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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation explores understandings of food and hunger in the United 

States within the sociocultural context of neoliberalism. Using fieldwork 

conducting in Norristown, Pennsylvania, I critically explore understandings of the 

diet and link these understandings to the large-scale economic restructuring that 

has played out since 1980. To provide a backdrop for this analysis, I first detail the 

history of Norristown and situate the space in present times and a deindustrialized 

urban center where low-income residents face limited access to affordable healthy 

foods. Previous to the election of Ronald Reagan, a relatively robust social safety 

net was in place to assist people living in these situations, but this safety net has 

shrunk during the era of neoliberalism. 

 Neoliberal policy shifts in food assistance programs serve as a launching 

point for my analysis of understandings of food. I first consider the remnants of the 

food assistance bureaucracy and how food programs play out from federal to local 

levels. I then shift my attention to the increased emphasis on nutrition education 

programs as a strategy to alleviate the poor dietary status of many who live on fixed 

incomes. Here, I am concerned with how these programs shift the responsibility for 

the diet onto the individuals themselves while doing little to ensure proper access 

to healthy foods. Ideas of individual responsibility also play out among the many 

volunteers involved in private food charities, and in the food advertisements that 

can be seen all over the urban space of Norristown. Taken together a complex 

picture of the diet emerges that is very much reflective of neoliberal ideology. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

This is a dissertation about food. Anthropology has had a long relationship 

with food, and for good reason. At a biological level, all humans have a universal 

need to eat. Through food we acquire key proteins, lipids, carbohydrates, vitamins 

and minerals that sustain life. Despite the universality of food as a biological 

necessity, ideas about food vary greatly cross-culturally. Humans are wonderful 

omnivores. We can eat a remarkable amount of things. Yet, no human group in 

existence eats all of the food naturally available to them. So while the need to eat is 

certainly a biological constant in humans, what’s good to eat is far from universal.   

Certain groups may encourage abstaining from consuming certain foods that 

others find perfectly acceptable to eat. In India, for example, many people view 

cows as sacred, so beef is generally not consumed. In the US, these notions do not 

exist, and beef is widely consumed (Harris 1974). In other cases, some groups may 

deem foods inedible, while others view the same substance as a delicacy.1 This 

variation in notions of what is “good to eat,” would suggest that ideas about 

particular foods, and food in general, are very much socioculturally constructed 

(Harris 1998). As such, food can be “particularly powerful lens” through which to 

view society and culture (Counihan and Van Esterik 2008:8). 

                                                
1 For example, delicacies such as swiflet bird nest soup in China, casu frazigu (maggot cheese) in 
Italy, ant cavier in Mexico, sheep’s testicles in Egypt, locusts in Saudi Arabia, or balut (fertilized 
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In this dissertation, I will use understandings food as a lens to view the 

social issues of poverty and hunger in U.S. urban settings. Based on fieldwork in 

Norristown, Pennsylvania, I consider food in a dynamic sense with understandings 

shifting based on an individual’s social position. Yet, at the same time, an 

undercurrent of neoliberal capitalism exists in a ubiquitous way in U.S. ideologies 

of food and nutrition. I consider how neoliberal ideologies not only shape views of 

the diet, but also how these notions are factored in to food policy and nutrition 

programs. In this way, I situate understandings of food and the diet within the 

broader framework of the historic and economic conditions that give rise to 

hunger. As such, I am concerned with how neoliberal discursive constructions of 

the diet play out in various areas of the food landscape and act to mask existing 

social, political, and economic inequalities. 

 

A Critical Medical Anthropology of Food and Nutrition 

At the crossroads of the literatures of medical anthropology and the 

anthropology of food and nutrition is a perspective that I call a critical medical 

anthropology of food and nutrition. This paradigm draws from the political 

economy and poststructuralist perspectives found in the critical medical 

anthropology literature to engage with the study of food and nutrition. Using this 

theoretical orientation in this dissertation, I historicize the field of nutritional 

science in the U.S. by unpacking the emergence and shifts in this body of 

knowledge, by considering the key institutions that have played a role in this 
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emergence, and by critically examining the rise of neoliberalism. I also consider 

the medicalization of the diet through the insertion of biomedical knowledge into 

discourses of nutrition.       

Though it is difficult to identify a separate subfield of anthropology devoted 

to the ethnographic and theoretical study of food throughout much of the 

discipline’s history, many noteworthy scholars examined the topic.2 The famed 

American anthropologist, Margaret Mead (1943), researched food habits to better 

understand how applied work could be used to improve nutritional status. She 

linked food habits to culture and suggested that applied work in nutrition should 

consider food within the broader context of culture.  

Other early work took a more theoretical approach and explored the 

symbolic dimensions of food. This work examined such topics as how food 

conveys meaning and holds symbolic power (Barthes 2008), how food preparation 

forms a triangular semantic field (Levi-Strauss 1966),3 and how dietary law can be 

explained through religious notions (Douglas 1971).  

Some anthropologists favored using a materialist perspective to examine 

food. In Cows, Pigs, Wars, and Witches (1974), Marvin Harris uses his “cultural 

                                                
2 In fact, the Council for Nutritional Anthropology (which later is renamed the Society for the 
Anthropology of Food and Nutrition) did not form until 1974. 
 
3 In “The Culinary Triangle,” Levi-Strauss (1966) discusses three states in which food exists – raw, 
cooked, and rotted. He argues that these three states form a culinary triangle that can be used to 
analyzed eating practices in a similar manner to linguistic analysis. Levis-Strauss adds another 
triangle of three preparation methods – boiling, roasting, and smoking. He argues that these 
overlapping fields form a kind of language that “unconsciously translates” the social structure of a 
particular group of people. 
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materialist” paradigm to explain dietary practices4 at an ecological and economic 

level he calls the “sub-structure.” While food choices are often rationalized through 

ideology (at the “super-structural” level), Harris argues that material circumstances 

and environmental conditions ultimately impact food choices. Others from this 

camp were less concerned with ecology, and preferred a Marxist informed 

perspective that focused more on political economy.5  

This applied, symbolic, and materialist work forms a diverse body of 

literature that underpins contemporary anthropological studies of food and 

nutrition. At the same time, recent work has gone in new directions. Some have 

examined the political economic causes of obesity (Julier 2008, Powdermaker 

1997, Yan 2008) and of hunger (Fitchen 1997). Political economy also forms a 

starting point to take a critical look at nutrition policy and public health 

(Himmelgreen 2002, Pelletier 1999, Perez-Escamilla 2002, Pyles and Lobick 2001) 

and the flight of supermarkets from the inner city (Hochner, Granrose, Goode, 

Simon, & Appelbaum 1988).  

Feminist informed research has used food to critique notions of gender in 

the domestic sphere (DeVault 1991, Sharmen et al. 1991), ideas of the body seen 

in fitness magazines (Parasecoli 2005) and linked to anorexia nervosa (Bordo 1985, 

Brumberg 2008), and views on masculine power seen on television (Holden 2005). 

                                                
4 Such as abstaining from eating beef in India, or refraining from eating pork among groups like 
Muslims and Jews. 
 
5 In his classic work Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (1985), Sydney 
Mintz provides a detailed historical account of the rise of sugar from precious commodity to global 
staple that frames this occurrence within the political economic context of European colonialism. 
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Others use food focus on the intersection of race, class, and power to explore 

identity construction among countercultural groups (Clark 2004), transnational 

immigrants (Counihan 2008), and racial groups (Williams-Forson 2008).  

While an examination of the historical emergence and contemporary 

significance of nutritional science within the sociocultural context of the US 

certainly needs to consider the aforementioned literatures, they provide an 

incomplete backdrop for this discussion. Political economy, gender, race and class 

all play into how we have come to understand food in the very scientific way that 

we call nutrition, but biomedicine and neoliberalism also play significant roles in 

this transformation. To provide further context to this discussion, I will now briefly 

turn to the medical anthropology literature, in particular, that of critical medical 

anthropology.    

The theoretical approach that is commonly referred to as critical medical 

anthropology derives from the political economy of medical anthropology (PEMA) 

perspective that originated in the 1960s. PEMA surfaced as a critique to the 

clinically applied medical anthropology approach (CAMA). Key to the latter is a 

focus on the social experience of the sick person (Brown 1998:108).6  

CAMA anthropologists produced a body of ethnography that displays a 

significant disparity between physician understandings of disease and the patient’s 

own experiences in the clinical setting. Based on this research, they situate 

                                                
6 For example, Arthur Kleinman’s distinction between the concepts of “disease” and “illness.” 
Klienman situates disease as the actual biological pathogen or disorder, whereas illness refers to the 
social experience of the sick person. To Kleinman, the experiences of the sick person are just as 
important as the actual disease to understanding sickness and health.  
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allopathic, or biomedicine, within a larger sociocultural context instead of being 

separate from other social spheres. Furthermore, CAMA anthropologists argue that 

biomedicine is based on a set of cultural and epistemological assumptions about 

the nature of health (Kleinman and Hahn 1983). Through this line of reasoning, 

these scholars sought to bring medical anthropology into the clinical setting in an 

applied fashion to improve biomedical practices, such as doctor/patient 

interactions.  

PEMA departs from the CAMA tradition by taking anthropology out of the 

clinical setting. Throughout the early history of anthropology, researchers tended to 

exoticize non-Western medical practices, which were called ethnomedical 

systems, while framing biomedicine as being outside of this category. CAMA had 

already pointed out the ethnocentrism embedded in this supposition and displayed 

culturally constructed nature of biomedicine. However, working at the ground 

level of the clinic limited the CAMA camp in their view of biomedicine. To see the 

broader factors involved in the production of biomedical knowledge and the 

distribution of health and sickness, the PEMA camp used political economy. This 

perspective allowed medical anthropologist to turn the lens inward and further 

deconstruct the naturalized epistemologies and institutions of biomedicine (Brown 

1998:207).  

It is important to note that the PEMA camp did not present a unified front. 

Some scholars chose a hardline political economy perspective, while others 

incorporated poststructural ideas of scholars such as Michel Foucault. 
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Representative of the strict political economy group are anthropologists, Merrill 

Singer and Hans Baer. According to Singer, a critical medical anthropology 

“understands health issues in light of the larger political and economic forces that 

pattern human relationships, shape social behavior, and condition the collective 

experience, including forces of institutional, national, and global scale” (1986:128). 

So unlike clinical approaches in medical anthropology, Singer’s version of critical 

medical anthropology situates health within the much broader context of the 

political economy.  

The other PEMA group added a poststructural emphasis on medical 

epistemologies to the critical examination of biomedicine. In a classic example of 

this approach, Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Margaret Lock (1998) problematize the 

mind-body dualism inherent to much of biomedical thought with the their “three 

bodies” model. Here, they argue that in order to understand biomedical 

epistemology we must consider the “body-self” of lived experience, the “social 

body”, and the body politic. With the body politic, Scheper-Hughes and Lock draw 

from the work of Foucault to discuss the production of power/knowledge through 

various formalized institutions with regards to the control, surveillance, and 

regulation of sexuality, work, sickness, and other forms of deviance. In contrast to 

Singer, their work situates biomedicine as an instrument of power/knowledge that 

serves the interest of the state.  

Ultimately, the PEMA perspective led to critical medical anthropology 

(CMA), which uses the political economy of health to uncover the causes of 
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unequal distribution of health through an examination of the various social 

structures that contribute to these health inequalities in both a micro and a macro 

sense. In this dissertation, I extend the CMA paradigm to food in order to examine 

the historical emergence of nutrition science and the present discourses associated 

with food in the U.S. Through this lens, I explore the production of scientific 

discourses of nutrition and the power embedded in this body of knowledge, and 

unravel the intersecting histories of nutrition science, food policy, and 

neoliberalism in order to gain a better understanding of how the discourses of food 

and nutrition play out in contemporary U.S. society. 

 

Neoliberalism 

Immediately following the Second World War, there was large-scale state 

and international restructuring that aimed to avoid the economic hardships 

encountered during the 1930s and early 1940s, and to eliminate economic and 

geopolitical rivalries in order to prevent future wars (Harvey 2005:9). As part of this 

restructuring, the Bretton Woods agreements established fixed currency and 

exchange rates and placed limitations on the international movement of capital. 

These measures allowed countries to tax and spend as they saw fit to secure their 

national economic objectives (Leys 2005:110).7  

During this time period, the U.S. and several other capitalist countries 

followed the fiscal and monetary ideas of John Maynard Keynes, which are 

                                                
7 Additionally, transnational institutions such as the United Nations, the IMF, and the World Bank 
were established (Edelman and Haugerud 2005). 
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commonly referred to as “Keynesianism.” This set of economic practices deployed 

a highly bureaucratic state apparatus to ensure economic growth, full employment, 

and social welfare. Thus, market practices were both socially and political 

constrained and were also embedded within a regulatory environment (Harvey 

2005:11).  

Though advanced capitalist countries saw economic growth through the 

1950s and 1960s, this system began to break down in the 1970s, and a fiscal crisis 

hit many advanced capitalist countries. This event, coupled with a transforming 

global economy in the 1960s, caused some economists to argue for privatizing the 

public sector, reducing government spending in scale and scope, and giving up 

policies (exchange rate controls, redistributive taxation, etc.) that altered prices that 

could be set by impersonal forces of the market. This laissez-faire camp argued that 

government regulation and intervention in the economy caused the stagnation.  

Around this time, the Bretton Woods system of exchange rates was 

abandoned. As a result, capital could no longer be confined within national 

borders. International speculation and increased interest rates made it impossible 

for countries to secure their own national economic investments. In this new global 

economic climate, Keynesianism struggled (Leys 2005:115).  

It is at this time that many involved in U.S. politics began looking to 

neoliberal economics as a potential solution to the economic downturn and 

unfeasibility of Keynesianism. This particular economic doctrine (i.e., neoliberal 

economics) dates back to ideas of economic liberalism that dominated the earlier 
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parts of U.S. history previous to the Great Depression. The new form of liberalism 

draws heavily from the work of Austrian political philosopher Friedrich von Hayek 

and his followers, including noted economist Milton Friedman. Hayek (1944) 

advanced a purist capitalist perspective that deeply opposed the centralized 

economic planning and state economic intervention that Keynes advocated. He 

also framed the market as a neutral sphere that was free from political bias.  

During much of his career, Hayek’s ideas remained on the fringes of 

economic theory, while Keynes received all the attention. Hayek was not 

completely invisible, however, as he did catch the eyes and ears of wealthy elites 

and corporate leaders who too were opposed to state regulation and intervention. 

These groups funded various think tanks, which helped strengthen the standing of 

neoliberalism. This reputation solidified in the mid-1970s when both Hayek and 

Friedman were awarded the Nobel Prize. However, it was not until the elections of 

both Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan that neoliberal economic reform was 

implemented (Harvey 2005:20-24). 

Since the Reagan administration in the U.S., the bureaucratic expansion of 

Keynesianism has been largely reversed. Justified through discourses of a smaller, 

more efficient government, many of the state run and/or regulated institutions and 

sectors have been deregulated and turned over the private sector. Accompanying 

this retraction are notions that the neoliberal state should allow markets to function 

freely and should set conditions for free trade. Along with privatization and 
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deregulation, there has been a strong emphasis on competition, which is argued to 

lead to higher quality, lower cost, and greater efficiency (Harvey 64:2005).8  

In the era of neoliberalism, ideas of the free market, individual 

responsibility, and competition have come to extend beyond the traditional 

capitalist realm of private business into other aspects of social life. This dissertation 

considers this process and looks at how neoliberal ideology has come to be 

hegemonic in U.S. society, and how neoliberalism in turn factors in to ideas of the 

diet.    

 

Shifting Understandings of Hunger 

In the 1990s, demand for emergency food soared in the U.S., while funding 

for food assistance programs had steadily decreased since Reagan’s election in 

1980. As a result, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the Census 

Bureau developed the “Food Security Module” as a method to measure hunger. 

This annual project uses survey data to designate households as either “food 

secure,” “food insecure without hunger,” or “food insecure with hunger.” In 2006, 

the National Academies of Sciences independently reviewed the survey, and 

declared it a satisfactory measure of food insecurity. However, they also asserted 

that “hunger” is not a scientifically accurate term. In response, the USDA stopped 

using the word hunger so that “food insecurity without hunger” would now be 

                                                
8 The neoliberal perspective also suggests that people tend to exploit resources held in common, 
which impinges on individual “freedoms.” To ensure these freedoms, neoliberal policy stresses 
strong private property rights (Harvey 2005). 
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referred to as “low food security,” and “food insecurity with hunger” was changed 

to “very low food security” (Williamson 2006).  

This shift in discourse reframes the social experience of hunger into a much 

more scientific sounding experience. In the process, this rebranding acts to shift 

attention away from the suffering that accompanies being hungry. Hunger is an 

experience that people can relate to, while very low food security could potentially 

be misconstrued or misunderstood by many without a background in food policy. 

This phenomenon of renaming in order to shift perceptions is a common one in our 

social world, and we can gain insight into it by drawing from the classic Sapir-

Whorf Hypothesis, which states that our perceptions of the world are 

unconsciously shaped by the grammatical structures of language.  

While renaming something is not a grammatical shift, it does represent a 

potential shift in how we might perceive that something. In calling that something 

by another name, we may perhaps reframe our perspective. For example, calling a 

person “cheap” creates a very different mental picture than if we called them a 

“bargain-hunter.” Unlike what Shakespeare tells us, a rose by another name 

actually can smell much, much sweeter. 

So in eliminating the word “hunger,” perceptions of this social experience 

are certainly impacted. At the same time, neoliberal restructuring has led to a shift 

in how hunger is dealt with. The shrinking social safety net has been replaced with 

federally sponsored nutrition education programs and privately run volunteer 

organizations. The former advances ideas of individual food choices as a method to 
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improve health, while the later deploys notions of active citizenship through 

voluntarism.   

  Accompanying this shift in policy is a shift in public attitude towards 

poverty, and more specifically a shifting understanding of hunger and malnutrition 

that reflects political and economic changes that have taking place. Discourses of 

“small government” and “personal responsibility” have come to dominate the 

political, economic, and social landscape. In their wake, we see less funding for 

social welfare food assistance programs coupled with an increased emphasis on 

nutrition education. In the process, there has been a marrying of nutrition science 

with these nutrition education programs designed to serve the poor. 

 

Research Questions 

This dissertation takes the discursive and ideological shifts of the neoliberal 

era as a launching point to first critically examine understandings of food and 

hunger. Here, the unquantifiable social experience of hunger is translated into the 

language of science, which acts to smokescreen the myriad of conditions that give 

rise to hunger. In what ways have hunger and malnutrition been reconceptualized 

from a social problem to an individual pathology? To explore this question, I take a 

detailed look at the interplay between U.S. neoliberal reform and social welfare. In 

this examination, I frame neoliberalism as a form of hegemony has acted to shift 

responsibility for social welfare from the collective whole to the individual, and use 
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this perspective as a lens through which to view how these ideologies play out 

specifically in discourses of nutrition.  

Using my first question as a foundation, my second research question builds 

on this information. Specifically, I ask: How do these shifting understandings of 

hunger impact forms of intervention? Here, I take a detailed look at the 

infrastructure, agencies, and organizations involved in food assistance and nutrition 

education programs. My goal here is to explore how knowledge about hunger and 

nutrition is produced, and how this information is then disseminated from federal 

to state to local levels. In the process, I connect public efforts to private efforts in 

the form of both non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and volunteer 

organizations.  

Finally, I seek to pull this all together to better understand the ground level 

experience of hunger with my third question: What factors play into individual 

food choices? In doing so, I aim to explore the implications of living within a food 

desert9 on low-income populations. I also explore the impact of not only nutrition 

education, but also of the food advertisements that quite literally litter the urban 

landscape on individual dietary decisions. Ultimately, this investigation provides 

needed insight into the ways in which hunger has been reframed in the neoliberal 

era and aims to advance understandings of the connection between material 

conditions, existing ideologies, and the nutritional status of marginalized groups. 

 

                                                
9 The term “food desert” typically refers to urban spaces void of access to affordable fruits, 
vegetables, meats, healthy grains, and low-fat milk. 
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Why Norristown? 

 In the initial stages of devising this research, I had briefly considered 

Philadelphia as my fieldwork location, but I found the city to be too large to 

conduct a comprehensive project. Norristown was a logical choice due to its much 

smaller size both geographically and in terms of population. Yet, Norristown also 

has a lot in common with Philadelphia and other large urban centers.  Like these 

cities, the population of Norristown is racially and ethnically diverse. Roughly half 

of the population is white, which includes a strong presence of both Irish 

Americans and Italian Americans. Around 35% is African American, including 

Dominican and Jamaican groups. Latinos of any race make up around 10% of the 

population. The remaining population is composed of American Indians and those 

of Asian or Pacific Island descent.  

As of 2006, The US census estimates the borough population to be slightly 

over 30,000. However, this number may be inaccurate, as the Latino American 

Communal Action of Montgomery County estimates that between 10,500 and 

17,000 people of Hispanic origin currently live in Norristown, and that many of 

these people go uncounted in population surveys. The influx of both legal and 

illegal Latino immigrants, particularly from Mexico, has occurred within the last 

fifteen to twenty years, as a result of affordable housing within the borough and the 

proximity to construction and landscaping jobs in the Montgomery County 

suburban region.  
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Norristown also has a lot economically in common with the larger Rust Belt 

cities. Like Philadelphia, New York, or Boston, Norristown was formerly an 

industrial hub that was in many ways the economic epicenter of Montgomery 

County, Pennsylvania. Deindustrialization hit Norristown just as hard as it did any 

other Rust Belt city, large or small, and left a service-based economy in its wake. 

Presently, service sector jobs that are heavily credential-based, such as County 

government jobs, health care industry work, and legal professions anchor 

Norristown’s economy. Given the current economic climate, roughly 21.3% of the 

Norristown’s population lived below the poverty line last year, which is 

comparable to the 25% figure in Philadelphia. 

Due to these economic and demographic similarities, Norristown represents 

a microcosm of what we see in larger cities like Philadelphia. It is for this reason 

that I chose this location for my field site. 

 

Contributions to Existing Literature 

This research will shed some much-needed light on the social issue of 

hunger within post-deindustrialized, neoliberalized U.S. urban centers. Within the 

urban space of Norristown the shifting composition of the borough population as a 

result of the recent wave of Latino immigration has increased the amount of people 

living below the poverty line. Anthropologists working in the broader field of urban 

anthropology have used these settings both inside and outside the U.S. to critique 

Oscar Lewis’s (1996) "culture of poverty” argument (Eames & Goode 1970). This 
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body of work has contributed to an understanding of how urban spaces reinforce 

existing lines of inequality (e.g. Calderia 1999, Cooper 1999, Davis 1990, Hay 

2003, Low 1999, Pellow 1999), and are the site of both complex interactions 

between race, class and gender (e.g. Gregory 1996, Mullings 1997, Sacks 1996, 

Zavella 2001) and transnational movements of capital, people, and information 

(e.g. Glick-Schiller and Fouron 2001, Sassen 1996, Smart and Smart 1999).  

Work in urban anthropology has also engaged critically with U.S. welfare 

reform that has taken place since the early 1980s (e.g. Goode 2002, Morgan and 

Weigt 2001, Piven 2001). Much of this literature has contributed to the scholarly 

critique of neoliberalism (e.g. Goldstein 2001, Goode and Maskovsky 2001, 

Kingfisher 2002, Ong 2003, Ruben 2001), an idea that, much like “culture of 

poverty” arguments, frames poverty as self-produced and self-replicating. This 

dissertation advances this scholarly critique by exploring neoliberal responses to 

hunger within the context of urban space. 

Many recent medical anthropologists have taken a critical approach to 

examining issues of health and medicine. This body of work frames biomedicine as 

an ethnomedical system that is based on historically and culturally constructed 

narratives of the body and of health and is situated within a larger political 

economic framework (e.g. Baer 1986, Farmer 2003, Imhorn and Brown 1990, 

Kelman 1971, Kleinman and Hahn 1983, Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1998, Singer 

1986). Drawing from this approach, scholars have expanded our understanding of 

how these narratives and political economies impact ideas of food and nutrition 
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(e.g. Brown 1998, Dettwyler 1998, Fitchen 1997, Julier 2008, Nestle 2003, 

Pelletier 1999, Pyles and Lobick 2001, Schlosser 2002, Van Esterik 2008).  

My research builds on this body of work by exploring food as an important 

medium that can be used to embody and/or critique dominant ideas of race, class, 

and gender (e.g. Brumberg 2008, Bynum 2008, Clark 2008, Counihan 2008, 

DeVault 2008, Holden 2008, Parasecoli 2008). While some nutritional 

anthropologists have focused on sociocultural ideas that are embedded within food 

choices, others have concentrated on the nutritional impact of food choices on the 

body, including an expanding literature on obesity (e.g. Brown and Konner 1998, 

Crister 2003, Himmelgreen 2002, Perez-Escamilla 2002, Powdermaker 1997) that 

applies a biocultural perspective to the anthropology of food and nutrition. My 

work bridges the gap between this literature by considering both the biocultural 

and the sociocultural dimensions of food choices among low-income groups. 

While there has been significant work that examines the intersection of 

neoliberalism with narratives of health in the U.S., this work has focused mainly on 

issues of medical treatment, such as access to healthcare (e.g. Boehm 2005, 

Bromstein 1996, Lamphere 2005, Nelson 2005). My focus on the preventative 

health strategies of nutrition education provides a revealing contrast to this 

literature. Similar to other anthropological research on neoliberalism (e.g. 

Cruikshank 1994, Hyatt 1997, Maskovsky 2000, Rose 1994), this dissertation 

displays the embedded ideological themes of self-reliance and self-expertise 

present in the dominant discourses of food and nutrition. My examination of these 
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discourses contributes to this discussion by exploring how eating habits have been 

reconceptualized in neoliberal terms, and also displays how broader biomedical 

epistemologies get extended to ideas of the individual diet.  

There has been excellent work on the role of biomedical discourses in 

expanding health care related activities to control wider areas of social and 

personal life and how this expansion results in the medicalization of many socially 

rooted phenomena (Waitzking 1986). While anthropologists have explored this 

process in many areas, including homelessness (e.g. Lyon-Callo 2004) and 

motherhood (e.g. Hyatt 1999), there has been very limited anthropological focus 

on the medicalization of the diet. This dissertation explores this and the other stated 

open spaces to build on the aforementioned existing scholarship. 

 

Description of Data Collection Methods 

Data collection for this project took place during three and a half years of 

multi-sited fieldwork in Norristown borough and surrounding areas in Montgomery 

County, PA. I relied heavily on qualitative methods, conducting in-depth interviews 

with multiple individuals at various social levels and logging many hours of 

participant observation at several sites. During the process of fieldwork, I took 

hundreds of photographs and documented each and every location where food is 

sold in the borough on a custom map that I was able to procure from funding 

provided to me during my 2008-2009 Graduate Assistantship at the Center for 

Humanities at Temple. In exploring these food dispensaries, I collected data on 
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food prices at various locations both within and outside the borough. I also 

collected records in the form of newspaper and other media coverage and data 

from the Community Health Data Base via the Social Science Data Library at 

Temple University.  

In the beginning phase of research, I established a lay of the land in 

Norristown borough by documenting not only each location in the borough where 

food was sold, but also the locations of other key amenities – the hospital, two 

health clinics, key NGOs, homeless shelters, food pantries and soup kitchens. On 

my custom map, I plotted each location and coded by color for restaurants, 

markets, and convenience/corner/drug stores. My goal here was to explore 

Norristown as a food desert, as there are no supermarkets within the borders of the 

borough. To do so, I went to several corner stores, mini-markets, and drug stores 

within the borough. I documented the price and availability of several key items – 

milk, eggs, cereal, bread, soup, fresh meat, and fresh produce. Additionally, I noted 

the availability of junk foods at each store and documented the store layout and 

food locations in each store. I then collected the same data at the three 

supermarkets located closest to the borough. This comparative data served as a 

baseline to evaluate the food predicaments of many low-income residents of the 

borough, and served as a launching point for my analysis of the visual landscape, 

which I will discuss in the second phase. 

During this time, I also gathered data on federal, state, and local nutrition 

assistance agencies. My goal here was not only to establish the complex 
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infrastructural relationships among the various levels, but also to explore their 

relationship to local NGOs, food banks, and private charity organizations that are 

involved in the issue of nutrition assistance. I spent many hours navigating and 

compiling data from various agency websites that included the U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services, the USDA Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion, 

the USDA Food Stamp Nutrition Education Program (which was subsequently 

renamed the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Nutrition Education 

Connection during the process of this research), and the Pennsylvania Nutrition 

Education Tracks. In the process, I conducted short and informal email interviews 

with staff members of various agencies, which served to clarify and verify 

information that I had compiled. I also received weekly emails from the 

Pennsylvania Nutrition Education Network, which is a statewide organization of 

various groups that provide nutrition education to low-income populations. 

From here, I contacted the staff at the Community Action Development 

Corporation of Montgomery County (CADCOM). This NGO provides various 

services, including nutrition education and assistance, to Montgomery County 

residents. They also receive funding from the Pennsylvania Department of Public 

Welfare to assist county residents in enrolling for food stamps benefits. I conducted 

an in-depth interview with the coordinator of this program and then received some 

basic training that allowed me to serve as a food stamp authorized representative 

volunteer. In this capacity, I had the opportunity to directly assist one person in the 

application process.  
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During this time, I also conducted in-depth interviews with three other staff 

members. The first was the coordinator of the CADCOM nutrition outreach 

program, which is responsible for creating and distributing nutrition education 

materials, which consists mainly of pamphlets and newsletters. They also offer 

nutrition education classes, and I was able to attend these classes on three separate 

occasions. Additionally, I was able to conduct participant observation with another 

staff member who allowed me to accompany him for the day as he delivered food 

and educational materials to area food pantries.   

The staff at CADCOM also provided me with contact information for the 

nine food pantries and soup kitchens located within the borough. After contacting 

each via phone, I gained informed consent from six of the nine locations to visit 

and conduct participant observation. Before beginning participant observation, 

three of the directors agreed to participate in an in-depth interview, which I 

digitally recorded. My questions focused on identifying the general philosophy of 

each organization in terms of how each framed hunger, while also paying attention 

to various channels by which the organization obtained food and funding to cover 

operational costs.  

I was also fortunate to be invited to attend organizational meetings for the 

Joint Hope group, who ran both a food pantry and soup kitchen at Grace 

Presbyterian Church. I attended three meetings from April 2008 until June of 2009. 

At these meetings, I was given access to budget and detailed funding information, 

and was able to audiotape each meeting for later analysis. 
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I began participant observation work in the role of a volunteer, working at 

both food pantries and soup kitchens. I also conducted participant observation at 

two separate food drives. A major Philadelphia radio station morning show 

sponsored the first, while a private citizen ran the second. My experience 

volunteering at the pantries gave me both a ground level and behind the scenes 

look at how these volunteer organizations operate. I again paid close attention to 

the food provided to those who utilized the services and recorded detailed 

nutritional information on all of the foods loaded into grocery bags. I also collected 

materials, such as nutrition education newsletters, that were distributed with the 

grocery bags, and documented the utilization statistics for each date.  

In soup kitchens, I began participant observation again as a volunteer. I 

prepped, cooked, and served meals with other volunteers. Paralleling my 

experiences in the pantries, I catalogued the meals served and ingredients for each 

meal. In the process, I paid close attention to the ways in which volunteer workers 

discursively framed issues of food, nutrition, hunger, and poverty. Based on this 

preliminary data, which I recorded in field notes, I conducted in-depth interviews 

with three soup kitchen volunteers.  

Following this work, I decided it would be equally beneficial to conduct 

participant observation on the other side of the line with those who utilized soup 

kitchen services. On multiple occasions, I stood and waited to be served with 

others in line. Here, I again noted discourses of food and documented in my field 

notes the differences in atmosphere from my experiences as a volunteer. The data 
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that I compiled in my experiences at food pantries and soup kitchens was 

instrumental in gaining an understanding of the public/private narrative of nutrition 

in the U.S., and served to greatly inform my understanding of the discourses 

associated with food-security and nutrition education. 

In the process of participant observation at the soup kitchens, I made 

contact with 15 different informants who agreed to participate in an in-depth 

interview. These individuals were all residents of Norristown borough who defined 

themselves as low-income and had experienced food insecurity at least once per 

month on average. This group was composed of seven males and eight females, 

and in order to provide a representative sampling that mirrored Norristown 

demographics, the group consisted of five self-identifying Caucasians, five self-

identifying African Americans, and five self-identifying Latinos. These interviews 

took the form of extensive life histories with a focus on food. I also explored each 

person’s daily eating habits, food likes and dislikes, nutritional knowledge, access 

to food (including access to supermarkets and availability of fresh foods), average 

food budget, and alternative methods for procuring food (food pantries, soup 

kitchens, etc.).  

I went on to conduct in-depth interviews with five Norristown residents who 

did not self-define as low-income and did not experience food insecurity at any 

point during the year. I asked this group the same questions as the first group, and 

will use this data for comparative purposes. All interviews were digitally recorded 

and were conducted in a variety of settings. Each informant signed off on a general 
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consent form and a permission to audio-tape form, which were both approved by 

the Temple University Institutional Review Board. This data provided me with a 

wealth of information on individual diets and patterns of food consumption as well 

as a ground-level look at how food and nutrition are understood by individuals in 

various social positions.  

The last component of data collection came in the form of photography. 

While I took many photos throughout the course of participant observation, my 

goal in this final phase was to visually document representations of food in the 

urban landscape. To do so, I took several trips to the borough and literally went 

street-by-street taking pictures of any visual representation of food. In commercial 

corridors, this meant photographing food advertisements on storefronts, delivery 

trucks, signs and billboards, buses and bus stops, and within stores (only if given 

informed consent from store management).  

Throughout the neighborhoods, I photographically documented visual 

representations of food in newspaper circulars, and of course, on trash. Litter is a 

constant feature of urban life, and I found discarded food wrappers to comprise 

much of this waste. In addition to establishing the visual lay of the land, I carefully 

documented any food advertisement discourse associated with each visual 

representation. This rich data not only paints a detailed picture of food 

representations in the urban landscape of the borough, but also serves as a useful 

analytic to compare and contrast with the data I compiled on representations of 

food and discourses associated with nutrition education. 
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Anonymity 

 The names of all participants in this research have been changed in order to 

protect their anonymity. I also use pseudonyms for all volunteer agencies that I 

mention in this work.  

 

Overview of the Chapters 

 This dissertation uses ideas about food as a lens to critically examine 

neoliberal ideology and governance associated with the social issue of hunger. In 

the second chapter of this dissertation, I explore the food landscape of Norristown. 

This discussion begins with a detailed look at the economic history of the borough 

as both an industrial and entertainment hub for the surrounding region. I then 

consider the fallout of deindustrialization in the borough, and document the lack of 

access to supermarkets for borough residents who lack their own transportation. I 

then explore the ways in which this infrastructure creates a food landscape that 

limits choice and impacts both the diet and the wallet. 

 In the third chapter, I trace the history of food assistance programs in the 

U.S. and link this history to the rise of neoliberal economic policy. This section 

depicts both the expansion and retraction of food assistance programs, while also 

illustrating the increased emphasis on nutrition education programs. I then unravel 

the massive bureaucracy involved in nutrition programs from federal to state to 

local to non-governmental, and discuss my experience as a volunteer worker for an 
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NGO program involved in assisting people who are applying for food stamps 

benefits.    

 The fourth chapter explores the ideological and social impact of the 

medicalization of the diet. In this shift from food to nutrition, the language of 

science has come to be increasingly deployed to discuss food, which acts to 

reframe the diet in terms of biomedicine. Using a critical medical anthropology of 

food and nutrition approach, I examine the discourses of nutritional science 

through the framework of surveillance, using the concept of expertise to shed light 

on this topic. I then turn to an exploration of how nutrition education plays out 

both among the general public and specifically within the context of the SNAP-Ed 

Connection program, which is directed towards individuals who receive food 

stamps benefits. Here, I draw from ethnographic data to paint a picture of how 

nutrition education plays out at the ground level. 

 In Chapter 5, I take a look at understandings of food and individual 

responsibility through the lens of volunteering. Early on in my fieldwork, I 

discovered a social barrier that exists between the volunteers and those who utilize 

the services. I link this patriarchal relationship between these two groups to the 

discourses of neoliberal governmentality, and I specifically examine voluntarism as 

a technology of power. In this section, I draw from ethnographic data and use 

stories of volunteers to highlight discourses of choice and responsibility that play 

out among volunteers. 
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 Chapter 6 looks at the visual landscape of Norristown to explore the ways in 

which food is depicted. Here, I look at visual representations of food, focusing 

specifically on food advertisements. Stressing value and taste, food advertisements 

depict junk foods as a more efficient and delicious alternative to healthy foods. I 

look to this underlying theme of individual choice and connect this theme to the 

similar notions embedded in nutrition education programs. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE FOOD LANDSCAPE AND CHOICE 

Introduction 

Hot steam rises up from the small coffee sitting in front of me and mixes 

with the scent of Egg McMuffins and Sausage McGriddles. I sit in a booth on a 

molded plastic bench at McDonald’s on Main Street in Norristown, Pennsylvania 

waiting for my informant, Anita, to join me. Aside from the shiny countertop and 

glowing backdrop menu, the restaurant has a grey aura to it that is not unlike 

Norristown itself. As the county seat of Montgomery County, “the borough,” as it’s 

often referred to, is home to the county courthouse. Attorneys park their Mercedes 

Benz C-Class sedans just blocks away from where I sit. Their cars cost over $1,000 

per month. In most months Anita makes roughly half that. 

 Anita enters the building wearing the ear-to-ear smile I have come so 

accustomed to seeing. She greets me with a warm “hello,” sets her bag down on 

the empty seat across from me, and tells me she’s going to grab some breakfast. She 

returns a few minutes later carrying a tray, on which she had a small orange juice, 

a Sausage McMuffin, and three hash browns. Anita is a heavy-set woman in her 

late 30s who is self-described as “African American,” though she’s quick to point 

out that her grandfather on her mother’s side was white. “That’s why I have such 

beautiful brown skin,” she told me.  

From the time I met her in 2007, she dealt with health problems, the most 

severe of which being adult onset, or type-2, diabetes. She was diagnosed at the 
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age of 32. After experiencing blurred vision, her sister encouraged her to go see a 

doctor. At the time, she cleaned houses in the nearby suburban developments that 

surround the borough. She worked under the table and was uninsured. Her only 

affordable option the Norristown Regional Health Center. The physician informed 

Anita of her condition, and what brought on her diabetes. He also gave her a list of 

foods to avoid, recommendations for exercise, and a prescription for Metformin. 

She takes the medication but does not exercise. I watch her squeeze out six packets 

of ketchup onto her hash browns and take a gulp of her orange juice. She does not 

follow the list of foods to avoid either. 

With the last bite of her Sausage McMuffin, she tells me that she has been 

trying to eat healthier. “Sometimes, we can do it,” she said. “But then other times, 

it’s just too much money.” With that, we both got up and bused our trays. But 

before we left, Anita got back in line to buy a few more McMuffins and hash 

browns. “Dollar menu. My kid’s love it, and so does my pocket book,” she said 

and then laughed. 

Anita’s story is a common one for poor residents of the borough. Without a 

supermarket within borough borders, access to inexpensive, quality food is almost 

non-existent. In order to eat well, there’s a premium price to be paid, whether to 

under-stocked corner markets and drug stores, or to restaurants where the poor are 

often made to feel unwelcome. The solution is often as Anita did, to buy fast food. 

In this chapter, I explore the landscape of Anita’s home to consider the 

infrastructural factors that play into dietary choices. After a look at Norristown’s 
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history, I will draw from research that I compiled in my first phase of research to 

paint a detailed picture of Norristown’s food landscape. 

   

Norristown’s History 

The history of this small urban pocket that lies 17 miles northwest of 

Philadelphia is a common one among U.S. towns that used to be home to industry. 

Norristown boomed in the post-bellum period, and by the turn of the 20th century 

was home to a host of industries. European immigrants flocked to “the biggest 

borough in the world,” as it was sometimes called, seeking jobs (Coll and Coll 

2005). Factory owners were happy to oblige. As prosperity reigned, so to did the 

local entertainment economy. Theaters and shops lined the borough’s streets, 

attracting people from all throughout the surrounding region. By the 1960s, things 

started to change for Norristown. These changes mirrored those hitting industrial 

centers throughout the U.S., with industry closing up and moving elsewhere. At the 

same time, the rise of suburban shopping malls and multiplex cinemas crippled 

Norristown’s entertainment industry. What’s left is a shell of its former self. Let’s 

take a closer look at this history and the former sights and sounds of the borough.  

Norristown sits along the Schuylkill River and encompasses land that 

William Penn originally owned. He later gave it to his son, who in turn sold this 

land to Isaac Norris and William Trent. Norris bought Trent’s portion in 1704, and 

the Town of Norris was born.10 This 28-acre estate expanded over the next 100 

                                                
10 Trent went on to found Trenton, NJ. 
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years to 520 acres. In 1784, the town was named the county seat of Montgomery 

County and a courthouse was built. Norristown was then incorporated into a 

borough in 1812 (Coll and Coll 2005). In 1852, the borough annexed five farms11 

adjacent to the west and assumed it’s present size of 2,228 acres or 3.56 square 

miles (Goldstein 1954). This land, located across the Stoney Creek, was connected 

to the original borough in 1854 when a stone bridge was built. From this point 

forward, this area, called the West End, served primarily as a residential section. 

Norristown Area is a much larger region that includes Norristown borough, 

five adjacent townships, and the borough of Bridgeport, which is located across the 

Schuylkill from Norristown borough. While there is no denying the borough’s 

social and economic connections to these neighboring areas, this dissertation 

focuses specifically on residents of Norristown borough. Thus, it is important to 

explore the political economic history within the borders of the borough. The 

Schuylkill River forms the southern border of the borough. Forrest Street marks the 

western border and angles northeasterly up into Norristown Farm Park where it 

meets the hypothetical extension of East Johnson Highway.12 East Johnson Highway 

then forms the northern border of the borough and dips southeasterly to New Hope 

Street. From here, the border angles southwest towards the river, but does not 

follow the path of any specific road. 

                                                                                                                                            
 
11 These were the Chain, Williams, Harnell, Harus, and Knox farms. 
 
12 Norristown Farm Park is a 690-acre working farm and nature preserve that is part of the 
Pennsylvania state park system. The borough border runs through both Norristown Farm Park and 
Elmwood Park, with only a small portion of the Farm Park actually falling within the borough. 
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Figure 2.1 – A Map of Norristown 

 
Because of its location, Norristown was not historically considered a suburb 

of Philadelphia. Unlike towns such as Willow Grove or Upper Darby, the borough 

sits well outside the borders of Philadelphia. While today its is just a short trip up 

the Schuylkill Expressway from Philadelphia to the borough; the highway did not 

open until 1960. Before then, the route to Norristown was a lengthy one that took 

travelers through many back roads. So instead of being simply an extension of 

Philadelphia, the borough took on the role of epicenter for the Philadelphia 

northern suburban periphery. Writing in 1954, Sidney Goldstein described 
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Norristown as “the economic, political, and social center for an extensive 

hinterland that includes prosperous farming areas, small industrial towns, and 

numbers of semi-industrial communities and residential developments” (339).  

Norristown borough was a rare urban pocket within the vastly rural 

Montgomery County, and this legacy goes back to the earlier part of the 19th 

century. Through the 1800s the borough became an industrial hub due to its 

location along the Schuylkill. With the arrival of a railroad line in 1835, the 

borough directly was connected to Philadelphia and the population grew. At this 

point, the borough was already home to many factories, including over a dozen 

textile mills, and was a major shipping point for Pennsylvania coalmines. 

Immigrants flocked to the borough en masse to work in the riverside mills causing a 

housing boom (Coll and Coll 2005).  

Industry in the borough expanded rapidly in the late 19th and early 20th 

century, as both World Wars fostered an industrial boom. Manufacturing 

employment jumped from 4,500 in 1899 to 17,000 in 1951, meaning nearly half of 

the roughly 38,000 people living there at the time worked in manufacturing 

(Palmer 1957). By the 1950s, there were 69 manufacturing establishments within 

the borough borders, and an additional 40 more in the adjacent townships 

(Goldstein 1954:339). Norristown industry produced a wide range of products 

including steel, plastics and synthetic fibers, rubber tires, insulation materials, 

clothing, hosiery, cigars, and beer (Soltow 1958). In what follows, I look at the rise 

and fall of some of the specific factories within the borough. 
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Norristown’s Industrial Rise and Decline 

At the turn of the 20th century, the borough was home to 40 cigar makers 

and tobacconists (Coll and Coll 2005:59). Perhaps the most prominent was the 

W.K. Gresh & Son’s Cigar Factory. William K. Gresh got his start in the cigar 

business in the 1860s, but built his Norristown factory in 1891. In his biographical 

sketch of Gresh, Samuel T. Wiley called the four-story brick facility “perhaps the 

finest cigar factory in the country” (1895:129). In its heyday, the factory employed 

over 1,000 workers and produced nearly 60 million cigars annually that went by 

the names “Pathfinder,” “Sight Draft,” “El Patio,” and “Meditation.” The Gresh 

building still stands at the intersection of Markley and Marshall Streets, but cigars 

are no longer produced inside its red brick walls. Instead, it is home to about fifty 

tenants, as it has recently been converted into an apartment building called the 

Cigar Factory Luxury Lofts. 

Like Gresh, Joseph Rambo and H.K. Regar had enterprising ideas of their 

own in the late 19th century. However, they didn’t sell cigars. Their business was 

women’s hosiery. In 1886, they formed a partnership that was aptly called Rambo 

& Regar (Wiley 1895:126). Eleven years later, they built their Globe Knitting Mills 

factory on Main Street where they manufactured seamless hosiery. The factory 

closed in the 1950s, but the building still stands today and is on the National 

Register of Historic Places (Figure 2.2). Rambo & Regar was not the only hosiery 

manufacturer in town. The Wyoming Spinning Company, the Herbery Hosiery 

Mill, and the Norristown Dress Company all produced the product and all closed 
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their doors around the same time. Yet, the Rambo & Regar Globe Knitting Mills 

factory building is the only remnant of Norristown’s past as a leading producer of 

women’s hosiery in the U.S. 

 

Figure 2.2 – The Rambo & Regar Building Vacant in 2008 

 
Norristown borough was also home to the Adam Scheidt Brewing Company. 

Located on West Marshall Street, the Scheidt’s brewed local favorites Valley Forge 

Bock, Ram’s Head Ale, and Prior Double Dark. The brewery was founded in 1866 

as a small operation run by the Moeshlin brothers. The Scheidt family got involved 

when Charles Scheidt, a German immigrant, purchased the brewery in 1870. His 
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brother, Adam, joined him in business eight years later, and they called their 

venture to C&A Scheidt. The Scheidt brothers expanded through the early 1880s to 

a larger facility and an output of 10,000 barrels per year. They were also among the 

earliest breweries to incorporate refrigeration, which made lager production 

possible year-round (Porter 2003).  

Adam Scheidt gained full control when his brother died in 1884, and the 

brewery was renamed. Production continued to grow into the 1890s, and Scheidt 

purchased the A.R. Cox Brewery as a secondary facility. This older facility was 

home to the borough’s first brewery of note when Morgan James opened his brew 

house with Abraham Eschbach in 1830. The duo served up pints of ale for 

Norristown’s residents until A.R. Cox came along and bought out James. A few 

years later, Cox also bought out Eschbach and remodeled the building. The 200-

gallon custom cedar fermentation vats were still in good condition when Scheidt 

bought the facility (Porter 2003). 

With Norristown as a key railroad hub, Scheidt’s made their way throughout 

Pennsylvania and their popularity swelled. In fact, the borough’s brewery actually 

out-produced many of the Philadelphia breweries of the time. Prohibition did little 

to harm business at Scheidt’s, as they found success selling ice, soda, and near-

beer, which was a non-alcoholic brew.13 Adam Scheidt passed away shortly after 

the passage of the 18th Amendment in October of 1933, but even without him at 

the helm, the brewery continued to expand. In an era before national breweries 

                                                
13 Many bootleggers used near-beer to produce “needle beer,” an illegal alcoholic beverage made 
by inserting alcohol into the bottle via syringe.   
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like Anheuser-Busch were common, they sold beer as far north as Massachusetts 

and as far south as Washington D.C. By 1938, they again outgrew their capacity, 

and added an additional brew house to increase their output to 500,000 barrels per 

year (Porter 2003).  

The Scheidt family was split over the direction the brewery should take in 

the early 1950s. At this time, we see the rise of the national breweries, and the 

Scheidt’s disagreed about how to compete. This ultimately led to decision to sell 

the brewery to the Philadelphia-based C. Schmidt & Sons in 1954. Though 

Schmidt’s originally kept the Scheidt’s name, declining sales resulted in a name 

change to Valley Forge Brewing Company in 1959. They then scrapped the 

separate product line altogether in 1963 in favor of producing the more popular 

Schmidt’s in the Norristown brewery. Malted grains and hops continued to be 

boiled and fermented into beer until the factory closed its doors on December 31, 

1974 (Porter 2003). Like the Gresh and the Rambo & Regar buildings, the Scheidt’s 

building still stands today as a reminder of Norristown’s industrial past. Yet, as a 

home to offices, the Scheidt’s building is also an indicator of the service-driven 

economy of Norristown’s present. 

 

From the Shopping District to “That Place Near the Mall” 

Through the late 19th and earlier half of the 20th centuries, the borough 

emerged as one of the largest towns in the Philadelphia periphery and was not only 

home to various industries, but also served as the Montgomery County shopping 
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and entertainment district. In 1950, there were 532 retail, 52 wholesale, and 207 

service establishments within the borough (Goldstein 1954:339). Just like the 

factories, however, these establishments have gone the way of the dodo. Upscale 

stores like Robert J. Snyder Jewelers, Friedman’s New York Store, and Mitchell’s 

Clothing Store once sat on Main Street in the heart of the borough. Today, the 

Montgomery County Courthouse parking garage stands in their place.  

Many of the buildings that once housed retail and entertainment 

establishments have been razed and replaced with open lots. The rise of suburban 

shopping malls in the 1960s, in the form of the nearby Plymouth Meeting Mall and 

King of Prussia Mall, made the downtown-shopping district obsolete. Norristown 

borough is now, as I overheard someone in a coffee shop describe it, “that place 

near the mall.” 

Before shopping malls, people generally did their shopping in cities and 

towns. During that era, retail stores like Chatlin’s Department Store thrived in 

Norristown. Chatlin’s opened in 1892 as one of the first department stores in 

Montgomery County. Shoppers could literally get off the trolley right in front of 

Chatlin’s where they could purchase anything from menswear to tools and 

appliances. By the late 1940s, the borough topped 40,000 residents and Chatlin’s 

reaped the benefits. This prosperity reversed in the 1960s when Chatlin’s began 

losing business to the shopping malls. By the mid-1970s, business was so bad that 

Chatlin’s had to close their doors for good. Similarly, F.W. Woolworth’s Five and 
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Dime opened in the 1890s and managed to survive until the early 1990s (Bono and 

Coll 2007). 

The borough was also home to a host of hotels. The Valley Forge hotel was 

built on East Main Street in 1925. At this time, there were 25 hotels within the 

borough, but none were more impressive than the Valley Forge. The 82-room hotel 

was located just yards away from the Philadelphia and Western (P&W) trolley stop 

and only a few blocks from the train station. As the largest hotel in the county, the 

Valley Forge hosted many important events in its grand ballroom and meeting 

rooms. By the 1960s, newer hotels were built throughout the county and the 

outdated Valley Forge could no longer compete. The building was demolished in 

1974 and is now the site of a parking garage (Bono and Coll 2007). 

Not only did they come to Norristown to shop and stay, but people also 

came for entertainment. The Norris Amusement Company operated all four of the 

borough’s theaters. Of these, the Norris Theater was perhaps the most prominent. 

Housed in an art deco building on West Main Street, the Norris, with its vertical 

sign that extended skyward over Main Street, was an impressive site. The rise of the 

multiplex cinema gave moviegoers more options than traditional theaters like the 

Norris. The Norris could not compete with the multiplex theaters in Plymouth 

Meeting and King of Prussia, and stopped showing films in the 1970s. In the 1980s, 

there was an attempt to revive the Norris with a series of concerts. They failed to 

draw a lot of people, and the Norris was shut down for good (Coll and Coll 

2005:21). Today there’s a parking lot where the Norris once stood. Similarly, the 
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Grand Theater once stood proudly on Main Street. Today there are no signs of the 

theater’s brick and stone façade. Instead, there sits a vacant lot (Coll and Coll 

2005:63).  

 

A Grocer Success Story 

In the 1940s, there were nearly 110 grocers in the borough (Coll and Coll 

2005:20). Corner stores and eateries, like the Corner Luncheonette on West 

Marshall Street, were on nearly every intersection. At this time, Josephine and 

Gaspare Genuardi owned and operated a farm just outside the borough. Instead of 

selling their produce in a market stand along the main road that bordered their 

farm, the Genuardis went door-to-door and delivered produce out of the back of a 

horse-drawn wagon to people in and around Norristown. Along with their five 

sons, the Genuardis gained a strong reputation in the community.  

In 1954, the Genuardis opened the first independently owned supermarket 

in the area on Main Street in Jeffersonville, which is roughly 1 mile from the 

western border of the borough. The family continued to ride a wave of success 

through the end of the decade and into the 1960s, expanding to multiple stores first 

in the Norristown area and then to other places in the Greater Philadelphia region. 

In the process Genuardi’s became a prominent contributor to local charities. 

However, this story has a similar ending to the several that I have already 

mentioned. In 2000, the Genuardi family sold their supermarket chain to Safeway, 

who is the second largest supermarket chain in the U.S. As of 2012, some of the 
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former Genuardi’s locations have been closed, while others have been converted 

into Giant grocery stores. 

 

Norristown Borough as a Food Desert 

The irony in discussing the story of Genuardi’s is that while Norristown was 

home to such a successful grocery chain, there presently are no supermarkets 

located within the borders of the borough. When the Genuardis started up their 

delivery service there were 150 small grocery stores within the borough (Bono and 

Coll 2007). Today, in the era of national and international chains, supermarkets 

often avoid urban spaces, especially those with lower income residents. During my 

research, I observed that this is certainly the case in Norristown. Within the 3.5 

square miles of the borough, there are no major supermarkets.  

Urban spaces like these have been referred to as “food deserts,” which most 

typically refers to urban spaces void of access to affordable fruits, vegetables, 

meats, healthy grains, and low-fat milk. The term was first used by residents in a 

Scotland public housing sector in the early 1990s, and has since been adopted by 

policy makers and researchers (Cummings and Macintyre 2002). Though widely 

used, there is no one agreed upon definition of the term. Some, like Hendrickson et 

al. (2006), use very specific parameters to define food deserts as “urban areas with 

10 or fewer stores and no stores with more than 20 employees” (372).  Others 

(Cummings and Macintyre 2002; Wrigley 2002) have taken a more expansive view 
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of the term to apply to any urban space where residents cannot access inexpensive, 

nutritious food. 

Though food deserts have only been recently discussed in scholarship and 

policy work, their roots lie in the post-World War II restructuring that led to the 

proliferation of affordable housing in the suburbs and accompanying flight of 

middle class families to these spaces. The food retail sector reacted and quickly 

followed into the suburbs where they took advantage of larger tracts of land and 

built much larger stores than they could in urban spaces (Eisenhauer 2001). By the 

1980s, buyouts led to a consolidation of grocers. The result of this shift was a 

change in the very nature of grocery stores. In 1980, U.S. grocery stores carried an 

average of 14,145 products. By 2004, this number more than doubled to over 

30,000 products (Ellickson 2005).  

So larger plots of land in the suburbs allowed grocers to expand their 

offerings and ultimately led to the birth of the supermarket. To be considered a 

supermarket, the store must have the following sections – produce, fresh meat and 

poultry, frozen foods, dry and packaged foods, and dairy. Additionally, the store 

needs to have at least $2 million in annual sales (Ver Ploeg et al, 2009:15). At the 

same time, technological advances have moved these stores towards greater 

efficiency. Barcode scanners do in the blink of an eye what once took even a 

trained cashier several seconds to complete. Computer technology has also 

allowed national chains to link together supermarkets while integrating wholesaling 

with manufacturing. The resulting streamlined system allows for savings to be 
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ultimately passed on to the customer. That is, if the consumer has access to a 

supermarket. 

While this transformation explains the rise of supermarkets in suburban 

spaces, it fails to elucidate exactly why food deserts exist in inner city urban 

spaces. Some have tried to rationalize the lack of supermarkets in low-income 

urban spaces is due to crime (Wilson 1996), a lack of sufficient space (Alwitt and 

Donley 1997), or the lower-volume spending habits of the poor (Bell and Burlin 

1993). Others (Hochner et al. 1988) have pointed out corporate economic motives 

for these shifts. Perhaps there is no one reason why supermarkets do not tend to 

operate in the inner city, but the impact of their flight can be seen in the household 

food budgets and nutritional status of poor inner-city residents like those whom I 

worked with in the borough.  

 

Food Deserts and the USDA 

The USDA has recently made food desert research a priority with the Food, 

Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008. This legislation contains provisions for 

addressing food deserts via research on the causes and effects of food deserts, with 

the goal being a reduction of these spaces via community initiatives and incentives 

for stores to open in food deserts (United States Department of Agriculture 2008).  

As part of this project, the USDA’s Economic Research Service (ERS) has 

developed a web-based “Food Desert Locator.” The locator uses census data and 

proximity to supermarkets in order to display where food deserts currently exist on 



 45 

the U.S. map. The locator also provides population characteristics data designed to 

be used for planning and research purposes. The Food Desert Locator project 

developed out of the Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HFFI), which was part of 

First Lady, Michelle Obama’s, Let’s Move! initiative. The goal of HFFI is to expand 

access to healthy foods in underserved communities “by developing and equipping 

grocery stores, small retailers, corner stores, and farmers markets with fresh and 

healthy food” (Economic Research Service N.d.).  

When I played around with the locator, I was surprised to see that 

Norristown borough was not labeled as a food desert. The ERS Food Desert Locator 

site defines a food desert as a group of “at least 500 people and/or at least 33 

percent of the census tract's population must reside more than one mile from a 

supermarket or large grocery store” (Economic Research Service N.d).  

Currently, there are no supermarkets within the borders of the borough. 

There is a Genuardi’s and a Shop Rite roughly one mile outside the northeastern 

border of the borough, and Giant another three quarters of a mile north east of 

there. There is also a Walmart Supercenter two and a half miles outside of the 

western border and a Whole Foods Market three miles outside of the eastern 

border. There are several convenience stores within the borough, but none sold 

what I would call “fresh and healthy food.” Despite what the food locator 

suggested, the borough fits the stated definition of a food desert. My observations 

regarding supermarket access for poor residents would support this designation. 
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Supermarket Access 

In their 2009 study of access to affordable nutritious food, the ERS quantified 

supermarket access. They determined the feasibility of walking to a supermarket 

and broke down this likelihood into three categories: high, medium, and low. High 

feasibility occurs when the supermarket is no more than a half-mile away, medium 

when the supermarket is a half-mile to a mile walk, and low when the supermarket 

is more than a mile away (17). Their results showed that between 2.3 and 5.5 

percent of the U.S. population lived further than a mile from a supermarket and 

lacked access to a vehicle (20). 

Of course, there are means by which people without their own 

transportation who live in areas with low access can get to the supermarket. Public 

transportation is one option. Norristown has several Southeastern Pennsylvania 

Transportation Authority (SEPTA) bus lines that can take riders to destinations both 

within and outside the borough, and these lines will stop at the aforementioned 

nearby supermarkets.  

Anita likes the Giant supermarket the most because of their large product 

variety and low prices. But because she does not own a car, her trips to the 

supermarket are sporadic, at best. When she does go Giant, she takes the bus. “To 

get to the Giant, you need to take the 96 bus up Swede Street. After Johnson, it 

turns left onto DeKalb [Pike]. You take that for a ways, and it’s not your first 

shopping center, but the second one you come to. Get off there.” I asked her if the 

96 bus stopped near her apartment, and she told me that it did not. She actually 
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had to walk several blocks in order to catch the bus, but was not sure how far she 

actually walked. Later, I traveled her exact route to the bus stop in my car and 

charted the distance. I calculated it at just under a mile. 

Though she did not mind the trip to the Giant, the return was always a 

challenge for Anita. “The first few times I went out there, I got too much stuff. I 

would have three bags, and be all cramped on the bus. And walking home…This 

one time the plastic bag handle up and broke right on me when I was walking 

home. Groceries all on the sidewalk.” After a few trips filled with multiple stops on 

the walk home to adjust her grip on the bags, she bought a cheap cart. Even with 

this, Anita still had trouble carrying three bags. “One bag always managed to pop 

loose and fall off,” she told me. So her best option was to limit what she purchased 

in order to lighten the load. She also limits her trips to Giant to “maybe once a 

month if there’s good deals, or during the holidays.”   

 

Potato Chips for Breakfast: 

Convenience Stores and Health Decline 

Research in public health displays that greater access to supermarkets and 

less usage of convenience stores results in better overall health, and that low-

income populations are most often faced with low access to supermarkets (Laraia et 

al. 2004; Zenk et al. 2005; Cheadle et al. 1991). Similar work has suggested that 

better access to supermarkets is related to reduced frequency of obesity, and 

greater access to convenience stores had the exact opposite effect (Morland et al. 
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2006; Powell et al. 2007; Liu et al. 2007). Rose and Richards (2004) conclude that 

limited supermarket access negatively impacts fresh food purchases and leads to 

underconsumption of fruit, vegetables, and milk. Their work explored distance to 

the store, time spent in transit to the store, and car ownership. Building on this 

work, the ERS (2009) found that while fresh produce purchases did decline, canned 

vegetables did not decline based on access (64).  

Undoubtedly, the lack of decline in canned vegetable purchases is due to 

the fact that unlike fresh foods, they are sold at convenience and discount stores. 

The food sold in these stores tends to be high-calorie, prepared foods that lack in 

nutrients. Take for example a back of Doritos nacho cheese flavored tortilla chips. 

One “Big Grab” bag weights roughly 75 grams or a little over two and a half 

ounces and costs .99 cents. If the buyer eats the entire bag, he or she consumes 

nearly 400 calories, not to mention roughly 20 percent of their recommended 

saturated fat and sodium intake. If the buyer then washes down the Doritos with a 

20-ounce Coca-Cola, he or she will further consume almost 250 more calories and 

65 grams of sugar. So for roughly $2.50, the buyer will eat just under one-third of 

the recommended daily caloric intake while consuming virtually no essential 

nutrients. 

 One of my informants took this inexpensive empty calorie diet to the 

extreme. Albert was an out-of-work laborer when I met him in early 2008. He had 

grown up in the borough, and his father worked for the Scheidt Brewery. As a 

teenager in the early 1970s, Albert thought he would follow in his father’s 
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footsteps, but the brewery shut down before he got a chance. He bounced around 

from job to job after high school and continued this pattern through the 1990s. 

When I met him, he was 52 years old and could not find work as easily as he used 

to. “They don’t want an old man,” he said. “I can’t do what the young kids do, and 

what happens if I fall off a ladder? They don’t wanna pay for that.” 

 So Albert was on an extremely fixed income. Sometimes he would go to the 

soup kitchen for a meal, but always felt embarrassed when he did. “That’s not how 

I was raised. I was always taught that you fend for yourself.” So one of the ways 

Albert fended for himself was by purchasing jumbo or “family size” bags of potato 

chips. “They don’t cost much. Sometimes, that’s all I have in my apartment for a 

couple weeks, but I’ve learned how to make them last.” Some days, Albert will eat 

nothing but potato chips. At about three to four dollars per bag, the chips Albert 

buys certainly do not cost much. The bags typically contain roughly 3,000 calories, 

but like the Doritos example, have little else in terms of nutritional value.  

 

The Convenience Store Price Gouge 

 During my research, there were a total of 50 convenience stores where food 

could be purchased within the borders of the borough. Of these, there were 39 

mini-markets, six delis and five pharmacies. Fifteen of the mini-markets were 

Mexican specialty stores, and there was one store that sold Caribbean foods. 

Convenience stores have limited product options at high prices. Their convenience 
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is often not in the prices they offer, but rather in their location. The map below 

shows the relative location of the convenience stores in and around the borough. 

 

 

Figure 2.3 – Convenience Stores and Mini-Markets in the Borough 

 

Due to the fact that she does not own a car and the many challenges that 

come with taking public transportation, Anita prefers to do most of her food 

shopping in small quantities at convenience stores and corner mini-markets. “I 

don’t do much shopping at a time, and what I do get, the kids eat up right away,” 

she told me as we walked the three blocks from her place to the closest food mart. 
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“Most of the time, it’s easier if I just get McDonald’s or Crown [Fried Chicken]. It’s 

cheaper too.” The gravity of her comment did not sink in until we actually got the 

food mart and began shopping.  

The food mart sits on the first floor of a building that doubles as apartments 

on the second and third floors. Unlike the Giant, there are no sliding glass doors 

that automatically part for you when you approach or breeze of cool air that hits 

you when enter. Instead, we pull open a rickety door with a bell attached to it and 

are confronted with somewhat stagnant, warm air. I do a quick scan of the products 

and see only canned goods and junk food. The food mart has no fresh produce and 

no fresh meat. Anita walks across the store and grabs several cans of soup. “Hold 

this,” she said and handed me a can of tomato soup. “My kids won’t eat it, but I 

gotta get one for momma,” she said while pointing at herself. She then laughed and 

walks over to the potato chips.  

While Anita looked over the chips, I did a quick scan of the prices. Prices 

were higher than supermarket prices across the board for all products. Campbell’s 

microwave soups were $1.79 for a 10.75-ounce can. The same can sold for $1.39 

at Giant. A 15.25-ounce can of Del Monte corn was $1.49 here at the food mart, 

and $1.15 at Giant. The Giant store brand canned corn sold for 46 cents less at 

$.69. One of the largest price differences I observed with the name brand items 

was with 16-ounce cans of Bush’s Baked Beans. The food mart sold them at $1.99, 

which was 70 cents higher than the price at Giant.  
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My observations here in the borough are consistent with what researchers 

have observed in cities throughout the U.S. and Canada. Research in Buffalo, New 

York shows corner stores charge six to seven percent higher for food products than 

the suburban supermarkets (Talukdar 2008). In New Haven, Connecticut the 

difference was a bit lower at four percent (Andreyeva et al. 2008) Lantham and 

Moffat (2007) found a similar pattern of higher prices in drug stores and 

convenience stores in Hamilton, Ontario. The ERS reported in 2009 that 

supermarket prices in the U.S. are on average ten percent lower than smaller stores. 

This is not an earthshattering conclusion, as simple economics dictates lower prices 

for larger quantities purchased. What may be more eye opening is that I observed 

instances where the cost disparity between smaller stores and supermarkets far 

exceeded ten percent.  

 

Drug Stores 

It was a hot, humid July afternoon. I drove past a few children having a 

water gun fight all the sidewalk of Dekalb Street, and decided to stop off at the CVS 

to buy a bottle of water. There were five chain pharmacies in the borough at the 

time of my fieldwork – two CVS’s, two Rite Aid’s, and a Walgreens. After stepping 

through the automatic doors, I’m corralled through the food section. To my left sits 

rows of 12-ounce bags of potato chips and corn chips. Next to them are some 

larger 17-ounce bags that had the words “Family Size” written across the top in big 

bold letters.  



 53 

In the two food isles there is no fresh food. Instead, I see a small variety of 

products from crackers and nuts to canned goods and cold cereals. In one of our 

many chats, Anita told me that she sometimes purchases food at drug stores. Cereal 

is one of the products she’s buys here most often. There is not a wide selection of 

cereal here, but they do have the very popular Cheerios. An 18-ounce box costs 

$4.49 on this particular day.  

I paid for my water and walked outside. Condensation from the bottle 

dripped onto my arm as I took my first sip, and I wondered to myself how much 

that same box of Cheerios costs at a supermarket. I got into my car, and drove the 

roughly two miles outside of the borough to the Giant supermarket. Like CVS, I was 

again herded into a particular aisle upon entering the store, however this time it 

was the fresh produce section. This distinction aside, I made my way to the cereal 

aisle.  

Though I probably looked silly to the other shoppers in the aisle, I counted 

each variety of cereal and found a total of 112 different cereals in the aisle. This 

was staggering variety compared to the 14 different types at CVS. What was more 

astonishing is that the same 18-ounce box of Cheerios regularly sold here for a 

dollar cheaper ($3.49) than at CVS, which is a 22 percent difference in cost. On 

this particular day, Giant had a sale where you could purchase two boxes for just 

six dollars. This special deal bumped the savings up to 33 percent cheaper than the 

price at CVS. 
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Low Access and Fast Food 

Low access spaces in the borough force poor residents living in these spaces 

to shop for groceries in convenience stores at higher prices than they would spend 

in supermarkets. While food deserts like the borough do not provide residents with 

access to fresh healthy foods, in these spaces there is often greater access to fast 

food (Larson et. al 2009). By fast food, I mean prepared food that is served quickly 

in packaged form to the customer. Most often, this food contains preheated or 

precooked ingredients. Almost any type of cuisine can be served as a fast food, but 

the most common in the U.S. are American (hamburgers, hot dogs, fried chicken, 

and French fries), Mexican (tacos, burritos, quesadillas, and nachos), and Italian 

(pizza and fried mozzarella sticks). Fast food restaurants offer limited menus 

designed to serve a high volume of customers in a very short span of time.  

Fast food restaurants are much more prevalent in low-income 

neighborhoods than full-service restaurants in which customers sit down and are 

served their meal from start to finish (Powell et al. 2007). Full-service restaurants 

tend to offer customers a larger amount of menu choices than at fast food 

restaurants and will sometimes even have healthy options. That is rarely the case in 

fast food restaurants. Like the junk foods sold in convenience stores, eating at fast 

food restaurants means more calories and less nutrition for the eater. Fast food also 

contains high amounts of saturated fat, sugar, and sodium, which have all been 

shown to lead to increased rates of obesity and other health maladies (Prentice and 

Jebb 2003). A number of public health studies (French et al. 2000; Bowman and 
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Vinyard 2004; Niemeier et al. 2006; McCrory et al. 1999) have explored the very 

real connection between fast food consumption and obesity.  

In Norristown borough, there were 67 restaurants at the time of my 

fieldwork. Eleven of these were full-service cafés and diners and there was also one 

establishment that served health foods such as fruit smoothies and fresh-juiced 

vegetables. There were fifteen Mexican restaurants in the borough, and I managed 

to eat at each of these places during the process of fieldwork. Despite a lack of 

shared ownership, there was a remarkable consistency of experience in each 

restaurant. Aside from decor and food, all of the borough’s Mexican restaurants 

served food incredibly quickly. I found this to be true whether the restaurant was 

empty or full. Each place also served takeout. Because of the speed of service and 

use of takeout, I am hesitant to lump these Mexican restaurants in with the other 

full-services restaurants and would consider them more like fast food places.  

The rest of the restaurants in the borough would be classified as fast food. 

They include thirteen pizzerias, six Chinese food places, eight sandwich shops, 

three fried chicken places, and three doughnut shops. A number of the big 

franchise fast food restaurants are actually not located within borough borders. But 

several are located just outside the borders in the vicinity of the aforementioned 

supermarkets. These include Burger King, Wendy’s, Taco Bell, KFC, and Chick-fil-

A. Within the actual borders, there are three franchise fast food places – Church’s 

Chicken, Little Caesars, and McDonald’s.  
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I’m Lovin’ It: A Brief History of McDonald’s 

In its first incarnation, McDonald’s was a drive-in restaurant in San 

Bernardino, California. It was the 1940s and a car culture was forming in southern 

California. Drive-ins capitalized on this phenomenon by allowing people to eat a 

meal without ever leaving their cars. Instead, a carhop would bring their food to 

them. Almost always young and female, carhops tended to attract teenage boys. 

Oftentimes, trouble also followed. Petty theft, vandalism, and fighting occurred 

quite often at these drive-ins (Schlosser 2001). Not only did this trouble result in 

increased costs for the restaurant, but also it quite often dissuaded families from 

patronizing these places, which ironically was the very demographic most drive-ins 

ultimately wanted to serve. 

These restaurants also employed short order cooks in their kitchens. Unlike 

the line cooks that many restaurants of today employ, a short order cook is not 

responsible for just one section of the kitchen. Instead, they need a command over 

the entire kitchen and are responsible for cooking a meal from start to finish. They 

need to accomplish this quickly, and ideally make the food taste good. As cooking 

is not an innate skill, it can take several years to become a proficient short order 

cook. The reality for drive-ins in the 1940s was that a good short order cook was 

hard to find, and once you had one, you wanted to keep him. Because this was 

such an in-demand skill, short order cooks could command a decent salary. 

Furthermore, they also had leverage with ownership, as a drive-in owner would not 

want to be left without a cook. That could spell disaster for the restaurant.  
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The problems that came from the teenage boys and short order cooks left a 

bad taste in the mouths of Richard and Maurice McDonald. Dissatisfied with the 

format, they completely retooled their restaurant and reopened in 1948. In doing 

so, they got rid of carhops and instead required customers to now walk in to the 

restaurant to order and purchase food. Inside, they hired an all-male staff in an 

effort to keep troublesome teenage boys away. In the kitchen, they eliminated the 

short order cook and replaced them with what they called the “Speedee Service 

System” (Schlosser 2001).  

This new format took an assembly line approach to preparing food where 

each employee would prepare a portion of the meal, but no one person would 

cook the meal from start to finish. Unskilled workers could fill the resulting 

positions and they could be paid a bare minimum.  To further simplify the kitchen, 

the original McDonald’s menu consisted of three items – hamburgers, French fries, 

and milk shakes. Soon the soft drink would also be added to the beverage list. 

 

From One Size to Super Sized 

That original menu was much smaller in portion size than what you would 

find in the McDonald’s of today. Not only there, but in U.S. restaurants across the 

board, portion sizes have ballooned to enormous sizes. These larger portions have 

directly led to higher calorie diets among Americans. In fact, research has shown 

that daily caloric intake among Americans has increased by 300 calories since 

1980 (Story et al. 2010).  



 58 

The original McDonald’s hamburger weighed 1.6 ounces and contained 

117 calories, 2.7 grams of saturated fat, and 272 milligrams of sodium. French fries 

still come in their original portion size of 2.5 ounces. That size today is called 

“small” and contains 230 calories and 1.5 grams of saturated fat. Soda portion sizes 

were originally 8 ounces, which was roughly 80 calories and contained 21.6 grams 

of sugar. For a whole meal, the eater consumed 417 calories, 4.2 grams of 

saturated fat, 433 milligrams of sodium, and 21.6 grams of sugar. None of these 

figures is more than one-quarter of the recommended daily intake. 

Now let’s compare this meal to a common one that could be purchased at 

McDonald’s today (see Table 2.1). One of the most popular burgers on today’s 

menu is the Quarter Pounder with Cheese. This burger weights in at seven ounces, 

which is nearly four and a half times the size of the original burger, and contains 

510 calories, 12 grams of saturated fat, and 1190 milligrams of sodium.14 Today, 

many people with whom I spoke feel this portion is “too small” or “not enough” 

and prefer to order the medium, which weighs 4.1 ounces and contains 380 

calories, and 2.7 grams of saturated fat. Finally, we have the soft drink. A medium 

soda is 21 fluid ounces and contains 203 calories and 56.5 grams of sugar. For this 

meal, we more than double our caloric intake to 1093 calories, consume 3.5 times 

as much saturated fat (14.7 grams) and sodium (1454 milligrams), and take in 2.5 

times as much sugar. 

                                                
14 The saturated fat in the Quarter Pounder with Cheese fat equals 60% and the sodium content 
equals 50% of the recommended daily intake for a 2000-calorie diet. 
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Some people with whom I spoke felt that even this was not enough food and 

preferred to get an even larger portion. A Double Quarter Pounder with Cheese is 

not actually double the nutrition figures of the Quarter Pounder, but it does contain 

740 calories, 19 grams of saturated fat, and 1380 milligrams of sodium. Couple that 

with a large order of French fries and a large soda, and we get a massive meal that 

contains 77.5 percent of the recommended daily caloric intake, 112.5 percent of 

the recommended saturated fat intake, and 75.1 percent of the recommended daily 

sodium intake. 

 

Table 2.1 - Fast Food Nutrition Information 
 
1950s Calories Saturated Fat (g) Sodium (mg) Sugar (g) 

Hamburger 117 2.7 272 - 

Fries 230 1.5 161 - 

Soft Drink 80 - - 21.6 

Total - 427 4.2 433 21.6 

Recommend Daily Intake 21.4% 21.0% 18.8% 7.3% 

     Present 
    Quarter Pounder with Cheese 510 12 1190 - 

Medium Fries 380 2.7 264 - 

Medium Soft Drink 203 - - 56.5 

Total - 1093 14.7 1454 56.5 

Recommend Daily Intake 54.7% 73.5% 63.2% 19.2% 

     Double Quarter Pounder with Cheese 740 19 1380 - 

Large Fries 500 3.5 348 - 

Large Soft Drink 310 - - 86 

Total - 1550 22.5 1728 86 

Recommend Daily Intake 77.5% 112.5% 75.1% 29.3% 
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The Fallacy of Fast Food Savings 

The ultimate irony that I saw over and over again in the borough was that 

the people who had less actually paid more for their food than those from the 

higher-income sections that surrounded the borough. This is an unfortunate pattern 

that exists throughout the U.S. where residents in low-income neighborhoods often 

pay a higher percentage of their income for food than those in higher income 

neighborhoods (Story et al. 2010). As I displayed earlier, lacking access to 

supermarkets certainly impacts a food budget, and so too does purchasing food at a 

fast food restaurant.  

Anita and I again meet at McDonald’s. She typically dines here alone or 

with her children an average of three to four times per week. Today, it’s around 

4:30 in the afternoon, and we are going to eat an early dinner. Anita orders a 

Quarter Pounder with Cheese value meal and upsizes to a large. The value meal 

costs $5.85 with an additional $.50 for the larger size. With tax included, she paid 

$6.73 for her meal. As she handed the money to the cashier, I though of the 

breakfast we shared here at McDonald’s and how she told me that it’s often 

cheaper to eat at fast food places. This is certainly the perception that many of my 

informants held about fast food, and it seems to be a constant theme in how these 

restaurants advertise themselves. But is Anita right? Is it actually more cost effective 

to eat fast food? 
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With any prepared food, there will be a surcharge, but I wanted to see just 

how much extra she paid for this meal over having prepared it herself with 

ingredients from the supermarket. To do so, I traveled back to the Giant 

supermarket and assembled my ingredients. The results of my shopping trip can be 

seen in Table 2.2.  

 
Table 2.2 - Homemade Fast Food Cost 

Item Item Cost Cost per Meal 
1 lb. of Gound beef (85/15) 3.99 $1.00 
1 lb of American Cheese 5.99 $0.10 
8 Hamburger rolls 1.49 $0.19 
24 oz. jar of Pickles 1.99 $0.15 
32 oz. bag of French Fries 1.99 $0.33 
2 Liter bottle of Soda 1.89 $0.89 
Totals $17.34 $2.65 

 
 

I purchased store-brand items that were not on sale. In total, I spent $17.34 

on ingredients to make a large sized Quarter Pounder with Cheese value meal. 

While that outwardly sounds like I spent much more than the $6.73 that Anita 

spent, I actually got a lot more food for my money. I purchased a pound of ground 

beef, out of which I can make four burger patties. The pound of American cheese 

contained 60 slices of cheese, but I really only needed one slice for the burger. The 

jar of pickles also contained far more than what I actually needed. I counted a total 

of 40 pickles and only used three for the burger. The bag of frozen French fries had 

nearly six servings of the 5.4-ounce large at McDonald’s. Perhaps the only place I 
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did not end up saving much was with the soda. The two-liter bottle I purchased 

contained slightly more than double the 32-ounce large value meal soft drink.  

Altogether, when reducing my purchases to the cost per meal, I spend just 

$2.65 to make the value meal. Compared to Anita’s purchase, I saved $4.08. Now, 

if we take this savings and apply it to her average of eating at McDonald’s three to 

four times per week the money really starts to add up. In one week, there is a 

savings of $14.28.15 Over a month, the total is nearly $60, and hits $752.56 for the 

year. While that is not a massive amount saved, keep in mind that is just for 3.5 

meals per week. Anita did not only eat at McDonald’s. She also ate fried chicken at 

least once per week, pizza once per week, and Mexican food once per week. She 

does not prepare any of these meals at home. In a normal week, she prepared just 

two dinners at home. Often, these were canned and frozen foods and rarely ever 

with fresh ingredients.  

One of Anita’s favorite ways to feed her children was to purchase 

McDoubles (a double cheese burger with two 1.6-ounce patties) and small French 

fries from the McDonald’s dollar menu. Dollar menus are quite popular with fast 

food patrons, as nearly every major fast food franchise now has one. In fact, lower 

fast food prices like these have been shown to have a negative impact on vegetable 

consumption (Powell et al. 2007). To Anita, the dollar menu represents extreme 

cost-effectiveness. “I can feed my three kids on just $6, and you can’t beat that” she 

told me. Again, I wondered if you actually could, so I looked to the ingredients that 

                                                
15 It should be noted that we would also need to factor in a small cost for utilities (either gas or 
electric), but this cost is marginal and only slightly decreases the savings total. 
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I purchased. For each child to receive a double cheese burger of 3.2-ounces with 

all the fixings and a 2.5-ounce portion of French fries would cost $1.39 with my 

ingredients. The means that in order to feed her three boys the same meal, she 

would spend a total of $4.17, which is roughly two-thirds what Anita paid at 

McDonald’s. 

 

Conclusion 

 Once thriving urban spaces, like Norristown borough, present a multitude of 

challenges for poor residents in this era of post-deindustrialization. Few of these 

issues, if any, are more pressing than food. The flight of supermarkets to the 

suburbs has led poor residents to increasingly rely on convenience stores and fast 

food restaurants, which come at a high cost. The calorie-rich foods sold in these 

establishments certainly provide satisfying relief for a hungry belly, but deliver little 

else in terms of nutrients. Instead, these foods are packed with sodium, saturated 

fat, and sugar, none of which our bodies are equipped to handle in large doses.  

In this unhealthy food landscape, even drug stores, which are there in theory 

to help us get better, push junk foods on customers. I found this out first-hand when 

stopping for that bottle of water I mentioned earlier. As I reached the cashier, she 

asked if I was interesting in buying one of the “deals of the day.” With that she 

pointed to a small display of chocolate candy bars. Each one contained over a 

quarter of the recommended saturated fat intake for the day and was loaded with 

sugar. 
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The bitter irony for poor residents in the borough is that while their food 

choices are limited due to issues of access, they are at the same time they are often 

encouraged to choose foods that are not good for them. Fast food establishments 

and junk food companies make their money this way. Discourses of choice 

dominate the food landscape. I will revisit this topic in Chapter 6, where I examine 

visual representations of food, but before I get there I need to consider what factors 

play into the production of these discourses of choice. In the next chapter, I explore 

the role nutrition assistance programs play in the creation and perpetuation of 

discourses of choice with regards to food in the U.S.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 65 

CHAPTER 3 

FOOD ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS AND CHOICE 

Introduction 

In 1931, roughly 500 farmers stormed the town of England, Arkansas and 

demanded food for their children. President Herbert Hoover rebuffed their plea and 

argued that federal assistance would undermine self-reliance. Instead, he 

advocated private assistance through churches and volunteer charity work (Weill 

2006). Though Hoover’s stance would be reversed with Roosevelt’s New Deal 

reforms, the themes of limited federal assistance, private charity, and volunteerism 

did not go away under Roosevelt and have, in fact, fully reemerged in the era of 

neoliberalism. At the same time, the federal government has greatly expanded 

nutrition education programs as a strategy to alleviate the health maladies that 

many in low-income segments of the population experience.  

In this chapter, I first unravel the complex history of food policy in order to 

trace the movement of U.S. away from the liberalism of Hoover and back again. 

Specifically, I focus on U.S. food and nutrition policy and programs. I then move to 

an overview of the massive bureaucracy currently involved in the planning, 

overseeing, and implementing of existing food and nutrition programs from the 

federal level down to the local level. I then draw from my fieldwork experiences as 

a food stamps authorized representative for the Community Action Development 

Corporation of Montgomery County (CADCOM) to take a more detailed look at the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), which is what the food stamps 
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program has been renamed.  Here, I look at other nutrition education campaigns 

directed at the poor in Norristown. I conclude by exploring how these programs 

both reflect and reinforce neoliberal hegemony. 

  

The Beginnings of Food Assistance Programs in the US 

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) was created in 1862 to 

ensure a consistent and abundant food supply for Americans. In addition, the 

government charged the department with responsibility of educating the 

malnourished and nutritionally deficient public about agriculture. To ensure a 

healthier population, the USDA promoted eating more. In 1917, the department 

issued its first dietary recommendations in How to Select Foods. This 14-page 

pamphlet outlined the food groups and introduced people to vitamins and 

minerals, which were recently discovered as an important component of nutrition 

(Nestle 2003). I will detail the various incarnations of the USDA food guides in the 

next chapter, but here I will consider the various policy and ideology shifts that 

impacted their production. 

Education programs alone could not prevent the widespread hunger during 

the depression era. The federal government responded with a national food 

assistance program as part of Roosevelt’s New Deal reforms. In 1939, Secretary of 

Agriculture and future Vice President, Henry Wallace designed of the Food Stamp 

Program to respond to hunger resulting from widespread unemployment. The 

program required participants to buy orange stamps at an even exchange rate. For 
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every dollar spent on orange stamps, the recipient received fifty cents worth of blue 

stamps. While orange stamps could be used to purchase any food, blue stamps 

could only purchase foods designated as surplus. Upwards of 20 million people 

utilized the program for at least some assistance during its four years of 

implementation. The U.S. government scrapped the program in 1943, as 

participation in the Second World War curbed unemployment and eliminated 

unmarketable food surpluses (Food and Nutrition Service 2009a). 

Three years later, in response to malnutrition documented in Army 

physicals, the Truman administration passed the National School Lunch Act. Lunch 

programs were nothing new to the U.S., but private societies often funded earlier 

incarnations. At the turn of the 20th century, influential figures such as author 

Robert Hunter (1904) began to focus on the correlation between poverty, 

malnutrition, and poor academic performance. Though it would be another half 

century before federal involvement, local governments started to address the 

nutritional needs of the student population. For example, in 1912, the Philadelphia 

School Board created a subdivision of school lunches that designed and 

implemented a lunch program for all schools in the district. The program worked in 

conjunction with the private Home and School League until 1915, when the school 

board decided that the program could not be successfully coordinated by an 

outside organization (Food and Nutrition Service 2009b). School lunch programs 

had a similar evolution in major cities throughout the country. 



 68 

This system continued until the end of the Second World War, when many 

school boards grew increasingly uncomfortable handling the responsibility of 

running the program without guaranteed federal funding. In addition to food costs, 

aging school buildings often required expensive equipment and infrastructural 

upgrades. The conditions were set for Congress to approve a federally coordinated 

school lunch program. The legislation designated funding for food purchases, 

equipment, and administrative costs. In addition, the program set basic nutritional 

standards for school meals and stipulated that low-income children receive lunches 

at a reduced cost or at no cost. Congress amended the plan in 1962 in order to 

redefine assistance needs as wealthier states had previously been receiving the 

same funds as poor states based on equal participation rates (Food and Nutrition 

Service 2009a). 

In 1954, the Philadelphia Health and Welfare Council received funding to 

develop a senior citizen food assistance program patterned after similar programs 

run during World War II in Great Britain. What became known as “Meals on 

Wheels,” spread from city to city eventually becoming a national program  (Meals 

on Wheels Association of America n.d.). At the national level, Congress made a 

push to revive the food stamp program in the middle 1950s. Lead by 

Congresswoman Leonor K. Sullivan, legislation passed in September 1959 that 

authorized a food stamp program. Despite being sanctioned to do so, the 

Eisenhower administration failed to implement a program. A year later, Kennedy 

took office and called for a pilot food stamp program in his first Executive Order. 
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The pilot program mirrored the earlier food stamp program sans the emphasis on 

surpluses. After a trial run, the Department of Agriculture expanded the program 

from 8 areas to 40 counties in 22 states. The passing of H.R. 10222 in 1964 made 

the program permanent (Food and Nutrition Service 2009). 

Kennedy’s pilot program became a congressionally controlled program 

under the Johnson administration. The Food Stamp Act of 1964 required individual 

states to develop eligibility standards. Participants were prohibited from using 

stamps for alcohol and imported foods, but had the capability to purchase 

adequate nutrition at a fraction of the resale cost. Between 1965 and 1970, 

participation grew from roughly half a million to over four million (Food and 

Nutrition Service 2009). In addition to the Food Stamp Program, Congress 

authorized the USDA to initiate the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 

Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). This program was developed in response to 

studies that suggested poor nutrition impedes cognitive development in young 

children. Low-income women either pregnant or nursing, in addition to infants and 

children under 5 years old, would receive state funds that could be used to 

purchase specified items (milk, cheese, formula, etc.) at participating grocery stores 

(Freedman 1982).  

To continue this federal expansion, the Johnson administration introduced 

new legislation regarding the school lunch program. The Child Nutrition Act of 

1966 sought to increase and strengthen federal nutrition assistance in schools while 

consolidating these services within the USDA, as school lunch programs had 
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previously been dispersed through various government agencies. Over the next two 

years the Department of Agriculture reimbursed 80% of funds used in a pilot 

School Breakfast Program at select schools. This legislation allocated funding for 

kitchen remodeling and purchasing equipment in addition to implementing the 

Special Milk Program. Congress amended the Child Nutrition Act in 1968, 

extending the School Breakfast Program through 1971. These revisions expanded 

services to include children in daycare in the Special Food Service Program for 

Children (Food and Nutrition Service 2009b). In 1968, Congress also created a 

pilot program called the Summer Food Service Program for Children. This program 

provided grants to states to provide meals to low-income children during the 

summer. Congress then authorized the program in 1975 (Food and Nutrition 

Service 2010). 

Despite the various policy measures initiated under both Kennedy and 

Johnson, the general public remained relatively in the dark to the extent of hunger 

in the United States. However, that all changed in 1967 when CBS aired Hunger in 

America. The eye-opening documentary outraged the public, who reacted with 

demands for increased federal assistance. The government responded by creating 

the Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs and appointed George 

McGovern as chair. The committee was to lead a “war against hunger” through an 

expansion of food assistance programs. The committee also organized the 1969 

White House Conference on Food, Nutrition, and Health. At the conference, top 

officials discussed not only nutritional deficiencies, but also diseases associated 
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with overnutrition. Reversing earlier strategies of “eat more,” which will be detailed 

in the following chapter, they suggested that people eat less of the “unwise” food 

choices. McGovern also urged the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to research 

how dietary changes might prevent coronary and other chronic diseases (Nestle 

2003).  

In 1977 the committee wrote Dietary Goals for the United States, in which 

they specifically advised Americans to eat less on a daily basis. This caused and 

uproar among representatives from the cattle, egg, sugar, and dairy industries, who 

vehemently opposed these recommendations. As a result of this opposition, the 

committee revised the goals by changing some of the wording in the report. For 

example, the phrase “reduce consumption of meat” was changed to “choose 

meats, poultry, and fish which will reduce saturated fat intake.” Shortly after the 

release of the report the Senate voted to merge the committee into a subcommittee 

of the Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry. As for Senator McGovern, 

the whole experience damaged his political image and he ended up losing 

reelection in 1980 (Nestle 2003). 

Following the release of McGovern’s guidelines, the Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare (DHEW) issued Healthy People. Top public health officials 

compiled this report, which aimed to establish 10 year plans to improve the health 

of the nation. The section on nutrition advised eating more carbohydrates, more 

fish and poultry, and less fatty foods including red meat. Again, the meat industry 

protested. Consequently, Healthy People marks the last time a federal report 
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advised eating “less” meat. In place of this recommendation, all future reports 

advise to “eat more lean meat.” In 1980, the DHEW and the USDA released 

Dietary Guidelines for Americans. This report avoided political backlash by cleverly 

replacing “eat less” with “avoid too much” (Nestle 2003).  

As was previously alluded to, it was Richard Nixon stated goal “to put an 

end to hunger in America for all time.” Early in his presidency, he created the Food 

and Nutrition Services (FNS) as an agency within the USDA designed to coordinate 

all federal food programs. Nixon advocated an expansion of federal programs and 

also set up nutrition education programs for low-income populations (Fitchen 

1997:286). The Food Stamp Program continued to expand through the early 1970s, 

growing to 15 million participants in late 1974. During this time, Congress devised 

a national eligibility standard while extending the program to include both drug-

addicts and alcoholics in treatment programs. Expansion quickly turned to 

contraction as the Food Stamp Act of 1977 streamlined the program by cutting 

back on administration while tightening governmental control over the program 

(Food and Nutrition Service 2009a).  

 

Ketchup, and Relish, and Vegetables? Oh, My: 

The Reagan Era	  

The 1970s saw the overall poverty rate drop dramatically from a high of 

almost 25 percent to roughly 12 percent in 1979. This trend reversed as the Reagan 

administration ushered in the new decade (Fitchen 1997:287). With economic 
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recession gripping the country, Reagan set out to dismantle Keynesian economic 

policies that had dominated the landscape for the previous four decades, and his 

one of his first targets the welfare system. The Food Stamp Program immediately 

felt the impact of Reagan’s neoliberalizing project. Legislation in 1981 and 1982 

narrowed eligibility while expanding state bureaucratic control. To make matters 

worse, the Reagan administration briefly declared ketchup and pickle relish as 

“vegetables” in an effort to help schools negotiate budget cuts while still providing 

children with proper servings of the food groups in their lunches. This move 

created a major backlash. In response, Regan took back the decree (Thorton and 

Schram 1981).  

By early 1983, Reagan again sought budget cuts. Citing $1.1 billion in 

“overpayments” from the previous year, he advocated cutting annual spending by 

$600 million on food stamps and $400 million on child nutrition programs, such as 

the School Lunch Program. One of the outspoken opponents to this proposal was 

Republican Senator, and future presidential candidate, Bob Dole. This was a 

particularly curious stance based on his voting record, as he voted against the Food 

Stamp Act of 1964 (Fick 1983a). However, Dole and other Congressional leaders 

claimed Reagan’s proposal targeted the low-income population and would create a 

major economic burden on state governments (Fick 1983b). Despite this resistance, 

Reagan stayed the course, and these cuts made up a segment of more sweeping 

cuts in social programs.  
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Reagan’s fiscal budget of 1984 also aimed to reduce funding to energy 

assistance and community service programs. His plan endorsed replacing 

categorical grants for designated programs with block grants to be used at the given 

state’s digression. States would have the option of cutting funding to some social 

services in favor of others and could completely eliminate some programs in five 

years. In addition, Reagan proposed that recipients be required to work in order to 

qualify for food stamp and welfare benefits (Mezzacappa 1983a). A month later, 

Reagan proposed a $4.3 billion recession-relief package. Democrats in the House 

of Representatives argued for $1 billion in additional funding for nutrition and 

summer job programs (Espo 1983). GOP leaders mounted an opposition claiming 

the additional funds would “sabotage the package.” In March of 1983, Reagan 

signed into law a compromise package of $4.6 billion (Allen 1983). 

Reagan’s fiscal plan for 1984 found opposition in both the House and 

Senate. Increasing participation in federally funded nutrition programs, despite 

narrowed eligibility and USDA reports suggesting that upwards of 3 million eligible 

children failed to receive lunch benefits, prompted a House spending plan that 

restored cutbacks made in 1981. In response, Assistant Agriculture Secretary Mary 

Jarratt repeated Reagan’s sentiment arguing that one-quarter of subsidized lunches 

went to children who were not entitled to them (Fick 1983c). Congress was not the 

only body of elected officials who pushed for more funding. The U.S. Conference 

of Mayors sought $900 million in federal funding to subsidize financially strapped 

city governments. The additional funding would expand food stamp participation, 
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reduce costs for school lunches, and maintain the WIC caseload (United Press 

International 1983). 

The calls for increased awareness of hunger in the U.S. did not fall on deaf 

ears. Reagan ordered the creation of a “Task Force on Food Assistance” to study 

this issue. Reagan wrote in a memo to presidential counselor Edwin Meese, 3rd, “I 

am deeply concerned about the extent to which we have a problem that should not 

exist in this great and wealthy country” (Loeb 1983). Opponents, such as Bob Dole, 

argued that Reagan need not look any further than his budget cuts and that the task 

force was simply a diversionary tactic (Friedman 1983). Reagan appointed 13 

individuals to this group, of which, only two had in-depth understandings of U.S. 

hunger and nutrition problems (Associated Press 1983). After three months, the task 

force produced its study finding “no evidence” of a major problem. The group, 

echoing Reagan’s ideas, recommended consolidating funding for federal nutrition 

programs into block grants to be spent at state discretion. The National Governors 

Association believed the plan would shift costs to state and local governments and 

insisted the task force reject the proposal. Despite the resistance, the measure 

passed by a vote of nine to three (Mezzacappa 1984a).  

While the task force conducted their study, Massachusetts Senator Edward 

Kennedy toured soup kitchens and food pantries in Detroit, San Francisco, 

Pittsburgh, Minneapolis, and rural Kentucky. Appalled not only by the conditions 

he saw, but also because of the invisibility of hunger to the Reagan administration, 

Kennedy called for a $2.5 billion increase in federal nutrition program spending. 
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He criticized the Department of Defense’s request for a $50 billion spending 

increase stating, “Surely the defense of this nation includes the health of our 

families as much as the size of our bombs” (Mezzacappa 1983b). Kennedy also 

rebutted Meese’s characterization of the hunger problem as “anecdotal” with a 

177-page report of stories of individual struggles resulting from the rapidly 

shrinking social safety net. The report portrayed the people not as “freeloaders,” but 

as people with very real problems in need of federal assistance. Kennedy also 

suggested the Task Force proposal was “a transparent cover-up of the serious and 

worsening problem of hunger in America.” He went on to remark, “in effect, this 

commission says to the hungry – let them eat block grants” (United Press 

International 1984).  

Roughly nine months before the upcoming presidential election, Reagan 

recoiled from proposed cuts on school lunches and opted to add $175 million to 

the program. Reagan stood his ground, however, on food stamp cuts. He again 

pointed to a need to reduce overpayments and also suggested the drop in 

unemployment warranted the cutbacks (McGregor and Herrin 1984). The 

politically safe 1985 fiscal budget included no major tax or spending cuts, but 

called for a 14.5% increase in military spending, which had increased 36% since 

Reagan took office. In addition, the budget failed to address the mounting national 

debt. Speaker of the House, Massachusetts Democrat Thomas O’Neil, Jr. 

characterized the budget as “bad news for the American people” (Boyd and 

Ullmann 1984).  
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As all of this back and forth played out between executive and legislative 

branches in Washington, 33 states filed an antitrust suit against and number of 

chicken producers and their trade organization alleging the industry conspired to 

fix chicken prices. The court rewarded a massive settlement that was divided 

among the 33 states. Pennsylvania received roughly $226,000 and used the money 

to fund a nutrition education program for 11 school districts, including 

Philadelphia. The program, prepared by scholars at Penn State University, included 

approximately 1,800 third-grade students from 34 schools statewide. In the first 

year, teachers exposed students to basic ideas of proper nutrition. As forth-graders, 

students learned how nutrition impacts health, and in the final year students gain 

knowledge of how to plan a proper diet. In addition to testing students’ knowledge, 

the program also checked participating students’ height, weight and body fat 

(Barker 1984). Despite the optimism surrounding this project, local governments 

and school boards could not hope to rely on anomalous court settlements for 

funding moving forward. 

Enter Democratic presidential candidate Walter Mondale. The former Vice 

President gained the nomination over main challenger, Colorado Senator Gary 

Hart. As a former senator during the Great Society period of the 1960s, Mondale 

had a hand in producing social legislation such as the Civil Rights Act, Medicaid, 

and the WIC nutrition program. In his campaign, Mondale proposed a reversal of 

Reagan’s budget cuts in federal nutrition programs while cutting defense spending 

(Mezzacappa 1984b). His running mate, former Congresswoman Geraldine 
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Ferraro, leveled criticism at Reagan. Calling the administration a “harsh 

orthodoxy,” she argued that Reagan “cuts taxes for the rich, nutrition programs for 

the poor, and calls it progress” (Kantrowitz 1984). The voting public, however, 

remained loyal to Reagan resulting in a landslide victory.  

Early in Reagan’s second term, the Physicians Task Force on Hunger in 

America released a report declaring hunger had reached “epidemic proportions” 

across the country. The study, headed by J. Larry Brown of the Harvard School of 

Public Health, approached the matter in a manner similar to Kennedy’s soup 

kitchen and food pantry tour. They found not only growing lines at such 

dispensaries, but also rising infant mortality rates and widespread malnutrition. 

“Clearly, lack of food is not the cause of hunger in America,” the report stated, 

suggesting that cutbacks in income and nutrition programs were to blame. The task 

force argued that nearly half of the 35.3 million Americans living below the poverty 

line did not receive any federal assistance. The report recommended that Congress 

expand food stamp and WIC eligibility requirements and increase School Lunch 

Program funding (Daly 1985). 

Regardless of these recommendations, the Reagan administration continued 

to push block grant funding for food stamp programs. He found support in the 

Senate from Jesse Helms, who lobbied state governors to support block grants. The 

proposal eliminated federal eligibility requirements, allowing states to set their own 

requirements. In addition, the proposal did away with federally imposed penalties 

for overpayments. The Senate plan aimed to cut nearly $100 million from the food 
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stamp program, while the House proposed $300 million in additional funds that 

would expand eligibility. Critics in the house suggested that the Senate plan failed 

to account for possible increased needs due to recession, unemployment, or 

migration. Furthermore, they contended that block grants would cap federal 

spending on the program, which would inevitably decrease the amount of people 

being assisted (Herrin 1985). 

Proposed budget cutbacks and block grants for 1986 received a lot of 

attention. In Congress, opponents argued that decreasing funding for child-nutrition 

programs would act to increase malnourishment among low-income children. 

Also, they suggested that cutbacks in school lunch funding encouraged students to 

make unhealthy food choices, such as soda and sweets (Associated Press 1986a). 

Others, such as a coalition of nutrition and social service groups in Pennsylvania, 

called again for increased funding for WIC. After no increases in the previous two 

years, the program needed more money to expand its caseload to include many 

eligible poor women (Cusick 1986). In Philadelphia, the Maternity Care Coalition 

initiated a post-card campaign to add state funds to WIC. An increasing infant 

mortality rate prompted their campaign. The infant mortality rate reached 16.3 

percent for Philadelphia between 1982 and 1984, and was as high as 25 percent 

for impoverished sections of North Philadelphia (Mezzacappa 1986).  

On a national scale, the Hands Across America campaign sought to raise 

awareness through protesting hunger and homelessness throughout the country. On 

May 25, 1986, national organizer Ken Kragen, who gain notoriety for organizing 
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the “We are the World” campaign, joined millions of people together in a human 

chain that stretched through 16 states and the District of Columbia. The line 

crossed highways and rivers, and even made its way through the White House 

(Paolantonio 1986). Although initially uninterested in the event, Reagan had a last 

minute change of heart and decided to participate (Associated Press 1986b). 

Immediately, he received criticism from the Reverend Jesse Jackson, who said, 

“[Reagan] should not be in the line. His policies created the line.” Reagan also 

ruffled feathers with remarks a week earlier to high school students that suggested 

hunger existed not because of a lack of funding or food, but because people lacked 

knowledge of how food could be obtained (United Press International 1986).  

Although the Kragen initially sought to raise $100 million, Hands Across 

America only raised $15 million. As Reagan remained relatively silent on the issue, 

he appointed S. Anne Kondratas as acting director of federal food programs. 

Kondratas was a conservative welfare analyst and strong supporter of cuts in WIC 

and school lunch program funding. Following Hands Across America, she released 

an 11-page statement that argued that the problem of hunger was “comparatively 

tiny, and persistent hunger is related more to dietary ignorance than to lack of 

federal assistance” (Cooper 1987). Her proposal for providing food programs to 

those most in need – block grants. 

At the same time, state governments were being pressed to spend more on 

nutrition programs. A bipartisan group in Pennsylvania called for Governor Robert 

Casey to more than double state spending for WIC. This increase would help an 
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addition 30,000 of 330,000 eligible women and children. The group argued that 

increased funding would not only reduce the infant mortality rate, but would also 

reduce medical bills generated by the poor (Snyder 1987). Addition funding would 

also be necessary to take the place of the dairy food program, called the Temporary 

Emergency Food Assistance Program, which provided surplus powdered milk, 

butter, and cheese to the poor in monthly food bags. As a result of policy shifts that 

paid farmers not to produce milk in favor of slaughtering or exporting cattle, the 

government essentially depleted a majority of government surplus (Mikkelsen 

1987). Congress responded by initiating the Hunger Prevention Act in 1988. The 

program added $1.65 billion to federal food programs including food stamps, WIC, 

and school lunches. The Act also designated funding for experimental programs 

such as distributing coupons books to WIC participants. The coupons could be 

redeemed for roughly $12 worth of fresh produce (Associated Press 1988a). 

 At the end of his second term, Reagan’s ideological influence was far-

reaching. His new-federalist stance advocated cutting spending on social programs. 

At the same time, Reagan and members of his camp suggested that hunger existed 

not because of insufficient funding or food scarcities, but instead was the product 

of uneducated consumers. Evidence of this ideological thread is visible in schools. 

During the 1987 – 1988 school year, the Philadelphia School District initiated the 

“Growing Healthy” health education curriculum. The program, which had been 

implemented in New York City five years earlier, taught students health and 

nutrition from kindergarten to seventh grade. The program emphasized individual 
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responsibility over one’s health, mirroring the sentiment of the neoliberal 

movement (Kadaba 1987).  

 

“Read My Lips,” No New Changes Under Bush 

The 1988 presidential election pitted acting vice president George H. W. 

Bush against Massachusetts governor, Michael Dukakis. Though Bush trailed 

Dukakis in the polls early in the campaign, his “Thousand Points of Light Speech” 

at the Republic National Convention leapfrogged him over Dukakis. It was in this 

speech where Bush uttered the now infamous words “read my lips, no new taxes.” 

This promise, which he ultimately could not keep, enabled Bush to take 53.4% of 

the popular vote and win the Electoral College by a vote of 426-111.  

Immediately, the Child Welfare League of American urged Bush to make 

child hunger and poverty his top priorities (Associated Press 1988b). However, in 

his budget Bush proposed ambiguous cutbacks in nutrition programs, medical care, 

and other social services, while advocating additional funding to drug enforcement 

and education programs. The proposal prompted Senate Budget Committee 

Chairman Jim Sasser to remark, “this is a thousand points of light, but unfortunately 

the batteries aren't included” (Green 1989). 

 Bush began his tenure in office by continuing Reagan’s stance on nutrition 

programs. The shrunk-down, “streamlined” safety net of the neoliberal era left 

many individuals in need. For example, the Food Research and Action Center 

(FRAC) released a report that estimated nearly half (3.6 million) of individuals 
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eligible for WIC did not receive any assistance. The group compiled the report with 

the assistance Vermont Senator Patrick Leahy and Minnesota Senator Rudy 

Boschwitz. The report suggested insufficient funding represented the main barrier 

preventing these women and children from acquiring assistance (Thomma 1989). 

Only about 40 percent of eligible women received WIC benefits in Pennsylvania. 

Instead of expanding funding, the state initiated an education program for pregnant 

women called “Healthy Beginnings Plus.” The program, funded through Medicaid, 

produced a bureaucratic nightmare of red tape for hospitals as each patient 

required upwards of 30 separate billings (Fitzgerald 1990).  

Despite the trend to retract social services under Reagan’s ideology, 

Congress managed to expand the Summer Food Service Program and reauthorized 

WIC in 1989 (Food and Nutrition Service 2009b). This legislative action influenced 

the executive branch. Realizing that his “no new taxes” stance was unfeasible, 

Bush opted to raise taxes in order to fund social services in 1990. After a decade of 

state retraction, executive and legislative branches agreed to expand the role of 

government (Hess 1990).  

However, Bush recoiled, and advocated cutbacks in social services in his 

fiscal budget for 1992. Though the budget did propose small increases in funding 

for nutrition programs like WIC, this increase was miniscule compare to the $2 

billion increase in funding for space exploration. He also revived an advocacy of 

block grants as a means to provide social service funding to state governments. The 
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House approved a similar budget, but increased spending on social programs while 

decreasing funding for the space program (Green and Zaldivar 1991). 

 Bush continued to expand spending for nutrition programs in his fiscal 

budget for 1993. In particular, he added funding to WIC and the Head Start 

Program (Blood 1992). Locally, the Philadelphia Campaign to End Childhood 

Hunger sough more money for nutrition programs and higher participation rates in 

these programs (Williams 1991). Governor Robert Casey granted a tax credit to the 

Greater Philadelphia Food Bank, but additional funds did little to help the 

increased usage throughout Bush’s term (Motley 1991). At the same time, many 

schools did not apply for funding to run a breakfast program. The FRAC states that 

many schools found the program to be a logistic nightmare (Associated Press 

1992). In addition, they found that while roughly 12 million children participated 

in the School Lunch Program, the Summer Food Service Program only reached 1.8 

children. Their report suggested that millions of hungry children existed throughout 

the country (Dixon 1992). 

During the Gulf War campaign in 1991, Bush’s public approval rating 

reached enormous heights; however, his failure to deliver on his promise of “no 

new taxes” was too much for the voting public to swallow. There would be no 

second term for the GOP incumbent as challenger Bill Clinton won the 1992 

presidential election. For the first time in 12 years a Democrat took up residence in 

the White House. Clinton promised sweeping changes in federal nutrition 

programs, including fully funding WIC through tax increases for individuals and 
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businesses. Clinton’s economic plan was the first of its kind presented to Congress 

since Reaganomics in 1981. While his plan found support, some felt it unfeasible 

to put more money into food stamps and WIC while trying to pay down the 

national deficit (Dixon 1993).  

While Clinton did not get his entire economic plan through Congress, he 

succeeded in selling the idea of tax increases for the affluent and businesses, which 

funded social programs and deficit reduction. A year into office, however, Clinton 

did not achieve his goal of fully funding WIC (Cannon 1994). At this time the 

General Accounting Office of the U.S. Congress issued a report that suggested 

poverty continued to rise among young children in the early 1990s (Dixon 1994a). 

Similarly, advocates urged Congress to reestablish federal food donations of cheese 

and powder milk as many Americans experienced malnourishment (Dixon 1994b). 

In response Clinton maintained his push for increased spending on federal nutrition 

programs. To assist in addressing child hunger, Congress passed the Healthy Meals 

for Healthy Americans Act. This act removed restrictions for non-profit 

organizations assisting in the Summer Food Service Program and provided grant 

money to these organizations (Food and Nutrition Service 2010).  

 

Contract With America 

The 1994 congressional elections marked a turning point for the Clinton 

White House. For the first time since 1954, the Republican Party gained a majority 

control of the House of Representatives. During the campaign, the GOP released 
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the “Contract with America.” Inspired by Reagan’s 1985 State of the Union 

Address, Representative Dick Armey and others produced the document to outline 

steps the Republican Party would take if they gained the majority in the House. 

Heavily endorsed by the likes of Newt Gingrich and Tom Delay, the contract 

promised to bring ten bills to the floor of Congress. These bills advocated tax cuts 

for the wealthy and businesses, social security reform, tort reform, and welfare 

reform (Republican Members of the House of Representatives 1994). With regards 

to federal food programs, the plan proposed replacing WIC, food stamps, and 

school lunches with block grants. The plan also advocated discontinuing the Meals 

on Wheels program. The USDA objected, arguing that this shift would not only 

result in poor diets among low-income segments of the population, but would also 

negatively impact the farm and food production industries (Vobejda 1995). 

Again we see block grants being favored as a method to reduce federal 

spending. However, while the GOP “contract” advocated cutting domestic 

spending, it proposed a $3.2 billion increase in spending for “peace-keeping” 

(Morgan 1995). While supported by the aforementioned high-ranking House 

Republicans, the proposal found a lot of resistance. The senior citizen lobby 

successfully persuaded the GOP to shelve plans of eliminating Meals on Wheels 

(Associated Press 1995a). In addition, Republicans from key farm-states disagreed 

with transferring food assistance programs from the federal government to state 

governments.  
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Fearing increased malnutrition and decreased demand for farm products, 

House Agriculture Committee Chairman Pat Roberts argued for a “cleaned up” 

federal program, as opposed to creating 50 state level bureaucracies. Instead, he 

suggested that the federal government focus on eliminating fraud and reducing 

administrative costs (Webb 1995). Robert’s opposition proved successful as the 

House discarded plans to break up the federal food-stamp program in favor of 

reducing eligibility standards and capping spending (Inquirer Wire Services 1995). 

House repeals on school lunches also found resistance. The proposal 

advocated folding the federal program in favor of state-run programs funded, in 

part, by federal block grants. Regarding the issue, Vermont Governor Howard Dean 

remarked that “children will go hungry” as a result of the “despicable, mean-

spirited” legislation (Mezzacappa 1995). Under universal feeding, students did not 

have to qualify individually, but rather all students received free lunches at schools 

with more than 70 percent eligible students. Previous to the program’s inception, 

several students did not take advantage of free or discounted school lunches due to 

the attached social stigma. Officials in school districts throughout the country 

found that they could eliminate this stigma if all students received free lunches. 

Though successful in this endeavor, the program did act to increase participants, 

which was exactly what the GOP sought to eradicate (Mezzacappa 1995).  

All of the proposed welfare cutbacks sparked a heated debate in Congress. 

The GOP advocated folding the School Lunch Program, the Summer Food Service 

Program, and WIC. The programs would be combined into two block grants – one 
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for school meals and the other for day-care and adult meals. In addition, block 

grants would allow states to open their programs to private competitive bidding, 

such as the bid for infant-formula for the WIC program. Proponents of the plan 

argued that the program would avoid waste by providing aid to the most needy 

people and cutting administrative costs (Jones 1995). Critics, such as the USDA, 

suggested that such a move would give unequal clout and to the formula 

producers, i.e. the pharmaceutical industry, while raising their profits (Dixon 

1995a). 

House Speaker Newt Gingrich characterized the previous system as a 

“welfare trap.” He argued that the proposed arrangement would “help those of our 

children who are currently trapped in poverty and ignorance” (Dixon 1995b). 

Democrats and others in the opposition saw the issue in a different light and 

doubted the plan could help reduce the problem of hunger. They believed the plan 

reduced funding for school lunches, which would leave many school-aged 

children hungry while forcing middle class families to cross-subsidize school meals 

to make up for lost money.  

Opponents also disagreed with eliminating federal nutrition standards and 

setting five year fixed block grant rates that did not account for potential cost of 

living hikes. Democrats argued that these cutbacks targeted the poor, the young, 

and the elderly in order to reduce the federal deficit. Clinton characterized the 

proposal as “making war on kids” and threatened to veto (Abrams 1995). The 

House plan for block grants found more resistance in the Senate. Instead of 
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converting the federal programs into block grants, the Senate Agricultural 

Committee opted to preserve these nutrition programs. Despite taking this action, 

the Senate agreed to reduce funding while expanding state-level control over these 

programs Associated Press 1995b). 

As these debates played out, the USDA was embroiled in controversy. To 

begin, it came out that secretary of agriculture, Mike Espy, received favors from 

private companies. Espy resigned and was replaced by Dan Glickman, a long-term 

veteran of the House Agriculture Committee (Greene 1995a). As Glickman took 

over, the Office of Inspector General leveled allegations of corruption and 

mismanagement against the Food and Consumer Services division of the USDA. 

Auditors found nearly $13.5 billion in undocumented funding. This figure 

represented nearly one-third of USDA expenses on nutrition programs. The Food 

and Consumer Service division argued that the funds were in fact not missing, but 

rather the switch to an automated accounting system created the discrepancy. In 

addition, the division made the switch without running the old system as a backup. 

Republicans in the House Agriculture Committee suggested this event typified the 

problems with federal nutrition programs (Greene 1995b).  

Republicans also criticized Ellen Haas, the Undersecretary of Agriculture for 

Food. Haas, a former head of advocate group Public Voice for Food and Health 

Policy, took her position in 1993. Opposed to Contract with America, she was a 

key figure in defeating the House plan for block grants. In addition, Haas develop 

the Team Nutrition program, which partnered the federal government with Disney 
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characters in an attempt to promote health to children. GOP critics argued that she 

used her position and American tax dollars to advance Democratic political goals. 

Pat Roberts suggested Haas mismanaged the position and questioned the $400,000 

contract with Disney. He argued that in addition to providing messages about 

nutrition, the government was subsidizing Disney advertising (Nichols 1996).  

Congress used these allegations of fraud and mismanagement to justify 

retracting federal support. The 1996 Farm Bill ended farm subsidies initiated in the 

Depression-era. In an effort to shift U.S. agriculture to producing for overseas 

markets, the bill initiated a system of fixed payments that would decline over a 

period of seven years (Gugliotta 1996). This bill came shortly after the House 

rejected to eliminate federal subsidies to sugar and peanut growers. In a heated 

debate, the House narrowly voted to continue the program that limited growers 

and gave producers a price set at twice the world market rate (Greene 1996).  

Clinton and Congress also passed legislation in the form of the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act (PRWORA), which ended the Aid to 

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program. Under the U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services, AFDC provided aid to eligible families and was 

created under the Social Security Act of 1935. PRWORA created Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), which put a five-year lifetime limit on 

individuals receiving benefits (Hess 1996). 

Allegations of fraud again arose a year into Clinton’s second term. Unlike 

the earlier claims, this time the finger was pointed at private citizens. An 
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investigation into both WIC and food stamps revealed that some participating stores 

were merely a front for illegal trafficking. These stores offered food stamp and WIC 

recipients a percentage of the face value, and then redeemed the coupons at full 

cost (Anderson 1998a). The U.S. District Court in Philadelphia indicted Darwish K. 

“Mike” Mustafa for running such a scam out of Buy N’ Save grocery stores. Mustafa 

allegedly profited nearly $1.5 million from trafficking.  

Another food stamp trafficking ring involved ten individuals and profited 

$15.7 million from 1984-1997. And it was estimated that nearly five percent of 

food stamps, or roughly $815 million, were annually exchanged for cash. To 

eliminate this organized fraud and corruption, the city government followed the 

national trend and replaced paper food stamps with PIN-protected Electronic 

Benefits Transfer (EBT) cards, which are similar to credit/debit cards.16. This 

program began on an experimental level in 1984. Slowly over the next decade 

individual states shifted from paper to plastic, with every state having made the 

change by 2002 (Slobodzian 1999). 

 

2010: An Obesity Odyssey 

 Another problem plagued the country in the midst of all this corruption. 

People in the U.S. were getting fatter, and obesity became a serious health issue. 

Studies conducted by the NIH explored increasingly inactive children. They found 

                                                
16 In Philadelphia, the switch was announced in September of 1997. Mustafa’s store burnt to the 
ground a month later. The investigation found no sign of forced entry as the doors were locked and 
alarm was armed (Shaw 1998). A year later, Mustafa pleaded guilty to fraud, money laundering, and 
arranging arson for purposes of collecting insurance money. He received a sentence of eleven and a 
half years in prison (Shaw 1999). 
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that heart disease begins in childhood and suggested children could benefit from 

active physical education in school (Neergaard 1998). The focus was not only on 

children’s activity levels, but also on what they ate. The U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services (USHHS) contracted the Institute of Medicine to develop a 

national health initiative. The project drew from the 1979 Healthy People initiative, 

the 1980 Promoting Health/Preventing Disease: Objectives for the Nation, and 

Healthy People 2000: National Health Promotion and Disease Prevention 

Objectives. These projects aimed to lower infant and total mortality rates in 

addition to reducing average illness days. While these goals were partially 

achieved, many other health issues now plagued the country. The initiative, 

entitled Healthy People 2010, presented a public health informed perspective with 

an emphasis on preventative measures. In addition to strengthening the public 

health infrastructure, the plan aimed to promote healthy behaviors, to assure access 

to quality health-care services, and to strengthen community-based prevention 

efforts (Lempert 1998). 

Another study conducted by the National Academy of Sciences looked at 

the sugar content of cereals available to WIC recipients. Certain cereals, such as 

Kellogg’s Raisin Brain, were found to exceed the federal limit of six grams of sugar 

per ounce (Carter 1998). This focus on child nutrition led to Congress approving a 

school nutrition bill that reauthorized WIC and other nutrition programs. The bill 

set up a pilot universal breakfast program to be implemented at select elementary 

schools. In addition, the bill expanded an after school nutrition program that 
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provided students through age 18 with a snack after school. The after school 

program was also designed to prevent children from getting into trouble in 

unsupervised situations (Anderson 1998b). 

 Although the nutrition bill reauthorized WIC, it did not guarantee that 

recipients would have a nearby supermarket. Food deserts dominated the U.S. 

urban landscape. In North Philadelphia, for example, roughly 750 WIC recipients 

during this time relied on Super Fresh located in Progress Plaza on North Broad 

Street. In late 1998, A & P, the parent company of Super Fresh, announced that it 

was closing the store. Corporate officials said the building was too small and could 

not be renovated to fit the new super store concept. This created a backlash not 

only in the community, but also from the labor union. Both groups hoped to keep 

the store open. A court ruling in September said that Super Fresh had to pay the 

workers through the middle of October, but could close at any time (Lowe 1998). 

Shortly after, the market closed up shop leaving residents 20 blocks from the 

nearest supermarket, a Thriftway located at 22nd and Lehigh. A shuttle provided 

residents with access to the Thriftway, but was far from reliable (Panaritis and Lowe 

1998). Unfortunately, as my discussion of Norristown in the previous chapter 

shows, this is a common story in 1990s U.S. urban settings. 

 Reduced funding to federal programs caused problems for many individuals 

in low-income populations at this time. Recalling her experiences in the late 1990s, 

one of my informants, whom I call Nancy, told me that it was common for her to 
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use up her WIC vouchers before she received the next bundle. In such instances, 

Nancy was forced to improvise:  

Sometimes I would go to the Presbyterian Church around the corner 
for help. They had bags of food that you could get once a month. But 
sometimes that wasn’t even enough; especially when I had my 
second daughter. My oldest was three at the time, so she was on 
solid foods, but I needed formula for the baby. Without the WIC 
[vouchers], formula is really expensive. Sometimes, I would just go 
and buy a gallon of milk and use that to feed her.  

 
This is a fairly common substitution low-income mothers make. While cow’s milk 

will certainly keep the infant full, it does not contain all the nutrients found in 

breast milk or formula. Continued consumption can result in significant 

malnourishment in infants. To combat this problem, the Greater Philadelphia Food 

Bank redistributes donated foods and baby formula to mothers in Philadelphia and 

the surrounding counties. In the process, the food bank also assisted MOMobile, a 

program that delivered formula to needy mothers in the city (Stanley 1999). 

 

Emergency Food Assistance in the New Millennium 

 In 1999, the country witnessed a closely contested and heated presidential 

race between Democrat and former Vice President, Al Gore, and Republican, 

George W. Bush, son of former president George H. W. Bush. As the two nominees 

battled on the campaign trail, U.S. food cupboards saw record amounts of people 

pass through their doors. This increased demand directly reflected the decrease in 

average income for the poorest one-fifth of the population.  
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Emergency food assistance in the form of food banks began in the late 1960s 

in Phoenix, Arizona. The idea was simple – collect surplus foods from food 

companies and distribute these foods to food pantries, soup kitchens, and other 

charities. Roughly ten years later, St. Mary’s Food Bank of Phoenix received a grant 

to train people in other cities to run food banks. In 1979, the Archdiocese of 

Philadelphia recognized a need for a food bank network. Over the next two years 

the Archdiocese received funding from various groups, including the local 

supermarket chain Genuardi’s. The Greater Philadelphia Food Bank opened with 

this funding. By 1999, the Greater Philadelphia Food Bank supplied over 800 food 

pantries, including multiple pantries in Norristown (Marter 2000).  

 In May of 2000, the federal government held its first National Nutrition 

Summit since the 1969 White House Conference on Food, Nutrition and Health. 

This early conference explored the issue of hunger and spurred such programs as 

WIC and the School Breakfast Program in addition to expanding food stamps, food 

labeling and school lunches. Unlike the 1969 conference, the National Nutrition 

Summit in 2000 focused on the increasing obesity epidemic and the health 

implications of this condition. The summit brought together representatives from a 

wide variety of organizations including the USDA and the USHHS, private 

industry, and non-profit health advocates. In 1969 experts recommended expanded 

access to foods to decrease hunger, but in the 2000 Summit, nutrition education 

programs emerged as the major strategy for combating obesity (Uhlman 2000). 
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 While knowledge of nutrition is an important component, this only 

represents one factor in maintaining a healthy diet. The White House Conference 

on Food Nutrition and Health recognized that malnutrition resulted, in part, from 

limited access to food. The obvious solution was to expand programs so that the 

poor had greater access. However, a USDA study published in 2000 showed that 

while food stamp recipients did have greater access to food, the also consumed 

more fat and sugar than low-income people who did not receive assistance. In 

other words, since food stamps can be used to buy any food item, the increased aid 

was not being spent on nutritious foods, but rather on lower cost foods that tend to 

be higher in fat and lower in nutritious content. The WIC program did not display 

the same results because recipients are limited in what they can purchase. For 

example, WIC recipients cannot purchase sugary cereals. But instead of following 

this model, USDA officials advocated education programs and materials such as 

the USDA sponsored cookbook that provided basic nutritious recipes for a $100 

per-week budget (Brasher 2000).  

 

The Key Organizational Players 

Ideologically, the Bush administration’s policies continued the neoliberal 

stance of the Reagan era into the new millennium. It is in this social context in 

which my research played out. Using the history presented in this chapter as a 

backdrop, I would now like to move into an exploration of the various 

organizations involved in planning, overseeing, and implementing nutrition 
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programs in the U.S. Previous to the Reagan administration, nutrition programs 

emphasized food assistance from the federal government. Since 1980, the federal 

government has shrunk in its involvement in direct food assistance, while 

expanding its role in nutrition education. In the following section, I will provide an 

overview of the massive bureaucracy of agencies involved in nutrition programs at 

the federal, state, and local levels. In the process, I will use ethnographic data to 

highlight the themes of neoliberal individualism and privatization.  

Presently, the USDA supervises nutrition assistance and nutrition education 

programs through the Food and Nutrition Services (FNS). The FNS is a USDA 

agency that was created in 1969 to oversee the various federal food assistance 

programs such as School Lunch Program, WIC, and the SNAP food stamps 

program. In addition to the School Lunch Program, the FNS funds schools and 

daycares through the School Breakfast Program and the Special Milk Program that 

reimburses institutions that serve milk. The FNS also runs Child and Adult Care 

Food Program (CACFP), which provides meals and snacks to eligible children and 

adults who are enrolled at participating child care centers, adult day care centers, 

outside-school-hours care centers, after-school at-risk programs, family and group 

day care homes, and homeless and emergency shelters. These centers and shelters 

can be public and private non-profit centers, proprietary organizations, schools, 

private homes, and elderly centers. 

The Summer Food Service Program is a division of the FNS that was created 

in 1968 to provide children with meals when school was not in session. Roughly 
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100,000 children participated in the first year. Seven years later, the Separate Child 

Care Food Program and Summer Food Service Program (SFSP) were authorized. 

SFSP provided free and/or reduced priced meals to summer camps and other sites 

that served areas where at least one-third of the children met qualifying standards. 

These meals fed over 1.75 million children the first year and grew to nearly 2.8 

million by 1977. At this time, accusations of abuse and inefficiency resulted in 

federal limitations on program participation. The Reagan administration further 

tightened the clamps by eliminating private nonprofit organization recipients (other 

than schools and camps) and raising the eligibility criteria to areas where at least 

half of the children met the standards. After eight years of decreased participation, 

the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 1989 allowed private nonprofit 

organizations to again receive funding. However, the state would now be 

responsible for training and monitoring these groups. Participation increased to 

over 2 million children, where it has remained steady since 1993.  

In addition to these supplemental programs, the FNS produces and oversees 

various nutrition education programs. Currently, the agency’s website states “FNS 

has elevated nutrition and nutrition education to a top priority in all its programs. In 

addition to providing access to nutritious food, FNS also works to empower 

program participants with knowledge of the link between diet and health.”  

We find the roots of the agency’s emphasis on nutrition education in the 

early 1980s. During this time, the USDA surveyed 4,400 low-income families 

throughout the country and found that 77 percent of the families used food worth 
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more than their weekly food-stamp allotment. The department suggested lower-cost 

substitutions, such as beans in place of meat, and also advocated more nutritious 

choices for meals. In 1983, the USDA held a seminar designed to teach social 

workers, nutritionists and home economists how to educate the poor on making 

dietary changes that were both nutritious and low in cost (Blanchard 1983). In 

1989, the department issued four educational pamphlets designed to teach 

Americans to choose more nutritious foods when preparing menus, fixing snacks, 

shopping, and dining out. Both projects used the Dietary Guidelines for Americans 

as a template for a nutritious diet (The Inquirer Staff 1989).  

Some of the FNS nutrition education programs are directed specifically 

toward children. There is the “Eat Smart, Play Hard” program and “Team 

Nutrition.” Both campaigns use information from the Dietary Guidelines for 

Americans and Food Guide Pyramid to emphasize the same themes of physical 

activity and healthy dietary choices and provide a variety of educational materials, 

such as posters and lesson plans, designed for parents and teachers. “Eat Smart, 

Play Hard” also uses the cartoon character, Power Panther and his nephew Slurp, 

to help convey their message of eating healthy. Both programs have websites that 

offer a nutrition-themed video game for children to play.  

On the “Eat Smart, Play Hard” site, the game is an interactive gardening 

game that gives children four minutes to grow their garden by watering the garden 

and pulling all the weeds. Team Nutrition calls their game “Blast Off.” The game 

challenges children to fuel their “rocket ship with smart food choices.” They must 
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“fill up their rocket ship” with food from all the food groups and get 60 minutes of 

physical activity in order for the rocket ship to fly to Planet Power.17 While using 

video games is no doubt an effective method that embraces current technology to 

connect with children, the contradictory message here is striking. Both programs 

stress physical activity and encourage children to exercise. At the same time, the 

means by which they convey this message, a video game, is notorious for 

producing lethargic and inactive children.  

In addition to the FNS, the USDA also produces and disseminates nutrition 

education through the Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion (CNNP) and the 

Food and Nutrition Information Center (FNIC). Founded in December of 1994, the 

CNPP falls under the Office of the Under Secretary for Food, Nutrition, and 

Consumer Services. The Center employs nutritionists, dietitians, economists, and 

policy experts to develop, coordinate, and promote USDA nutrition education 

policy and helps produces dietary informational materials such as MyPyramid, 

Dietary Guidelines, and the Healthy Eating Index.  

The FNIC was established in 1971 and acts as a resource system for 

nutrition education providers. Their website contains a host of information about 

                                                
17 The game asks children to drag food choices into their respective tanks (based on the Food Guide 
Pyramid food groups). For each choice, children are provided with the serving size (in ounces), and 
they are asked if they would like to add food to their meal. For example, the choice of a bagel asks 
if the child would like to add jelly, butter, cream cheese, or soft margarine. Each choice shows the 
child oils, fat, and sugar content in addition to the total calories, which are represented by the word 
“fuel.” When the child makes a healthy choice, such as choosing 100 percent fruit juice or whole 
grains, they are rewarded with praising words and the status of “star pilot.” The game requires food 
choices for breakfast, lunch, snack, and dinner and provides illustrations for each food item. The 
child must not only choose an adequate amount of food from each group, but must also pick 
between 1200 and 2000 calories. Finally the child is asked to choose from a list of physical 
activities and is required to pick 60 minutes worth of activity to fill his or her “activity battery.” 
When all the steps are completed, the rocket ship blasts off and the child can view his or her results. 
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food from “both government and nongovernment sources.” Specifically, they 

oversee three main databases – the Healthy Meals Resource System for the USDA 

Child Nutrition Programs, the SNAP-Ed Connection for SNAP-Ed providers (which 

will be covered in the next chapter), and the WIC Works Resource System for WIC 

agencies. Each database contains research materials, marketing materials, training 

and curriculum materials, including recipes and lesson plans, designed for nutrition 

educators.  

 

Nutrition Education and the Poor 

During the Bush administration, the Food Stamps program saw a rapid jump 

in participation from roughly 17 million people in 2000 to 26 million people in 

2006. That number stayed relatively steady over the next two years, but then rose 

again to over 33 million in 2009. In 2010, the amount of food stamp recipients 

reached 40 million, which was nearly 13% of the total population (Food and 

Nutrition Service 2011). During this time, the Food Stamps program received a 

makeover that included renaming the program the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP). I will discuss the implications of this name change in 

the following chapter, but here I would like to focus on the SNAP program 

emphasis on nutrition education. 

The SNAP Nutrition Education Connection Program, or SNAP-Ed, is a 

nutrition education program that specifically targets food stamp recipients. The 

USDA’s FNS oversees program development and funding, but it is up to each state 
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to decide how to specifically implement the program. SNAP-Ed uses the 2005 

Dietary Guidelines for Americans and the MyPyramid Food Guidance System (see 

Chapter 4) to develop nutrition education activities designed for people who 

receive food stamps and who must purchase food on a limited budget. The stated 

goal of SNAP-Ed is to, “provide educational programs and conduct social 

marketing campaigns that increase the likelihood that people eligible for SNAP will 

make healthy food choices within a limited budget and choose physically active 

lifestyles” (National Institute of Food and Agriculture 2009). So here we see the 

neoliberal theme of personal responsibility, as individuals themselves are 

encouraged to exercise and make healthy dietary decisions.  

In Pennsylvania, SNAP-Ed programs are administered through the TRACKS 

program, which receives about half of its funding from the USDA. This statewide 

program is based out the College of Health and Human Development at Penn State 

University and offers various SNAP-Ed programs and activities, which they call 

“tracks.” PA TRACKS offers grants to NGOs to fund the development and 

implementation of tracks projects for target groups at the local level. PA TRACKS 

also funds the Pennsylvania Nutrition Education Network (PANEN), which consists 

of nutrition professionals and others involved in nutrition education throughout 

Pennsylvania. According to their website the PANEN “promotes healthful food 

choices to low income Pennsylvanians of all ages, and encourages individuals and 

families to adopt positive, sustainable diet-related behaviors through the 

development and support of public and private partnerships” (PA Nutrition 
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Education Network N.d.). Like SNAP-Ed, the PANEN mission statement overtly 

emphasizes the theme of individuals making healthy food choices. 

The PA TRACKS program funded 29 different projects in 2008-2009 when I 

conducted the majority of my fieldwork. However, only one of these projects took 

place in Norristown. CADCOM ran this program, which is called Montco Nutrition 

Outreach! (MNO). As an NGO, CADCOM formed in 1966 as an antipoverty 

agency. In addition to food services, CADCOM provides services to the homeless 

and low-income homeowners, as well as micro-enterprise and money management 

seminars. The MNO program began in 2000 as the Montgomery County Nutrition 

Education Network, and offers nutrition education in the form of classes and 

newsletters. I will explore the nutrition education services that CADCOM offers in 

the next chapter, but now I turn to my ethnographic experiences with CADCOM’s 

food stamps services. 

 

Food Stamps Authorized Representative 

CADCOM headquarters is a rather ordinary looking building with a glass 

storefront façade located on East Main Street in Norristown. The CADCOM logo of 

three intersecting circles is prominently displayed in the window, though if you 

were not paying attention you could easily walk right by the building. I open the 

door and enter the building. To my right sits a receptionist behind a rather large 

raised desk in the middle of a waiting room. Six other individuals sit waiting in 

chairs that sit against the far wall. The receptionist asks my name and my purpose 
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for being there on this particular day. I had not expected a gatekeeper, but told her 

my contact’s name and that I had a noon appoint to meet with her.  

CADCOM is the primary private agency that deals with food issues in 

Montgomery County, Pennsylvania. Despite this fact, I found one central division 

in the organization does not handle issues related to food, but rather, food issues 

are fragmented into three separate divisions. One deals with emergency food 

distribution to soup kitchens and food pantries, another handles nutrition education 

programs, and the third assists people applying for food stamps. Today, I’m meeting 

with the director of the food stamps program. 

For about five minutes, I sit in the waiting room thumbing through a recent 

edition of National Geographic. Next to me, a man and woman talk back and forth, 

and I cannot help but eavesdrop. “I couldn’t pay my electric bill,” he said, and then 

proceeded to explain how he received some financial assistance but was now 

meeting with a case manager.  

CADCOM offers case management to Montgomery County residents who 

have an income of 125% of the Federal Poverty Level within the last 90 days. The 

stated goal of this program is to create self-sufficiency with regards to money issues. 

In many ways, this program is similar to what I was there to talk about today, 

specifically, the food stamps program and accompanying nutrition education 

aimed to accomplish the same ends with regards to food. 

The receptionist tells me that my contact is ready for me and shows me to 

the stairs. The building itself is a converted apartment building that has a turn of the 
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20th century feel to it. The steps creek and moan under my feet as I traverse the 

blue carpeted treads. I find the office I’m looking for on the third floor; first door on 

the right. 

My contact gives me a warm greeting and points to a wooden desk chair for 

me to take a seat. After a short exchange of pleasantries, we begin discussing the 

purpose of my visit. Today I came to discuss her division and to explore the 

possibility of becoming a “Food Stamps Authorized Representative,” which is a 

volunteer position that I first found out about via the CADCOM website.  

She explained that CADCOM is contracted by the Pennsylvania Department 

of Public Welfare (DPW) to provide information to people looking to apply for food 

stamps and to assist people in the application process. Since it was only her who 

handled the program, she used the authorized representatives to lessen her 

workload.  

I ask if there are any criteria or credentials necessary for the position, and 

she tells me that there are not any in an official sense. “Typically, the reps have a 

college degree,” she tells me. I ask if she has ever had anyone volunteer who 

themselves have relied on food stamps at one point or another in the past. “To my 

knowledge, no, we have had anyone who has actually used the services.” 

At the end of our meeting, I tell my contact that I’m interested in becoming 

an authorized representative, and ask her if it would be possible to use my 

experiences as part of this research project. She says it would not be a problem and 

tells me she will email me the volunteer profile application. I receive the 
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application the next day and promptly fill it out and return it to her. One day after 

that, I receive an email response congratulating me for becoming a Food Stamps 

Authorized Representative and stating that my contact would be in touch with me. 

In the coming weeks, I had not heard from my contact so I called her office 

and left a voice mail. Three days went by and I still did not hear back from her. I 

followed up my phone call with an email where I asked her what I should be doing 

to prepare myself for the position. I inquired as to whether there is any training that 

authorized representatives have gone through in the past, and I told her that I’m 

ready and able to help out as soon as possible. 

Her answer comes a day later in the form of an email. She’s very polite, and 

apologizes for not returning my call. She tells me that she has been getting her 

volunteers organized and that she will keep me posted on when she will need me. 

In response to my questions about how to prepare, she sends me a link to the 

USDA Food Stamps website. I would be on my own to learn about food stamps 

and the application process. 

 

My Training 

While the FNS division of the USDA establishes guidelines for the Food 

Stamps program at the federal level, each state decides how to implement these 

guidelines. In Pennsylvania, the DPW handles the program. Applicants can access 

the application for benefits on the DPW website, but those without Internet access 

need to contact the county office responsible for food stamps in order to acquire 
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the application. Montgomery County actually has two offices, and one of them is 

located within Norristown borough. 

In the coming weeks, I familiarized myself with the Food Stamps program 

and the various levels of government involved in implementing the program. I 

procured an application and reviewed it cover-to-cover. Yet, I did not hear back 

from my contact at CADCOM. While I had yet to have my first experience as an 

authorized representative, I did come across a few people who had trouble with 

the application process. 

The application for benefits is a 21-page form that includes different sections 

for those applying for cash assistance, medical assistance, and food stamps 

benefits. On the first page, applicants must check a box next to the benefits they 

wish to receive. Next, they are asked if they understand English. I wondered how a 

person would even be able to answer that question if they did not in fact 

understand English? 

I met Carlos early on in my fieldwork. He is Guatemalan and has been in 

the U.S. since 2000, when he arrived illegally in the country. He told me that he 

did not want to leave his home, but he had many friends and family members who 

were making money in Pennsylvania. He was in his middle twenties, and wanted 

to ultimately get married and raise a family. But Carlos did not feel he had enough 

money to do so. He made the difficult decision to immigrate to the U.S. To do so, 

he took the route his family and friends had instructed him to go. First he paid his 

way into Mexico and up to the U.S. border. Then with a small group of people, 
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some of whom came with him from his hometown, he walked across the border 

into the U.S. From there, he used the little money he had left to pay for a bus ticket 

to Philadelphia, and then took a SEPTA regional rail train out to Norristown. 

His older brother, an uncle, three cousins, and four other people from his 

hometown all shared an apartment in Norristown. When he arrived, Carlos spoke 

almost no English, and the little that he did speak was with a very thick accent. 

Living in the U.S. for the last eight years, Carlos has learned English, but is still an 

undocumented illegal resident. While Carlos had no trouble answering the 

question about English on the Food Stamps application, he did run into a problem 

in the next section of the application that requires the applicant to list all people 

who live at the applicant’s address and also asks the social security number for all 

people applying for food stamps benefits.  

Carlos does not have a social security number. He is an unreported 

employee for a local landscaping company and gets paid under the table. At times, 

he can make a decent salary, but it’s not steady work. When it rains, Carlos does 

not work. In the winter, the landscape company plows snow. He tells me that he 

did well last year. But if it there is no snow, he has little or no income. His 

inconsistent employment means times where Carlos may not have enough money 

to put food on the table. Yet, because he’s not a citizen, Carlos does not have 

access to food stamps. 

Citizenship status was not the only thing that excluded individuals in need 

from receiving assistance. The application asks for a phone number at which the 
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applicant can be reached for a telephone interview. Albert was someone who had 

problems as a result of this policy. I met Albert at the McDonald’s in Norristown 

after striking up a conversation with him while standing in line. We ended up 

continuing to talk for another hour as we each sat and ate our meals and drank a 

cup of coffee. In the process, I found out that Albert experienced hunger at times, 

and relied on the McDonald’s value meal and other money saving strategies to 

avoid being hungry (see Chapter 2). 

Albert did not rely on food stamps. He had considered applying at one point 

fairly recently, but told me that the phone number policy was the main reason why 

he never submitted an application for food stamps. “I don’t got a phone at my 

place. If I need to call somebody, I get a calling card or call them collect.” While 

not having a phone does not bar individuals like Albert from receiving food stamps 

benefits, the application does not clearly spell that out.  

The application goes on to ask several other pieces of information from the 

applicant including their educational background, their demographic information 

including their race, and their criminal history. From there, the applicant is asked 

about his or her employment status and history, household expenses for 

rent/mortgage and utilities, and other expenses. Finally, fine print spells out the 

applicant’s rights and responsibilities, and they are required to sign off on an 

affidavit. Charles, another informant who I will discuss later in this dissertation, told 

me that he never submitted his application because he did not understand this 

section and felt uncomfortable signing. 



 110 

Sheila: My First and Only Case 

I attempt to touch base with my contact at CADCOM multiple times over 

the next two months, but receive no response. Finally, when I had all but given up 

on her, she emails me back. “I have a case for you,” her email stated. She gave me 

contact information for Sheila, who needed help with filling out and submitting her 

application. I called Sheila, and we set up an appointment to meet the next day. 

Sheila sits at a cubicle desk at the Norristown Public Library reading a copy 

of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. I greet her and mention that I am a big 

fan of the Harry Potter series. “I like it more than my kids do,” she tells me. I take a 

seat next to her and she pushes her application for benefits towards me. “I don’t 

know if I filled it out right. It’s just so much stuff.” 

In looking through her application, I see that she filled out every section 

despite only checking the box for food stamps on the first page. “Do you want to 

also apply for medical assistance and cash benefits?” She tells me that she does not 

need either of them. Aside from the extra sections she filled out, her application 

looks ready to be submitted. I ask her if she would need a ride to the county 

assistance office. “No, I’m going to drive it up there myself,” she responds. Her 

response took me off-guard. Up to this point in my research, I had not come across 

many individuals in need of food stamps and other forms of food assistance who 

owned an automobile.  

We chatted for the next few minutes, and Sheila shared her story with me. 

She considered herself to be “middle class,” but her family had recently fallen on 
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some tough times. Her husband, Jim, is a non-union carpenter. During the housing 

boom in the earlier part of the 2000s, he had steady work. In fact, he made enough 

to cover all of their expenses allowing Sheila to stay at home with her two children. 

“We had a lot of money coming in at the time, but we didn’t put any away,” she 

said.  

Jim works for a small company that had recently found difficulty securing 

jobs that were abundant earlier in the decade. “When there’s no work, Jim’s 

usually the first guy on the crew to get laid off,” Sheila says, explaining that the 

company is owned and run by two brothers. “They lay Jim off and bring him back 

when there’s work. He’s been laid off four times in the last two years.” Part of Jim’s 

pay is under the table. Sheila tells me that this allows his employers to pay fewer 

taxes to the government for unemployment. For Jim, this also acts to lower the 

unemployment benefits he receives because they are based on his salary as 

reported to the government. 

Sheila does not have a job. She completed some college, but stopped short 

of her Associates degree when she got pregnant with her first child six years ago. 

That was also the last time she was formally employed. She does make unreported 

income by watching her friend’s children on the weekdays, but she is afraid of 

expanding this business because she is not properly licensed to operate a daycare 

out of her home.  

They originally thought that Jim would be out of work for a short period of 

time, but he has now been unemployed for three months. “We made it work at 
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first, but there’s just too many bills. We need help, so that’s why we’re applying 

for,” she paused and whispered, “food stamps.” She went on to tell me that they 

did not want to have to apply, but they had no other option at this point. 

Though she never came out and directly said it, I got the impression that 

Sheila was embarrassed to have to rely on food stamps assistance. The general 

stigma attached to anyone who uses food stamps is that they cannot provide for 

themselves. Neoliberal capitalist ideology frames reliance on the social safety net 

as an indicator of self-failing. During my fieldwork, I saw multiple examples of 

people attempting to avoid the food stamps stigma.  

In one case, I stood in line at a supermarket. The cashier in my checkout 

lane called over to his manager and said, “The register is not accepting this 

woman’s food stamps.” Almost instantaneously, the women corrected him saying 

quite loudly “EBT.” In another case, a woman I met early in fieldwork told me that 

she gets rides with her sister to go food shopping at a supermarket about ten 

minutes outside of Norristown. She uses her food stamps here, but when she shops 

at the corner store she uses cash. She told me that she didn’t care if her sister knew. 

“She doesn’t judge,” she told me. “My neighbors. They judge, even though half of 

them are on food stamps too.” 

My experience with Sheila would turn out to be my only one as a food 

stamps authorized representative. Still, I found the position to be an interesting one 

when viewed through the lens of expertise. With food stamps, the program is 

designed at the federal level but is implemented by the state. From there each 
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county has its own assistance office. However, it is not these offices, but rather the 

NGOs, like CADCOM, that are charged with assisting people in the application 

process. Throughout the process of fieldwork, I spoke with several people, such as 

Charles and Jimmy D. (who will both be discussed in Chapter 6), who needed 

assistance, but did not even know that CADCOM offered this service.  

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have explored the complex history of nutrition assistance in 

the U.S. I contend that key shifts in economic ideology that revert back to the 

hyper-capitalist model that was present in the U.S. before the Great Depression 

have impacted nutrition policy and programs in the U.S. Yet, the expansion in 

these programs that played out from the Franklin Roosevelt administration until the 

Nixon administration has left behind a massive bureaucracy designed to implement 

nutrition assistance programs. Under Reagan, these programs trickled down from 

the federal level to private NGOs. Furthermore, during the era of neoliberalism 

nutrition programs that advance nutrition education as strategy to alleviate hunger 

and malnutrition have steadily replaced assistance programs. I argue that these 

programs and their accompanying discourses of choice individualize the social 

problem of hunger and shift attention away from the structural causes of hunger in 

the U.S. 

My experiences with CADCOM display the problems that occur in NGOs 

that deal with nutrition assistance. These organizations are often understaffed and 
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ill equipped to deal with the demands for their services. My contact used 

authorized representatives to help lessen her workload. In this chapter, I 

highlighted the problems with this particular program. I also argue that the 

authorized representative program further extends expertise outside of official 

agencies to the volunteers themselves. This group of volunteers at CADCOM was 

composed entirely of people who had never experienced a need for food assistance 

themselves. Yet this group was charged with the responsibility of helping others 

navigate the application process. In my case, I was left to my own devices to figure 

out how to go about this process. Though extremely indirect, I was granted with 

expertise over the process.  

In the next chapter, I will take a detailed look at the concept of expertise 

specifically with regards to nutrition education. I frame this expertise in terms of 

neoliberalism and examine the ways in which the complex food bureaucracy 

detailed in this chapter advances nutrition education programs that encourage 

individual expertise over the diet. I contend that this process acts to reframe hunger 

from a broad social phenomenon to an individual problem. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE MEDICALIZED DIET AND CHOICE 

Introduction 

A moldy stench hangs in the air as I brake down cardboard boxes that 

earlier this morning held cans of vegetables. I came in early this morning to the 

Joint Hope food pantry in order to help set up and fill grocery bags. When I arrived, 

Jack was already here, as he had been each Monday morning since the very first 

day that began I volunteering at the pantry.  

On that day, Jack gave me a tour of the catacomb-like church basement that 

seemed a very unlikely place for a food pantry and clothing donation center. 

Today, he hands me a stack of “Eat Smart” nutritional newsletters and instructs me 

to put one in every grocery bag. As part of the MNO, CADCOM distributes the 

single-page black and white newsletters to pantries throughout the county. The 

pantries are then free to decide how they want to distribute the newsletters. Here at 

Joint Hope, the preferred method was to place a newsletter in each grocery bag. 

The food assistance recipient could then use the materials as they chose. 

Recipients were allowed to come once a month, and their assistance history 

was kept track of on index cards filed in a cardboard filing box that had seen better 

days. “We really want to get a computer, but there’s just not enough money to do 

that right now,” Jane told me. She is another one of the volunteers. Her job today is 

to keep track of all of the “clients” that receive groceries. 
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A woman walks in with her young daughter reaching up to hold her hand. 

“Is this the pantry,” she said. Jane tells her that it is and asks her to fill out a form. 

Though no one is denied food at Joint Hope, they do keep track not only of each 

person who uses their services, but also ask for demographic and economic 

information from the recipients.  

As “clients” shuffle in and out, I continue to fill grocery bags. Taking a short 

break, I look over the “Eat Smart” newsletter. This particular issue provides 

information about fat. The language is basic. At the most, it is written at a fifth-

grade reading level. The newsletter defines fat, explains the different types of fat, 

suggests an appropriate amount of fat to consume on a daily basis, and 

recommends ways to reduce fat intake. On the backside, there is a recipe for a 

mini low-fat pizza on an English muffin. There is also a maze that asks you to 

“guide the watermelon to the mouth,” displaying a picture of each.  

 My general understanding of the newsletter was that it was directed towards 

adults who received SNAP food stamps, but the watermelon maze threw me off. 

This was quite obviously an activity that even a ten-year-old could solve in less 

than a minute. To get more information about the newsletter, I contacted the MNO 

coordinator at CADCOM. We spoke briefly on the phone, but she had to cut the 

conversation short due to a staff meeting. She suggested it might work best if I 

emailed her my questions, and said she would do her best to get back to me as 

soon as possible. 
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 My email to her was straightforward and brief. I asked for some general 

information regarding the “Eat Smart” newsletter, and specifically inquired about 

who the target population or populations are for the newsletter. I also asked what 

other programs MNO offers. 

 Her response came quickly. She told me that the SNAP-Ed Connection 

program funds the newsletter, and that she designs and writes the each edition. Her 

aim is to produce information that “almost any member of a family can 

understand.” However, the program is specifically directed towards SNAP food 

stamps recipients, and is thus distributed at local food pantries. She said that she 

also teach nutrition education classes that are directed at the same demographic. 

She concluded her response by saying, “My goal as Outreach! coordinator is to 

help people understand what they eat in terms of nutrition.” 

 This statement is emblematic of a broader shift in understandings of the diet 

from food to nutrition. By this, I mean that what we eat (the diet) has been reframed 

in the U.S. from a cultural act (food) to a biomedical practice (nutrition). This is by 

no means a universally understood or embraced view of the diet. Yet the key 

organizations and policies that deal with nutrition in the U.S., which I detailed in 

the previous chapter, have embedded in them a biomedicalized view of the diet. In 

this chapter, I further explore the implications of this shifting view of the diet at the 

ground level.  

Using the concept of medicalization, I contend in this chapter that research 

in the field of nutrition science has reshaped how the diet is viewed in the U.S. I 
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argue that the resulting view is of the diet as scientifically measurable, medically 

monitorable, and of which the individual is responsible. After a brief examination 

of the key concepts and histories that frame this chapter, I turn to a discussion of 

expertise and the diet. Here I use ethnographic data to assert that nutrition 

education programs aim to empower people with knowledge of how to make good 

nutritional choices. This discussion uses ethnographic data to examine nutrition 

education programs that are directed towards the U.S. population as a whole and 

those specifically directed towards low-income populations. Looking specifically at 

the latter, I contend that these programs, which are far from comprehensive in their 

reach, deploy discourses of dietary choice that act to mask the existing social 

inequalities by shifting attention away from the broader social and historic factors 

that give rise to hunger and instead framing this experience as one that can be 

overcome by the individual.  

  

Medicalization 

The concept of medicalization has been used in scholarship to refer to the 

process in which social conditions and problems come to be defined as medical 

conditions and problems, and in the process become the domain of biomedicine. 

Physicians and other medical processionals, who have sanctioned expertise over 

medical knowledge, now have the authority to diagnose these problems and 

suggest appropriate treatments and preventative strategies. Furthermore, they also 

have the ability to study these social problems, thus further creating a body of 



 119 

knowledge that frames these conditions and problems not as socially rooted, but 

rather as the product of medical origin. With this shift, the social now becomes the 

pathological and is understood in terms of medical models that frame problems as 

located within the individual.  

 Medicalization first entered the academic lexicon in the 1970s. Sociologists 

at the time explored the expansion of medical authority and medical knowledge 

into areas of society that were not traditionally framed as the domain of medicine 

(Zola 1972). The notion that biomedicine and public health acted as agents of 

social control was not a new one at the time. Michel Foucault had been exploring 

this very process in his work nearly a decade earlier. While medical sociologists 

were not reading Foucault at this point, sociologists such as Irving Zola argued that 

new forms of medical technology and intervention have expanded the reach of 

biomedical control in to the social sphere of everyday life. Zola saw medicalization 

as a set of strategies that reduced social problems into individual ones and then 

sought a technical solution to these problems (1972:500).  

Some saw this increased intervention not only acting to escalate social 

control, but also contributing to higher rates of illness than in the past. Ivan Illich 

(1975) argued that this process played out on three levels. He argued that the 

clinical level produced side effects that were often worse that the original illness. At 

the broader social level, Illich suggested that people have become reliant on and 

obedient to medical professionals. In essence, he says that people have become 

dependent on biomedicine to tell them how to live their lives. Finally, at the 
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structural level, Illich sees biomedical knowledge as a way of reframing natural and 

social processes. In this sense, things that all human groups experience, such as 

aging, giving birth, eating, or dying are viewed through the lens of biomedicine and 

are thus medicalized.  

 The concept of medicalization has been widely applied in the scholarly 

critique of biomedicine. Some have explored medicalization through the 

framework of modern capitalism and critically examined how biomedicine can be 

used to mask the underlying causes for disease (Navarro 2000) or mental illness 

(Lyon Callo 2004). Here the broader historic, social, and economic conditions that 

give rise to illness and disease are reframed through the scientific language of 

biomedicine as individual problems. Others explored how women’s bodies have 

become the objects of medical intervention as pregnancy and menstruation have 

been medicalized (Ehrenreich and English 1978). Still other work, such as Paul 

Starr’s (1980) look at the rise of the AMA in the U.S., has turned a critical eye 

towards the power and prestige of biomedicine, examining the “social 

transformation” of this profession from humble origins to near monopolistic control 

and the use of complex medical language commanded by a select few have who 

been granted access.   

The concept of medicalization is a particularly useful one in viewing the 

issue of hunger. Here a social condition that has its roots in the historic inequalities 

of capitalism has been reframed through the discourse of nutritional science as an 

individual problem. This body of knowledge, which formed throughout the earlier 
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part of the 20th century, frames hunger not as a social problem, but rather as an 

individual one that can be solved by the application of nutrition science. Experts in 

the field tell people what to eat and what to avoid, and as the discourse states, poor 

nutritional status can be eliminated. In this sense, the diet has become an object of 

the biomedical gaze. This is true not just for those who experience hunger, but 

really for society as a whole. In order to understand how things came to be this 

way, we first need to trace the use of science to study food. Just how did we go 

from food to nutrition? 

 

From Food to Nutrition 

Previous to 1885, essentially all scientific food research, which would 

ultimately be called nutrition research, was carried out in Europe.18 During this 

time, European scholars researched topics such as digestion, nutritional deficiency 

and its associated diseases, and the composition of food “substances” (Carpenter 

2003a). Working in the late 1800s, Wilber Atwater helped spearhead a new 

emphasis on nutrition in American science.  

Perhaps influenced by the earlier European focus on protein, especially as 

an energy source, Atwater linked protein intake to worker productivity. He 

established various calculations of protein in grams and energy in kilocalories. In 

what could be considered the first nutrition education program in U.S. history, 

Atwater (1894) used this information to teach the poor how to acquire sufficient 

                                                
18 Aside from Jon Young’s and William Beaumont’s separate studies on digestion in the early part of 
the 19th century (Carpenter 2003a). 
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protein and energy on a fixed income. His later work also explored the energy 

content of food. Here he expanded his focus and established the “Atwater factors” 

of metabolic energy from proteins, carbohydrates, fats, and what he referred to as 

“mineral matter”19 (Atwater 1902).  

As the foremost American scholar of nutritional science, Atwater also served 

as the director of the USDA Office of Experimental Stations, where he conducted 

food consumption studies that continued his research on food composition, diet, 

and health. He also examined the relationship between food choices and 

socioeconomic status. Atwater’s findings and subsequent recommendations for 

moderation, proper proportion and variety in diet became the foundation for U.S. 

public health projects of nutrition and for popular discourses of nutrition (Welsh 

1994).  

While Atwater himself could no longer work after suffering a debilitation 

stroke in 1904, his research provided a launching point for Caroline Hunt to 

compose the USDA’s first dietary recommendations. In Food for Young Children 

(1916) and How to Select Foods (1917), Hunt outlined five food groups (Table 4.1) 

and made dietary recommendations based on these food groups. These two food 

guides also introduced people to the newly discovered vitamin and mineral 

components of food. Casimir Funk was the first to decipher the vitamins content of 

food when he successfully isolated vitamin B1 from rice bran. His research on rice 

                                                
19 Specific vitamins and minerals had not yet been discovered at the time of Atwater’s work. 
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was designed to explore the causes of beriberi20 in Asia. He found that the rice 

hulling process actually stripped vitamin B1 from the rice bran, and that this 

compound could be used to cure people of beriberi. Funk labeled the substance as 

a “vitamin,” which is a combination of the Latin word “vita” for life and “amine,” 

which is a nitrogen chemical compound.21 Funk initially believed that all vitamins 

were amines, but later found this to be false. At this time the “e” was dropped from 

the end of word “amines” and the word “vitamins” was born.22 

In 1921, Hunt released another food guide based on the five food groups 

called A Week’s Food for an Average Family. As the title suggests, the guide was 

designed to educate families in terms of the types and amounts of foods they 

should be consuming on a weekly basis. Because this guide was based on a five-

person family only, Hunt revised this publication in 1923 to include households of 

various sizes.  

While Hunt’s guides were well received, the economic hardships of the 

depression limited the types of foods many Americans could afford to eat. 

Consequently, the USDA revived Atwater’s work on selecting cost-effective, 

nutrient-rich foods with Diets at Four Levels of Nutrition Content and Cost (1933). 

Spearheaded by food economist, Hazel Stiebeling, this food-purchasing guide used 

                                                
20 This disease is caused by a vitamin deficiency and initially results in fatigue and weakness. Left 
untreated, the condition results in possible paralysis and/or heart failure (Chenoweth 2007). 
  
21 More specifically, amines are organic compounds that contain a lone electron pair with a basic 
nitrogen atom. 
 
22 Due to the many advances in knowledge and practical application of nutritional science occurred 
between 1912 and the end of 1930s, the period is often referred to as “the golden age of nutrition” 
(Galston 1960).  
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twelve food groups (Table 4.1) and made recommendations based on four cost 

levels. I contend that this public health initiative begins a long history of 

assumptions that link diet and socioeconomic status. Similar discourses continue to 

be embedded in contemporary nutrition education and assistance programs, both 

public and private.  

The 1941 National Nutrition Conference for Defense was the stage for the 

unveiling of the Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDAs). The Food and 

Nutrition Board of the National Academy of Sciences produced this guide that 

recommended specific intakes for calories, protein, iron, calcium, vitamins A, C 

and D, thiamin, riboflavin, and niacin. The conference emphasized the need for 

basic nutrition education material that promoted healthy food choices. Many 

pamphlets were developed in the early 1940’s including the USDA’s Eat the Right 

Food to Help Keep You Fit (1941), the National Research Council (NRC) Food and 

Nutrition Board’s Yardstick for Good Nutrition (1941), and the National Dairy 

Council’s Guide to Good Eating (1941).  

In 1943, the USDA introduced the “Basic Seven” food guide (Table 4.1) in 

the National Wartime Nutrition Guide, which also provided alternative food 

choices in case the war limited food supplies. This guide was revised and re-

released in 1946 in the National Food Guide. This comprehensive food guide 

resulted from two disparate revelations. The first came when World War II US 

Army physicals documented high frequencies of malnutrition among young men. 
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The second was the publication of the RDAs in A Yardstick for Good Nutrition 

(Carpenter 2003c:3025). 

 

 

Figure 4.1 – A Chart Showing the Basic Seven Food Groups 

 
The National Food Guide attempted to incorporate the NRC’s 

recommendations on food intake into the “Basic Seven” food groups program to 

improve nutritional status among all Americans. This program presented nutritional 

information in complex and ambiguous language and lacked easy to understand 
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details (such as serving sizes), which people could implement in their own diets 

(Welsh 1994:1801s). As a result, the USDA revamped and replaced the National 

Food Guide with and Essentials of an Adequate Diet (1956) and Food for Fitness – 

A Daily Food Guide (1958). These food guides condensed the seven groups into 

four and recommended a minimum number of servings from each group. The new 

incarnation reduced the food groups to a “Basic Four” (Table 4.1) and provided a 

dietary foundation that specified serving amounts from each food group. This 

program became the primary source of nutrition education in the U.S. through the 

1970s (Welsh 1994:1801S). 

 

Figure 4.2 – The Cover of Food For Fitness Depicting the Basic Four Food Groups 
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Like previous USDA food guides, the Foot for Fitness program lacked 

specific guidelines on food selection and caloric intake. By the 1970s, research 

showed that people were in fact overconsuming saturated fat, cholesterol, and 

sodium (Welsh 1994:1801s). Diets high in these nutritional components increase 

risk various chronic diseases, including heart disease and stroke. In response, the 

U.S. Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs issued the Dietary 

Goals for the United States to set quantitative goals for intakes of protein, 

carbohydrate, fat, fatty acids, cholesterol, sugars, and sodium. Instead of the 

previous approach of focusing on eating the appropriate nutrients, Dietary Goals 

instead focused on avoiding excessive intake of the food components linked to 

chronic diseases (Welshe 1994:1801s). 

As was discussed in the previous chapter, these goals sparked controversy 

and were resisted by many in the food industry because of their recommendations 

to eat less of certain foods (Nestle 2003). As a result, the Dietary Goals were never 

adopted into USDA food guides, but they did increase interest in developing plans 

that provided more specific dietary guidance (Welsh 1994:1801s). The USDA 

released the Hassle-Free Guide to a Better Diet (Table 4.1) in conjunction with the 

Science and Education Administration’s publication of Food in 1979. This guide 

added a fifth food group to the Basic Four that consisted of fats, sweets, and 

alcohol, all of which were to be consumed in moderation (U.S. Department of 

Agriculture 1979). Nutrition and Your Health: Dietary Guidelines for Americans 

immediately followed this plan in 1980. A collaborative effort between the USDA 
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and DHHS produced this comprehensive set of guidelines that recommended foods 

with essential nutrients while suggesting ways to maintain a proper body weight 

through moderate eating. The Dietary Guidelines were later revised and reissued in 

1985 and in 1990. 

 

Table 4.1 – Major USDA Food Guides 

Food Guide  Publication Groups Foods 
Hunt Buying 
Guide 
(1916/1917) 

Food for Young 
Children/How to 
Select Foods 

5 (1) Milk and meat, (2) Cereals, (3) 
Vegetables and fruit, (4) Fats and fatty 
foods, and (5) Sugars and sugary foods 
 

Stiebling Buying 
Guide (1933) 

Diets at Four Levels of 
Nutrition Content and 
Cost  

12 (1) Milk, (2) Lean meat, poultry and 
fish, (3) Dry mature beans, peas, and 
nuts, (4) Eggs, (5) Flours and cereals, (6) 
Leafy green and yellow vegetables, (7) 
potatoes and sweet potatoes, (8) Other 
vegetables and fruit, (9) Tomatoes and 
citrus, (10) Butter, (11) Other fats, and 
(12) Sugars  
 

Basic Seven 
(1943/1946) 

National Wartime 
Nutrition 
Guide/National Food 
Guide 

7 (1) Leafy, green, and yellow vegetables, 
(2) Citrus fruit, tomatoes, raw cabage, 
(3) Potatoes and other vegetables and 
fruit, (4) Milk, cheese, ice cream, (5) 
Meat, poultry, fish, eggs, dried peas, 
beans, (6) Bread, flour, cereals, and (7) 
Butter and fortified margarine  
 

Basic Four 
(1956/1958) 

Essentials of an 
Adequate Diet/Food 
for Fitness - A Daily 
Food Guide 

4 (1) Milk group, (2) Vegetable group, (3) 
Meat group, and (4) Bread cereal group 
 
 
  

Hassel-Free 
Diet (1979) 

Hassel-Free Guide to 
a Better Diet 

5 (1) Milk group, (2) Vegetable group, (3) 
Meat group, (4) Bread cereal group, (5) 
Fats, sweets and alcohol 
 

Food Guide 
Pyramid 
(1984/1992) 

A Pattern for Daily 
Food Choices 

6 (1) Milk, yogurt, and cheese, (2) Meat, 
poultry, fish, eggs, dry beans, and nuts, 
(3) Breads, cereals, rice, pasta, (4) 
Vegetables, (5) Fruits, and (6) Fats, oils, 
and sweets 
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  The 1969 White House Conference on Food, Nutrition and Health 

recommended that food packages in the U.S. be labeled with nutrition information. 

While some products did provide nutrition information labels through the 1970s 

and 1980s, many did not. This all changed beginning in 1990 when the U.S. Food 

and Drug Administration (FDA) proposed the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act 

(NLEA). George H. W. Bush signed into law this act, which mandated food labels 

for almost all food products sold in the US as well as standardizing serving sizes, 

the food ingredient panel, and the terms “low-fat” and “light” (U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration 1990). It took four years for this program to come to fruition, but on 

May 8, 1994 food products in the US began displaying the standardized food labels 

mandated by the NLEA. The resulting food labels will be discussed later in this 

chapter, but first I must consider the implications of the work on nutrition over the 

last century. 

 

Reframing Hunger through Science 

By the 1990s, I contend that the notion that food and the diet could be 

scientifically quantified was firmly entrenched in the U.S. The various incarnations 

of federal nutritional food guides detailed in the last section both reflected and 

informed the advancements made in nutritional science, and I argue that this had a 

significant impact on how the diet was conceptualized and understood in the U.S. 

At this time, the U.S. faced a food crisis that had not been seen since the time of 

the Great Depression. While demand for emergency food soared, funding for food 
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assistance programs had steadily decreased since 1980. In response, the USDA 

worked with the Census Bureau to develop a survey for measuring food 

inadequacy. The “Core Food Security Module” resulted from this collaboration 

(Carlson et.al. 1999).  

This annually conducted household survey asks respondents about any 

anxieties associated with their food budget, concerns they have about the quality 

and quantity of food eaten by members of the household, and the implications of 

reduced food intake on members of the household. Based on their responses, 

households were designated as either “food secure,” “food insecure without 

hunger,” or “food insecure with hunger” (Carlson et.al. 1999).  

In 2006, the National Academies of Sciences conducted an independent 

review of this survey. While they found it to be a satisfactory measure of food 

insecurity, they suggested that “hunger” is not a scientifically accurate term. With 

these recommendations, the USDA created new labels. Food insecurity without 

hunger was changed to “low food security,” and food insecurity with hunger was 

changed to “very low food security” (Williams 2006).  

I contend that this shift in discourse punctuates a transformation in both how 

hunger is understood and how hunger is dealt with in the U.S. that began back 

with Atwater’s work and has intensified in the era of neoliberalism. With a 

linguistic and ideological makeover, agencies and organizations associated with 

hunger now, more than ever, advance educational measures as the solution to poor 
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nutritional status in a socioeconomic climate that downplays, and even vilifies, 

social welfare food assistance programs.  

As I detailed in the previous chapter, U.S. food assistance programs have 

their roots in the Great Depression and Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal reforms. The 

economic recession of the late 1970s led to significant changes for social welfare 

programs in the 1980s. Under the Reagan administration, neoliberal reforms were 

hailed as the solution to the country’s economic woes. These measures dismantled 

the preexisting welfare system resulting in decreased funding for many programs 

that assist the poor. I contend that this restructuring crystallized in 1996 with the 

Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act.  

I argue that accompanying this shift in policy is a shift in public attitude 

towards poverty, and more specifically a shifting understanding of hunger and 

malnutrition that reflects political and economic changes that have taken place. 

Discourses of “small government” and “personal responsibility” have come to 

dominate the political, economic, and social landscape. In their wake, we see less 

funding for social welfare food assistance programs coupled with an increased 

emphasis on nutrition education. It is my contention that in the process, there has 

been a marrying of nutrition science with food programs designed to serve and 

educate the poor. I argue that as a result of this conflation, the social experience of 

hunger has been translated into the language of science, which ultimately serves to 

mask the historical, social, political, and economic forces that give rise to hunger. 

In this sense, the social experience of hunger has become medicalized. 
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 This brief history displays how the diet has been reconceptualized from food 

to nutrition. In reframing food scientifically, the diet has increasingly come to be 

understood in medical terms. It is my contention that as part of this transition in 

understanding, the diet has also been constructed as an individual responsibility. In 

this sense, the incorporation of nutritional science into understandings of the diet 

has had a tremendous influence in shaping present discourses that frame the diet in 

terms of individual conduct. 

 

Biomedical Surveillance 

This way of conceptualizing eating has also paved the way for increased 

biomedical surveillance over the diet. In this era of the commoditized notions of 

health, we see preventative discourses of healthy eating advanced by Health 

Maintenance Organizations (HMOs). Similarly, general practitioners increasingly 

urge their patients to be more proactive about the personal management of their 

health through dietary choices. In this sense, I argue that the discourses of 

biomedicine and nutrition have merged, which has resulted in biomedical 

practitioners being granted expertise over nutrition and the diet.  

The extension of the biomedical gaze to dietary habits gives people different 

ways to view themselves. Engaging the ideas of Michel Foucault, Aihwa Ong 

(2003) argues that modern medicine plays a significant role in producing ideal 

citizens in the U.S. As a scheme of knowledge/power, biomedicine promotes 

specific notions regarding hygiene, health, sexuality, life, and death (and to this list, 
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I would add diet). Ong argues that, “while biomedicine is attending to the health of 

modern bodies, it is also helping to constitute the normative attitudes and practices 

of individuals as biopolitical subjects of a modern welfare state” (92).  

In her work with Cambodian refugees in U.S. clinics, Ong looks at the 

creation of new subjectivities. She suggests clinical practices that encourage 

refugees to rid themselves of unclean habits act to produce hygienic, “biopolitically 

correct subjects” (Ong 2003:98). In this sense, biomedical discourses foster self-

discipline and participation in medical regimens, and in doing so attempt to 

transform refugees into “good” subjects. Paul Rabinow (2005) calls this technically 

oriented view where life comes to be understood in terms of biology, a “biosocial” 

subjectivity. Similarly, I would argue that discourses of nutrition, especially those of 

nutrition education, target dietary habits of the poor to produce individuals capable 

of making their own “healthy choices.”  

We can also gain insight into the medicalization of the diet by casting a 

wide net and exploring the literature associated with international development. 

Arturo Escobar (1995) suggests that the “Third World” represents an object of 

knowledge to development programs that manage this entity through various 

disciplines. Through this relationship, discourses create abnormalities—the poor, 

the malnourished, the illiterate—which should be treated and reformed.   

Similarly, John Comaroff and Jean Comaroff (2000) argue that institutions 

such as biomedicine buttress hegemony by creating and perpetuating ideas of what 

is normal. Through encouraging people to conform to these ideas, these 
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interventions come to resemble Escobar’s discussion. Here, the poor become the 

object of knowledge, and biomedical discourses come to be a new and naturalized 

way of talking about material inequality. Instead of leveling the economic playing 

field, these discourses situate social problems as internal to individuals. 

In framing malnutrition and hunger as an individual matter, I argue that the 

medicalized view of these social issues presents them as the result of individual 

failings. From here biomedical knowledge acts to create ideas of normalcy and 

deviance, and prescribes treatments for any conditions deemed unhealthy. This 

perspective can be seen in today’s heavy reliance on nutrition education programs 

that prescribe individual dietary modification as treatment.  

In the neoliberal era where individually based solutions have been 

advanced for many social problems (e.g. Lyon Callo 2004, Hyatt 2001, Maskovsky 

2000), these programs replace others, such as the Supplemental Food Assistance 

Program, that address structural causes for nutritional deficiency. I would assert that 

in medicalizing the diet and framing nutrition as an individual responsibility, U.S. 

discourses use the politically neutral language of science to shift attention away 

from these structural causes. At the same time, this discursive strategy acts as an 

instrument of biopolitical governance that extends the interests of the neoliberal 

state to the individual bodies of the poor.  
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Expertise 

A key part of this process of medicalization has been the establishing of a 

body of knowledge and a granting of expertise over this body of knowledge to 

some individuals. Nikolas Rose (1996) states that the concept of expertise is an 

“authority arising out of a claim to knowledge, to neutrality and to efficacy” (39). 

To Rose, expertise, “came to provide a number of solutions to this apparent 

opposition between the need to govern in the interests of morality and order, and 

the need to restrict government in the interests of liberty and economy” (1996:39). 

As such, professionals are empowered with legitimate authority in the form of 

expertise and act as apparatuses of the state allowing the state to govern at a 

distance.  

Experts are in many ways the link between political authorities and 

individuals. Political concerns are reframed and translated into discipline-specific 

vocabulary that the experts control. This language offers techniques to help the 

individual negotiate the problems of everyday life, while the broader social and 

historic conditions that give rise to these problems remain unaddressed. Although 

experts operate outside the boundaries of the government, the government 

sanctions their knowledge. As such, Rose argues that legislative restrictions govern 

expert powers by limiting access to bodies of knowledge and by defining who can 

and who cannot apply this knowledge through activities such as medical 

treatments (Rose 1994:366). 
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Experts describe what behaviors are normal. In this sense, I argue that 

expertise is key in the process of medicalization. In translating social conditions 

into medical conditions, experts act as the guiding force. In doing so, experts 

establish methods to diagnose, suggest appropriate treatments and preventative 

strategies, and create categories of being such as “healthy” and “unhealthy.” 

 

Biopower 

Michel Foucault (1978) coined the term “biopower,” and used it to refer to 

the various techniques by which modern nation states regulate populations. As a 

technology of power, biopower allows nation states to manage and control people 

as an entire population, while also allowing for the very emergence of modern 

nation states and industrial capitalism. In its most basic sense biopower is a control 

over bodies, where power is indirectly extended from ruling regime to the 

individual. This is accomplished through various techniques that play out outside 

of the realm of government in what Antonio Gramsci refers to as “civil society” 

(2000). 

Foucault positions the emergence of biopower in the 18th century, as this is 

the time period in which science came to be increasing used to understand the 

world. At this time Carolus Linneaus, building off of the earlier work of John Ray,23 

not only devised the first working system of taxonomy, but also took the extremely 

                                                
23 Ray was an English naturalist who is responsible for developing the biological species concept, 
which he published for the first time in 1686 in the first volume of his History of Plants. Though he 
was the first scholar to acknowledge that biological life could be divided up into discrete groups, he 
denied that one species could give rise to another.  
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daring step of including humans within this system. While this idea was certainly 

controversial at the time, it helped set the wheels in motion for the view of humans 

as biological organisms who can be governed as such. 

Traditional modes of power in Western Europe used direct threat of brute 

force, or even worse, death from a sovereign power, who was most typically a 

monarch. Biopower essentially turns this notion on its head. Instead of the ever-

present threat of death, biopower stresses protecting life through regulating the 

body in terms of health, reproduction, and habits. Ultimately, to Foucault, “power 

is situated and exercised at the level of life, the species, the race, and the large-

scale phenomena of the population” (1978:137). 

In his exploration of statistics, Ian Hacking (1986) examines categorization 

and argues that biopower represents a new means in which to govern. Linking 

biopower up to expertise, Hackings work shows that it is ultimately experts who 

decide the categories. Hacking denaturalizes the idea that people are reducible to 

the cookie cutter categories implied by statistics. He shows that statistics in the 

form of censuses produce new ways of being for people. In a dialectical process, 

putting people in categories changes the way they are socially viewed, which then 

transforms the way they behave. 

 

Experts of the self 

I contend that the most recent incarnation of expertise has encouraged 

individuals to embrace and employ expert knowledge. In true neoliberal form, 
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individuals have become reconceptualized as experts of the self, who are 

accountable for their own successes or failures. They negotiate and navigate this 

process with the help of “languages, values and techniques made available to them 

by professions, disseminated through the apparatuses of the mass media or sought 

out by the trouble through the market” (Rose 1994:389). The expert of the self is 

encouraged to view the self as an object of knowledge. By applying rational 

knowledge and techniques, the expert of the self is encouraged to achieve and 

maintain autonomy. In doing so, Nikolas Rose argues that we “become ties to the 

project of our own identity and bound in new ways into the pedagogies of 

expertise” (1994:392).  

In the era of the War on Poverty, the poor have been reconfigured as people 

without power, thus the need for “empowerment” (Cruikshank 1994). Recent 

neoliberal strategies suggest that by giving more responsibility to the poor, they will 

empower themselves. However, discourses of empowerment mask the true nature 

of power. Simply put, one cannot be granted power. Barbara Cruikshank (1994) 

argues that in promising power through empowerment, elites merely disguise their 

own power and, in the process, create a new type of subject.  

Similarly, Susan Hyatt (1997) argues that through granting expertise to 

individuals, they are encouraged to view themselves as empowered. The 

empowered individual then has the knowledge to mold and shape his or herself 

into the ideal citizen. In this sense, creating experts of the self aligns with the 

notion of biopower in that this process acts to produce certain types of individuals 
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that are in congruence with state agenda. This new form of subjectivity reflects an 

advanced capitalist view of the world, as people are framed as empowered 

consumers charged with the responsibility of providing for themselves.  

In his research on the corporatized control involved in Philadelphia 

Medicaid programs, Jeff Maskovsky (2002) highlights this new form of subjectivity 

in action by critically examining the state-promoted discourses of consumer choice 

at play in these programs. Maskovsky positions this shift in discourse as a shift in 

governance. Instead of being the obligation of professional experts, it is the poor 

themselves who come to be responsible for their own health. They alone must 

navigate the very murky waters of health care and establish their own expertise as 

consumers. (Maskovsky 2002:123). As a result, if the poor do not receive the care 

they desire, it is perceived as their fault.  

 

Nutrition Education and Expertise of the Diet 

 In this chapter, I have so far displayed how nutrition education has 

consistently been advanced as a strategy to improve the health of Americans since 

the origins of nutrition science. While some programs, like the SNAP-Ed 

Connection, are directed specifically at low-income populations, others target the 

U.S. population as a whole. I will specifically consider SNAP-Ed Connection later 

in this chapter, but first I need to consider the impact of the most recent food guide 

nutrition education programs in the U.S. It is my contention that these programs 

aim to create individuals with expert knowledge of their own diets.  
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The Food Pyramid is perhaps the most widely known of the U.S. nutrition 

education programs. Originally introduced in 1992 as the “Food Guide Pyramid,” 

the program was designed visually represent the USDA’s A Pattern for Daily Food 

Choices, which was first developed in conjunction with the American Red Cross 

and presented dietary suggestions in a food wheel graphic (American Red Cross 

1984). This food guide incorporated the recommendations of Dietary Guidelines for 

Americans with research from the 1970s and 1980s that discovered that the Basic 

Four guide overlooked the dietary impact of factors such as saturated fat.  

While the USDA used A Pattern for Daily Food Choices in publications 

throughout the latter part of the 1980s and early part of the 1990s, the food guide 

remained relatively unknown (Welsh 1994:1806S). To increase exposure of the 

program, the USDA sought to illustrate the food guide recommendations in an easy 

to understand graphic. Several graphic representations were tested, including a two 

circular pie charts that looked like plates on a placemat, a side-profile of a bowl 

divided into vertical slivers, a side profile of a shopping cart divided into vertical 

slivers, and a triangular pyramid divided both vertically and horizontally (Welsh et. 

al. 1993). Ultimately, the pyramid shape tested the best, and the Food Guide 

Pyramid (Figure 4.3) became the graphic representation of A Pattern for Daily Food 

Choices.  

The Pyramid has six major food groups. The base consists of breads, cereals, 

rice, and pasta, with a recommendation of six to eleven servings. The next layer 

had both fruits and vegetables, recommending two to four servings each. Above 
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this level are the dairy group and the meat/protein group. Each group has a 

recommended two to three servings. Fats, oils, and sweets were located at the top 

of the pyramid and were to be used “sparingly.” The pyramid also recommends 

that people choose foods low in fat and sugar from all five groups (U.S. Department 

of Agriculture, Human Nutrition Information Service 1992). 

 

 

Figure 4.3 – The Food Guide Pyramid 

 
In 2005, the USDA revamped the pyramid with the release of MyPyramid 

(Figure 4.4). In this new version, vertical wedges replace the food hierarchy of its 

predecessor. The left side of the pyramid depicts stairs with the figure of a person 
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climbing them. Also depicted in the image are the words “steps to a healthier you.” 

The MyPyramid campaign would be a short-lived one, but it was the campaign in 

place during this research.  

 

 

Figure 4.4 – MyPyramid 

 
 One significant problem with this particular nutrition education campaign 

that I observed during my research was that very few people actually knew about 

it. Unlike the earlier mentioned SNAP-Ed program, this particular campaign was 

not directed specifically towards any particular group, but rather to the U.S. 

population as a whole.  
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To explore how effective the program was, I conducted short interviews 

with people living in Norristown from various socioeconomic backgrounds. In 

these interviews I asked if they knew the new name for the Food Guide Pyramid. In 

total, I spoke with 50 people and just four were able to answer this question 

correctly. I also asked them if they could name one of the new flavors of Doritos. In 

total, 37 of my respondents were able to name at least one new flavor. One 

respondent was able to rattle off an astounding nine flavors.24 He was not one of 

the four who knew about the pyramid name change. 

 Apparently, I was not the only one to find that MyPyramid was unsuccessful, 

as the education campaign was again rebranded in 2011. With First Lady, Michelle 

Obama, as their official spokesperson, the USDA unveiled MyPlate on June 2, 

2011. The new circular design is a departure from the pyramid shape that had been 

the symbol of the campaign for the past 19 years. Also gone are the confusing 

slices from MyPyramid. Instead, the circle is divided into unequal quarters that are 

roughly 20 percent grains, 30 percent vegetables, 30 percent fruits and 20 percent 

protein.  

At the time of this writing, it is too early to tell whether MyPlate will be a 

more successful campaign than MyPyramid. However, a person simply knowing 

about a nutrition education campaign does not necessarily mean that he or she 

fully understands the information the campaign presents. During my research, I 

found that not only were people often unaware of the major nutrition education 

                                                
24 Spicy Nacho, 1st Degree Burn Blazin' Jalapeno, 2nd Degree Burn Fiery Buffalo, Fiery Habanero, 
Late Night All Nighter Cheeseburger, Hot Wings and Blue Cheese, Pizza and Ranch, and Taco. 



 144 

programs like MyPyramid, but I also found that they often many misconceptions 

about nutrition in general.  

 

Calories Have a Bad Name 

In the documentary film Super Size Me, Morgan Spurlock embarks on a 30-

day diet of only food sold at McDonald’s. In his exploration of everything fast food, 

he at one point polls random people in New York City and asks them a series of 

questions about fast food and food in general. In one of his questions, he asks – 

“What is a calorie?” Responses shown in the film range from, “Something you 

should avoid,” to “the amount of fat in your blood,” to the most common answer “I 

don’t know.” It is not until Spurlock interviews noted food scholar, Marion Nestle, 

that we get the correct answer – “a unit of measurement that refers to the amount of 

heat it takes to raise one liter of water by one degree Celsius.” 

I find this moment in the film particularly enlightening given the present 

state of things in our food landscape. From education campaigns like 

MyPyramid/MyPlate to the food labels that are omnipresent on packaged food 

products, nutrition information is everywhere in U.S. society. Though the intention 

is to provide the individual food consumer with more knowledge about what they 

are putting into their bodies, nutrition information often serves to confuse rather 

than to inform. Food labels in the U.S. are written in the language of nutrition 

science, which is an expert language that is not very user-friendly to those not 
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trained to speak it. So while the information is certainly out there, it seems that 

many people do not know how to use it.  

In the case of calories, not only do people not know what to do with the 

nutrition information that comes with most of their food, but they also tend to have 

misconceptions about what a calorie actually is. Fostered in part by diet fads and 

Western notions of beauty, I argue that the calorie’s name has been dragged 

through the mud. This slanderous and libelous campaign has led many, like 

Spurlock’s film shows, to not understand calories and often think that they are bad 

for you and should be avoided.  

Poor understandings of what calories are stem not only from diet fads, but 

could also be linked to how they are depicted on food labels. In the U.S., food 

labels are quite cryptic with regard to calories compared to food labels in the 

United Kingdom (Figure 4.5). In the U.K., food labels depict “energy” instead of 

“calories,” and then show energy as being measured in kilocalories or kilojoules. 

This is not the case for U.S. food labels, where “calories” and “calories from fat” 

are depicted without giving the consumer any indication of what these two 

categories mean. Another difference between the two labels in Figure 4.5, is that 

the U.K. food label depicts “energy” at the top of the list of nutrition components, 

which underscores the very reason why we eat. On the other hand, the U.S. label 

has “calories” set off to the side, as if the caloric content of food is separate from 

the rest of the nutritional components. I argue that this very scientific labeling of 

food in the U.S. is symptomatic of the medicalized view of the diet.  
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Figure 4.5 – U.K. Food Label (top) and U.S. Food Label (bottom) 

 

In the aforementioned interviews about MyPyramid, I also asked people 

questions about basic nutrition. Like Spurlock, I asked if they could tell me what a 

calorie is, and I got nearly identical results. Of those respondents whom I met while 

they were receiving food assistance at either soup kitchens or food pantries, none 

could define a calorie. From this group of 20 people, only three people indicated 

that calories are energy. From the other 30 people who did not use food pantry 

services, three gave me an accurate definition and eight more gave an answer that 

indicated calories are a form of energy. One of the respondents who did correctly 
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define a calorie told me that she could only do so because she had taken a 

nutrition class in college. 

A common theme among individuals who did not provide an accurate 

description or definition of a calorie was that calories are bad. This was common 

among all respondents regardless of whether or not they utilized food assistance 

programs. One respondent told me that, “You shouldn’t eat calories.” Another 

mentioned how “calories could give you a heart attack.” Still another respondent 

suggested that she was overweight and the she needed to actually stop eating 

calories. 

Obviously there is a big disconnect here between nutrition and eating. Most 

people whom I talked to during my research claimed to have exposure to 

nutritional information at various points in their lives. Yet very few actually knew 

how to apply this information to their own diets. It becomes even more 

problematic when we consider the SNAP-Ed Connection program. This nutrition 

education program targets those who rely on SNAP food stamp beefits, but in doing 

so does not reach all people who experience hunger. Beyond that, the 

implementation of the program at CADCOM placed the onus of responsibility on 

the individuals themselves to learn about nutrition.  

While the CADCOM produced “Eat Smart” newsletters are placed in 

grocery bags at area food pantries, there is no guarantee that recipients will read 

and understand the materials. Carla has used the Joint Hope food pantry every 

month for the last two years. “Yeah, I see those papers,” she tells me, “but I usually 
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just throw them away.” Dale is another person I met while volunteering at Joint 

Hope. Like Carla, he has also relied on the pantry services at Joint Hope for several 

months. Unlike Carla, Dale does look at the newsletter. But he never understands 

the material because Dale never learned how to read. Embarrassed about this fact, 

he told me that he tries to understand what is being said in the newsletters by 

looking at the pictures. In either Carla’s or Dale’s cases, the newsletters are not 

educating the target population. It is my argument that while nutrition education for 

those who utilize food stamps assistance is the stated goal of the SNAP-Ed program, 

there is more than meets the eye with this nutrition education program. 

 

Empowerment and Expertise 

In medicalizing the diet, I contend that discourses of nutrition science frame 

poor nutritional status as the result of individual dietary deviance that needs to be 

reformed and regulated through training and education. One such strategy, I would 

argue, is SNAP-Ed Connection, which is based on the most recent incarnation of 

the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. As I have previously detailed, this program 

combines the efforts of federal, state, and local agencies to teach those who rely on 

SNAP food stamps how to make “healthy choices.”  

It is my argument that by framing hunger and malnutrition in terms of 

choice, SNAP-Ed Connection implicitly suggests that food stamp recipients cannot 

make responsible dietary decisions on their own, so they need to be taught how to 

make these decisions. In this sense, the program aims to empower individuals with 
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the expertise to command their own eating habits and to improve their overall 

health through good nutrition.  

SNAP-Ed funds the MNO programs at CADCOM. While the stated goal of 

this program is to educate those who receive SNAP food stamps, the program is far 

from comprehensive. The “Eat Smart” newsletters mentioned earlier in the chapter 

supply nutrition education to recipients of food pantry assistance, but not all 

Norristown residents turn to these services when faced with hunger. Furthermore, 

as the last section illustrates, not all people who receive these newsletters actually 

read them, much less incorporate the advice into their diets. “Eat Smart” is not the 

only SNAP-Ed program that CADCOM offers. They also provide nutrition education 

classes, which their website states are offered to anyone receiving SNAP food 

stamps. In the following section, I will detail my experiences attending one such 

class. 

 

Nutrition Education Class 

I sit in the back of a retirement home recreation room that for the next hour 

had been converted into a classroom. Today I am attending a CADCOM nutrition 

education class that is to be taught by the MNO coordinator. The program is called 

“Simply Good Eating,” and the coordinator tells me that it is based on nutrition 

education materials produced from a USDA-funded project at University of 

Minnesota. Curiously, the class is being held at a this retirement home, which 

located outside of the borough in East Norton about five miles from CADCOM 
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headquarters.  In fact, on each occasion in which I attended these classes, the 

program was run at a location outside the borders of Norristown borough.  

“Okay, let’s get started,” the MNO program director said to the room. I look 

around the room. There are about a dozen people in attendance, and all of them 

are senior citizens who live in the retirement home. “Today, we’re going to talk 

about nutrition,” she says as she hands out a packet of Power Point slides to each 

person. She proceeds to read the slides verbatim.  

The materials offer good nutritional advice, including what foods to avoid, 

how to read nutrition labels, how to add flavor with spices when cooking, and a 

dietary plan for avoiding hypertension. However, the MNO coordinator moves 

quickly through the material. At one point, I overhear a conversation between two 

women sitting near me regarding the difference between saturated and unsaturated 

fat. The women do not understand the difference, but neither raises their hand to 

ask for clarification. The coordinator moves past the topic of fat. 

Her presentation lasts 20 minutes, and she concludes by asking if anyone 

has any questions. The room stares blindly back at her. “Okay, then let’s get to the 

recipe.” She comes to the back of the room where I am, and tells me that at this 

point she teaches the class how to make a healthy recipe. Today it would be a low-

calorie, low-fat fruit salad. She brings the class into the kitchen where grapes, 

strawberries, bananas, and oranges sit on the countertop already peeled and/or cut. 

She dumps the ingredients into a large mixing bowl and adds low-fat whipped 
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cream. “Who’s hungry?” she says, and the participants line up to get some of her 

fruit salad.   

While she had told me beforehand that it would be a hands-on class where 

people would learn how to make specific recipes, it was actually a very hands-off 

class where she actually did all of the work. Generally speaking, the class seemed 

to do little to benefit those in attendance. I spoke with a husband and wife after one 

of the classes completed, and the wife told me that she enjoyed coming to the class 

not to learn, but rather so that she could eat something other than the retirement 

home cafeteria food. Her husband patted his belly and agreed. Another set of 

women told me that they liked to do different things, but they did not consider any 

of the information applicable to their own diets.  

After the class, I followed up with the director via email regarding the class 

location. She told me that retirement homes were a common location. She also 

mentioned that she rarely offered classes in the actual borough. I asked if she ever 

offered classes in conjunction with food pantries, and she said that she did not. I 

also asked if she ever had low-income residents of the borough attend the classes, 

and again was told no. As such, the “Simply Good Eating” classes failed in meeting 

the SNAP-Ed Connection’s stated goal of providing nutrition education to SNAP 

recipients. With essentially all senior citizens in attendance, CADCOM 

circumvents the requirement of having a majority of their attendees “income 

eligible.” Much like the “Eat Smart” newsletters, the nutrition education classes 

were only reaching certain segments of the population. 
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The Pitfalls of Nutrition Education 

It is my contention that SNAP-Ed nutrition education programs such as the 

“Simply Good Eating” class and the “Eat Smart” newsletter display a shifting 

relationship between the individual and the state. In the previous chapter, I 

highlighted how the shifting policies of the neoliberal era have shrunk the social 

safety net in the U.S., resulting in decreased funding for food assistance. I argue 

that this state retraction has been coupled with an increased reliance on nutrition 

education. While these programs do provide good information on how to maintain 

a healthy diet, I argue that they do nothing to ensure adequate access to low-cost 

nutritious foods and instead act to reproduce existing class relations.  

I argue that at the root of the nutrition education programs detailed in this 

chapter is an assumption that all people have the same access to food, and that by 

informing the consumer they then can pick their diet up by the bootstraps and 

improve their health through making healthy choices. I contend that this embracing 

of free-market principles with regards to the diet creates a new form of subjectivity. 

Through nutrition education discourses of choice, nutritional status is constructed 

as an individual responsibility outside of the realm of the state. It is my argument 

that the poor are thus cast as consumers who can help themselves prevent 

malnutrition by making “healthy choices.” In this sense, discourses of “healthy 

choice” are a technology of citizenship that shifts attention away from the political, 

economic, and socio-cultural roots of hunger and malnutrition, and reframes these 

issues as the consequence of poor dietary choices.  
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As with the other neoliberal strategies of governance detailed in this chapter, 

the SNAP-Ed program suggests that by providing access to nutritional information, 

those who utilize SNAP benefits with be given more responsibility over their diets 

and will nutritionally “empower” themselves. I contend that implicit to this 

program is the notion that through nutrition education an individual can enhance 

his or her ability to exercise autonomy, self-sufficiency, and independence. Such 

claims, however, discursively mask the true nature of power operating in this 

system (Cruikshank 1994).  

Judith Goode and Jeff Maskovsky (2001) argue that in the era of 

neoliberalism, “political rhetoric and policy shifts…blame the poor for their own 

impoverishment.” They suggest that poverty in not a natural outcome of poor 

choices in life, but rather is “a function of power.” I argue that, as a direct result of 

poverty, hunger is also a function of power. In this sense, I contend that the rhetoric 

and policies of nutrition education frame hunger and malnutrition as the result of 

poor dietary choices, and reconfigure those who experience these hardships as 

individuals who need to take control of their own eating habits and start making 

healthy choices.  

Neoliberal reforms have acted to transfer the operations of government to 

non-state entities. State power is indirectly exercised through intermediate 

institutions run by experts (Barry, Osborne, and Rose 1996). I contend that 

CADCOM is one of these institutions, and have highlighted in this chapter how 

CADCOM acts to disseminate systems of knowledge through nutrition education 
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that encourage self-governance. In this sense, CADCOM is an active agent shifting 

attention away from the social conditions that produce hunger and malnutrition.  

I argue that nutrition education frames individuals experiencing these 

problems as “in need of reform.” Using scientific and biomedical language, I 

contend that nutrition education programs, such as the SNAP-Ed Connection, 

encourage people to internalize the belief that their dietary choices are to blame for 

their poor nutritional status, and that they are “free” actors responsible for fixing 

themselves. And, once fixed, the self-governing neoliberal subject must then 

continue to monitor his or her food choices. In providing the conditions for self-

surveillance, I argue that the reach of the state is indirectly extended to the 

individual diet. Power is now exercised at a “molecular level” allowing the state to 

“govern at a distance” (Barry, Osborne, and Rose 1996).  

 

Conclusion: Nutrition as Choice 

In this chapter, I have displayed the implications of the shift from food to 

nutrition and a medicalized view of the diet. In the process of this shift, I argue that 

U.S. policy has increasingly advanced strategies of nutrition education that 

encourage people to become experts of their own eating habits. While it cannot be 

debated that nutrition education in the U.S. provides quality information on 

maintaining a healthy diet, nutrition education programs do not take into account 

the specific situation of the individual nor do these programs ensure that 

individuals will actually understand the material they present. Even if an individual 
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understands the information, in cannot be assumed that this person will have 

adequate access to low-cost nutritious foods. I argue that this type of neoliberal 

informed strategy overlooks social realities and assumes equal access to foods 

across the entire population regardless of income.  

This chapter has highlighted how nutrition education programs in the U.S. 

encourage people to empower themselves and become experts of their own diets. 

Deploying a very medicalized view of the diet, nutrition education programs that 

are aimed at the poor, such as the SNAP-Ed Connection, argue that hunger and 

malnutrition can be eliminated through learning and applying the basic ideas of 

nutritional science. I contend that the usage of scientific discourse to talk about 

hunger and malnutrition in programs like the “Eat Smart” newsletter act disguise 

these issues as politically, economically, and socially neutral. 

Furthermore, I have argued that the use of discourses of “choice” construct 

nutritional status as an individual responsibility and frame people as consumers 

who can help themselves prevent hunger and malnutrition by making “healthy 

choices.” In this sense, discourses of “healthy choices” are a technology of 

citizenship that shifts attention away from the political, economic, and socio-

cultural roots of hunger and malnutrition, and reframes these issues as the 

consequence of poor dietary choices.  

I have shown in this chapter how the diet has been medicalized. Taking this 

view of the diet, the underlying logic of nutrition education suggests a technical 

solution that views the individual body as the site in need of repair. Nutrition 
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education programs use federally established knowledge and guidelines of nutrition 

and employ experts who produce and disseminate these discourses. It is my 

contention that embedded in these programs are notions of self-cultivation, self-

regulation, and self-discipline. Through nutrition education, individuals are granted 

access to professional knowledge. This process encourages the creation of experts 

of the self who are empowered over their own diets.  

With this new subjectivity comes the responsibility of taking care of oneself. 

In doing so, subjects act in the interest of the state, shifting responsibility for the 

welfare of the population from the state onto the individuals themselves. Yet, I 

argue that this all remains hidden behind the scientific language of nutrition. In a 

similar fashion, neoliberal discourses of voluntarism mask the true nature of the 

social experience of hunger. In the next chapter, I will turn my ethnographic 

experiences both as a volunteer and with other volunteers to examine the ways in 

which volunteers are discursively framed and how this linguistic construction 

impacts how those involved with volunteering understand food and hunger. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 157 

CHAPTER 5 

VOLUNTARISM AND CHOICE 

Introduction 

 An elderly African American man wearing a tattered plaid flannel overcoat, 

a pair of worn denim overalls, and an old wool ski cap sits on the front steps of 

Grace Presbyterian Church. “It’s not open yet,” he says to me as I walk past him up 

the steps towards the bright red door. I tell him I am a new volunteer at the food 

pantry. “Oh,” he replies and turns back towards the street. 

 About a month later, I have a similar experience at a soup kitchen 

community dinner. This is my second time volunteering at this soup kitchen, which 

is located in the back recreation hall of the Grace Presbyterian Church and is open 

each Saturday. My first visit was rather impromptu, having just spoken with the 

program director earlier in the day, and I ended up observing the dinner service 

and helped clean up. This time, I arrive at eleven o’clock in the morning with the 

first volunteers to help prep and cook a roast beef dinner to be served at five 

o’clock.  

Aside from the program director, Carole, the rest of the volunteers came 

from a Lutheran church in nearby Whitemarsh Township. This particular soup 

kitchen was part of the Joint Hope charity network, so volunteers came to work 

from as far as 30 miles away to work and a different church group was scheduled 

for each week of the year.   
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Figure 5.1 – Volunteers Working at Grace Presbyterian 

 
As we were close to finishing up with the cooking, I notice a rather sizable 

queue had formed, stretching from the hallway that lead to the food station all the 

way to the recreation hall. The hall looks almost like an old gymnasium with 

scuffed linoleum floors and dim lighting that filters through frosted glass windows.   

Sixteen long tables with enough chairs to seat eight people at each are staggered 

throughout the hall, and three large garbage cans sit in the aisle that runs between 

the tables. 
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Figure 5.2 – A Set Table at Grace Presbyterian 

 
Just before five, Carole tells me to go help out at the food station. A 

volunteer named Jim hands me a metal ladle, and Carole opens up the door to the 

hallway. Slowly, the “guests,” as Carole called them, shuffle in. I stand behind the 

food line and dollop instant mashed potatoes onto plate after plate. In all, I count 

93 people who come through the line.  
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After the last person receives his food, I see some of the volunteers fixing 

themselves plates. “Come on,” says Jim, “if you want to learn about food and 

poverty, grab some food and go out there and talk to the guests.” With that, Carole 

hands me a plate with some roasted carrots, mashed potatoes, and two slices of 

roast beef. 

The subtle drone of conversation fills the air as I walk with Jim and another 

volunteer named Jane into the recreation hall. Each table is occupied, and most are 

filled to capacity. The tables are set with plastic salt and pepper shakers, sets of 

plastic silverware rolled in paper napkins, and plastic containers filled with either 

water, iced tea, or fruit drink. Each table also has breadbaskets filled with day-old 

bread that, as Jane informs me, is supplied by a local Genuardi’s. In addition, there 

are bags of bread that the guests can take home. However, this is the only food 

they are allowed to take out of the building. There are several small computer 

printout signs to remind them.  
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Figure 5.3 – Soup Kitchen Sign Stating "No Take-Outs” 

 

Jane and Jim lead me to a table where five guests already sit. I make small 

talk with Jim and Jane, and explain to them my research project in a little more 

detail. Just as we finish eating, Carole comes to the table and asks for Jane and Jim’s 

assistance.  

Though I did not realize it while we ate, when Jane and Jim left the table, I 

noticed that aside from “hello,” we had not said a single word to the other five 

people at the table. I try striking up a conversation with a man sitting diagonal and 

two chairs over from me. I introduce myself, briefly explain why I am there, and 

ask if he comes here to the community dinner often. “Yeah,” he said.  
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I then ask if he ever goes to any other soup kitchens in Norristown, to which 

he responded between bites, “I do.” Trying to break the ice a little, I next ask if he 

is enjoying his meal. “Yep,” he said as he turned to the person next to him and 

began talking. As I sat there in a slightly perplexed state, I thought back to my 

earlier experience on the steps of Grace Presbyterian and saw an eerie similarity 

between these two events.  

Over the next week, I thought a lot about what happened. What did I do to 

receive this cold shoulder treatment? Had I come across rude or even snobby in 

these interactions? Not knowing how to answer these questions, I decide to take a 

slightly different approach to participant observation in my next visit to the 

community dinner. Instead of participating on the volunteer side of things, this time 

I would attend as a guest.  

I arrived at Grace Presbyterian around 4:30, and decide to park my car 

around the block instead of in the back lot where the rest of the volunteers park. As 

I walk up to the church, I see a few familiar faces from the week before standing 

outside the recreation room door talking. I am not sure if they recognize me, but 

one of the women says, “Hello” as I passed by the group. I return her greeting, 

walk up the steps, and enter the recreation room. A line had already started to 

form. I make my way over to the back of the line, and to my surprise, there stood 

the man who had snubbed me the previous week. 

About a minute had passed when he turns and looks at me, doing a sort of 

double take. I said, “Hello. How are you?”  
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“I know you,” he said. “You were here last week. I thought you were one of 

them.” 

“Them?”  

“You know…the volunteers.” 

To that, I explain to him my purpose for being there. I told him that while I 

had worked as a volunteer the previous week, I was more concerned with the 

experiences of those who utilized the soup kitchen’s services. He looks at me, with 

right eyebrow raised, for a few seconds, then raises his right hand and said, 

“Charles.” I shake his hand and tell him my name. 

We converse over the next few minutes, with Charles doing most of the 

talking. He talks about the weather, tells a few jokes, and even discusses his affinity 

for squirrels, especially those with albinism. After how he had responded to me the 

previous week, I did not expect him to be so warm and open to me. So at a lull in 

the conversation, I ask him what he meant by his comment about me being a 

volunteer. 

“They’re different, you know? I mean…I know they’re helping, but it’s like 

they think they’re better than me. Better than us,” and he points to the people in the 

line. “They don’t say it. But you can just tell.”  

To Charles, a paternalist relationship plays out between the volunteers and 

those who utilize food services. The barrier between those serving the food and 

those receiving the food is not only that of the actual food service station, but also a 

social one that I did not see until I crossed over to the other side of that food 
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service station. Over the course of my fieldwork, I observed this paternalistic 

mentality not just in the soup kitchen, but also in food pantry services and charity 

food drives. What causes this mentality to pervade volunteer activities? In this 

chapter, I examine volunteer work in the climate of neoliberalism. Specifically, I 

am interested in how the hyper-capitalist mindset of neoliberalism ideologically 

and discursively impacts and shapes volunteer activities not only among the 

volunteers but also for those who used these services.  

 

Governmentality 

In order to illuminate this topic we need to consider these volunteer 

activities through the framework of “governmentality.” Michel Foucault (1991) 

used the concept of governmentality to refer to not just to state policies, but rather 

to a wide range of techniques used to control a population. In this sense, Foucault 

argues that governmentality represents an expansion in the scope of government 

where power flows not in a top-down sense, but rather is more pervasive 

throughout social institutions and forms of knowledge. To Foucault, 

governmentality is a specific form of governing through modern bureaucracies 

where governments exercise social control indirectly through discourses and 

knowledge that encourage specific types of self-governing individuals.  

In this sense, governmentality is more than just the actions of the 

government or even how people are governed. The concept represents an attempt 

to unmask the mechanisms aimed at shaping the conduct of individuals. Mitchell 
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Dean suggests this is accomplished through a manipulation of wants, desires, 

choices, and lifestyles of both individuals and groups (1999:19). To Dean, 

governmentality not only provides insight into how people are governed, but the 

concept can also give us a way to understand what people think about how they 

are governed. Similar to Marx’s concept of “false consciousness,” where the 

proletariat allows themselves to be exploited by the bourgeoisie because they truly 

believe it is natural for them to do so, Dean suggests that those who are governed 

are often unaware that they are being governed. 

Dean’s conceptualization of governmentality is a broad one that 

incorporates other concepts from Foucault. Specifically, he links Foucault’s notion 

of “technologies of power” to the mechanisms of governmentality (Dean 1999:10). 

Foucault used “technologies of power” to refer to indirect forms of social control 

“imbued with aspirations for the shaping of conduct in the hope of producing 

certain desired effects and averting certain undesired ones” (Rose, 1999:52). 

Through various channels, discourses of freedom encourage individuals to be self-

governing and autonomous, yet at the same time the behaviors they are 

encouraged to embrace are aligned with the political objectives of the ruling 

regime. 

As was discussed in the previous chapter, expertise is key aspect of 

technologies of power. Through expertise, the individual is granted access to expert 

knowledge and can thus use this knowledge to self-govern. They are given the 

impression that they have the choice how to use this knowledge, yet their conduct 
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has been shaped by the knowledge itself. Dean refers to this shaping as the 

“conduct of conduct” (1999:10). He views this process not as simply how 

government shapes conduct, but more broadly as how we too shape the conduct of 

ourselves and of others. 

Using Dean’s elaboration of governmentality can be useful to situate the 

dominant theme of self-governing autonomous individuals present in 

neoliberalism. Though Foucault was not able to examine neoliberalism post-1980s, 

he did apply the term to governing in advance liberal democracies. Here, power is 

decentralized, which on the surface gives the appearance that government is 

governing less. Yet, at the same time, individuals are encouraged to be more active 

in their own self-government. In doing so, neoliberalism takes the principles of the 

free market and applies them to all aspects of life. Thus the world itself is seen as a 

free market where individuals must compete against each other for limited 

resources. 

With this movement towards privatizing life, individuals cannot be governed 

in direct ways, but rather must be regulated by indirect means. This is 

accomplished through the articulation and perpetuation of certain forms of 

knowledge that encourage certain kinds of individuals who are self-regulating and 

self-governing. Nikolas Rose (1999) argues that individuals must then recognize 

themselves as responsible and free. In this sense, neoliberal discourse frames 

individuals as free and autonomous while the neoliberal state retreats and reduces 

the social safety net. Individuals govern themselves through freedom and through 



 167 

choice, but not in a limitless fashion. Rather, they are encouraged to choose to 

conduct themselves within a limited field of choices that will ultimately create 

neoliberal subjects. 

 
Voluntarism 

Susan Hyatt (2001) frames voluntarism as a neoliberal technology of power 

aimed at the conduct of conduct. To Hyatt, the conduct of conduct is articulated 

through, “All those forms of expert intervention characteristic of modernity, 

including systems of welfare, social services, medicine, and urban planning, that 

encourage individuals to behave in ways commensurate with the interests of a 

liberal, well-tempered, regulated society” (2001:205). Hyatt argues that this results 

in a reconfigured relationship between citizen and state, which acts smoke screen 

the existing causes of inequality. Instead of reforming the material environment, 

strategies such as voluntarism act to reform the cultural environment. As such, 

voluntarism masks poverty as the site of social and material inequality, and 

disguises the role that government plays in reproducing this inequality. 

A whole set of discursive strategies promote voluntarism in the neoliberal 

state. Jessica Cattelino (2004) examines discourses associated with volunteer 

promotion for citizen crime prevention on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. She 

argues that volunteers fill in the gaps in the public sector caused by a lack of 

funding. Her work displays how civilian crime prevention suggests a moral duty 

that discursively frames an active citizenship. In this case, volunteers are rewarded 

for their active citizenship with access to expert knowledge about law enforcement. 
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Voluntarism not only shifts the responsibility of public welfare from the 

government to the people, but it also obscures inequality while reinforcing existing 

social boundaries. As a strategy of the neoliberal state, voluntarism reframes the 

shrinking forms of direct state intervention in terms of individual private 

responsibility. In this sense, social services such as food assistance programs come 

to be understood in terms of free-market principles. Much like nutrition education, 

discourses of voluntarism encourage individuals to improve themselves through 

active citizenship. At the same time, volunteers act in the interest of the state, as 

they act to not only perform the duties that were formerly the domain of 

government agencies, but also act to indirectly extend the reach of state power to 

individuals no longer regulated and mediated directly through government run 

services.  

 

Jack 

 When I enter the Grace Presbyterian Church for the first time, I’m thrown 

off. The building is quite old, and very appealing to the eye. At the same time, the 

exterior is a bit misleading. I expect to see a wide-open room filled with pews, but 

instead find myself in a narrow hallway. To my left there is a set of stairs. Closed 

French doors that were badly in need of a fresh coat of paint sat closed to my right. 

As I ponder which way to go, an older man comes walking out of a room at the 

end of the hallway. He introduces himself as Jack, and tells me to follow him down 

stairs. 
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 The steps are quite old and in use of repair. Buildings from this era were not 

made for a man of my height, so I have to duck my head as we go down. With its 

narrow stone corridors, the basement makes me feel as if I was suddenly dropped 

in the 19th century. Jack takes me around a corner and shows me the Joint Hope 

clothing donation center. “We get a lot of clothes,” he tells me. Drop-offs are on 

Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday mornings, but he says that people leave 

clothing on the steps of the church on other days.  

 The room is filled with racks of clothes. There are overcoats and jackets, 

dresses and skirts, shorts and long pants, and even a few suits. Jack tells me that 

they never get enough suits. “People need them to go to job interviews. How can 

you get hired when you don’t show up in a suit?” 

From the clothing donation center, we then make a left turn and walk 

roughly twenty feet down another corridor towards a doorway. If I did not know 

where I was going, I would have never thought this was the food pantry. It is cold 

and dimly lit down in the basement. As we walk into the panty, I think to myself 

how uninviting the space felt. 

Canned goods and boxes of food stacked on long tables fill the pantry. Most 

of the cans are generic brands, but I notice some that are name brands. The canned 

food include pasta sauce, ravioli, beef stew, pork and beans, peas, corn, green 

beans, carrots, beets, fruit cocktail, peaches, and tuna. There is apple juice, 

macaroni and cheese, peanut butter, grape jelly, corn flakes, dried noodle soup 

packages, applesauce, rice, and powdered milk.  
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Most cans contain two to three servings of food. Vegetables, soups, and 

pastas have roughly 25% recommended daily value of sodium per serving. The 

stews had even more, with some topping 100% of the USDA’s recommended daily 

intake in a single can. While the canned fruits contained little sodium, one of the 

main ingredients found in each can is high fructose corn syrup (HFCS). First 

developed in the 1960s, HFCS is produced by using xylose isomerase to convert 

the glucose contained in corn to the much sweeter fructose (Ratcliffe 2012). 

Canned fruits contain anywhere from 20% to 45% of the recommended daily 

intake.  

There are three people volunteering this morning – Jack, Judy and Lois. Judy 

is in-charge. She has me right to work stocking the tables with cans. As I open 

boxes and stack cans on the tables, Jack assembles the grocery bags. He takes two 

plastic bags, one inside the other, and places one brown paper bag inside them. 

“We used to give just one plastic bag, but the handles kept breaking from the 

weight of the groceries,” he tells me.  

While I stock and Jack assembles, Lois and Judy “shop,” as Judy calls it. This 

entails going from table to table and filling up grocery bags. They fill each bag with 

groceries based on Joint Hope criteria, which varies based on household size. The 

larger the household, the more is placed in each bag. 

As we work, Jack and I continue to chat. He tells me about his wife, who 

just recently retired for the second time. He tells me about his son and two 

daughters, and how one of his girls took an anthropology course in college. Or at 
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least he thinks it was an anthropology class. “That’s the study of bones, right?,” he 

asks, and I tell him how that is certainly part of anthropology. He tells me about his 

grandchildren. He has four of them now, three boys and a girl. His youngest 

grandson, who is ten, is going to start Little League in the spring.  

 Our conversation lasts the entire two-hour shift and right on through 

cleanup. While I found out a lot about Jack’s life and shared with him stories of my 

own, he told me very little of how he came to be a volunteer. As we left the church 

building, I ask if he would be interested in sitting down and talking to me about his 

experiences as a volunteer. He agrees, and we set up a meeting for later in the 

week. 

 Jack sits waiting for me in the corner of a small franchise coffee shop. I was 

not late. Jack was just always early. He greets me with his usual firm handshake, 

and we each take a seat. After a few minutes of small talk, Jack starts telling me his 

story.  

I grew up during the Depression. Things have been bad at times in 
your lifetime [he said while pointing at me], but nothing like back 
then. I was young when the Market crashed…only about five, but I 
will still never forget my father and mother. I had never seen them 
look scared before that point in my life. So you can imagine what 
that does to a kid. We weren’t poor. But we weren’t rich either. We 
had food and clothes and a roof over our heads, though, so that was 
good. Well, my father was soon out of a job and he couldn’t find 
work anywhere. Times like that teach you to not take anything for 
granted. The fact that you had shoes, or a roof over your head was 
more than a lot of other folks could say. All those people setting up 
tents out the outskirts of cities. Times were that bad. But we were 
lucky enough to have family. Our family helped out when no one 
else would. And you know, nothing went to waste. I go to restaurants 
today and see them throw away tons of food. If my grandmother saw 
that she’d be sick. We didn’t waste any food. And we even learned to 
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eat things that kids today would never eat. Dandelion greens were 
one of my grandmother’s favorites. Even the thought of them makes 
me lose my appetite to this day. But we also had a lot of good, 
homemade foods. You just don’t get cooking like that today. And it’s 
cheaper to do it that way too. 

 
Jack went on to tell me about how his mother found work as a seamstress. It was 

temporary work, but it helped make the ends meet. Though they did not always 

meet. “I had to stand in the welfare lines with my parents more than a few times,” 

he told me.  

 Towards the middle of the Depression, Jack’s father found steady work as a 

meat packer. “It’s not like it is today,” he said, “working in those slaughter houses 

was good work.” As Jack moved into his teen years, his family was able to take in 

foster children. At one point, his family had three foster children staying with them. 

“They had such a tough life, you know. We were doing okay, so my parents 

wanted to share that with others.” 

 Jack served in the Second World War, and used the G.I. Bill to fund his 

college education. He was always good with numbers, so he majored in 

accounting. While in college, he met and fell in love with his wife. They married a 

year after graduation, and had their son three years later. Another three years 

passed before they had their first daughter, and their second daughter was born 

four years after that. Jack worked as an accountant for 33 years. “I really didn’t 

want to retire,” he told me.  

During this portion of his life, Jack and his family regularly attended church 

and even donated money from time to time, but neither he nor anyone in his family 
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ever did any volunteer work. “We were just so busy. There was music lessons and 

baseball games and birthday parties. Every week it was something.” But when the 

nest was finally empty and Jack had retired from work, he looked for something to 

fill the void. He got pretty good with wood working and read a lot, but the 

experiences of his childhood never left him. 

One weekend, while at church, he heard an announcement for volunteers 

to staff the church soup kitchen. It was during the holiday season, and Jack and his 

wife decided to volunteer their time.  

I thought back to what it was like for people during the Depression. 
Now, this was over twenty years ago. The 70s were bad for people, 
especially at the end, and a lot of people still had it bad in the 80s. 
The thing is that it wasn’t publicized like it was in the 1930s. I mean, 
there were a lot of people out there who are hungry all the time…and 
there still are. I’m talking people who just don’t have enough money 
for food. Not those people who blow their money on booze and 
drugs. Good people. You know? So we did what we could to help 
out. 

 
Jack and his wife enjoyed the experience of volunteering, but were both struck with 

the amount of people who showed up to the soup kitchen. “That was when I knew 

that I needed to do more to help out,” he told me. 

 Jack began volunteering on a monthly basis at the soup kitchen, which only 

served food on the third Saturday of each month. At some point during the first 

year, he does not recall exactly when, Jack met another volunteer from Joint Hope. 

“I heard what they were doing there with the pantry and the clothing, and I knew I 

had to be a part of it.” He contacted the director at the time, and was volunteering 

in the pantry a week later. He’s been there ever since. “At least once a week since 
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1987. So that makes it around twenty years now,” he said to me and then looked 

out the window shaking his head just slightly from side to side. 

 I argue that Jack’s story presents a narrative of volunteering that is very much 

shaped by Depression-era discourses that frame helping out others as a basic 

premise of life. His experiences in childhood, especially those where his family 

helped others out, informed his perspective on volunteering. Yet this was not the 

only narrative that informed the volunteers I spoke with throughout my fieldwork. I 

will discuss a volunteer, named Barry, with a very different narrative of 

volunteering later in the chapter, but first I turn to my experience behind the scenes 

at the Joint Hope organizational meeting. 

  

Joint Hope Organizational Meeting 

For the last ten years, Jack has served on the board of Join Hope. They have 

a biannual meeting, and Jack suggested during our interview that I speak to the 

director, Carole, about attending. Later that day, I contacted Carole on the phone, 

and mentioned Jack’s recommendation. She told me the next meeting is later in the 

month, and said that I was more than welcome to attend. 

 The meeting was to be held at Grace Presbyterian, and this time when I 

enter the building, the double French doors are wide open. They lead into a rather 

large room that can best be described as a lounge or study. There are already a few 

people in the room, and I see Carole chatting with a small group. She waves me 
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over and introduces me to the group. After shaking their hands, Carole tells me to 

go sign in and to find a seat, as she would be starting the meeting momentarily.  

 I take a seat in an old hunter green armchair. The room is filled with a 

hodgepodge of furniture. A striped couch flanked by two wooden rocking chairs 

sits across from me. Carole sits behind an old wooden desk cattycorner to the back 

of the room. As I look around the room, I quickly come to the realization that I am 

the youngest person in attendance by at least 25 years. In fact, many of the 

attendees are senior citizens. 

 The meeting begins with Carole asking everyone to bow his or her heads in 

prayer. While I am not the most religious person, I bow my head along with 

everyone else. “Oh heavenly Father, we thank you for all of your blessings that you 

bestow on us, and we thank you for the chance to share what we have with 

others.” She finishes the prayer, and the group responds in unison with, “Amen.” 

With that, Carole thanks everyone for attending and directs our attention to the 

treasurer’s report.  

 As church secretary, Carole wore many hats at Grace Presbyterian. Not only 

was she in charge of the day-to-day operations of the church, but she also directed 

the Joint Hope program. This meant organizing and conducting meetings, directing 

and staffing services, and also serving as acting treasurer. She hands out a typed 

copy of the budget to each person in the group. The budget displays the total 

receipts (donations) and disbursements (expenditures) for the last six months.  
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Donations came from a variety of sources including other churches, the 

local Women’s Association, individuals, deacons, the church youth group, and 

other private charity organizations. A majority of funding came from other 

churches. Since the last meeting roughly six months previous to this one, other 

churches had donated $7,916.50 to Joint Hope. Carole points out that they had a 

beginning balance of $21,154.54, and after receipts now have a balance of 

$31,444.04.  

The money goes towards a variety of things. Some of the funds were spent 

on utilities – phone, oil, etc. Joint Hope also spends money on food. Karatas Foods, 

the state-contracted private wholesaler, supplies a majority of this food. Some food 

is also donated from Philadundance, which is the Philadelphia area’s major food 

bank. The pantry also acquired food through discount gift certificates, and directly 

through individual donations and private food drives. Altogether, Joint Hope spent 

$16,758.63, so the ending balance as of today is $14,685.41. 

After Carole explains the budget, she gives the floor to Fred, who calls 

himself the pantry manager though he admits that he really does everything that 

Carole does not have time for. He also provides the group with a handout. This one 

shows a more in-depth breakdown of the money received and money spent. Unlike 

Carole’s handout, this one specifically displays Joint Hope’s food purchases. The 

handout also shows the total number of households served over the last three years, 

which is from 2006 – 2008. Each year, the amount of households and total people 

served has increased.  
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Fred points our attention to how Joint Hope had received a $20,000 grant 

from CADCOM. This money was split with 25% going to Philabundance and 75% 

going to Karetas. Fred received this money in June of 2007 and it was supposed to 

last until June of 2008. Unfortunately, the money ran out in January of 2008. Aside 

from the grant money, Joint Hope used nearly $8,000 of its own money to 

purchase food. They also used nearly $400 just to buy paper and plastic bags, 

because, as Fred points out, the price continues to increase for these items.  

In addition to purchasing food from Philabundance and Karetas, Fred 

mentions that he sometimes has to go to Walmart to purchase items that are 

missing. This occurs at times due to the nearly two-week turnaround time that it 

takes for orders to be filled from Karetas. Fred tells us that he frequently receives 

calls from pantry volunteers to tell him that they are out of specific items. To this 

comment, I see several attendees nod their heads in agreement. He also tells us that 

Philabundance has had less food lately and has been particularly difficult to deal 

with since their merger with the Food Bank of Greater Philadelphia. So when there 

are shortages of key items, like spaghetti, Fred goes to Walmart and essentially 

empties their shelves. 

Next, Fred discusses his plans for the future. While Carole is a paid 

employee of the church, Fred is a volunteer. In his role as pantry manager, he is 

essentially a jack-of-all-trades. “After five years of service, I am officially burnt out. 

I am actively looking for a replacement. So if any of you are interested or know 

someone who is interested, please contact me,” he says to the group.  
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With that, he hands the floor back over to Carole, who tells us that 

CADCOM wants area food pantries to adopt a spreadsheet format to tabulate 

usage. Currently, like many pantries in the borough, Joint Hope uses a paper 

system. Their method employs a simple index card system that records each 

individual visit, how much food the person receives, and demographic information 

about the recipient. CADCOM’s claimed that the spreadsheet system, could link all 

of their grant recipients together in one large network. This network could then be 

used not only for various statistical purposes, but it could also be used to “catch” 

people abusing their privileges by going to multiple cupboards each month.  

CADCOM rules stipulate that “clients” can receive food once per month. 

Carole mentions that it is often hard for the individual pantries to detect this 

because there is little communication between each pantry. She says that the only 

time people are caught is when CADCOM representatives come out to each site to 

sign people up for food stamps. “One woman was seen at 4 different pantries 

during the course of single month,” she tells us. Several of the attendees let out a 

collective sigh of disgust upon hearing these words. 

This was not the first time I encountered this type of reaction regarding this 

matter. There was one instance when a woman came in to the Joint Hope pantry 

and tried to receive food on the last day in March. Lois checked her card and saw 

that she had already received food for the month on the third of March. “I have 

come in at the end of the month to get food before, and they just put it for the next 

month,” the woman told Lois. She made a phone call to CADCOM, and after a 
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short exchange, she told the woman that she could not give her food today. “Come 

back on Wednesday, and we can give you food then since it’s officially April,” Lois 

told the woman.  

The woman was not happy, and quickly left. After a few moments had 

passed, I overheard a brief exchange between Lois and Judy about how so many 

people attempt to take advantage of the services. They seemed to look down on the 

woman’s actions. Later, another volunteer, named Jerry, characterized this action 

as “stealing.” He said that everyone has to work hard, and if they did so they would 

be able to eat. 

So CADCOM argued that a spreadsheet system would prevent these 

instances, and would ultimately mean more food to go around for those in need. 

Carole tells us that while she agrees with this idea, converting the old paper system 

into an electronic system (presumably in Microsoft Excel) would be a major 

undertaking. Not only would this conversion demand a lot of volunteered time 

from individuals, but also it would require volunteers with knowledge of how to 

use a computerized spreadsheet. I could sense that many in the room were not 

happy with this idea, and Carole voiced her opinion saying, “They’re making us do 

their work.” She told us that Joint Hope and other grant recipients were already 

required to fill out and submit paperwork on the food pantry usage. “I really have 

no idea what CADCOM does with this information,” she tells us. 

Because the pantry receives money from CADCOM, they must follow a 

CADCOM prescribed menu format. Compared to other pantries, Joint Hope gives a 
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lot of food. But this amount is steadily decreasing. They have seen demand for the 

pantry skyrocket, while at the same time being allotted less money from CADCOM. 

Private donations used to fill in the gaps, but now they also see less from these 

sources. Carole tells us that it has been difficult to provide recipients with 

everything on the menu. Fresh vegetables were recommended, but not required, 

and she tells us that they are “extremely rare.” Also, CADCOM recommends that 

meat be given out, but Joint Hope often lacks the funds necessary to buy meat. In 

this case, cans of beef stew serve as a supplement.  

Perry, a congregation member who also does a lot for the church, brings up 

another issue during the meeting. As part of his duties, he meets with Hispanic 

congregation and community members and listens to their concerns. In particular, 

he tells us that many Hispanics were concerned about being asked for ID in order 

to receive food from the pantry because some of them have undocumented 

immigration status. He says that there was a push made by the USDA for 

identification, and as a result, CADCOM adopted this policy. To that, another 

attendee responds that Joint Hope workers have bent these rules and only require 

proof of residence from recipients. 

 The meeting ends with Carole telling the group that the next meeting would 

be held in roughly six months. With that, everyone stands up. Some people leave, 

while other stand around and chat. Carole walks over to me and says, “What did 

you think?” I give her a general overview of my thoughts and ask if she would be 
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available talk. She tells me that she actually had time right now, and that she could 

sit down with me as soon as everyone had left. 

 Not more than fifteen minutes later, she led me from the lounge meeting 

room down a hallway to the back of the building where her office was located. We 

both sat and began to chat. Carole had been working at Grace Presbyterian since 

1978. Before that, her mother had held the job of church secretary. Unlike Carole, 

however, her mother had no role in coordinating volunteer charity activities. “That 

was something that came about a few years after I started,” she told me. “There 

were just more and more people in need, so we started assembling donations. 

Before we knew it, we became Joint Hope.” 

 Carole’s story was similar to Jack’s in many ways. Like Jack, she had not 

gotten involved in volunteer work until the 1980s. She also framed her work as a 

volunteer in terms of the narrative of responsibility. “The way I look at it, there are 

just so many people out there in need. So we should be the ones that give to them. 

We should be the ones that help them.”   

 

Barry 

Carole and Jack’s narratives of volunteering were very similar, and this 

makes sense because they are very close in age. While a number of the volunteers I 

spoke with were around the same ages as Carole and Jack, there were also many 

who were younger. Barry, for example, is in his late fifties. He did not live during 

the Depression, but his parents did. Yet, his view of volunteering is informed by a 
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slightly different narrative that is very much influence by the president of his 

childhood, John Kennedy. Unlike Jack, who tended to talk about volunteering as 

his duty to help out others, Barry’s tends to frame his volunteering as more of what 

he can do for his country.  

I met Barry through a mutual friend, who told me that Barry ran a food 

drive. He agreed to talk to me, and we ended up meeting in a tavern at noon on a 

Tuesday. When I walked into the tavern, he sat bellied up to the bar with a half-

smoked cigarette burning in an ashtray in front of him. The smoke coiled its way up 

to the ceiling. Barry runs a contracting business and uses subcontractors to do the 

work. He spends most of his days in bars and taverns, or “his office,” as he calls it. 

Despite his surroundings, he is not much of a drinker. “I’ll have the occasional 

beer, but I like bars because of the people.” 

Barry has been organizing and running a canned food drive for the past 

three years. The drive runs from right around Halloween until the Monday before 

Thanksgiving, and culminates the night before Thanksgiving with a live music 

event where Barry plays along with other local bands. This year, he has three acts 

lined up in addition to his own. He loves Elvis, and does his best to sing like him.  

Barry runs the whole operation on his own. He solicits local stores and 

restaurants to allow him to put a food drive box at or near the entrance to the 

building, and then makes all of the pickups at the end of the food drive. He also 

makes and circulates flyers for the food drive and music event. He hands me one. 

It’s a photocopy of a handwritten flier on lined paper. Barry tells me, “I know it 
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doesn’t look like much. But that flier doesn’t matter. People should just want to 

help.” 

Unlike Jack and Carole, Barry did not come to volunteer work through 

church affiliated activities.  

I got family who needed help a few holidays back. My brother-in-law 
was out of work. Him and my sister had two little ones and barely 
enough income to keep the lights on, much less put a turkey on the 
table or presents under the tree. The thing was that they were too 
proud to say it. I actually had to hear it from my six-year-old niece 
that they were having a tough time. That still pains me to think about. 
But I pulled my sister aside and asked her if this was true, and she 
said that it was. It was two days before Thanksgiving, and I remember 
going home to my pantry cabinet and just grabbing all of the cans of 
soup and vegetables I had and headed over to their place. My 
brother-in-law didn’t seem happy about this at first. But when he saw 
my sister crying a few tears of joy, he came over and gave me a big 
bear hug.   

 
This was a powerful moment for Barry, and one that gave him the idea to start his 

food drive. He told me how he wanted to help others as he did his family, and 

encouraged me to do the same. “It’s up to people like you to help,” he told me. 

While he used the word “help” just as Jack did, I did not get the same sense of 

meaning from Barry’s usage of the term. In fact, not once did Jack encourage me to 

volunteer in our many conversations.  

 The night before Thanksgiving, I again meet with Barry briefly before his 

show begins. He tells me that this year he collected 714 boxes or cans of non-

perishable food, and that this was nearly two hundred more than he had received 

the previous year. He says that he hopes this food can help as many as 150 families 

this holiday season.  
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 There are about fifty people strewn around the bar when the show begins. 

As the master of ceremonies, Barry gets things started. He stands at the microphone 

on the makeshift stage in the corner of the bar and says in a quasi-singing voice, 

“Hello everybody!” He introduces himself and tells the crowd a little about his 

food drive. He calls the night a “celebration of food, and our ability to give to 

others in need,” and then yields the stage to the first band. In between each band, 

he gives the crowd a similar message about giving, and encourages everyone to 

help out in much the same way as he did with me in our original meeting. Finally, 

Barry takes the stage to perform and does an eight song set that ends with a rousing 

cover of Elvis Presley’s “Suspicious Minds.” When the song is over, he says to the 

crowd, “Thank you! I hope to see you all next year. Good night.” 

 This ending displays something else that I viewed from volunteers during my 

fieldwork. Hunger is a very consistent social problem. People are literally hungry 

every day in the U.S. Yet, many charities like Barry’s operate in a once per year 

format where donations are provided only during key times such as the roughly 

one month stretch between Thanksgiving and Christmas. With neoliberal 

discourses frame volunteering as part of being an active and good citizen, little to 

nothing is said about frequency and time of volunteering. Consequently, there is a 

dearth of volunteers throughout most of the year.  

 



 185 

Volunteering As Spectacle 

 Barry’s culminating concert also brings to light another phenomenon that I 

observed during my research, which I call “volunteering as spectacle.” By this, I 

refer to the various hunger drives that use forms of entertainment to publicize their 

causes. In this sense, people are being rewarded with a music concert, comedy 

show, or even free giveaways for attending and perhaps contributing to the cause. 

One such event occurred just a week after Barry’s concert. The event is 

called “Camp Out for Hunger,” and is an annual event hosted by the morning 

show team of Preston and Steve, who broadcast on 93.3 WMMR in Philadelphia. 

From Monday morning until Friday morning, the radio show cast camp out in an 

RV motorhome at a shopping center parking lot in Plymouth Meeting, which is not 

far from Norristown. Each morning, the show broadcasts live from the location, and 

they donate all of the food and money they receive to Philabundance.   

 As part of the event, the radio station brings in various celebrities. This year, 

the show would host two local sports stars, three famous actors, and five popular 

bands. On the day I attended, the local sports star, a hockey player for the 

Philadelphia Flyers, arrived in a helicopter. Not only did the show use celebrities 

and entertainment to attract people, but they also offered prize incentives:  

• The largest donation from a business would be rewarded with a live 

broadcast of the Preston and Steve show at their place of business.  
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• The largest donation from a non-business organization would be rewarded 

with a free private rental of Blue Cross River Rink that includes free rentals 

and ice skating time for up to 500 people. 

• The largest donation from a band would be rewarded with free recording 

studio time to professionally record a three-song demo. 

• The largest individual on-site donation by day would be rewarded with a 

music service subscription on Monday, suite tickets for sixteen people to 

Cirque du Soleil at the Liacouras Center at Temple University on Tuesday, 

field level seats for four people to a Philadelphia Union soccer game on 

Wednesday, and balcony level seats for twenty people to a Philadelphia 

Flyers games on Thursday.  

The show also raffled off one item per day. These prizes included a flat-screen 

television, a night at Tropicana Casino and Hotel in Atlantic City, a Sony Play 

Station video game console, a two-night stay at the Sheraton Hotel in Philadelphia, 

and a one-night stay at the Plymouth Meeting Hampton Inn.  
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Figure 5.4 – Donations at Camp Out for Hunger 

 
 The event certainly had a fun atmosphere to it, and like Barry’s small 

concert, constantly reminded people why they were there. At the same time, they 

were also subtly reminded that this was a big corporate event. Along with radio 

station banners, there were product logos of the event sponsors all around the 

parking lot. In total, there were 31 corporate sponsors that ranged from 

McDonald’s to two local supermarket chains (Giant and Acme) to even a beer 

distribution company.    

 In total, the event raised 220 tons of food, which was down from 232 tons 

the previous year, but managed to also raise $40,500, which was a $13,500 

increase in cash donations. While this is certainly a very significant contribution to 

Philabundance, the donations were received in large part due to the spectacle put 
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on by the radio station. Also, much like Barry’s food drive, the Camp Out For 

Hunger is an annual event that occurs during the holiday season. 

 I did not get the chance to formally interview any of the attendees at the 

event, but I was able to informally speak with several individuals. Over half of the 

roughly twenty people I spoke with told me that they were in attendance primarily 

because they were fans of the radio program. “They’re so funny,” one of them said, 

“and, you know, this is a good cause.” One person told me that he specifically was 

there to win the single donation prize.  

At the same time I spoke with four people who seemed generally concerned 

with the issue of hunger. One person said she attended a lot of charity events for 

hunger. She goes to hunger walks and food drives at least once per month. “Most 

of the year, the events aren’t as crowded as this one,” she told me. Another woman 

with whom I spoke was a lot like Barry. She had run her own non-perishable food 

drive affiliated with her church for the last eight years.  

Another man told me about his son’s Boy Scout troop. Their most recent 

canned food drive had been tremendously successful, though he found some 

difficulties finding a local food bank to accept the donations. “Philabundance is 

great, but we wanted to make sure our donations were given to local people in the 

community who need the food.” He went on to say that they taught the boys that 

it’s their job as members of society to take care of people who are less fortunate.  
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Conclusion 

At this point we come full circle to my experiences that I mention in the 

introduction to this chapter. Many of the volunteers with whom I spoke during my 

research framed their work as a responsibility that they chose to do. While 

informed by slightly different narrative of volunteering, their discursive 

constructions align with the neoliberal agenda of privatization. Voluntarism acts, in 

this sense, as a technology of power that shapes the conduct of individuals into 

willing volunteers who fill in the gaps in the shrinking social safety net detailed in 

Chapter 3. 

Voluntarism has another unintended side effect, which I came face-to-face 

with in my experiences in participant observation at soup kitchens and food 

pantries. I found a very real social barrier that exists between the volunteers and 

those who utilize the services. This barrier was apparent to many of those who 

used the services, but I did not get any explicit indication of this barrier from the 

volunteers. However, once this relationship was brought to my attention, I did get 

indications of patriarchal sentiment from volunteers who felt it was their 

responsibility to take care of the less fortunate. The resulting climate was one of 

subtle tension that acted to reinforce the existing social barriers between these two 

groups.  
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CHAPTER 6 

FOOD ADVERTISEMENTS AND CHOICE 

Introduction 

Today, I am again driving to Norristown. I have made this roughly 30-

minute trek more times than I can count at this point in my fieldwork. The drive has 

become one that I feel I could do in my sleep. The sites and sounds that were new 

at the beginning of fieldwork now just provide a backdrop of scenery. At the tail 

end of fieldwork, this is the last day I would expect to find anything new. 

I complete yet another shift as a volunteer at Joint Hope. The crowd was 

pretty heavy this morning, as it was not only a Monday, but also the first day of the 

month. Cleanup went about as fast as it usually does. I had sweeping duties, and 

with that out of the way, I make my way through the basement hallways to the 

ground level. Typically after any fieldwork sessions, I immediately head to a local 

coffee shop a few miles away to sit down and write out some field notes, and today 

was no different. 

I walk out the front door of the church and down the concrete steps to the 

street level. Off to my right, roughly a foot away from the black wrought iron 

handrail is large metal trashcan that is filled to the brim. Sitting atop that heap of 

garbage is an empty “Big Grab” bag of Nacho Cheese Doritos. The bag is bright red 

with the brand name emblazoned across the front. Also on the front of the bag are 

three nacho cheese tortilla chips, with their golden orange glossy sheen glistening 

in the noontime sun. 
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Thinking nothing of this casual observance, I drive over to the coffee shop, 

order a small coffee, and begin writing. Roughly twenty minutes into writing, the 

bag of Doritos pops into my head. I dismiss the thought immediately, but a few 

minutes later I again see that image of those three tortilla chips in my mind’s eye. 

With Doritos still on the brain, I manage to finish my field notes for the day and am 

able to head home. On my way there, I am stopped at a red light on a four-lane 

road. A delivery truck pulls up next to me. I look over and see a massive Frito-Lays 

logo across the side of the truck. The side profile also displayed a huge image of a 

potato chip hovering in the middle of a vibrant yellow background. Below the 

chip, I saw the Frito-Lays logo and the phrase - “Food for the fun of it.” 

 Immediately, it strikes me why I was so fixated on that bag of Doritos. That 

bag of Doritos sitting in a garbage can was quite similar to the billboard sized Frito-

Lays logo on the truck. Both depict junk foods in a manner designed to encourage 

people to choose eat these foods. This is no great revelation, as this has been the 

goal of advertisements since day one. Yet, in urban spaces there are more places to 

advertise. In noticing these two depictions of food, a whole visual landscape 

opened up around me that I had not noticed earlier in my fieldwork.  

Images of food are everywhere in the urban space of Norristown borough – 

in store windows, on walls, on signs, on billboards, and even in trashcans. More 

often than not, these images were of junk foods and encouraged people to choose 

to eat these foods because they taste good or because they are inexpensive. In this 

chapter, I use ethnographic data that I compiled in the final phase of research to 
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examine the visual landscape of Norristown to consider the ways in which food is 

represented. I use this in conjunction with interview data to explore the links 

between visual representations of food, especially those in food advertisements, 

factor in to individual understandings of food. In doing so, I consider the ways in 

which food advertisements encourage people to eat the exact opposite type of diet 

advanced by NEPs, yet at the same time have embedded in them the same 

discourses of individual dietary choice.  

 

Contradictory Advice 

As I detailed in Chapter 4, the aim of nutrition education in the U.S. is to 

empower individuals to take control of their diets and improve their health by 

making healthy food choices. Some of these programs, such as MyPyramid/MyPlate 

and Dietary Guidelines, are directed towards the entire population, while others, 

like SNAP-Ed Connection, specifically target people who rely on food stamps 

benefits. The latter population is more likely to experience food insecurity and 

hunger, but it is important to note that some individuals who have these 

experiences do not fall into the social safety net that food stamps offers. During my 

research, I met people who experienced hunger on a far too frequent basis, yet did 

not receive any assistance from the government.  

While FNS develops and oversees SNAP-Ed Connection programs, we see in 

Chapter 3 that the implementation of these programs involves a complex 

bureaucracy that trickles the programs down from the federal level to the state 
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level. In Pennsylvania, the division of labor then goes down to the county level, 

and the programs are then farmed out to NGOs. At this level the programs are 

finally executed. In Montgomery County, the two main ways in which the program 

is presented is through the “Simply Good Eating” classes and the “Eat Smart” 

newsletters. In Chapter 4, I documented how the classes were not reaching the 

target population. However, the same cannot be said for the newsletters. In fact, I 

found that the newsletters actually reached some of the individuals I just 

mentioned, who did not receive nutrition assistance from the government, yet did 

experience hunger periodically.  

In Chapter 4, I discuss the “Eat Smart” newsletters, which are single-page 

documents that are released once a month. The MNO coordinator at CADCOM 

writes each newsletter based on similar guidelines to those she uses for her “Simply 

Good Eating” classes. She then makes anywhere from two to four thousand copies 

per month and distributes them to the food pantries and cupboards throughout the 

county. “I go through a lot of reams of paper,” she told me. Each food pantry is free 

to distribute the materials as they see fit, and as I mentioned earlier, Joint Hope 

chooses to place the materials in their grocery bag.  

Towards the end of my fieldwork, I again sit with a stack of “Eat Smart” 

newsletters and stuff them into grocery bags at Joint Hope. This edition of the 

newsletter gives advice on how to cook healthy alternatives for summer picnics. 

The recommendations included:  

• Serving fresh fruits and vegetables at summer picnics.  
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• Serving grilled potatoes instead of mayonnaise-based potato salad and 

macaroni salad. 

• Using lean meats and fish instead of red meat. 

• Cooking kebabs and serving them over brown rice 

• Drinking water with a squeeze of lemon or orange.  

The newsletter also contains safety tips for summer barbecues, and recipes for a 

garden tomato salsa and an herb season blend. 

While this is all sound nutritional advice, I notice a glaring contradiction. I 

am placing the newsletters in grocery bags that contain none of the foods that they 

recommend individuals to be eating. Instead of fresh produce and meats, the bags 

mainly contain sodium-laden canned goods. One pantry frequenter told me, her 

household rarely purchases any fresh foods due to a lack of household budget 

constraints. She added that it was also difficult to find fresh foods near her home 

and that she often lacked transportation to get to the supermarket.  

This was a common sentiment voiced by many of the people who utilize 

food pantry services with whom I spoke during my fieldwork. Generally speaking, 

many of them knew the foods they should be eating, yet lacked the access to these 

foods. The food landscape of the borough detailed in Chapter 2 was a significant 

factor in impeding these individuals from putting the nutrition education 

information into practice. It is here where food advertisements with their emphasis 

on value and taste win over people on limited budget, and these people, in turn, 

suffer the dietary consequences. 
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Mary 

 Mary uses the food pantry services at Grace Presbyterian every month. She’s 

a single mother of three who is currently under-employed. She relies on assistance 

from TANF benefits, which requires that she participate in some form of work 

related activity. About a year ago, she attended a job training program run by the 

Employment Advancement and Retention Network (EARN) and received some 

clothing from the PA WORKWEAR program.25 While the EARN program’s stated 

goal is to “offer guidance for overcoming barriers to self-sufficiency,” Mary did not 

see this result come to fruition. “I get some temporary work...filing and things like 

that. But it’s tough with my kids. I can’t afford to work fulltime and pay for day 

care. My whole paycheck would go just to that.”   

With three children under the age of six, Mary finds it difficult to make her 

budget stretch even with TANF assistance. One of the first places she looks to save 

money is with food. She does rely on both WIC and SNAP assistance, but she still 

tries to find creative ways to make her money go further. “I buy store brands if I 

can, and always look for sales. We also eat fast food a few times a week. I know it’s 

bad for the kids, but what are you going to do when you have three cranky mouths 

to feed?”  

Mary has a strong concern for the health of her children, and she knows that 

feeding them nutritious foods is important to their health. Yet, she consistently finds 

                                                
25 This is a clothing donation program designed to “assist in helping participants in the various 
Montgomery County programs with the proper attire to conduct job search, go on interviews and 
begin employment.” Their website also states, “It is our hope that with our help they will be able to 
gain self sufficiency in style.” 
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it difficult to do so. “I know what I should be feeding them,” she tells me. “I can 

make fresh chicken tenders from scratch, but processed chicken nuggets are a lot 

cheaper.” In this case, budgetary concerns trump those of health. 

Another factor that impacts Mary’s food decisions is the input from her 

children. “You wouldn’t think, but they know what they want. Even the little one, 

she’s just two. When I ask them what they want to eat, she’ll say ‘Donald’s’ over 

and over.” Here we see another common tactic used by junk food companies that 

was pioneered by none other than Walt Disney – children as a specific marketing 

subset.  

While restricted or illegal in some countries,26 it is perfectly legal to 

advertise to children in the U.S. In fact, children are bombarded with 

advertisements on television, on the Internet, and even in school. The average child 

in the U.S. sees an average of 25,000 – 40,000 television commercials per year. 

Roughly 10,000 of them are for junk foods (Spurlock 2004). That is exposure is ten 

times as many meals that a child will eat during the year. Mary does not eat every 

meal with her children, though she does eat most. Yet, she finds it extremely 

difficult to compete with the messages her children see in food ads.  

Mary’s oldest daughter is a big fan of the pop singer, Britney Spears, and has 

been since as far back as Mary can remember. “I swear her first word was Britney,” 

she says jokingly. Throughout her daughter’s life, Spears was a spokesperson for 

                                                
26 Advertising to children is restricted in the United Kingdom, Greece, Denmark, and Belgium. It is 
illegal to advertise to children under the age of 12 in Quebec, Sweden and Norway. 
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Pepsi, and was featured in numerous commercials for the soda. “She’d see the 

commercials and come running to me saying ‘mommy, mommy, I want Peppy.” 

Mary was not keen on giving her daughter the sugary drink, but she eventually 

gave in to her daughter’s persistence. “It would be so much easier if Britney Spears 

advertised water,” she said. 

In Mary’s case, she also fights an uphill battle against the food 

advertisements directed towards her children. She wants to feed them healthy 

foods, but a lot of times cannot afford the costs associated with a healthy diet. 

Instead, she buys cheaper food and relies on the canned goods she receives from 

Joint Hope. She also purchases a lot of junk foods for her children, which just so 

happen to be the foods most heavily advertised. 

 

Food Images in Norristown 

 In the final phase on my research, I catalogued the various visual portrayals 

of food in Norristown. In all cases, the food images were of junk foods. Much of 

the time, the images were part of an advertisement. The two most prevalent themes 

I observed in food advertisements were taste and cost-effectiveness.  

A common place where I saw food advertisements was in the windows of 

fast food restaurants. During my research, I counted 33 places that sold prepared 

foods that I label as “fast food” within the borough. This included sandwich shops, 

pizzerias, Chinese food restaurants, and franchise fast food restaurants (See Chapter 
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2). My informant, Charles, echoed the exact message of food advertisements when 

he told me, “You get a lot of food for cheap, and it tastes good.” 

 

Charles and Jimmy D. 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, I first met Charles at the Grace 

Presbyterian soup kitchen. He told me that he had come to the soup kitchen 

several times before to eat on Saturdays, but that he did not like to do so. “If I’m 

working and have money, I provide for myself. That’s what you’re supposed to do.” 

However, sometimes he did not have enough money. He was careful to describe 

himself as a self-reliant individual who only used the kitchen as a last resort unlike 

other patrons whom he deemed “lazy.” Charles claimed that many people who 

came to the soup kitchen had enough money to buy their own food, but chose to 

eat at the kitchen instead. He suggested that a lot of people take advantage of the 

services provided by the kitchen.  

Charles also relied occasionally on the Grace Presbyterian food pantry. He 

told me that he did look at the “Eat Smart” newsletter, but never really considered 

putting the nutritional advice to work in his own kitchen. He lived in a small studio 

apartment, with what could best be described as a kitchenette that he rarely kept 

stocked with food. “I eat soup and stuff like that, but most of the time when I buy 

meals, it’s from McDonald’s.” He went on to tell me that he did not believe he had 

to eat healthy foods. “They say eating like a rabbit is good for you. I eat burgers and 

pizza, and I feel just fine. And why should I eat like that when I can’t afford it?”  
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Jimmy D. is another Norristown resident who experiences hunger frequently 

throughout an average month. Unlike Charles, Jimmy D. does not rely on charity 

donations or prepared meals. He also does not rely on governmental assistance 

because his income is too high to qualify. Jimmy D.’s life has never been easy. His 

parents both died when he was just four, and with no other immediate family to 

care for him, he spent a majority of his childhood in a Christian orphanage. He did 

not like his living situation, and often got into fights with the other kids. At the age 

of eleven, he ran away from the orphanage. “I was trying to get to Philadelphia. I 

didn’t know what I would do when I got there, but I just had to get there,” he told 

me. Jimmy D. never did actually reach Philadelphia, as he was found by a police 

officer and brought back to the orphanage.  

After his twelfth birthday, he was placed with a foster family. The family was 

good to him, and showed him the kindness and affection that he had not seen at 

the orphanage. Yet, the parents did have their own children as well. Their oldest 

two had already moved out of the house and married by the time they had taken 

Jimmy D. in. But they still did have two children living at home, a pair of identical 

twin brothers. Though they were four-years older than Jimmy, he got along well 

with the boys. “They were good to me. After they got their licenses, they let me 

drive the car. I wasn’t even a teenager,” he said with a boisterous laugh.  

While Jimmy D. loved his foster family, he never did feel that he was truly a 

part of the family. “I’ve always been a bit of a loner. Since I was a kid, it was just 

me. That’s all I really got.” Jimmy D.’s present life is much like his past. He lives 
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alone in an apartment very similar to the one Charles lives in. Right now, he works 

as a dishwasher in a Norristown restaurant. His salary is extremely low, and to 

make matters worse, he is sometimes sent home early by the managers so they can 

cut their labor costs on slow nights. Some months, he barely has enough money to 

cover rent and utilities, much less buy food. 

Jimmy D. told me that even in the toughest months, he refuses to take 

handouts. Instead, he finds a way to make it through. In Chapter 2, I mentioned 

Albert’s tactic of buying family sized bags of potato chips and eating only the chips 

for multiple days in a row. In a similar way, Jimmy D. uses the McDonald’s dollar 

menu in these times of food scarcity. “If I go and buy ten bucks worth of 

hamburgers from the dollar menu, that could last me through the week.”  

 

Fast Food Advertisements 

Around the borough, there is a wide range of fast food restaurants. Some of 

them are locally owned, while others are corporate franchises. I found that the 

locally owned mom-and-pop places typically did not have many advertisements in 

their windows, but the franchise fast food restaurants did. In the borough, there is a 

McDonald’s, a Little Caesars, a Dunkin Donuts, a Church’s Chicken, a Blimpie, 

and a Subway. All of them regularly display poster-sized advertisements with 

images of their products in their windows. The food images in each restaurant 

depict their food as unrealistically perfect, and the actual products never matched 

the images. 
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On one afternoon, as I surveyed the various ads, I saw a man standing at the 

intersection of Main and Barbadoes. He held a rather large cardboard cutout of a 

Little Caesars pepperoni pizza. The cheese was perfectly cooked to a shade of the 

lightest brown, and the pepperoni gave no hint of lingering grease. Above the pizza 

read the phrase “Hot-N-Ready,” and below it said “Large $5.” Just beyond the man 

stood the Little Caesars restaurant. In the windows hung more advertisements for 

their various pizza deals (Figure 6.1). 

 

 

Figure 6.1 – Little Caesars Pizza Advertisement 
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Next to the Little Caesars on Main Street is a Church’s Chicken. Like its 

neighbor, Church’s displayed several poster-sized ads in their windows. One of the 

most prevalent ads hung front and center displaying the phrase “Good is…Church’s 

99 cent menu” (Figure 6.2). The number 99 was about four times larger than the 

rest of the font. Surrounding the writing, pictures of chicken nuggets, chicken 

tenders, a spicy chicken sandwich, French fries, and an apple pie hung in 

suspending animation atop a blood orange background. It’s important to note from 

a nutrition standpoint that all of these foods are fried.  

 

 

Figure 6.2 – Church's Chicken 99 Cent Menu Advertisement 
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A block down Main Street, you will find the nearly universally recognized 

symbol of the McDonald’s golden arches.27 This particular McDonald’s is attached 

to a BP gas station. Outside the restaurant, I again see many food advertisements. 

Some hang in the windows, while they also had two posters stuck into the ground 

in the same manner as political signs. These signs did not display support for a 

particular candidate, however. Instead they touted a deal for two sausage 

McMuffins for the price of three dollars (Figure 6.3). Interestingly, McDonald’s was 

the only place I found to have any visual advertisement for a healthy food – a side 

of fruit alternative for the kid’s Happy Meal.  

 

 

Figure 6.3 – McDonald's Sausage McMuffin Advertisement 

 

                                                
27 In Golden Arches East: McDonald’s in East Asia, James Watson (1997) states the McDonald’s 
golden arches logo is more widely recognized throughout the world than the Christian cross.  
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Another space where I found a lot of food advertisement images was at 

convenience stores. At the 7-Eleven on the outskirts of the borough, I saw 

something I did not see much of at the fast food restaurants. Here, soft drinks 

advertisements were much more prevalent. One ad displayed a 2-liter bottle of 

Coca-Cola and the phrase “New Family Fun Bottle” (Figure 6.4).  

 

 

Figure 6.4 – Coca-Cola Family Fun Bottle Advertisement 

 
The 7-eleven also prominently displayed an ad for their 32-ounce Big Gulp 

soda. Along with the image of the fizzy drink, I read the phrase “Big gulp, big 
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value.” This size contains almost three servings of soda, yet the ideal of value 

encourages people to get this size to quench their thirst. Depending on how much 

ice one puts in their cup, an average non-diet soda Big Gulp contains 364 calories 

and 91 grams of sugar. This sugar content is roughly double the daily intake of 

what the USDA recommends for most individuals eating a 2000 calorie-per-day 

diet.  

 

 

Figure 6.5 – One of the Many Advertisements for Value Menus in Norristown 

 
The dominant theme of taste and value (Figure 6.5) run through each of 

these advertisements. In some cases the foods and beverages were portrayed as 
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“fun” to eat, or as just plain delicious. Others emphasize how the consumer 

benefits from getting such a good deal by purchasing the food. Both tactics act to 

shift attention away from the nutritional and health consequences of eating these 

types of junk foods, and instead frame food consumption in terms of individual 

choice. The individual should choose to eat foods that taste good and that do not 

cost much. The food advertisements that I observed in Norristown deployed images 

that suggest a certain type of individual will be made by purchasing said food or 

beverage. 

 

Conclusion 

What both food advertisements and nutrition education programs have in 

common is the underlying theme of individual choice. Food ads suggest that it’s 

“fun” to drink soda or eat potato chips and that by making these choices, the 

individual can save money. While nutrition education programs would never 

advocate eating these foods, they still argue that one’s nutritional status is a matter 

of the individual making choices about their diet. In this sense, both embody the 

neoliberal theme of autonomy, which places the individual self at the center of all 

choices. Here, people act as self-governing eaters who alone are responsible for 

and in control of their own eating habits and nutritional status. At the same time, 

they are operating in an economic climate that has made things difficult even for 

people living above the poverty line to procure adequate amounts of nutritious 

food.  
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Furthermore, as Chapter 2 displays, a lack of access to lower-cost products 

at supermarkets exacerbates these problems. Those below the poverty line have 

even more difficulties. This fact coupled with increasing demands on under-

stocked food pantries cause many on limited budgets to turn to unhealthier, but 

less expensive alternatives, which fast food restaurants and other similar 

establishments make sure people know that they offer through their advertisements. 

The end result ultimately contradicts with the goal of nutrition education – 

unhealthy food choices.  
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

 A variety of factors play into understandings of food in U.S. society. In this 

dissertation, I have critically explored the ways in which these factors specifically 

impact how the social issue of hunger is understood and dealt with in the U.S. It 

has been my contention that these understandings are in part the product of the 

narrative of neoliberalism that has become a hegemonic force extending well 

beyond the boundaries of the economy into aspects of everyday life. At the same 

time that we see neoliberal-informed retraction in the food assistance safety net, I 

have argued that the diet has been increasingly medicalized, which I contend acts 

to shift attention away from the broader conditions that give rise to hunger and 

instead situates the problem within the individual as a matter of choice.  

I have also situated neoliberal hegemony within the social level of the 

volunteer, and argue that voluntarism has been advanced as a strategy in the 

neoliberal era to further justify state retraction from food assistance. I have shown 

the broader conditions in the form of the food landscape, which for many in 

situations of poverty is a food desert, and I have considered the impact of living a 

food desert for individuals on a fixed income. I have also quite literally displayed 

the visual imagery of food in this landscape and highlighted the ways in which this 

imagery impacts dietary decisions.  

 The data in this ethnographic account illustrates the very real connection 

between broader social ideologies and the lived experience of individuals. Yet the 
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ideological reach of neoliberalism was not universal, and was very much uneven. 

Those who made and implemented policies, who very much influenced by the 

biomedical model of nutritional science, advanced ideas about the diet being the 

sole product of individual choices. While this sentiment played out to some degree 

among volunteers, there was also more of feeling of being charged with the 

responsibility to help others among this group. These ideas were not always well 

received from those who utilized their services, as I observed a social barrier 

between the two groups that this paternalistic relationship acted, in part, to 

maintain. At the social level of those who experience hunger, understandings 

varied. Some of these people fully embraced neoliberal discourses of individual 

responsibility, while others only partially incorporated these ideas into their own 

eating philosophies. 

 As a whole, the medicalized view of the diet in the era of neoliberalism is 

one that frames nutritional status as a matter of individual choice. As I have 

displayed in this dissertation, this notion is embedded across the food landscape. 

Nutrition policy has moved steadily away from programs of food assistance 

towards those of nutrition education. While these programs date back over one 

hundred years in the U.S., I have displayed how they have become an increasingly 

relied upon as a strategy to alleviate the poor nutritional status of those who 

experience hunger in the era of neoliberalism. These programs advance notions of 

choice, suggesting that an individual should empower themselves with nutritional 

knowledge and then use this knowledge to make the right food choices. At the 
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same time, I have also highlighted how food advertisements deploy similar 

discourses of choice. Yet, unlike nutrition education, the advertisements suggest 

people choose to eat unhealthy foods.  

 In this uneven food landscape where images of junk food dominate, 

nutrition education funnels down from the federal level to the local level. As a 

product of the Keynesian social safety net, a massive bureaucracy remains in place. 

Yet, I have displayed how the shifts since the Reagan administration, have acted to 

decentralize this bureaucracy. Consequently, nutrition education programs, like 

SNAP-Ed Connection, play a game of bureaucratic whisper down the lane as they 

are centrally designed by the USDA and locally implemented by NGOs. In this 

dissertation, I showed how SNAP-Ed Connection played out at CADCOM in the 

form of the “Eat Smart” newsletters and the “Simply Good Eating” nutrition classes. 

Both programs certainly used the SNAP-Ed framework, but were largely ineffective 

in their execution. I further argued that these programs were by no means 

comprehensive in their target audiences, as many who experience hunger at 

various points throughout the year do not rely on SNAP food stamp benefits or on 

private charity food assistance. 

 I have argued that the medicalization of the diet has been a key factor 

informing narratives of nutrition education. In Chapter 4, I traced the rise of 

nutrition science from its origins in the late 1800s through the many incarnations of 

USDA food guides in the U.S. While these food guides were the basis for nutrition 

education programs for the entire population since the First World War, they have 
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more recently been used to design programs directed towards low-income 

populations. Programs like SNAP-Ed frame the diet in terms of nutrition and argue 

that poor nutritional status can be solved through the individual application of 

basic nutrition science. I contend that this medicalized reframing of the diet 

reduces the problems of hunger and malnutrition to an individually rooted 

pathology that needs to be fixed through the application of technical knowledge.  

 Yet, stories shared by individuals who receive this nutrition education 

display that it is not as easy to implement in their own diets. In some cases, access 

to low-cost foods presents a significant barrier. Living in a food desert, many low-

income residents in Norristown with whom I spoke rarely used fresh ingredients 

when cooking. To get these foods they often needed to travel outside of the 

borough to the supermarket, and I detailed the difficulties that can accompany this 

process in Chapter 2. Once there, they also would likely need to spend more 

money on fresh meats and produce than they would on frozen and canned foods. 

On limited budgets, the choice between the two options was obvious.  

 Many of the people I spoke with who identified as poor also relied on food 

pantry services, such as the Joint Hope pantry. These food assistance programs 

almost never offer fresh foods to those who use the services. Instead, they receive 

mostly canned goods, which come with extremely high sodium content. At the 

same time, I took part in the distribution of “Eat Smart” newsletters as a volunteer at 

the Joint Hope pantry. I argue that while this program provides people with useful 
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information, it does not guarantee that they will actually have the foods to put this 

information to use. 

 Throughout my research, I observed that money was perhaps the most 

significant factor impacted food choices. In Chapter 6, I highlighted how food 

advertisements tapped into this by emphasizing the value of their products. At the 

same time, the products they promoted were unhealthy. I am not claiming that my 

informants were unaware of this fact. They certainly knew that fast food and junk 

food is not good for them. Yet, in weighing financial concerns against health 

concerns, the scales nearly always tipped towards the financial side.  

 In this dissertation, I displayed that the notion that purchasing prepared 

value meals from a fast food restaurant being cheaper than the same meal cooked 

at home is actually false. Depending on the meal, the home cook can save 

anywhere from 50 to 300 percent, which can add up to a significant sum on 

money at the end of the year. However, none of my informants went this route and 

prepared fast food style meals in the home. In fact, I found that many of my 

informants, regardless of income, rarely cooked at home. Here, the value is not just 

in the cost, but also in the convenience. Preparing a meal of hamburgers and 

French fries is by no means difficult, but it is time consuming. A number of my 

informants, especially those who identified themselves as low-income, stressed that 

they preferred to pick up food from McDonald’s or Church’s because it was quick, 

easy, and inexpensive. In this sense, the notion of value associated with these foods 

has won out. 
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 Low-income residents of Norristown were also faced with a bitter irony. In 

having to do most of their grocery shopping in mini-marts, corner stores, drug 

stores, and convenience stores, they actually paid more for food than people of 

higher incomes who had easier access to supermarkets. In Chapter 2, I displayed 

that the price disparity between supermarkets and the rest of the aforementioned 

small store options is often much higher than the ten percent that the ERS reported 

in 2009. This price disparity not only means less food for their dollar, but also that 

these individuals must often rely on foods that cost less to make up a greater 

portion of the diet. Many of these foods, like potato chips, are essentially void of 

nutritional value and instead contribute to health maladies when over consumed. 

 So in a food landscape with limited options and limited access where 

discourses of value dominate, NGOs like CADCOM attempt to assist people who 

experience hunger and other social problems. My experiences with CADCOM 

highlight several problems this organization endures. While the NGO has a 

division in place designed to help Montgomery County residents navigate the 

SNAP food stamps application process, this division consists of one person. Due to 

the high demand for her services, she created the food stamps authorized 

representative volunteer position. However, she had neither the time nor the 

resources to train these volunteers. Furthermore, this group is composed of 

individuals like me, who have never had to apply for SNAP benefits.  

 CADCOM was also the NGO in Montgomery County that received grant 

money to implement SNAP-Ed Connection programs. Like the food stamps 
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division, the nutrition education division, which is called the MNO, had a staff of 

one person. The MNO coordinator used materials provided by the USDA to design 

and implement nutrition education in the form of the “Eat Smart” newsletters and 

the “Simply Good Eating” nutrition classes. I have already discussed the 

shortcomings of the newsletter, and pointed out in Chapter 4 that the nutrition 

classes failed to reach their target audience.  

However, I am not suggesting that the finger be pointed at the MNO 

coordinator, or even CADCOM. Rather, the ineffectiveness of SNAP-Ed nutrition 

education in Montgomery County is symptomatic of the broader economic 

restructuring in the era of neoliberalism. As I have discussed in this conclusion, the 

shrinking safety net since the Reagan administration has cut funding for food 

assistance programs and advanced strategies of nutrition education to fill in these 

gaps. As apples to oranges, nutrition education alone could never fill the gaping 

holes in the social safety net for reasons already mentioned in this conclusion.  

Furthermore, the retraction in funding has been one across the board. I 

contend that this decreased funding has led to a lack of exposure of nutrition 

education programs in the U.S. In Chapter 4, I showed that few people, regardless 

of economic status, were aware of the significant change to the Food Guide 

Pyramid in the form of MyPyramid, yet a majority of this group could identify at 

least one new flavor of Doritos. This was not a shocking revelation, as the annual 

advertising budget for junk food companies vastly trumps that of the USDA 

(Spurlock 2004). 
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It is my contention in this dissertation that accompanying this state-level 

retraction in social services is an advancing of voluntarism as a strategy of 

neoliberal governmentality. In Chapter 5, I discussed how neoliberal discourse 

ideologically frames volunteer activities as requisite to good citizenship. Here, the 

conduct of individuals is shaped to produce desired ends. In this case, the desired 

end is filling in the gaps in the social safety net. But like neoliberalism as a whole, 

discourses of voluntarism were not uniformly understood and embraced by my 

informants. I found that their understandings of volunteering, while certainly 

guided by the dominant theme of neoliberalism, were also more subtly shaped by 

key narratives in the U.S. that played out at other points in their lives. Some were 

very much influenced by the New Deal narratives of Roosevelt that framed helping 

others as a duty. While others displayed narratives of Kennedy’s call to ask what 

you can do for your country and the Great Society of the late 1960s where 

volunteering is framed not as a duty to others, but rather as a duty to country. 

I also observed during my fieldwork how volunteering, in a very neoliberal 

way, has been privatized and commercialized. In what I termed “volunteering as 

spectacle,” I first highlighted the concert event that culminated a Thanksgiving food 

drive. I also discussed my experience with the radio station Campout for Hunger 

food drive. In both cases, the food drives had a celebratory feel that, as I observed, 

acted to draw people to these events. The unfortunate drawback to volunteer work 

of this type is that these food drives are most typically annual events. As I pointed 

out in Chapter 5, hunger is not something that we can simply mark on a calendar, 
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but rather is a far too frequent experience for some of my informants. So while the 

volunteer food drives certainly help those in need, they only do so at certain times 

of the year. The persistence of the social problem of hunger is simply not consistent 

with the framing of volunteer work as only necessary during the holiday season. 

Understandings of the role of volunteers were also shifting among those who 

utilized the services. People who came to the Joint Hope soup kitchen certainly 

appreciated the assistance, but as I pointed out in Chapter 5, they also viewed the 

volunteers as different from themselves. These differences transcended strictly 

economic distinctions and even impacted my interactions with individuals who 

used the soup kitchen services. It was not until I crossed over the social barrier that 

I came to understand that these individuals sometimes felt as if the volunteers 

treated them as subordinate. The volunteers did not do this on purpose, but rather, I 

argue that the ways in which volunteers treated those who utilized the services was 

a byproduct of how the relationships play out in the volunteer setting and how 

neoliberal discourse frames these relationships. 

In my experience behind the scenes at the Joint Hope organizational 

meeting, I was privy not only to the operational information about the charity, but I 

also was able to hear how key members of this organization talked about the 

people who utilized Joint Hope services. Again, I observed many of those familiar 

narratives of helping others as a duty, which I argue play into the paternalistic 

relationship that I observed in my participant observation at the soup kitchen. At 

the same time, I detected the feeling among many in the organization that not 
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everyone who used the Joint Hope services actually needed to do so. In this sense, 

the suggestion was that some people abused the services. This sentiment also was 

voiced by one of my informants, Charles, who was on the other side as one of the 

individuals who did use the services. 

In this dissertation I have endeavored to display that ideologies of food and 

hunger do not exist in a vacuum. I have used both the overlapping discourses of 

neoliberalism and medicalization to display how the diet has been framed in terms 

of individual choice. Large-scale neoliberal economic restructuring has led to a 

porous food assistance safety net, and programs of nutrition education that advance 

these discourses of choice have been used to patch the holes. Yet, I have displayed 

in this dissertation that this view of hunger and malnutrition is reductionist and that 

there are far more factors impacting individual nutritional status than just choice 

alone.  
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