex that moves milk toward the nipples, a reflex that can be triggered by a child’s cry, or even the thought of nursing. Further, nature has predisposed us to keep on nursing our young by making the experience mutually gratifying. Perhaps this gratification is all the explanation we need for why mothers feed infants, but it does not seem to me far-fetched to imagine that natural selection favored the genes of mothers who fed their infants well and often, nor to imagine that in those genes might be a predisposition to be distressed by the cry—or idea—of a hungry child, or more broadly, by the suffering of others. Women are certainly overrepresented in the emergency feeding  system, as they are in food-related roles throughout our culture. Perhaps it is in our genes, the urge to feed people.

The childhood roots of the emotional power of hunger as an issue do not end with the salience of the infant feeding experience, however. They extend throughout childhood as the growing child learns the fundamentals of ethics—at the family table. Of all the childhood and youthful memories I heard, none was more powerful than the recollection of family meals. The director of Channels, a food rescue program in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, put it simply: “I come from a large family, and I think the importance of the family meal cannot be overstated. That is where you learn to deal with other people.” I agree. Share and share alike. Leave something on the platter in case someone else wants it. Don’t take too much, even if it’s your favorite, until everyone else has had a chance. The norms for sharing food and paying attention to the needs of others are taught, in many American households, at the family table and very early in life, but they extend beyond the family. Don’t eat in front of playmates unless you are willing to share. Offer food and drink to visitors. And the earlier the lesson, the more powerful, according to most child-rearing experts and developmental psychologists. Food is one of the first media through which we learn our notions of being good.

Sharing is not the only food-related lesson that Americans learn in childhood. Questioned about family food rules, an extraordinary number of people mentioned admonishments to “clean their plates” or avoid food waste. “I grew up with a Jewish grandmother who made me a member of the Empty Plate Club,” Ellen Teller recalls. “I would have to eat everything on my dish.... I was brought up that it was a shanda to have waste. That was the word that my grandmother always used. And it is, I mean, that goes against people’s grain. Throwing food out just goes against everyone’s grain.”

Herein lies the particular genius of emergency food. Much of the food distributed by the emergency food system is food that would otherwise go to waste. Food rescue programs take food that would literally go into the garbage, despite the fact that there is nothing wrong with it, and many corporate donations to the food banking system would otherwise end up in the landfill. Although much of the food  currently contributed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture is not, technically, surplus food, agricultural surpluses purchased by the federal government in price-support programs played an important role in the establishment and institutionalization of the emergency food network, as we shall see in chapter 3. But even those sources, like the Scouting for Food program, that do not involve food that would otherwise be wasted are suffused with a halo effect from the system’s overall reputation as a waste prevention measure.

This is important in explaining the success of emergency food, because it expands the constituency for feeding projects far beyond the traditionally liberal supporters of expanded public food assistance. The waste prevention factor pulls in a whole additional group. “It wasn’t an idealistic vision of saving the hungry or anything like that,” the student director of SPOON—the Stanford Project on Nutrition—told me, explaining how he had become involved in the campus food rescue project when his cooperative house had too many leftovers to fit in the freezer. “I just looked at it as, here’s good food that would go to waste if something wasn’t done about it, and there are people who could use it.” Thinking back, he said he had become sensitized to the enormity of waste in America while visiting his mother’s relatives in India: “They don’t have garbage cans, and it’s only when we go there that they actually need garbage cans.” The emergency food phenomenon attracts the efforts of people who are primarily motivated by prevention of waste, as well as those of anti-hunger activists, and allows emergency food providers to craft messages that appeal to a much broader audience of potential donors and supporters.

Some of us, of course, were brought up to connect food waste directly to the plight of starving people—usually starving children—elsewhere. “Always clean your plate, there are starving chidren in India,” food banker Andy Cohen remembers hearing. “Oh, we had to eat everything because of the starving kids in China. And just think, if you didn’t eat, then they would starve, so eat everything up,” Amelia McKenny told me. McKenny, who helped to start a food pantry in Deer Isle, Maine, and undertook a cross-country bicycle trip with her husband to raise funds for the project, talked about the enduring  power of such childhood lessons: “Somehow or other, something gets planted in your subconscious,” she asserted, “and you can’t leave it alone.”

I was struck by the clarity with which First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton recalls her own clean plate milieu in her recent book, It Takes a Village:

I grew up in the “clean plate” era. Today I look back at my family table, circa 1959—the pot roast and potatoes piled high and spilling over the edges of our plates—and see a catastrophe of calories, whose consequences my brothers and I avoided during childhood by walking or biking back and forth to school and around town and playing hours and hours of sports. We were expected to eat all of whatever we were served. If we balked, we heard, like a broken record, stories about starving children in faraway lands who would gladly eat what we scorned. My brother ... Tony offered to mail his food to any country my father named. In the end, we ate whatever we had to in order to be “excused” from the table.


 

I was subject to the same admonitions about clean plates; in my case, it was usually Armenians who were mentioned, although it had been many years since their plight was an international issue. For decades afterward, I thought my mother had simply been engaging in a particularly blatant form of guilt-tripping, since it was never clear to me how my stuffing myself was going to benefit those in need. Recently, however, I have learned that for mothers—like my own—who were homemakers during and after World War II, the connection was real. The primary strategy by which the United States government tried to obtain food to meet its famine relief commitments in the aftermath of the war was a voluntary food conservation campaign. Housewives were exhorted to reduce household waste in order to free grains and fats for people starving in Europe and Asia. Many people now in adulthood grew up with the idea that cleaning our plates was an important contribution to feeding the hungry, so of course we hate to throw food in the garbage and feel guilty when we do. It is no wonder, therefore, that programs that prevent food waste by the ton and the truckload are a potent antidote to guilt.

Food waste is not the only way in which food taps into the human  capacity for guilt. For many people, in fact, food consumption is riddled with guilt, and control of our own food intake is an unrelenting struggle for virtue. We are constantly being told that we eat too much, or too little, or the wrong things. A great deal has been written about this by psychologists and other behavioral scientists, but I am more interested in the pervasiveness of the popular associations between food and guilt. Weight Watchers calls its line of frozen desserts Sweet Temptations. Cookbooks routinely include some recipe associating chocolate with sin. I own a cookbook (The Seven Chocolate Sins: A Devilishly Delicious Collection of Chocolate Recipes) that is completely devoted to such matters; the fact that the authors could think up close to two hundred recipe titles that reflect that theme is testimony in itself. And sweets are only the most obvious category of “forbidden” food pleasures. The overall dynamic is to define some foods—or some quantities of some foods—as “illicit,” and then feel guilty about consuming them.

What better way to work off that guilt than by participation in an activity that feeds the hungry, even better, one that feeds the hungry, prevents waste, and celebrates fitness? Columnist Dennis Hamill began a New York Daily News piece on the “Run Against Hunger,” a fund-raising project of the St. John’s Bread and Life Soup Kitchen, with a direct appeal to guilt about overeating: “Here’s a perfect way to ease your guilty conscience in advance for pigging out and overspending in the upcoming holidays—Run Against Hunger.” Readers who were already registered for the New York City Marathon were invited to dedicate their run to ending hunger by finding sponsors to donate to Bread and Life, which serves 1,100 meals a day to poor people in Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant. More sedentary readers were invited to call in their pledges of a dollar figure for every mile completed by the kitchen’s board chairman, Father Jim Maher, or other participating runners. Hamill deftly linked overeating to other forms of consumption, commenting that “Tens of thousands of people will show up for the marathon this year, wearing the most expensive of sneakers, their bodies honed on healthful diets, having trained for the big run in the leisure time of the economically comfortable before carbo-loading the night before the event.”

A group called Dieters Feed the Hungry has institutionalized the  connection between hunger and guilt-inducing consumption. It invites overeaters to channel funds that they would normally spend on sweet and fatty snacks into programs for hungry people. “We founded this to resolve a glaring paradox—that millions of people are dieting while many others don’t have enough food to make it through the month,” declared the group’s founder, Ronna Kabatznick, in an article in Prevention magazine. “Helping others who are in need gives dieters an outlet for feelings of emptiness that may drive them to overeat.”

The connection to overeating at the individual level is mirrored by a contrast between hunger and abundance at the national level. At its core, the American fondness for hunger-fighting is not so much about guilt or waste as about plenty. George McGovern was right again. It does outrage Americans to think of people going hungry in the midst of our nation’s legendary abundance. Andy Cohen, the president of the board of directors of the Food Bank of the Virginia Peninsula in Newport News, grew up in Teaneck, New Jersey, an affluent suburb of New York City. He told me about his own personal discovery of hunger in America.

One thing that happened to me that opened my eyes to the depth of the problem was when I was in high school, and I went down to Washington, D.C., to visit. I had gone to the Capitol and was two or three blocks from the Capitol and there were people sitting on their front steps with their kids and they were asking for money to buy some food for the kids, literally in the shadow of our nation’s capitol. Anybody who has gone to school in this country has heard the stories about the purple mountain’s majesty and the fruited plains and how this is the greatest country in the world and how we are the breadbasket of the world and yet right there in the shadow of the Capitol were people who weren’t getting enough to eat.


 

This is an appeal to a different sort of ethical principle, not that the food would go to waste if we did not feed it to the poor, or that we will become fat and unattractive if we eat it ourselves, but that the suffering inherent in hunger is preventable and unnecessary in a society well supplied, oversupplied with food.

I have always been particularly partial to this line of argument  about hunger for three reasons. First, it implies that we are indeed members of some commonality, fellow travelers in a common vessel. It hints at our interdependence and reflects a notion that, apart from issues of individual performance or merit, people have moral claims on the collectivity. The supply of the whole is relevant to the needs of the individual. Second, at some fundamental level it suggests limits to our appetite for inequality. The contrast is too great. It bothers us. We find it distasteful. We are moved to pity by the plight of the hungry in famine-ridden countries across the ocean, but we feel a sense of anger at such needless suffering on our own doorsteps, in sight of our own overflowing granaries and supermarkets. It violates some shared sense of decency. “Hunger in the world is an obscenity,” singer and songwriter Harry Chapin used to say, “but hunger in America is the ultimate obscenity.” And finally, the argument that we must feed the hungry because we have the wherewithal to do so connotes activism, not passivity, in the face of human suffering. This is one evil that we can remedy. “Hunger has a cure” is the slogan recently adopted by Second Harvest in conjunction with the development of an Advertising Council campaign. It appeals to something pragmatic in the American psyche. Don’t just stand there! Do something!




A Moral Bargain 

The extensive participation that has become a hallmark of the emergency food system reflects a simple equation. The two halves of this equation—the general ease of involvement with emergency food and the high degree of gratification that it provides—constitute what might be called a “moral bargain.” That is, emergency food activities provide a visceral feeling of doing good and being good, a means to comply with the dictates of one’s conscience or the obligations of one’s religion, with a minimum of inconvenience. The opportunities to contribute are ubiquitous, and many of them require little effort and almost no disruption of other activities. Some are downright recreational. In decision-theory terms, the “opportunity costs” of participating, the other things one might have accomplished with the same investment of time or resources, are low, while the rewards— gratification, moral relief, a sense of belonging—are high. The moral power of the hunger issue, and the immediacy of the “payoff” combine to deliver a big return on a small contribution. As Joyce and Jerome Hoeschen put it when I asked them why their volunteers keep coming, “Because it feels so good. Because you see the results right away. Someone comes in that door hungry and you give him something to eat. That’s what it is.”

Of course not all roles are low cost. There are volunteers and staff who exhaust themselves on behalf of the hungry in kitchens and pantries and food banks and food rescue programs all over the country, and there are approaches, like the Boy Scouts’ food drive, which require an enormous amount of planning, coordination, and effort. Even these projects, however, are a rational choice from the sponsoring organization’s point of view, since they contribute so much to the achievement of the organization’s fundamental mission. From the recipient’s point of view, however, there might be simpler, more dignified ways to achieve the same ends. I was moved by the energy and concentration with which even the smallest scouts and their siblings attacked the monumental task of sorting and packing 280,000 pounds of food in Toms River, New Jersey. But I was also haunted, as I watched these logistically complicated, labor-intensive efforts, by a memory from the “No Nukes” movement of the seventies. Describing the enormously complex, risky, and demanding technology of a nuclear reactor, activists were fond of asking, “And do you know what all of this equipment is for?” The reply was startling: “to boil water.” That is, the reactor would heat water to create steam to drive steam turbines to generate electricity. I feel a little bit the same way about the Boy Scouts’ food drive and its counterparts across the nation. This enormous outpouring of effort is needed to get a can of carrots or a jar of baby food into the hands of a hungry family, a result that could probably be accomplished far more simply by raising the food stamp allotment, or the minimum wage. The next chapter explores the role of low wages, along with that of unrealistic food stamp allotments and other factors, in bringing people to the food pantry and soup kitchen door.
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