Sweet Charity?  

Janet Poppendieck

©1998 pg. 4-7
...”I have found the world kinder than I expected, but less just,” Samuel Jackson is said to have remarked.  The same might be said of the popular response to poverty and hunger in America.  It, too, is kinder but less just, not merely less just than I hoped or expected it would be, but less just than it was two decades ago.  Poor people have lost – have been deprived of – rights to food, shelter, and income that were theirs twenty years ago.  The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) and the end of welfare as we knot it are only the culmination of a long, dreary, process that has undermined the nation’s fragile safety net.  The erosion of the value of minimum wage, a reduction in the purchasing power of public assistance, the decline in job security, and wave after wave of cutbacks in food assistance, housing subsidies, and welfare benefits have all reduced the overall share of income going to the bottom layers of our society, and curtailed the legally enforceable claims that people in need many make upon the collectivity.  Measurable inequality is more pronounced now than it has been at any point since World War II.  

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

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

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

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

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

