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A Hand Up, Not a Hand Out 
Negotiations of Poverty and Class Among Low-Income Oregonians 

Chapter One 
Introduction 

When was the last time that someone asked you about your class?  No, never; most 

people would respond.  What if people asked different questions?  What do you do for a living?  

Where did you go to school?  What did your parents do?  The answers to these questions inform 

others about our class.  Other aspects of who we are inform this too.  Aspects of who you are 

from the way you dress to the way you talk are all displays, performances of your class.  So 

although in America people rarely talk about class, it is a reality that shapes many aspects of our 

lives.   

Class can be an asset, but it can also hold one back.  For the middle and upper classes, 

their accumulation of capital means a better start for their children.  It means good schools and 

the ability to make sure the next generation is raised in safe and healthy environments.  For those 

from lower classes, it means uncertainty and less opportunity for their children.  For those with 

the lowest levels of accumulated capital this sometimes even means being unable to provide their 

children with food and shelter.  

Why, then, do some people “make it,” and others don’t?  Why, in the land of opportunity, 

are so many Americans struggling to get by?   In Linn and Benton counties, the struggle of haves 

and have-nots is on display, a reality that reaches beyond the visible displays of poverty.  

Although there are many homeless and shelter insecure individuals, there are hundreds of 

families who struggle to make rent and put dinner on the table.  There are hundreds of families 

who fail to provide adequate shelter for their families, who drive miles upon miles to reach food 

banks and pantries, hundreds of families who have little to no access to help.   

This thesis will discuss the narrative experiences of Linn and Benton Counties’ working 

poor, near poor, and poor.  By exploring their life stories, this thesis seeks to find answers to 

three major questions about a specific group of low-income people, the Gleaners.  The Gleaning 

nonprofits established over the last forty years provide an alternative support network to 

thousands of individuals spread between Linn and Benton Counties, in both rural and urban 

settings.  The project set out to answer the following questions. 
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1. In talking about their lives, how do Gleaners negotiate the class differences that they 

have experienced and the way that they perceive others understanding those class 

differences? 

2. What is the nature of social, economic, and cultural capital available to people through 

Gleaner groups, how do people access them, what are the effects within the group, and 

how does this differ between groups in rural and urban areas? 

3. How do the opinions and experiences of those interviewed compare with Gleaners who 

responded to the survey? 

This thesis will answer these questions over the course of the next ten chapters.  The second 

chapter, the background chapter will explore what a Gleaner is and what the nonprofit Gleaner 

groups are.  This chapter will provide helpful definitions as well as histories and details about 

each of the Gleaner groups.  The third chapter, the literature review, will go into detail about the 

history of poverty and poverty policy, as well as work to establish the viewpoints on class that 

frames much of the discussion around what the Gleaner groups accomplish.  The Literature 

Review will also contain a brief description of the theoretical frameworks that will be used 

throughout the thesis.  The fourth chapter is the methods chapter which will explain the process 

of the project in detail.  The fifth chapter seeks to establish Gleaner views around poverty 

including their experiences.  The sixth chapter will dive into the Gleaner’s views and perceptions 

of class and how they perform it.  Specifically, the sixth chapter will explore the qualitative 

findings related to class. The seventh chapter explores the quantitative findings of the survey 

portion of the project.  Chapter eight then dives into the details and nuances in the displays of 

class, exploring the meaning behind the Gleaner’s actions.  The thesis will wrap up with a ninth 

chapter discussing the findings, and a tenth chapter will draw the thesis to a close.  This chapter 

will outline the themes and discuss the limitations of the findings and recommendations both for 

future research and for the gleaning groups themselves.  Ultimately this study will attempt to 

illustrate the negotiations made by low-income individuals each day to appear worthy and 

deserving in the eyes of their community.    

 

 

 

 



 

3		

Chapter Two 
Everything You Need to Know About Gleaners 

 
           2.1 Three Gleaners Wait for Distribution to Begin, Mary’s River Gleaners February 20, 2015 

 

My pillow rattled and beeped as I sleepily reached out blindly for the noise, for my 

glasses, for a logical reason for being woken up as the street lights still carried their yellow light 

onto my floor.  It was 5 am and the morning of my first glean.  After a quick shower and 

dressing in blue jeans and a t-shirt, I make my way to the Starbucks across the street and then 

drove along the winding back highway to Philomath.  By 5:45 am I sat in the deserted parking 

lot by the Philomath Gleaner distribution site, watching the smallest hints of pink and dark blue 

color the early morning sky as I sipped on my shot in the dark and fought the urge to nap.   

Hellen pulled up in her chipped paint Honda around 5:50, rolling down her window to 

say good morning and to follow her.  She wore a hoodie, and her long gray speckled hair was 

pulled back into a dark ponytail.  We backtracked my morning drive, through the five-minute 

drive that is Philomath and passed the fields into Corvallis.  An hour later, after driving out to I-5 

and down the highway to Eugene, I found myself at what appeared to be an industrial farm.  I 

followed Hellen to where Lila, a coordinator from a different group, stood with her hand on her 

hips yelling directions for the glean out to the group who had beat us there.  

 “Weigh out every bucket, no food in the rows, your children need to stay by the cars, 

what you glean goes to your group, you may not take any gleaned food directly home, listen to 
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anything anyone here tells us…” Lila droned to a small cluster of sleepy-eyed people who all 

thought to wear hoodies against the lingering cold of winter mornings.  Lila hands out buckets 

and I quickly learned today we are harvesting blackberries.  Each row had a label with the type 

of blackberry that we would be harvesting.  There are eight labels.  Hellen tells me that some 

berries are good for pies and tarts because they are less sweet and other berries will be good for 

eating raw or in yogurt because they are sweeter.  They vary in size and shade of purple-blue, but 

their vines crawled up posts and row upon row was ready for harvest. 

 

 
       2.2 Blackberries July 9, 2015 

 

On this morning I picked over 50 pounds of blackberries by myself.  My hands were raw 

from thorns and my fingers stained purple, blue from the juice that escapes when you pull a berry 

that is too ripe.  My stomach also ached from eating too many berries while I worked.  Although 

this is not the last glean I would attend, it was the first and the smallest.  In the days that follow 

Lila’s Albany groups were joined by Harrisburg, Halsey and Mary’s River to finish the job of 

harvesting the many rows of blackberries at this farm over an hour from most of their homes.  

From these gleans jams were made, pies sold, and baggies full to the brim delivered to the 

doorsteps of adoptees.  Each berry used, not a single berry wasted.   

The glean or act of gleaning is what separates these groups from many other traditional 

safety nets.  The glean is where they get their name; the glean is what gives them pride.  The 

produce they gather feeds families through long winters when gardens no longer produce the 

bounty of vegetables and fruits that they enjoy all summer and fall.  The hours spent freezing, 
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canning, and drying that help these low-income people survive the day to day.  The following 

chapter will explore the Gleaning Groups of Linn and Benton Counties.   

 

 
         2.3 Mary’s River Gleaners, June 3, 2016 

 

How Do Gleaners Work? 
The Gleaner Nonprofits of Linn and Benton counties exist within the context of a larger, 

complex government safety net system.   Food aid in the United States is organized under the 

USDA (United States Department of Agriculture).  Although the department was founded to 

collect agricultural statistics and to collect seeds to promote diversification, over the last hundred 

years, the program has grown to encompass many of the social safety nets that Americans 

associate with welfare including SNAP, WIC, and the entire emergency food network 

(Poppendieck 1998).  Many of the emergency food networks such as SNAP had their origin with 

the New Deal programs after the Great Depression when the military faced problems from 

lackluster recruits due to malnutrition (Edelman 2013).  The next phase of food stamps came as a 

part of the Civil Rights Acts of the 1960’s.  In 1964 Lyndon B Johnson signed the Food Stamp 

Act into law that provided aid primarily to three cities but went leaps and bounds toward creating 

the modern Food Stamp system that Americans enjoy today (Poppendieck 1998).  By 1974 food 

stamps were available to citizens in every state.  Poppendieck writes that SNAP entered its more 
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common form in the 1990’s a period during which it experiences tremendous reforms as did the 

rest of the welfare system (1998).  It was expanded during the Bush administration to its modern 

reaches as the most utilized safety net by low-income people.   

Gleaning groups sit within this system under a branch of institutions and initiatives to 

reduce hunger called food banks.  Food banks distribute food to pantries, shelters, kitchens, and 

other food related program programs (backpack programs, for example) regionally.  In the case 

of the Gleaners the Oregon Food Bank distributes bulk donations to the Linn-Benton Food 

Share, this is then distributed to the other nonprofits and sold to groups such as Gleaners at a 

discounted price (10-80 cents a pound of goods (this varies based on the type of product)).  The 

goods are sold to Gleaning groups rather than donated due to the class of food insecurity that 

these groups have been given.  Shelters and pantries are a 1, kitchens and backpack programs are 

a 2, and Gleaners are a 3.  These numbers refer to the urgency of the emergency food.  The 

designation of 3 also means that when donations or funding to the Food Bank is short that groups 

such as Gleaners have less access to goods.  

Gleaner groups, then, which do not rank as the same form of emergency aid as other 

pantries or kitchens, are a different kind of network.  A Gleaner is someone who eats unwanted 

food in society…unwanted and what would have otherwise been wasted.  Gleaners organizations 

in the United States began largely in the 1970’s.  The first group to use this name was the Society 

of St. Andrew, a Christian organization in Virginia (Drage 2003).  This group, along with most 

of the early Gleaner organizations, gathered un-harvested foods from local farms and 

redistributing that to needy members of the community.   

The Gleaners consist of fourteen individual nonprofit organizations located in Linn and 

Benton Counties and organized under the Linn-Benton Food Share. The Gleaners are a network 

dedicated to “the practice of recovering food left behind from commercially-harvested fields or 

fields that are not economically profitable to harvest” (James 2012).   The Linn-Benton Food 

Share website summarizes the technical definition of who Gleaners are with “As a practical 

humanitarian activity, gleaning contributes to the collection and distribution of food that would 

otherwise go to waste. Gleaning groups are excellent sources of supplementary, high-quality 

food for individuals and families on a fixed or low income who want to help others as they help 

themselves” (James 2012).  The Gleaners of Linn and Benton Counties also participate in what 
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they call “Wood Share” 1a program that provides wood for heating the homes of individuals 

living in more remote areas of Corvallis.  The Gleaners are also, at a minimum, people below the 

200th percentile of the poverty line, thus encompassing both those in poverty and those scholars 

and policy makers consider the “near poor.”  This economic designation is what unites them as a 

population.   

There are multiple types of Gleaner activities that are important to understanding how the 

groups work.  They are complex organizations with many moving parts to achieve the weekly 

distribution to their groups.  To make sure that none of this is misunderstood or confused the 

following will outline the important details of the Gleaner organization.  Each step will attempt 

to describe what an event is and how it functions for the Gleaner nonprofits.   

 

 
        2.4 Distribution Day, Lebanon Gleaners May 11, 2016 

 

In a shed donated by the city of Corvallis, Oregon, a small group of people emerge from 

their cars.  Rain coats dawned, they sludge through the muddy lot toward the shed.  It is early, 9 

am.  I also leave my car and, carrying my coffee, enter the building where smiling faces hurry 

																																																								
1	Wood	Share	is	part	of	the	Gleaner	Nonprofits.		A	year	round	gleaning	effort,	Wood	Share	provides	fuel	for	
low	income	and	disabled	peoples	in	Linn	and	Benton	Counties	who	do	not	utilize	electric	heating	systems.		
While	not	all	gleaning	groups	have	a	Wood	Share	component,	those	who	do	not	make	sure	to	get	wood	from	
those	who	do	for	members	of	their	groups	who	need	wood	to	heat	their	homes	and	to	cook	their	food	during	
the	colder	months	in	Linn	and	Benton	Counties.		Gleaning	groups	regularly	receive	and	distribute	goods	other	
than	food	goods.	While	Wood	Share	is	one	of	the	more	formal	programs,	many	Gleaner	groups	regularly	
distribute	toilet	paper,	paper	towels,	pet	foods,	diapers,	feminine	hygiene	products,	household	cleaners,	and	
occasionally	blankets	and	toys.			
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past.  They help each other to carry wooden benches for people to sit upon while they wait for 

their turn to shop.  They also set up a tent to protect the Gleaners from the rain.  A booming 

voice greets me “Hello honey,” and I am engulfed in the smell of cigarettes and warmth as a 

woman named Cookie, the group coordinator, gives me a hug (a coordinator is a group leader). I 

had only met her one time before, at a coordinators meeting where my project was announced to 

the group.  Cookie smiles and introduces me to a room of faces whose names I don’t remember.  

Graying hair, walkers, and sweaters straight from the nineties fill the room as people place bread 

on shelves from boxes, pack brown bags with food to be delivered, and organize the small 

amount of withered produce that was donated for that day.  A kindly old woman wearing a 

periwinkle blue sweater that matches her eyes leads me through helping with the delivery bags.  I 

gather potatoes, canned goods, a dessert, and some frozen veggies for each, placing them inside 

the bags, being careful to make sure everyone gets something.  I learn her name is Carol.  Carol 

tells me that these go to people called adoptees; elderly, disabled, or mothers with newborn 

children or large families who cannot make it in for distribution days.  She explains that the 

woman who typically helps her is out; she fell and broke a femur last week.  This week one of 

the bags will go to her.   

The above was written after a distribution.  A distribution is a weekly (or biweekly) event 

that takes place at each Gleaner location.  These distributions are where the bulk of donated and 

gleaned food are sent out to families.  Distributions are also where most Gleaners get their 

participation hours by helping to set up, take down, or to deliver food to adoptees.  In many ways 

distributions are the main event, the event where the culmination of all the efforts of the Gleaners 

come to their goal with members of the community coming together to put together their bags for 

the week.  Distributions take place at each of the fourteen groups and each has its own location.  

The locations can vary from a donated building, a room at a local church, or even to donated 

space in a member’s garage (depending on the city permit, some towns in Linn county do not 

allow this practice).  Each distribution is different as each group is different.  Some “shop” 

meaning that members walk through and put together their own shopping.  Other groups arrange 

pre-boxed goods, this takes a lot of time on the part of volunteers but reduces chance of conflict 

over who gets what.   
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     2.5 Repacking Frozen Vegetables, May 19 2016  

 

Another major element or event in Gleaner participation are repacks.  Repacks happen 

once or twice a month on Wednesdays at 9 am and last until 2 or 4pm.  Repacks are where 

Gleaning groups receive donated frozen vegetables from local canneries and freeze dry 

companies as well as goods that they purchase from the Linn Benton Food Share.  The first half 

is “repack” of the frozen goods followed by a potluck lunch for all volunteers.  The second half 

is the packing up and loading of frozen veggies and purchased food share foods into the army of 

vans, trucks, and cars that individuals bring with them to transport goods back to the groups.  

Very few groups have donated trucks for this purpose, and most are individual, personal 

vehicles.   
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2.6 Delivery of Pick-Up Goods to Distribution Site, May 7, 2016 

 

 The gleaning groups gather a great deal of their foods from local groceries.  These are 

gleaning events in a more modern sense and are called “Pick- Ups” by the Gleaners.  Every day 

of the week Gleaning groups drive to local grocery stores and pick up donated food items.  

Donations from Safeway, Market of Choice, Natural Grocers, First Co-op, and Trader Joes pile 

in with different groups picking up on different days.  This is a highly coordinated and 

sometimes contentious process.  Most of the food, due to location, comes from Corvallis and 

Albany meaning that groups from further out must drive in or arrange for pick ups by members 

working in those locations.  Pick-ups are also the events that tend to cause the most conflict for 

the Gleaners as interactions between members (who are rarely the coordinator or board 

members) and store employees can sometimes result in miscommunication, flare ups, or other 

mishaps that then have to be resolved by leadership (often by Susan James, who organizes the 

Gleaners under the Linn-Benton Food Share).  Ultimately, however, pick- ups gather most of the 

food that is donated every week.  In winter months these events are especially important for the 

Gleaning community.  Donations from groceries largely come from a program called Fresh 

Alliance, a program under the Oregon Food Bank that works to help agencies with food find its 

way to groups who could use it.  Most of the food from Fresh Alliance comes from within the 

food industry (thus making it somewhat different from produced gained from gleans). 
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          2.7 Bags Packed For Deliveries, February 20, 2015 

 

There are some members of the groups, adoptees, who receive boxes or bags of food each 

week without attending distribution.  Deliveries are individual volunteer events where bags of 

gleaned food are brought to the homes of individuals.  These individuals are, typically, adoptees 

but are also members of the groups who are temporarily ill or who have work schedules that 

won’t allow them to attend distribution.  Some deliveries go to individual households, but a few 

deliver to larger low-income housing units. 

 
2.8 Adoptees Wait For Distribution, February 20, 2015 
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Gleans are where the name Gleaners come from.  As described in the introduction to this 

chapter a glean is the main event and as an outsider are very exciting.  Gleans are events that 

each Gleaner must participate in twice annually.  Local farmers or land owners will call in the 

group to harvest produce or wood that they do not wish to utilize.  The Gleaners then send out a 

notice to the Gleaner groups (normally a phone call) and then individuals will arrive to help 

harvest the food.  Gleans are exciting, but are problematic for coordinators to organize.  Because 

there is no automated way to send out calls, each Gleaner household must be individually 

contacted.  Furthermore, Gleaner attendance to Gleans is often problematic and was often a 

discussion at Coordinator’s Meetings.  Gleans also required prior training (both to avoid the 

potential for mishaps, but also to make sure nothing illegal happened).  While these events were 

exciting and do provide a great deal of fresh produce for the groups, gleans were possibly the 

most complex of the volunteer activities associated with these groups. 
 

 
  2.9 Coordinators and Co-Coordinators at Meeting, May 18, 2016 

Finally, it is important to understand the leadership groups that make up the Gleaning 

community. There are main leaders in each of the Gleaner groups called Coordinators.  A 

Coordinator is a volunteer from the Gleaner group who steps into a leadership roll after being 

nominated and then vote in.  This person must be a member/user of Gleaners.  These are 

important roles to fill within Gleaning groups as these individuals coordinate getting volunteers 

to all of the necessary events to gather food for the group.  They also deal with problems of rent, 

taxes, donations, and grant money for the nonprofit.  The breadth of responsibilities held by this 

position within the Gleaner organization is enormous and many told me that it was a full time 

job.  Most groups also have a Co-Coordinator.  This individual helps the coordinator in all of 

these tasks, typically more on the end of helping with volunteer participation.  These positions 
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are vital to the inner workings of the groups.  It is also important to note that some groups have a 

board or other roles that help the group.  Roles in this can be grant writer, treasurer, secretary, 

glean coordinator, wood share coordinator, etc.  These positions are also often elected by the 

group.  Each group is organized in slightly different ways, but most area headed toward a board 

style with a Coordinator at the helm to lead others in all of the various leadership tasks.   

 

 
   2.10 Man Moving Boxes in Linn-Benton Food Share  

 

Histories and Experiences 
 Although this project worked with all of the fourteen Gleaner Nonprofits, this next 

section will explore three of the communities that host Gleaners and the Nonprofits that call 

them home.  The first is Corvallis, which represents a more urban Gleaning community.  With a 

larger and more diverse population, Corvallis represents the urban groups with increased access 

to resources and a unique history.  The next section will examine the Gleaners in Sweet Home.  

Sweet Home, as a small and rural place, paints the picture of what some of the rural, but not tiny 

towns where Gleaners live are like.  Sweet Home was also chosen because it is one of two places 

that hosts more than one Gleaner nonprofit.  This is important because these groups serve the 

same population, but different communities within the same town.  The final section will explore 

the gleaners in Alsea which is used to represent a very small, isolated rural gleaner group.  Each 

of the Gleaner Nonprofits is unique.  They exist in different towns, with different members, and 
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have different histories.  The individuals and locations are important for understanding the 

socioeconomics that influenced the day-to-day experiences of the individuals with whom this 

project worked.  The locations also influenced the resources available to each Gleaner Group and 

therefore influenced the manpower each group required to obtain the resources needed for the 

groups to function.  The histories of the towns and region are also important for understanding 

the inequality and poverty that exists in the Willamette Valley, therefore for understanding the 

history of need.  Through establishing the histories of the towns and conveying the experiences 

of day-to-day operations at each of these groups, the following gives a snapshot of what a 

Gleaner group is like.   

Corvallis 
Corvallis has a history going back over 150 years according to the city website.  The city 

claims that Corvallis was originally known as Marysville and once competed with Salem to be 

the state capital (History of Corvallis, 2016).  Corvallis is location along the Willamette made it 

attractive as did its central location.  Salem, however, won in the end.  In 1857 Corvallis 

incorporated as a city.  Oregon State University opened its doors originally as a local school.  

The University was then and is now a major asset to the town of Corvallis as a major employer 

and a draw for young people as a major academic institution.  Throughout the history of the city 

many companies have come and gone, but today Samaritan Health Services, Hewlett-Packard, 

and CH2M Hill are other major employers for the town.  According to Oregon Explorer, today 

Corvallis has a population of 55,000 individuals, including college students.  Despite the industry 

and successful history of the town of Corvallis, it is a city with an incredibly high poverty rate.  

20.6% of people living in Corvallis live below the poverty line, and despite the relatively high 

average level of education amongst citizens, the per capita income stands only around $19,000 a 

year (Oregon Explorer 2016).  This high level of poverty is compounded by a plethora of public 

debates around the housing crisis that faces Corvallis with many middle-class families fighting 

against pushes to build more low-income housing.  The high level of poverty does, however, 

help to explain why Mary’s River Gleaners provides aid to the largest share of households of any 

other Gleaner group.  Although located in the most affluent area of Benton County, the number 

of people in need is higher.  Corvallis is also the most important location for the safety net 

available to residents living in the rural outstretches of Linn and Benton counties as many of the 
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state-level safety net programs have their county offices here (SNAP, TANF, and a plethora of 

other program can be registered for downtown).   

For the duration of this thesis project, I resided in Corvallis.  Oregon State University was 

by downtown, and I lived in a community that resembled the suburbs of the large city I am from, 

but was only three miles away from campus.  I could go hiking every morning from my 

backyard, but still bike or walk into campus comfortably.  It is a beautiful little town, lush and 

green, with homes both old and new, and simply safe and clean.  Corvallis also did a great deal 

to hide its poverty.  Before working with the Gleaners I was aware of the problem of 

homelessness, but the high cost of living led me to believe that Corvallis was fairly affluent.  

And it was, but it also was not.  

 

 
                 2.11 Mary’s River Gleaners Sign, May 11, 2016 

 

Mary’s River Gleaners 
Mary’s River Gleaners is the only Gleaner group located in Corvallis, Oregon and 

provides aid to upwards of 1,000 individuals.  The first time that I visited Mary’s River Gleaners, 

it was early.  And rainy.  And gray…just a damp cold day that I had some to associate with 

Oregon winters. I woke up at 6:45 am, showered put on my rain coat, made sure I had my cell 

phone as well as my purse and notebook and left.  It was so muddy.  The gravel helped. 

However, it was spread out throughout their parking lot area, and my shoes stuck when I hiked 

up from my car and into the little red shed.  It was always intimidating the first time you go to 

any of the Gleaner Groups.  Mary’s River was the first group that I attended a distribution at and 
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so I only knew a kindly older woman named Hellen who I had met earlier in the week at the 

event the Gleaners referred to as “repack.”  Hellen, with her fluffy curled hair and her pale blue 

cardigan, greeted me and waved me over to where she stood with another woman.  They were 

packing rows of brown paper sacks.  Upon a closer look, I noted that each sack had a name and a 

number.  Christy (3), Manny (1), Chistophs (7), etc.  The number corresponded to the number of 

individuals in the household I was told.  Chistophs had two bags due to the size of the household.  

I was told by Hellen and the other woman, whose name was Margie, that we needed to have all 

the bags finished before the bread delivery.  Although at the time I failed to understand the 

importance of this, it soon became clear.  As I finished packing the last freeze dried ice cream, 

canned soup, and jello into the recycled Safeway bags, a truck approached.  Everyone inside 

started to buzz around me, moving wooden benches outside to where a picnic tent had been 

erected to shelter Gleaners waiting to “shop” from the rain (several had already begun to show 

up although it was several hours early).   

Carol quickly instructed me to help carry the bread inside.  I helped to carry the floppy 

boxes into the small shed as Hellen and Margie started to unpack the bread into shelves lining 

the walls.  Another truck appears with another delivery of bread.  Cookie walked in and looked 

at what we’ve received so far.  I was moved from helping to move the boxes of bread to a 

position of repacking bread. This bread was then brought over by others into different boxes and 

these placed these in stacks on top of each other on top of freezers, top shelves of shelves, and 

anywhere in the little room that they might fit.  For nearly two hours we did this.  Bread is sorted 

and then packed into place on shelves until they are full when the excess is repackaged.  It is 

more bread than I had ever seen in my life, and it was all bread that was bought in excess for the 

local grocery stores.  Orrow Wheat, Safeway, and Market of Choice were the stores that had 

made their contribution to that morning’s haul.  Cookie instructed me to help pack the latest 

shipment into boxes for another group who she called to help disburse the record haul.  The 

burley man who arrives, I am told, is from Monroe, South Benton Gleaners.  He said a few short 

words to me as we work, but as soon as the bread is loaded into his truck he is off.  As each box 

is brought in it is weighed, and the weights are recorded and added up to determine the size of 

the refund available to the donating organization (I was told that they receive a tax break for 

these donations).  It is also important because the Gleaners pay a small fee to each store for the 

donated foods (between 5cents per pound for donated bread and 50 cents for donated meats).   
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The shopping begins.  First, the Gleaners who are referred to as adoptees were allowed to 

come through, one or two at a time.  They were walked through by helpers who explain how 

much they are allowed to take from each shelf (although this is also labeled) and to push the carts 

for Gleaners too frail to gather and push their own.  Walking around the shed, they were able to 

slowly fill their bags until they reached the counter where they weigh out (to show how much is 

being “consumed” by the groups rather than merely thrown out) and then were free to leave.  

Individuals who needed help were often aided by the helpers to their cars before the helpers take 

another household shopping.  This means that this process can be lengthy as a “helper” is 

required to help to keep the number of people walking through the shed to a minimum.  The 

helper escorts all Gleaners, even those who are able to go through on their own, to shop. 

There are several things to note about Mary’s River that make it unique from the other 

Gleaning groups.  The first is that Mary’s River Gleaners is the most ethnically diverse group of 

all the Gleaning groups.  Although it may be because Cookie, the coordinator, is an African 

American woman who makes other minorities feel more welcome or because Corvallis is a 

liberal/more accepting town (or both of these reasons), it is simply the case that this group hosts 

families of all backgrounds.  Mary’s River is also large enough that it can provide aid to other 

groups through gathering more donations than it needs to feed its population.  Extras go to South 

Benton, Harrisburg, and Halsey Gleaners and sometimes all the way to Alsea.  If the other 

groups do not need or cannot get these extra donations, they then are taken to the local food 

pantry.  Mary’s River also actively delivers food to several low-income housing properties in 

town, thus helping the poor who cannot help themselves.  The group was also initially 

responsible for starting the network of food pick-ups from local groceries.  Their initial 

relationship with several vendors resulted in other Gleaner groups being able to access these 

resources.  The relationships started here and spread to other non-gleaner nonprofits through a 

program called Fresh Alliance2.       

																																																								
2	Fresh	Alliance	is	a	program	under	the	Oregon	Food	Banks	that	“brings	nutritious	food	to	our	
neighbors	in	need”	according	to	the	Oregon	Food	Bank	website.		Similar	to	the	procurement	
strategies	used	by	Gleaners,	Fresh	Alliance	redirects	excess	food	to	organizations	that	help	to	
feed	the	poor.			
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    2.12 Foster Lake, September 14, 2015 

 

Sweet Home 
Sweet Home, Oregon, is located at the base of the Cascade Mountain range and built 

around a large reservoir known as Foster Lake.  The mountainous environment and crystal clear 

waters of the lake make the naming of Sweet Home unquestionable as the place is undoubtedly 

peaceful, beautiful.  In the fall the reds and golds scatter the ground as trees shed their summer 

glory, as the smell of pies come wafting out of the kitchen at Sweet Home Gleaners as they 

prepare for their fall Bake Sale.  Down the road Fair Share Gleaners string cobwebs and place 

pumpkins and hay bales outside, preparation for their annual Haunted House.  In Sweet Home 

the Gleaner groups are important institutions within their community for many reasons. 

Sweet Home, Oregon, today has a population of 9,052.  The median household income is 

$31,332 compared with the state average, which is around $41,000 according to the 

Communities Explorer tool.  In Sweet Home 8% of the population relies on public assistance 

income, 18% on retirement income and 40.5% live on social security.  Furthermore, only 60% of 

households have any paid (hourly or salaried) work.  Unemployment in Sweet Home is very high 

with 14% of the population unable to find a job.    All of this points to some of the very real 

problems faced by this community and  the problems that  many rural communities confront in 

the modern day.   
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The history of Sweet Home rests with the Donation Land Claim Act that passed in the 

year 1850.  This “granted 320 acres of land to white male settlers of Oregon who were U.S. 

citizens” (Wells 2006).  Much of the great Willamette Valley was quickly settled, leaving those 

who arrived late in the 1850’s in search of new “promising farmland” (Wells 2006).  Sweet 

Home was founded as a farming and logging town with the first settlers arriving in 1851 

according to the city history page.  Wells writes that the settlers lived alongside the Kalapuyan 

native tribe who had inhabited the valley for much longer than the people of Sweet Home.  In 

1983 the city incorporated, becoming an official town in Linn County.  The town used to toll 

travelers who were crossing the Cascade Range.  The town remained fairly small until the 1940 

were when the defense program created a stark demand for lumber and the lumber industry 

witnessed one of its largest booms (Wells 2006).  Foster Dam was built in 1966; an important 

economic marker that has brought recreation and other economic possibilities to the town.  More 

recently the town has witnessed some downturns.   

In the 1980’s and 1990’s a raised awareness of environmental factors across the United 

States brought about some changes that were not viewed with enthusiasm by many of Oregon’s 

rural, logging communities.  In 1986 “a worried environmentalist group petitioned the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service to list the owl as an endangered species” (Andre, Velasquez 2015.  The 

impacts of this were devastating for the humans whose livelihoods depended upon the forests, 

however.  Nearly all of the Coastal and Cascade Range were heavily impacted by these laws, 

including large amounts of Linn and Benton Counties.  The towns in this region were built 

around logging and the Spotted Owl decision had devastating long-term impacts upon the 

economies of many of Oregon’s rural, forest communities.  In the years that followed the people 

of Sweet Home have attempted to cope with this loss of industry, however, the impacts have 

been long lasting.  The following will explore the two Gleaner Groups of Sweet Home and the 

role that they play in poverty reduction and aid to low-income members of the community. It is 

also important to note the Gleaning groups in Sweet Home are amongst the oldest Gleaning 

groups in Linn and Benton Counties.  Strong leadership in both groups has allowed them an 

extended period to obtain buildings, write grants to increase their technological abilities and to 

become ingrained in the community in a way that allows them to help others.  It is also important 

that there are two.  In several locations multiple Gleaner groups serve one population.  In these 

cases the groups serve the same population, but different communities within that town. 
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      2.13 Sweet Home Gleaners, September 4, 2016 

 

Sweet Home Gleaners 
   Sweet Home Gleaners distribution site sits along the main road that runs through the 

town of Sweet Home.  The front of the shop has an old wooden sign, the pain on the front 

chipped away from years of exposure to sun and rain.  The building is similarly weather worn.  

Upon entering the thrift shop you are immediately overwhelmed by a shop that hasn’t turned 

away a donation in its history.  Every shelf is covered, every rack full of clothes, piles upon piles 

of donated items clutter the shop.  Although the space for this thrift shop is much larger than the 

shop in Mill City, it also has four times as many things to sell.  I walk through the long hallway 

to the back where I find myself in the donation room.  Here a kitchen sits in disrepair and a stack 

of computers and children’s toys hide the back wall.   

   “Oh, you found us!”  I hear from the side as their Coordinator comes out and shakes my 

hand.  She is a large woman and kind, but peculiar.  She takes me into their back room to 

introduce me to their board, her employees.  This room, with new computers and huge TV 

monitors that show the cameras that watch the store, is unlike any other Gleaners’ back room I 

had visited.  My initial reaction is simply to stand there puzzled.  Am I at a Gleaners location?  

So far, as the Coordinator led me through the thift shop and into their main room there hasn’t 

been a cooler or a freezer in the site, also no canned goods lining shelves.  Instead, this barrage 

of high-tech infrastructure draws a clear difference between this group and the others.   

They decide to put me to work.  I am given a spreadsheet of the Gleaners in this group.  

Ages, family size, a number of households, veteran status, medical issues, etc., all information 
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that has been digitized for their grant writing system.  I then receive the rest of the tour.  Across 

from the kitchen, two storage closets hold the shelf-stable foods for this group.  Here health code 

is no problem as there are more shelves than food on the day I visit.  We then walk out the back 

door that is nearly obscured by the pile of computers that I am told is a business center.   The 

coordinator’s goal is to have a center where Gleaners who need to apply for jobs or complete 

online training can do such tasks.  Out the back door, one sees a yard of other donated goods, 

some looking new and other donations weather worn from the long periods of time spent in the 

dirt lot.  Directly to either side of the door, off the short wooden deck, are a broken down semi 

and a walk-in deep freeze.  The deep freeze holds all the group’s meat and frozen vegetable 

donations.  The broken down semi holds, in what I am told is a temperature stable cabin, all of 

the group’s produce and dairy.  The entire bed of the semi is full on the occasion that I am here.   

We begin to prep for distribution.  I set up my survey on a desk by the door and am given 

a computer to digitally check Gleaners weights out.  Only a handful of individuals come by on 

the Wednesday distribution I am told.  The group hosts nearly 75 families or households in 

Sweet Home but provides a host of other services.  Sweet Home Gleaners provides a Jobs 

Program, a chance at retail training and practice within its thrift shop, daily free lunches to 

members of the community, emergency clothes or food, new family starter kits, and they are 

working on childcare as well as the computer lab mentioned earlier.  The wide range of services 

provided is largely thanks to this most recent coordinator who told me that there is just so much 

need within the Gleaner community; this is how she feels she can give back to the place she calls 

home.   

Sweet Home Gleaners was in many ways perplexing.  Although modernized, it always 

felt somehow missing many of the important aspects that other groups boasted.  Due to the fact 

that the coordinator and supporting leadership were focused on so many other programs, Sweet 

Home Gleaners didn’t feel like a Gleaning group.  Instead, this group was in many ways a thrift 

shop with a Gleaning program.  It was providing a number of services to the community and was 

successful in reaching out to the members of Sweet Home’s low income households who are not 

a part of the other Sweet Home group, Fair Share.  Due to the rurality of Sweet Home, a number 

of the services provided by this group are also very important to the community.  Sweet Home, 

as a community that is nearly an hour from Corvallis or Albany, is fairly isolated meaning that if 

the Gleaners do not provide the services that this group offers, there is no guarantee that any 
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organization closer to the population who needs the help will offer it.  Sweet Home Gleaners was 

unquestionably one of the more interesting I visited while conducting research.  

 

 
       2.14 Fair Share Gleaners, May 11, 2016 

 

Fair Share Gleaners 
Fair Share Gleaners is the second group located in Sweet Home, Oregon.  Located across 

the street from the elementary school and around the corner from the giant Big Foot Sculpture, 

Fair Share Gleaners inhabits a fairly large facility rented out to them by the elementary school 

across the street.  Although the school still uses storage space behind the main building used by 

the Gleaners, the main building is entirely at their disposal.  Inside several rooms are packed with 

donated goods, stockpiles of canned goods and a room lined with freezers and tables to hold 

produce.  They also have a full working kitchen, although they are not permitted to do more than 

make lunch for volunteers.  This group is comprised of a board and led by a coordinator.  The 

entire board is voted in each year, meaning that this group has fairly consistent turnover in 

leadership.  Although this has taken away from this group’s ability to follow a single vision, it 

has ensured that multiple members of this gleaning group understand the intricacies of what 

these positions of the group are responsible for.  Fair Share is also the most diverse of the two 

Sweet Home groups, with a couple of Hispanic families and a Russian immigrant apart of their 

membership.   
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Fair Share Gleaners was one of the first out-of-town groups that I visited.  I got there and 

was surprised to see that they have a very nice, large site.  The building has several rooms with a 

normal bathroom and running water, a large layout for shopping days and for organizing all of 

the food.  This was surprising because other groups such as Alsea and Mary’s River utilize old 

sheds as distribution sites.  Fair Share also is one of the only groups to have an actual office for 

the Gleaners who run it.   When I arrived, I went to the back and helped several men unload 

some of the frozen boxes from repacking as they came through the door.  The coordinator was 

eager for me to complete some interviews “since you’ve come this far.”  So I started to unpack 

apples into the center area of the room and began talking to a man with a man named Edgar, who 

I was told had a long history with the Gleaners and in rural Oregon.  He told me about his early 

days growing up and about his wife who could no longer help out at the distribution site.   

In a focus group the board also was concerned with some problems facing their 

community.  From drug use to lack of economic growth, the Gleaners were concerned with the 

direction of their community.  This was the reason they gave me for starting the backpack 

program with two of the local church groups.  Together the Gleaners and church groups make 

meals to send to low-income children in Sweet Home schools each weekend.  The board 

members were concerned about growing diversity and also with the trajectory of their group 

moving forward.  Their location was not permanent and so if they had to move again that might 

cause future problems.   

This second of the Sweet Home groups had a different feel than the first.  It was geared 

toward what Gleaners do--helping its members.  Rather than being pulled in many different 

directions, Fair Share Gleaners was more traditional and very focused on providing the best that 

it could to its membership.  The backpack program, although significant, was a small branch in 

the scheme of other services this group provided.  Furthermore, Fair Share Gleaners attracted a 

more conservative, traditional population to their Gleaners.  Although a more diverse group than 

Sweet Home, Fair Share fit into the Gleaner group norms better than Sweet Home.  The first 

Sweet Home group, although helping the Gleaners, also was focused on many other moving 

parts within the community.  The Jobs program and thrift shop both were big programs that 

differentiated both the population and feel of Sweet Home from Fair Share Gleaners.  Overall, 

however, both of these groups in this good-sized but somewhat isolated rural town are typified 

by taking on  projects outside of the normal Gleaner responsibilities.  
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Alsea 

Alsea is a small, isolated town located just South of Mary’s Peak, the tallest point in the 

local mountain range.  It has a total population of 164 individuals in the 2010 census.  Of these 

155 are white with two people claiming Native American and 15 of Hispanic heritage (DADS, 

2016).  The bulk of the population is older than 18, making up 76% of the population.  60% of 

the families in this community live on less than $50,000 a year.  Members of this community 

consider it rural.  Alsea is that it is significantly isolated from the rest of the county.  Alsea is 

faced with a significant lack of infrastructure and human capital.  It also relies heavily on 

supplies brought in from surrounding towns such as Corvallis and Albany.  This includes food as 

Albany sits in a food desert (Rosenberger, Richards, Gifford, Gossen 2006).  This indicates that 

Alsea, in the modern world, is not self-reliant.   

The history of Alsea rests with the Donation Land Claim Act that passed in the year 

1850.  This “granted 320 acres of land to white male settlers of Oregon who were U.S. citizens” 

(Wells 2006).  Much of the great Willamette Valley was quickly settled, leaving those who 

arrived late in the 1850’s in search of new “promising farmland” (Wells 2006).  Alsea was 

founded as a farming and logging town in the year 1855 and founded a post office in the year 

1871 (Wells 2006).  Wells writes that the lives of these early settlers was difficult as the land 

appeared to be better for farming than it was and that those who lived here chose a life of 

isolation.  Several decades after the establishment of the town the government began to buy back 

some of the Alsea land under the New Deal’s Submarginal Land Program (Wells 2006).    Today 

the community relies largely on what still exists of the logging industry as well as economic 

capital brought in from commuters to Philomath and Corvallis.  Alsea is unique in Benton 

County for this reliance; “Alsea is Benton County’s most forest-dependent community because 

of its isolation from major employers in Willamette Valley region and its location at the center of 

120,000 acres of prime timberland” (Kay, Bouttolph 2000).  This generated a boom in the 

industry, especially after World War II as Kay and Buttolph write (200).  This boom ended, 

however, due to changes such as the “Northwest Forest Plan” and the shedding of the timber 

industry workforce before 1990 (Kay and Buttolph 2000).  As of 1999, there were still two large 

logging contractors “that employ approximately 35 people each” or almost half of the population 

(Kay and Buttolph 2000).  
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     2.15 Alsea Gleaners, February 15th 2015 

 

Alsea Gleaners 
The Gleaners in Alsea are on of the smallest groups, but they have one of the largest 

impacts upon their community.  Because of the isolation of Alsea, Gleaners do a lot of the work 

to bring in outside resources.  The Gleaners in Alsea also are important for the support they 

provide to other Gleaner groups.  As mentioned early on, one of parts of Gleaners are Wood 

Gleans.  Alsea, because of their location, is one of the most active groups in this activity and 

often provides or delivers wood to outside Gleaner locations because of the excess that they have 

for their membership.  Located in an old shed that was donated by the forest service on the 

outskirts of town, Alsea Gleaner’s hard to find location seemed an unlikely place to find such an 

important part of the community. 

The Gleaner organization of Linn and Benton Counties connects low-income people in 

Alsea to a network of various forms of capital throughout the state.  As a launch point, the 

Gleaners are available to almost all of Alsea’s population, with 72 households actively 

participating (although there is some conflict amongst the community about who can and cannot 

participate).   According to their coordinator Pam, it is likely that nearly every household in the 

area receives grocery assistance from the Gleaners (although this is likely not entirely true).  The 

reach, however is remarkable and unremarkable due to Alsea’s isolation from the rest of the 

county and their lack of a grocery store.  While they do have a small market, this store gives 

members of the community significantly limited access to food goods.  Gleaners provide year-

round access to fruits, vegetables, and other dry, frozen, and bulk goods.  It also helps to alleviate 
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problems associated with poverty faced by a large percentage of the population of households in 

Alsea valley.  

Although I worked several times with Alsea Gleaners, my relationship with the members 

of this group grew largely from repacks.  There were two older men who would always joke with 

me and with each other, they were clearly good friends.  Paul was Native American and tan with 

speckled black hair.  Tim was short with a long beard and mustache who often resembled the fur 

traders of western folklore.  Each repack I found myself joking with them about everything, a 

moment with the two of them was never dull.  Pam and I also grew to have easy conversation 

with her telling me about her daughter’s college and about her husband who had recently been 

diagnosed with early onset Alzheimers.  For the drive and a chance to hike Alsea falls, going to 

Alsea was always a highlight to any day.  The people, however, were the characters that made it 

such a unique group. 

Alsea represents Gleaners in small, isolated rural towns.  This group was therefore a 

major part of the community.  The reach of Alsea gleaners meant that the local convenience store 

no longer carried milk or bread because it cost too much and people rarely bought from him 

when they could get these supplies from Gleaner distributions.  The group was also actively 

driving an hour or more to get the produce and other supplies to bring back to the distribution 

site.  A few other groups dealt with a similar problem with logistics.  Living in a food desert 

meant that the Gleaners faced the choice between purchasing extremely expensive foods in town 

or using gas to drive into Corvallis for groceries.  Gleaners, therefore, provided more options.  

Alsea Gleaners were vital to the community that they provided support for and the role that they 

had in their community was not unlike the role that many other small, isolated rural gleaner 

groups played.  



 

27		

 
2.16 Busy Bees, Fair Share, May 11 2016  

 

Other Groups 
 Although this background shares details from three of the communities that have 

Gleaners and from four of the groups, eight other communities and ten groups are not described 

above.  There are several Gleaner locations in the more agricultural belt south of Corvallis 

(Halsey, Harrisburg, and Monroe) which are vaguely represented by Alsea above as smaller, 

more isolated Gleaner locations.  These towns, however, face very different obstacles and have 

very different memberships.  Some have members of the Mennonite community in their 

membership, others are based out of member’s garages.  In Monroe they recently acquired a 

permanent location in the old library.  Lebanon, Scio, and Mill City also have Gleaners groups.  

Although their background and isolation are fairly described by Sweet Home and Alsea, these 

groups offer different experiences and quirks.  Mill City’s thrift shop, for example, provides this 

group with more funding than many other groups have.  Lebanon just went through a huge 

amount of turn over and is a group in the process of rebuilding.  Albany, an urban community 

like Corvallis, hosts three Gleaner nonprofits.  Two of these groups are run out of churches and 

largely organized by a single woman.  The third Albany Gleaner organization is much smaller, 

but is amongst the oldest of the Gleaner nonprofits.  Although not every group is described 

above, each contributed to the findings of this project. 

Ultimately this eclectic assortment of individuals from the stretches of Linn and Benton 

Counties come together to form a community.  The relationships they build are life long, their 
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approach to helping others sincere.  While working with the Gleaners I saw good days and bad, I 

was there for triumphs and witnessed some of their challenges.  The trials that this community 

faces are real, both as a group and as individuals.  Over and over again I was told that these 

groups viewed each other as “family,” a sentiment I came to understand as they brought me into 

the fold to share the stories of their lives.  The thesis that follows will explore the lives of the 

people who make up the groups that this chapter introduces.  
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Chapter Three 
A Review of the Literature 

In writing about the Gleaners, several themes and topics will be pervasive throughout the 

discussion.  This chapter will outline the relevant definitions, themes, and settings needed to 

comprehend the findings of the study.  The first section will cover the relevant theory used 

throughout the thesis.  The works of Bourdieu, Foucault, and Goffman will be outlined to help to 

contextualize the theoretical background that influenced many of the findings discussed 

throughout this work.  The second section will explore the topic of poverty.  Although the 

Gleaners are members of the “near poor” it is important to comprehend definitions of poverty 

and what these definitions mean within the context of this country.  Furthermore, this section 

will discuss the history, demographics, and impact of relevant policy on the existing landscape of 

the poor.  In the second part of the chapter I also delve into current events (the Great Recession) 

and its local impacts, which will narrow down this particular reality for Linn and Benton 

Counties.  The third section of the chapter will deal with class.  The concept of “middle class” in 

the United States is a complex one, going beyond the idealized socio-economic class into a 

“perceived” status.  The perception of class (and displays of class) documented throughout 

literature and studies of low-income people (especially those who are white) show that they 

report their status as "middle class" when according to their economic reality, they fall into the 

categories or class of the near poor or working poor.  In discussing the literature around class and 

inequality, it is important also to consider stigma, urban and rural differences, as well as race.  

Ultimately the following will contextualize the findings of this project.   

Part One 
Relevant Theory 
 The works of Foucault, Bourdieu, and Goffman were used in the writing and 

interpretation of data throughout the project.  Each discusses various aspects of power and 

culture in a way that allows for a better understanding of how the Gleaners’ world is shaped and 

how they come to view themselves.  The following section will outline who these theorists were 

and the relevant aspects of their theories that will be used throughout the thesis.   

Foucault 
Michael Foucault was a French philosopher whose theory dealt with power in culture.  

While his body of theoretical work is dense, this seeks to provide a brief outline of the work 
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relevant to ideas of class in the United States.  It is possibly best to start with the way that 

Foucault discusses power.  For Foucault power exists everywhere, within people, and within 

institutions.  For Foucault power is also relational.  Power exists in institutions through the lives 

people lead (and their bodies).   Once institutions are established these reproduce power (of the 

institution) that is internalized by people who self police because of the social significance of the 

institution.  Through institutions disciplines are created, which in turn teach or shape people into 

being.  Institutions in relation to each other create hierarchies and establish social order and 

overarching processes (like capitalism) that hold power over people (because they collectively 

give their power to said institution, thus giving the institution power).  People give or take power 

to things and places, partly through a process Foucault calls bio-power.  Bio-power is a concept 

that is complex and often is used by describing the power the institutions have over individuals, 

specifically the body.  As a group, people give power to institutions, which then have power and 

govern over individuals in return.  This circular working of power moves both ways, but is 

reproduced through discourse.    

This means that bio power can and does look different depending on the institution (the 

criminal justice system, for example controls people differently than capitalism; jail versus 

poverty).  In the theoretical world of Foucault power is visible under the gaze, an idea of active 

watching that ideally captures all in its pure form.  The gaze is an all encompassing power and 

form of control, which individuals sense watching them but cannot see themselves in turn.  Some 

other important factors to consider with Foucault are issues of discourse and practice.  The gaze 

gathers information.  It then becomes discourse when it is written.  Discourse is the practice of 

telling, sharing, and informing others of something.  Discourse can, however, be extremely 

powerful when it is part of a narrative used by an institution.  Experts create this discourse, 

which in turn creates knowledge and institutions.  These institutions and knowledge have the 

power to shape every day life, to classify norm from deviant.  Finally, Foucault is interested in 

practice, or the everyday processes through which ideas are reproduced.  Practice essentially 

means that things happen.   

For Foucault, the stories told by many of the Gleaners point to their acceptance of 

institutions that shape them and which they reproduce.  There are governmental institutions, 

symbolic institutions such as meritocracy, and social institutions such as expiration dates that had 

impact upon the stories the Gleaners told and the way that they told them.  During Gleaners’ 
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lifetimes institutions such as doctors and government agencies “had ever increasing power over 

people and these discourses [shaped] the structure of our society” (Fillingham 1993, 101).  It was 

through these institutions that society was able to accomplish “enclosure” which Foucault says is 

vital for discipline within a society, in particular for “the distribution of individuals in space” 

(Foucault 1975, 141).  Enclosure in the case of the Gleaners means the placement of them, as 

individuals, within a specific role in society.  These roles (of the house wife, father, laborer, 

Christian etc). are reinforced by a web of institutions that set norms and boundaries in which 

individuals are symbolically trapped (in many ways it is the same as the prisons that Foucault 

discusses).  Foucault says that these enclosures and space provide advantages by “neutralizing 

the inconveniences as the forces of production become more concentrated to protect materials 

and tools to master the labor force” (1975, 142). Foucault continues to describe the way that 

enclosure requires both each individual has “a place, and each place its individual” and that 

disciplinary space should be “divided into as many section as there are bodies” (Foucault 1975, 

143).  These are then distributed and circulated in a network of relations, thus a series of 

hierarchical relationships created by power and enforced through micro-outlets of the same 

force. 

Bourdieu 

Writing in conversation with Marxist anthropology that equated power to economic 

capital, Bourdieu set out to establish a theory of power that explained social stratification in a 

more symbolic way, including consumption.  (He acknowledges Marx, but he disagrees that the 

economic equates to everything, and that instead there are symbolic processes at play.)  From 

France, Bourdieu’s work dealt largely with a society that was culturally more comfortable with 

the idea of class than Americans vocally acknowledge themselves to be.  For Bourdieu power is 

established through a “system of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 

predisposed to function as structuring structures…principles which generate and organize 

practices and representations” (Bourdieu 1980, 53).  Bourdieu here, essentially says that societal 

structures (history) creates new orders (by replicating the past within new cultural contexts) that 

create and organize the way people do what they do and act the way they act.  In this individuals 

are active through the embodiment of the practice of the histories.  These structures are born 

from history and change as capital shifts in its relationship to the individual and the individual in 

their relationship to history (Bourdieu 1980, 54).  Bourdieu describes a theory of individual 
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habitus that is established through accumulation of capital and the impact that this habitus has 

upon that individual within certain fields and under the rules of various games.  An individual’s 

habitus allows him or her a certain set of skills to play the game in various fields, a set of 

strategies that will hopefully allow him or her to be successful (or keep them from being so).  It 

is through this theoretical perspective that Bourdieu presents an opportunity to understand the 

pervasive institution of the American Dream and its impact upon the individual.   

For Bourdieu power is the ability to mobilize capital in fields and games, however not 

just monetary capital.  Bourdieu’s capital includes symbolic forms of capital (cultural and 

social), and economic capital3.  All capital that a person controls make up his or her habitus; their 

being and accumulation of power and agency.  One’s habitus, for Bourdieu, establishes their 

social space (very similar to the language used by Foucault in Discipline), which generates 

classes within a society based on a hierarchy of total capital.  In this sense Bourdieu’s theory of 

habitus can be viewed from within Foucault’s macro theory of power, essentially pointing out 

that various forms of capital carry more power for those who have the most total capital4.  Social 

capital, for example, is more meaningful to gain more economic capital if an individual already 

has significant social and economic means when compared to the small gains that the same 

social capital could benefit an individual with a lower net capital.  This means that those with 

some but not all will fall below within a stratification of society, this being their social space.  

Foucault would point to this social space to mean they are being controlled, but Bourdieu says 

that this is their accumulation of power (through capital) and agency (because increased capital 

gives increased range of motion).  This means that people live within a double edge sword of 

movement and oppression.   

Furthermore, Bourdieu discusses improvisation, or agency, from within the game or 

between games.  Various types of capital allow individuals various strategies that they can utilize 

																																																								
3 Bourdieu defines each of these forms of capital specifically.  Cultural capital, for example, can exist in three forms; 
embodied (dispositions of mind/body), objectified (cultural goods and knowledge of how to use them), and 
institutionalized (knowledge gained through education, experience).  Social capital is created through the 
“possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 
recognition”, or simply who a person knows and their community (Bourdieu 1986, 86).  Economic capital, on the 
other hand, is defined through traditional means as acquisition of money or property.   
4 This is not to say that those of less total capital do not have capital.  Indeed, in Bourdieu’s theoretical framework 
an individual from an upper class background would have a difficult time negotiating an existence in poverty due to 
a lack of cultural capital required to survive.  Instead the argument above is in relation to achievement of a societies 
definition of success (or standard of being) in which those with more of certain types of capital will be more 
successful than those with less (or without).			
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in order to effectively play games in social fields.  This capital gives the Gleaners an increased 

range of choice or agency.  Through this agency, individuals may have the increased ability to 

move within fields and games because of their habitus (or tools available to them).  Habitus is 

necessarily different for all people, with individuals starting out at different places in fields.  

Fields are the setting in which people exist; they can be as broad as the world with all of the 

positions of people measured in hierarchies of their habitus plus accumulated capital, or it can be 

within the context of applying for a job where two candidates’ habitus and capital are compared 

with both trying to win the game, the job.  Games for Bourdieu are the means through which 

individuals attempt to maneuver in order to “win” which can equate to survival or to getting a 

foot up in life.  Therefore, those who have more access to tools to play these games will be more 

successful.  The accumulation of capital equates to these tools.  People born with higher 

positionality due to their habitus have an easier time than those attempting to accomplish as 

much with their limited capital at birth/lower habitus.     

Symbolic violence is another important aspect to Bourdieu’s theory.  Symbolic power, 

the root of symbolic violence is the conditions or environment (the field) that individuals exist 

within due to their habitus.  The normalization of the setting for those outside and inside the 

setting creates a situation of symbolic violence.   Symbolic violence is when there are negative 

consequences for existing in the environment considered normal.  The diet of low income people 

in the United States is notoriously bad and causes many serious health related side effects (heart 

disease, obesity, diabetes, etc.)  This diet, culturally and environmentally constructed (food 

deserts, price of healthy foods, etc), has been internalized as normal for both the individuals 

living in that environment and as normal by the rest of culture as an expectation of what lower 

income people consume.  In fact, in America food is assigned class brackets. Political pundits 

called for policy reform over rumors of low income individuals getting shrimp with SNAP which 

resulted in policy changes in many states that greatly limited the food options to low income 

people on government assistance.  In many states low income people are limited to poor foods 

instead of what many health professionals would consider to be healthier options.  It is through 

symbolic violence that low-income people come to believe that they are limited in the strategies 

that they can utilize while they still believe that these strategies will raise them out of their low-

income existence.  In other words, individuals understand that they have been limited, but they 
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believe that this can be changed by using the tools they see as available to them in order to 

become middle class.   

Goffman 
 Goffman, a Canadian American Sociologist wrote the Presentation of Self in Everyday 

Life in the year 1956.  Possibly his most important work, in it Goffman attempts to describe face 

to face interaction between individuals.  In this text, Goffman describes the ways in which 

people attempt to alter, or manage their interactions with others in order to appear most 

desirable.  This is most commonly described as being the on stage and backstage setup, in which 

Goffman considers both aspects of the person’s life as being likened to theater.  On stage people 

perform for others.  Backstage they are themselves, but do things to prepare themselves for their 

performance.  People essentially do this because they want the other person to view them in a 

certain way. Goffman describes “expressions given off” as the way in which people try to 

portray themselves “favorably” in order to get the best reaction (Goffman 1956, 4).  This is done 

through performances in which we put on masks that are situationally significant.  Goffman also 

points out that other people influences individual actions and interpretations.  Thus people, in the 

various roles they play throughout their lives, take others’ interpretations or expectations into 

account in how they perform those roles. 

 Unlike Foucault and Bourdieu, Goffman was important for understanding the 

interpersonal interactions between myself and the Gleaners, and the Gleaners and others.  

Goffman’s theory does not attempt to describe larger power structures that impact the goings-on 

within individuals’ lives.  Goffman’s work provides insight into the strategies used by 

individuals in appearing a certain way to others, particularly in how they might choose these 

roles.  It was this insight that was particularly important to an examination of low income people 

in rural Oregon.    

Part Two 
A Brief History of Poverty in America 

In 1964 the United States launched the War on Poverty.  President Kennedy described 

poverty at the time as “the hungry children [he] saw in West Virginia; the old people who 

[couldn’t] pay their doctor bills, [and] the families forced to give up their farms” (Farmbry 2014; 

xv).  Four years later, after a tragic twist in history his successor, Lyndon Johnson, “declared [an] 

unconditional war on poverty… summon[ing] Americans [to act] with his vision of a Great 
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Society” (Zarefsjy 1986; ix).  In writing government policy, the problem that faced first Kennedy 

and then Johnson was: how does one define poverty?  An economist named Mollie Orshansky 

proposed a definition that used the most basic food requirements, according to the Department of 

Agriculture, to determine a bare minimum cost of need that could act as an indicator of poverty 

(Edelman 2013; 26).  Orshansky’s number did not stop there as it was multiplied by three 

because the assumption of Orshansky and other policy-makers was that the average American 

household spent one-third of its income on food (Edelman 2013).  The definition created by 

Orshansky is not perfect; many scholars note that it fails to account for many factors of the cost 

of living, including the “cost of housing, clothing, utilities, energy, health care, child care, work 

expenses, and taxes” (Edelman 2013; 27).  In spite of these critiques, the Orshanksy method is 

still the working model used by the census for measuring poverty in the United States today.   

  The results of this war on poverty have shifted dramatically over time. According to 

Cancian and Danziger, the policies outlined by President Johnson and other reformers in the 

1950’s and 1960’s brought poverty rates to the lowest they have been in the history of the United 

States by the year 1969 (Cancian, Danziger 2009).  After that, however, the overall rate of people 

living in poverty in the United States has continued to rise.  This increase in poverty exists 

despite the fact that “gross domestic product per capita has grown substantially.” (Cancian, 

Daziger 2009)  “The antipoverty effects of this growth were substantially lower than they were 

in the quarter-century that [preceded]” (Cancian, Daziger 2009, 1).  Although there have been 

improvements in creating equity when it comes to poverty, the poor are both still 

disproportionately people of color and often left out of the benefits of policy meant to relieve 

their suffering.  The authors note that policy analysts have a difficult time choosing which 

ailments would best reduce poverty because there are so many facets of the problem making it 

difficult to address. To describe this puzzle of the many aspects of poverty the authors use the 

example of a woman who drops out of high school to have a baby, who she then struggles to 

raise as she works minimum wage jobs and lacks the financial ability to go back to school.  In 

the story the child has chronic asthma, placing the family in financial turmoil each time the 

mother has to take time off from work to care for her offspring.  The authors then pose several 

political arguments surrounding this kind of perspective.  They point the problem of single 

parent families, the issue of her inability to graduate high school or go to college, her young age 
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at becoming a mother, as well as her low wage, her lack of flexibility for childcare, and a lack of 

a safety net of societal support for single parent families.  

When Kennedy and Johnson began the “War on Poverty” Americans bought into the 

view that poverty was not the fault of the impoverished (Patterson 2000, 98).  During the 1960’s 

Patterson says that the United States had two fundamental beliefs or assumptions about poverty.  

The first was “faith that a wealthy country like the United States could afford to abolish 

destitution” (Patterson 2000, 110).  The second was that “poverty was both anomalous and 

immoral in such an affluent society; indeed it was fundamentally un-American” (Patterson 2000, 

110).  He includes the following quote from a New York Times article published in 1965, “The 

reality of the new poverty lies in its contrasts to U.S. affluence, and it is heightened by the 

constant, often self-congratulatory talk about that affluence” (Patterson 2000, 111).  Ultimately 

these attitudes in public opinion and discourse were vital to the floodgate of changes in policy 

during this era.  In the following years, safety-net programs exploded with strong public and 

political support and the statistics illustrate that they were wildly successful in decreasing the rate 

at which Americans fell under the poverty line.   

In the 1970’s, however, Patterson notes the growing concern about the use of the welfare 

system.  Welfare, a program that began to provide financial support to communities including 

unemployed, single mother households, came under scrutiny in the late 1970’s due to the cost of 

the social program.  By 1996 the program had become so unpopular that Clinton ended several 

aspects of welfare that provided aid to “Welfare Queens.”  The language alone describes the 

toxic rhetoric that by 1996 had begun to swim around the policy pool during the twenty-year 

period that this social policy was in place.  Americans in large part dislike the idea of paying 

taxes on their hard-earned money while someone else does nothing.  This value on hard work is 

what many employers refer to as good work “ethic.”  Work ethic, however, is a significant 

cultural value that penetrates American society, much like the American Dream and meritocracy. 

It was during this era, 1970-1996 that the message around poverty changed into one of 

“undeserving.”  Herbert Gans, in The War Against the Poor discusses the impact that this had 

upon public opinion and resulting policy.  Throughout his book, Gans explains the many avenues 

through which the message of “undeservingness” spread to Americans.  In political science, 

there is a theory called the Opinion Shaping Network Model, developed by Domhoff which 

looks to how political ideas spread.  The pervasive notion of undeservingness in modern politics 
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can be explained using this tool.  Media is vital in the process of illustrating or highlighting 

deviance rather than suffering in poor populations.  Media, Gans says, has also been used, 

alongside political rhetoric about a war on poverty, to make the undeserving poor a community 

with which the deserving are in battle.  The undeserving supposedly take jobs; they create 

criminal activity; they are a weight upon society, and they use American taxpayers money to buy 

extravagant lifestyles. “The undeserving poor, the culture of poverty, and the underclass are 

moral statuses identified by the source of dependence, the behavior with which it is associated, 

its transmission to children, and its crystallization into cultural patterns,” writes Michael Katz. 

Katz describes the way that this label also serves a societal purpose, “displacing rage, frustration, 

and fear” and thus allowing Americans generally to feel more secure in their mediocrity (Katz 

2013, 2).   Katz gives some explanation for the functions and necessity that elites use and the 

rationale that they provide for the importance of this undeserving label.  The undeserving 

"represent the enduring attempt to classify poor people by merit. This impulse to classify has 

persisted for centuries, partly for reasons of policy. Resources are finite. Neither the state nor 

private charity can distribute them in unlimited quantities to all who might claim need” (Katz 

2013, 1).   

This assumption of finite resources comes up again and again in texts about the roots of 

poverty.  Edelman tackles it in the following way.  “The income of the top 1 percent went up a 

staggering 275 percent between 1979 and 2007, while that of the bottom 20 percent grew just 18 

percent…the income of the top .1 percent increased a staggering 390%” (Edelman 2012, 33).   

The 1990’s brought significant change that had disastrous consequences for the poor.  The 

rhetoric of undeservingness created a political environment ready for this messaging to shape 

policy.  Presidential candidate Bill Clinton capitalized on this during his presidential run.  

Clinton and his party rallied against the Welfare Queen, a character who used welfare to fund a 

lavish lifestyle of clubbing, alcohol, and overall slovenly existence.   Clinton won his bid and in 

his first term enacted the Welfare Reform of 1996 or as modern authors refer to it, “the end of 

welfare as we knew it” (Edelman 2013).  The Welfare Reforms of 1996 was not without 

controversy.  Experts, such as Peter Edelman, who were part of Clinton’s cabinet, quit when the 

reforms passed.  These intellectuals and others have used the years since to write and speak to 

the consequences of the change.  The new policy, called TANF or Temporary Aid to Needy 

Families, has been highly controversial.  TANF, the reformed welfare system, established in 
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1996 was created to reduce poverty for families with children.  The program also sought to 

decrease the number of people on welfare by reducing the years that they could utilize the 

resource and by requiring that they either work or partake in training programs.  Pickering wrote 

about many problems involved with this program from the work requirements themselves 

(unavailable in rural areas) to the training programs (not only unavailable in isolated areas but 

also often not useful to gaining employment regardless of area).  Other authors have pointed to 

other problems with the 1996 reform including that it reduced the amount of federal funding that 

goes to TANF (including the control over whether or not states provide that money to a TANF 

program).  There are several problems with TANF and the related safety net network as well.  In 

a study published in 2009; Cheng found that ethnic families using TANF faced discrimination 

when seeking to utilize other services.  Another study, issued by Acs, Coe, Watson, and Lerman 

found that the state laws around TANF distribution may act as a deterrent from families looking 

to apply or to return to work (1998).   

Of course, poverty existed in the United States before its political history.  Poverty was 

initially not viewed as a negative attribute but rather as a part of overcoming the West as settlers 

crossed in covered wagon and settled in homesteads across the United States.  In these cases, it 

was a lack of settlement or of civilization that resulted in the poverty of the early settlers.  The 

poor went West, however, with land grants and the promise of the American Dream.  James 

Patterson (2000) outlines this history throughout his first chapter in which he discusses 

“Snapshots of the Poor” throughout the nation’s history.  In looking at the work of journalists 

and early social workers, Patterson found that the perceived reasons for poverty fell to the failure 

of the economy and pauperism (where people perceived the poor as somehow depending upon 

aid, unable to provide for themselves).  They were, however, still referred to as a “dangerous 

class.”  As the nation grew and the economy and legal system developed, much of this became 

far more involved than merely the side effect of expansion.  Today poverty has a new face and 

can be used in a multitude of different ways.  To understand the current political rhetoric around 

poverty, one must understand the financial crisis of 2008 as it completely redirected the 

conversation around deservingness of the poor to a more nuanced discussion of economics and 

the role of government in capitalism (Patterson 2000).   

The Great Recession of 2008 lasted about 18 months and was the longest economic crisis 

since the Great Depression.  In Markets on Trial, the authors discuss the ways in which recovery 
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(as of 2011) remained “elusive” to 13.9 million Americans now living in poverty (Grusky, 

Western, and Wimer 2011). “Severe cuts in regulation of the banking and investment 

industries…[allowing] Wall Street to become the wild west with repeated market bubbles and 

collapses, culminating in the so-called Great Recession ushered in by the subprime meltdown in 

2008” and its global repercussions (Grusky, Western, and Wimer 2011). One of the leading 

causes of the recession was the mortgage crisis that was generated primarily on the deregulation 

of banks who began to trade risky mortgages (in bonds) to large investing firms, who would then 

sell them to third parties.  By the time these shares of interest had been passed on, the risk 

involved with them had essentially disappeared, making them (for all purposes of this article) the 

same as any other, no risky investment (AAA rated bonds).  As many of these loans were what 

the media refers to as “predatory mortgages,” many these fall through with the “burst” of the real 

estate bubble in mid to late 2007 (Fligstein, Goldstein 2011, 39).  Several chapters in Markets on 

Trial discuss the devastation that this caused middle and working class Americans who had 

invested their retirements in the stock exchange, who had bought homes under the guise of easier 

to get mortgages, and who had no safety net in place when the stock market crashed.   

Ultimately, Americans were hurt by the Great Recession, but trapped because of the social 

stereotype of failure in the dogma of the American Dream.  Throughout the country, the middle 

and lower classes have struggled to see any improvement in the recovery.  Instead, stagnant 

wages have met with continued increases in the cost of living; new job growth has been 

overwhelmingly in the Service Industry (which notoriously offers low wage jobs), and costs for 

academics and trade schools have hit an all time high (Farber 2011).  This translates into a 

devastating situation for people impacted by this most recent economic downturn.  As 

individuals and families continue to find themselves squeezed, they will find alternative ways of 

providing for their households.  

The Great Recession is significant to understand for several reasons.  The first is because 

it had important consequences for the politics around poverty which is a vital point as this thesis 

unfolds.  Prior to the Great Recession Americans bought into the idea of the American Dream, 

into the idea of the middle class.  The Great Recession disillusioned many Americans.  From the 

Occupy Wall Street movement to the unexpected political success of Bernie Sanders and the 

presidential bid (and then electon) of Donald Trump, Americans have begun to show their 

distrust of business, government, and the previous rhetoric around why they weren’t doing well.  
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Poverty has not been the only thing on the rise.  Although closely related, inequality is a different 

concept that discusses the gaps between the haves and the have-nots.  In the United States these 

differences tend to be high, 1:300 (Picketty 2014) while in countries like the United Kingdom 

inequality sits around 1:25 due to their taxes and laws.  This high rate of inequality creates 

tension and political discord that becomes important to the way that people treat the poor within 

the United States based on their income, location, and political leanings.   

Secondly, the Great Recession had substantial impacts on local economies, and this is 

particularly the case in Albany and Sweet Home, Oregon, where 6 of the 14 Gleaner groups that 

this study worked with lived.  One of the most immediate impacts of the economic downturn is 

the loss of food and shelter security.  Globally disadvantaged populations face problems of food 

security, Patel writes that this number stands at one in seven.  In the United States Food Security 

is a massive issue with skyrocketing obesity rates that are highly correlated with poverty, a 

growing number of food deserts, and budget cuts that limit the ability of state governments to aid 

families and communities in crisis (Schwartz-Nobel 2003; Patel 2012).  In spite of this very real 

problem, there is persistent “indifference and denial” of the number of hungry Americans and 

hungry children within the United States (Schwartz-Nobel 2003, 17).  This indifference has 

allowed a staggering number of programs such as Welfare to Work to pass in spite the “lives 

damaged by hunger or starvation” as a result (Schwartz-Nobel 2003, 19).   

The problem of food insecurity is complex as food is produced within a global food 

network (Patel 2012).  Solutions to this issue are therefore equally complicated with 

organizations such as Feeding America and CAP (Community Action Partnership Programs) 

orchestrating dense, nationwide networks of Food Banks, Homeless Shelters, Soup Kitchens, and 

more recently, Gleaner organizations.  In the wake of the Great Recession, tent cities popped up 

across the country as families lost their jobs and homes.  The less discussed story is that of the 

food insecurity that also resulted from the trends of this era.  The “Community Explorer” tool, on 

Oregon Explorer, can compare Sweet Home food security over a ten-year period to the food 

security of the entire state. The comparison shows the Sweet Home and Albany fared far worse 

than the state’s averages for food insecurity over the last ten years.  Food security and poverty 

are closely linked.  Sweet Home, easily the worst off, has not only a high adult poverty rate but 

Oregon Explorer puts the child incidence of poverty at over 35% (Community Reporter Tool, 

2016).    
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Part Three 
Class and The American Dream 

Class is a complex and always moving notion or measure in the United States.  Class 

differs based on region, the color of one’s skin, the level of education, religion, family lineage, 

and many other factors. Bourdieu would suggest that this is habitus, the culmination of all of a 

person’s capital results in their “place” and “potential” within society, within the game of life. 

There are two major elements influential to class in the United States.  The first is the 

American Dream, a concept that both shapes and obscures class from the cultural conversation.  

The American Dream is essential for influencing ideas of being “middle class” as well as for 

setting this standard as being the ideal presentation of self for people of every class in America.  

The American Dream, therefore, becomes a central component to understanding the way that 

class works in the United States.  The second element essential to class is race or ethnicity.  

Without delving into the very real struggle that America has faced throughout its history with 

Native Americans, African Americans, Spanish Americans, immigrants from Ireland, Germany, 

China, Russia, and so on, we will take a look at the creation of a new ethnicity.  Through policy 

and cultural norms, a new class has emerged over the last century for the poor Americans of 

European descent.  This population of low-income white Americans will make up the center of 

this discussion primarily due to the overwhelming ethnic makeup of the Gleaners.  This project 

dealt mostly with white Americans who fought against their given class, who rejected the label 

that society has given them. 

In 2011, 67 percent of Americans agreed with the statement “corporations, banks, and 

other financial institutions have too much power in the United States” (Domhoff 2014, x). Why, 

then, do poor Americans overwhelmingly vote for representatives who won’t support their 

interests, instead favoring political ideologies that largely work to diminish the role of 

government?  How is it that the wealthiest nation in the world allows one in four children to live 

below the poverty line (Edelman 2012)?  The answer comes from a multidisciplinary approach to 

examining the formation of public beliefs and resulting policy decisions in the United States. 

As children, Americans are told that they can become anything, that they can accomplish 

anything to which they set their mind.  The reality, however, is that there are a limited number of 

positions for those dreams or goals.  While in a capitalist society this is great news for 

employers, companies, and educators, this creates a culture of intense competition amongst 

youth with access to resources for coveted academic and economic positions (scholarships, 
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acceptance to top colleges, placement at summer camps, charter schools, AP programs, varsity 

sports, honors bands—and the list goes on).  The acceptance rate for admission to Harvard, for 

example, was just “6 percent for the class of 2015” (Paul 2015).  Children without access to 

those resources, however, are impacted in an entirely different way. This illusion of equality 

leads to problems such as intergenerational poverty, disproportionate rates of poverty amongst 

minorities, low graduation rates, and deviant behavior (Ermisch et al. date; McNamme and 

Miller date).   

According to the American Dream, education identifies and selects intelligent, talented, 

and motivated individuals and provides education training in direct proportion to 

individual merit…in the American Dream, education is the “engine” of meritocracy…a 

vastly different view…sees education not as a cause but as an effect of social class.  

Children receive education in direct proportion to their social class standing.  In this way, 

education largely reproduces existing inequalities across generations (McNamme and 

Miller 2009, 107).   

These authors highlight the political interpretation with a quote from George Bush: “To 

those of you who received honors, awards, and distinctions, I say, well done.  And to the C 

students, I say, you too can be president of the United States” (Mcmanne and Miller 2009, 107).  

Bush, a second generation President, is a prime example of a member of an elite class.  He 

overwhelmingly benefited from the structural of inequality that is present in the American 

education system (of which intergenerational inequality and low social mobility rates are 

symptoms at every level).  To put it simply, he may as well have told the students that those from 

wealthy families have the freedom to make mistakes while those from middle and working class 

homes do not. 

Until the Great Repression, most Americans believed that the American Dream was 

within reach.  As Powers (2000) states, “of the next ten people who you meet, 8.5 will bear a 

faith in their unlimited opportunity.”   Domhoff wrote that “for most Americans, being a member 

of a “class” implies people have permanent stations in life, which flies in the face of beliefs 

about equity and opportunity and seems to ignore evidence of upward social mobility.  Even 

more, Americans tend to deny that classes might be rooted in wealth and occupational roles.  

They talk about social class, but with euphemisms like the suits, the blue bloods, Joe Six-pack, or 

from the other side of the tracks” (2010, 8).  After the Great Recession, this narrative has 
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suffered.  In 2014 a McClatchy-Marist Poll found that Americans viewed the American Dream 

as being out of reach (Lightman 2014).   Lightman discusses the fact that post-Great Recession 8 

in 10 Americans “think it’s harder now than before…just 15 percent think it takes the same 

amount of work as it did before” (Lightman 2014).   

Jim Cullen describes the history of the American Dream as an idea that had its birth with 

the pilgrims, in the first immigrants, and in the founding fathers as “the charm of anticipated 

success” (2003, 2.)  Although it wasn’t coined until the 1930’s the idea was not new.  In fact 

authors described it as “that American dream of a better, richer, and happier life for all our 

citizens of every rank, which is the greatest contribution we have made to thought and welfare of 

the world" (Adams 1931 in Cullen 2003).  In the twenty-first century, the American Dream is 

viewed by social scientists as an institution that “is neither a reassuring variety nor an empty 

bromide but rather a complex idea with manifold implications that can cut different ways” 

(Cullen 2003, 4). Beyond this, it is also something that is flexible in its vision, with “richer and 

fuller life” being the rhetoric used when evoking this social institution that Cullen describes. 

Cullen claims that it binds together the United States during a time when other institutions such 

as government, language, and economy fail to hold the nation together.  

In an attempt to trace the cultural origins of the dream Lawrence Samuel writes that the 

American Dream “is thoroughly woven into the fabric of everyday life.”  He writes that its deep 

historical roots mean that this multifaceted story exists in all manners of American society and 

“is one of the precious few things in this country that we all share” as it is a “shared imaginary” 

(Samuel 2012).  The American Dream creates “a sense of agency,” “a sense of hope and 

change,” and a “sense that anything is possible” (Cullen 2003; Samuel 2012).   Jennifer 

Hochschild writes that “the Dream is the promise that all Americans have a reasonable chance to 

achieve success as they define it--material or otherwise--through their efforts, and to attain virtue 

and fulfillment through success" (Hochschild in Samuel 2012).  Samuel writes that this is 

dangerous as this suggests a promise of consumption. “The myth and its reality are closely tied 

to the ability of capitalism to deliver the goods, and the myth is defended by an ideology of 

individual merit that gently obscures collective subordinate conditions and experience” (Samuel 

2012, 4).  Samuel, Cullen, Rank and Hirschi all discuss the uses of the American dream as a tool 

for ideologies, as a tool of propaganda, and as a bargain that establishes a road map to life 

(2012)(2003)(2014).  “The rules of the game are well-known, as is the bargain that is struck. For 
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those willing to work hard and take advantage of their opportunities, there is the expectation of a 

prosperous and fulfilling life (Rank, Hirschi 2014, 2).  The reality, however, is that this 

mythology of merit is not achievable (Miller 2004; McNamee 2009).  Given this background in 

what the American Dream entails, its origins, and its pervasiveness in American culture, we can 

now establish the theoretical explanations for the way that the American Dream works and the 

way that it is pervasive as an internalized goal throughout American society.   

The American Dream can be viewed as an institution in the Foucaultian sense within 

American culture through the way that this pervasive entity is a hallmark of both folkways and 

mores of the society.  Foucault writes that power exists everywhere relationally.  It exists both 

within people, and within institutions.  The American Dream is an ideal example of the way that 

this works because Americans are constantly reconstructing and envisioning their American 

Dream.  As discussed by Samuel, Cullen, Rank, and Hirschi the American Dream has changed 

throughout time in what it means, but it has maintained one universal idea.  Merit or that one will 

work hard and find themselves rewarded the fulfillment of said dream is the enduring principle 

behind this cultural institution.  This belief held by Americans is perpetuated within our various 

institutions.   From education as children to employment as adults merit both measures and pits 

Americans against each other.  In the twenty-first century social media, such as Linked In, 

compares “merit” which is quantified by creating various forms of measuring individual success 

or fulfillment of the “dream” against that of others.  As discussed in Cullen, the idea of the 

American Dream has spread through government, through literature, into business, to schools, 

and embedded within the media and consumerism in a way that makes it the one hallmark of 

being “American.”  It is an idea that the United States has exported around the world, using it to 

attract immigrants from across the globe.  These notions of merit or the American Dream are 

therefore given massive amounts of power over society and are internalized as standards through 

which people self-police. 

Individuals within America collectively give or feed into the power that the American 

Dream holds over institutions and society.  This power is through Foucault’s biopower.  The 

American Dream once again reflects this through the broad acceptance of inequality in America 

by hard-working people.  Due to the idea that “merit” and not class is what produces success 

when hard-working people in America are poor or fail to fulfill the American dream they don’t 

rebel against or refute the Dream.  Instead, they internalize that it is something that they have 



 

45		

done wrong or that they still need to do (Katz 2013).  Americans very much want to achieve the 

“dream” as it entails the comforts of financial security.  The American novelist, John Steinbeck 

once said that “the poor see themselves not as an exploited proletariat but as temporarily 

embarrassed millionaires,” thus illustrating this notion of having not made it yet.  Although this 

is not true for all Americans, the majority continue to buy into the institution, thus keeping its 

pervasive power within the country.   

One of the reasons that the American Dream has been able to become such a dominant 

force within American culture is through the notion that institutions reproduce power through the 

gaze of the panopticon in which people self-police to fit into the dominant society, they 

internalize power.  The emergence of the media and internet have been vital to the modern 

strength of the American Dream through new narratives of this trope on the TV, in politics, and 

reflected by the latest rags to riches stories of YouTube and Silicone Valley.  Through ways of 

thinking, such as the American Dream, society is also able to accomplish “enclosure” which 

Foucault says is vital for discipline within a society, in particular for the creation and placement 

of individuals in space (Foucault 1975, 141). Foucault says that these enclosures provide 

advantages by “neutralizing the inconveniences as the forces of production become more 

concentrated to protect materials and tools to master the labor force” (1975, 142).  Foucault, 

speaking of institutions lends his theory to the use of the American Dream within institutions to 

neutralize individuals to their space.  The American Dream explains inequality by labeling their 

work as not having merit, by labeling their lot in life as their fault rather than the web of power 

around them.  This inequality reinforces space through the individualization created by the 

American Dream, but also through its universal usage in that it applies to everyone.   Therefore, 

through the internalization of the American Dream, Americans create and justify (through self-

policing) their place within society as a spot on an imaginary trajectory toward the dream that 

awaits a life of hard work, of merit.   The acceptance as being on a spot, as having individual 

enclosures based on merit is the creation of docile bodies through the internalization of the 

American Dream and the power given to this and other intertwined institutions.   

Out of the 46.7 million Americans living in poverty 19.7 million are classified as white.  

They make up nearly 10% of all white Americans.  It is this population that Kirby Moss argues is 

Americans “truly, truly invisible citizen” (Moss 2003, 3).  “Narratives and prevailing images of 

poor whites are conveniently missing from the middle-class ideological portrait of itself because 
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to acknowledge poverty and banality within its own ranks erodes the eminent constructed image 

of whiteness” (Moss 2003, 4).  The United States, historically under the control of white men, 

has a long history of portraying its middle class as primarily white.  From political discourse to 

narratives in popular media, the image of middle America and white is hard to separate.  This has 

significant consequences for the 19.7 million Americans left out of the conversation.  Moss, 

Wray, Newitz, and Goad explain that white Americans see themselves within the privilege of 

being white regardless of socioeconomic class, but that the dialogue of the middle and upper-

class whites rewrite them as another (2003)(1997)(1997).  Moss explains that language used for 

poor whites differentiates them from other people of European descent: yellow skinned, blue 

collar, white trash, trailer trash, hill billy, etc (2003).  Wray and Newitz write that “ 

In a country steeped in the myth of classlessness, in a culture where were are often at a 

loss to explain or understand poverty, the white trash stereotype serves as a way for 

blaming the poor for being poor.  The term white trash helps solidify the middle and 

upper classes a sense of cultural and intellectual superiority.”  

A superiority gained through the merit of accomplishment of middle or upper-class 

income (Wray and Newitz 1997, 3).  This cultural, political othering and demonizing of the poor 

white is much like the “othering” of other ethnic groups.  Jim Goad begins his Redneck 

Manifesto with the opening: 

“Don’t you just hate ‘em?  Every gap-toothed, inbred, uncivilized, violent, and 

hopelessly DUMB one of ‘em?  Jesus, how can you not hate ‘em?  There’s no class of 

people with less honor.  Less dignity.  No one more ignorant.  More gullible.  They’re a 

primitive breed with prehistoric manners, unfit for anything beyond petty crime and 

random bloodletting.  Their stunted, subhuman minds are mesmerized by cheap alcohol, 

Lotto fever, and the asinine superstitions of poor folk’s religion” (Goad 1997).   

 
All of these authors set out to explain what the “hill billy” class is, how it was crafted, 

and how Americans came to create this other.  Moss’ interpretation, however, of the white trash 

being similar to another ethnicity is the argument that makes the most sense when speaking to 

the dynamics of the Gleaner groups.  The rhetoric from locals in urban Corvallis, in the 

newspapers out of Portland and Salem illustrated that the rural poor, a fairly homogeneous 

Caucasian population, were viewed as uneducated, ignorant, drug using, and worthless.  On the 
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other side, individuals from rural areas were mistrustful of their urban counterparts and favored 

notions like the state of Jefferson, which would increase their political power (Horton, 2014).  

The constant fight within the state over political power and discourse was polarized.  The rural 

poor, preferring Republican politicians who tend to favor policies that would have short term 

benefits for the rural poor, voted without long-term interests in mind.  The urban centers, 

Democratic strongholds which tend to favor the academic institutions that help to fund two of 

these major centers, had the votes to secure the state in most major political decision.  This 

dynamic left the poor white disenfranchised and forgotten in beautiful forests of seclusion and 

homes of disrepair and neglect. 

It is within this context that I met the Gleaners.  They were primarily from small rural 

areas of Linn and Benton Counties, two counties with small size urban centers and dozens of 

smaller rural homes.  They were the population that this literature review describes as the 

ignored, the multigenerational poor white.  They were people who were prideful, people who 

worked hard for everything they had.  They were people who, in spite of the labels that society 

placed upon them were willing to do whatever it took to maintain their pride, their merit to 

society.  These individuals, living in this context of inequality and uncertain times, welcomed me 

into their homes and told me their stories because, for once, someone was listening.   

A Definition of Rural 
Rurality is more than a measurement, it is a cultural construction that deals heavily in 

how communities see themselves.  It is important, however, to be able to have measurements in 

order to distinguish between the types of communities discussed in this thesis.  So, that said, this 

thesis uses ideas of metro-nonmetro and the rural-urban continuum definitions of rural.  Both of 

these provide some way to quantify rurality and also to to illustrate the vagueness that rurality 

sometimes has in comparison to urban areas.   

Metro-nonmetro definitions of rural, as defined by the USDA’s Office of Management 

and Budget (OBM), conclude the following major differences between the two types of county.  

Metro or urban counties have “one or more urbanized areas; urbanized areas are densely-settled 

urban entities with 50,000 or more people” (Cromartie, Parker 2016).    Metro counties also are 

defined as “outlying counties that are economically tied to the core counties as measured by 

labor-force commuting” (Cromartie, Parker 2016).  Rural counties, then, are those that fall below 

50,000 people while also not being dependent (have 25% of the workforce dependent upon) 
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neighboring counties.  This strict definition is only one way to look at rural.  More often this 

thesis looks to the urban-rural continuum which essentially argues that urban and rural places 

exist in shades, that some places are more urban or more rural than others and that some places 

can be somewhere in the middle. 
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Chapter Four 
Methodology 

This project took a mixed methods approach to get at some of the thoughts, opinions, and 

larger group trends regarding culturally sensitive topics such as class, poverty, and inequality 

that might not have been captured using only one methodology.  The rationale for this mixed 

methods approach emerged from the initial findings in the oral history interviews.  Here many of 

the informants would refer to periods of poverty or their class or others social status through 

indirect means.  To get at some of these ideas in a more direct way a survey was employed.  To 

establish the real economic class according to income, perceptions of that reality, and use of 

safety nets, an anonymous survey was deployed to the entire group.  The following will explain 

in detail the benefits of each of the three primary methods of analysis and will conclude with 

how they all came together to present full and nuanced answers to the research questions that this 

study aimed to explore.  

Qualitative Methods 
This project utilized two primary qualitative methods: oral history interviews and 

participant observation.  The two of these worked hand in hand.  Through participant 

observation, I was able to volunteer my time to get to know the community.  By lending my time 

to each of the fourteen nonprofits as well as by giving my time bimonthly to repacks, I was able 

to establish relationships with members of the Gleaner organization from coordinators at the top 

to volunteers within each group.  These connections then aided in conducting interviews both 

with these members and with their friends who also used the groups.  This form of sampling on 

the part of the interviews is discussed by Bernard as “snowball sampling” and is a standard tool 

used in qualitative work.  The social capital acquired through the extensive use of participant 

observation was necessary as I was able to enter and interview at some of the rural groups that 

are hesitant to work with outsiders.  It was also important that, unlike other studies, I did not join 

or become a Gleaner.  Although I was eligible with my only income was a small GTA stipend; it 

would have made my volunteer hours mean something different had I joined the groups and been 

required to participate in a certain number of hours each month to take home food.  It is 

important to note that this project took an inductive approach to exploring and analyzing the 

Gleaners, to allow their stories to emerge.  The following will explain the mechanics of how this 

study came together.   
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Participant Observation 
Participant observation is a well-documented technique in cultural anthropology during 

which an ethnographer immerses herself/himself into the population that she/he is studying to 

gain a closer understanding of their experiences.  Wolcott in The Art of Fieldwork describes it as 

an all-encompassing method, which isn’t a method at all (2004).  Rather it is a strategy.  Wolcott 

also notes that there are four areas of behavior in fieldwork: gaining rapport, reciprocity, being 

able to remain flexible/adaptable (which he calls a tolerance for ambiguity), and finally personal 

determination.  To do this for Gleaners, I participated in the four major events that occur 

monthly, bimonthly, weekly, and sporadically.  These are Coordinator Meetings, Repacks, 

Distribution Days, and Gleans all of which were crucial to my ability to comprehend what 

Gleaners was, how it worked, and to see the different people who participate in different levels 

and types of activities within the group.  I also participated in seemingly mundane tasks such 

deliveries to “shut-ins,” large families, and adoptees.  Participation in these events, as was 

discussed in the background chapter, allowed for closer relationships with the Gleaners.  These 

relationships allowed me to gain trust with the community which led not only to interviews, but 

to report that gave increased insight into the personal lives of the people I volunteered with. 

Ultimately participant observation allowed me to not only understand how gleaning 

works, but the function and role that it plays in the lives of people who call themselves 

“Gleaners.”.   As Bernard puts it “participant observation is what produces rapport, and rapport is 

what makes it possible for anthropologist to do all kinds of otherwise unthinkably intrusive 

things—watch people bury their dead, accompany fisherman for weeks at a time at sea, ask 

women how long they breast feed” or in the case of the Gleaner project, to ask culturally 

insensitive questions about class, poverty, and how some people come to rely on expired food in 

order to make ends meet (Bernard 2011, Chapter Twelve).   

Participant Observation  
Participant observation began from the very top with an informal interview with Susan 

James, one of the directors of the gleaning program under the Linn Benton Food Share.  Mrs. 

James works for the Linn Benton Food Share, a nonprofit entity which organizes the 

disbursement of food.  This outer layer to Gleaners is vital as the Food Share provides training 

(on how to become nonprofits, how to file taxes, food safety, Gleaning training, food storage and 
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food preparations) and also acts as a coordinating body for the fourteen nonprofits.  The 

nonprofits are then spread over two counties, mostly in rural areas.   

Before joining the project, Susan James had contacted Nancy Rosenberger about making 

a life history of the aging Gleaner population.  Nancy and another graduate student, Lauren 

Visconti, conducted several interviews with members of Mary’s River and Philomath Gleaners at 

this time.  It was not until later that I joined the project as a transcriber and then as an 

interviewer, and eventually took this as my thesis topic. Later, I added the quantitative element to 

the project.  Before doing interviews, Dr. Rosenberger arranged a meeting with myself and 

Susan James.  Mrs. James role was to organize and coordinate the 14 nonprofit gleaning groups.  

Mrs. James made sure that the Gleaners followed federal regulations, were registered as 

nonprofits, and followed appropriate food safety practices.  These were only a few tasks amongst 

many, many other roles that were required to keep the gleaning programs running.  After 

meeting with Susan, I began going to the bi-monthly repacks.  It is important to note that repacks 

became once a month after about a year of participant observation.   

Repacks are one of two events in which all Gleaning groups participate.  They took place 

at the Linn Benton Food Share distribution site.  At repacks, volunteers would “repack” frozen 

vegetables while Mrs. James and the coordinators organized the distribution of other goods.  The 

goods included fresh produce, milk and other dairies, canned goods, shelf stables, toilet paper 

and feminine products, pet food, plant seeds, plants, and other products.  These donations had to 

be loaded into Gleaner vehicles and brought to their distribution sites.  Due to the large quantities 

that the Gleaners typically took from the Food Share, many of the groups had moving sized 

trucks.  These trucks were necessities utilized to transport the large amounts of food from the 

small town of Tangent to towns as far away as Mill City (2 hours), Scio (1.5 hours), Alsea (1 

hour), and Sweet Home (45 minutes).]  At these events, I gave time as a volunteer by helping to 

repack frozen vegetables and contributing by lifting and loading boxes of these goods and other 

donated items into trucks and cars.  At some point or another I helped with every part of repacks. 
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       3.1 Loading Repack Into Truck, May 19, 2015 

 

Repack was a valuable activity to participate in as a volunteer to get to know volunteers 

from the local Gleaning groups (coordinators were rarely free to help with this process).  So clad 

in a plastic hair net, apron, and gloves I helped to tie, scoop, and rebox frozen vegetables 

amongst the primarily elderly group who met on Wednesday mornings twice a month to obtain 

the largest donation they received monthly.  After several months I was considered versed 

enough in this and began helping with the tasks that the coordinators and longer time Gleaners 

completed while the others repacked and ate.  These activities included the disbursement of 

donations from the food share (of the nonfrozen vegetable items listed above) to each group 

(they would get different poundage based on the size of the group for donations or based on what 

they had purchased if they had bought goods).  These goods then had to be loaded into trucks or 

cars.  In this process, I helped to determine what went to each group, how much went to each 

group (everything gets weighed out), to gather what went to each group and load this onto carts, 

and then to work with others to lift these goods into cars.  The physical labor involved with this 

process was incredibly important and meaningful to the groups due to the lack of younger (under 

50) people able to aid with the Wednesday morning Repack meeting time.  Giving my time to 

repacks turned out to be incredibly important to networking amongst the Gleaners.  Although 

repacks aren’t events through which I had the most access to users of Gleaners (a relatively small 

percent of users volunteer at repacks) they were a way to gain the trust and respect of the 

coordinators whose buy-in became necessary to visiting, volunteering, and interviewing at their 

groups.  Repacks were also essential to the bonding of Gleaners as a larger community.  Each 
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day after the “repacking” of frozen vegetables and before the loading of large goods into cars 

there was a potluck where volunteers brought food to share.  Often this was Gleaner food that 

individuals had a chance to display and share recipes and ideas for what to do with what was 

often a monotonous menu (the frozen mixed veggies and lima beans were fairly unpopular).  

 

 
      3.2 Lunch During Repack, May 19, 2016 

 

The other events which I attended were Coordinators Meetings.  Coordinator Meetings 

were monthly events that took place on the first Tuesday of each month.  At the meetings, run by 

Susan James, the coordinators gained many skills: training on taxes, food safety, leadership 

skills, and other skills.  It was also a way for the groups to coordinate efforts such as pick-ups 

from various local grocery stores as well as from farmers and properties for wood gleans.  The 

nonprofits also had problems with individuals and families who attempted to take advantage of 

the groups and thus strategies to avoid these problems also were taught or dealt with at these 

meetings.  Susan James orchestrated them and worked with the Gleaner Coordinators to plan 

training sessions with the Gleaners and to distribute information as needed.  These were a great 

way for me, as an outsider, to get a feel for how the gleaning nonprofits worked as a network, 

spreading food from the hubs of Corvallis, Lebanon, and Albany to the further, less populated 

rural Gleaner groups.  Through this, it was also useful to understand the way that the network 

and the groups worked as a whole to provide food aid but also other goods to their membership.  

On several occasions, Mrs. James called special meetings.  During these meetings Gleaners and 
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all of the other groups (food banks, pantries, and shelters) all met during these Tuesday meetings 

and the director of the Linn Benton Food Share presented their progress.  These meetings 

constructed a picture of the role that Gleaners played within the community and the size of the 

poverty problem in Linn and Benton counties.   

During the nearly two years that I worked with the Gleaning Groups of Linn and Benton 

counties I attended at least two distributions at each of the 14 groups but many more at several of 

the groups with which I came to have the closest ties.  Participant observation was also carried 

out at other, less regular venues.  One of the more consistent ones was through deliveries.  Not 

all adoptees could make it to Gleaning distributions, and instead fellow Gleaners or volunteers 

from the community would make time each distribution day to deliver packed bags or boxes to 

families or individuals and sometimes low-income homes.  These activities were important to 

attend simply to see the full spectrum of people who utilize Gleaners and gave me the ability to 

interview two members of this population.   

The other sporadic Gleaning events were the events through which the programs gained 

their names: gleans.  Gleans were highly irregular concerning when they happened and where 

they were at, but these events are vital to the fresh produce that Gleaners disburse to their 

membership.  Gleans attracted a different group from within Gleaners depending on what the 

glean was for and the time of the week.  During weekends families would show up with children 

and other youth bringing water to the adults working in the field, but during the week it was a 

gathering of elderly members of the gleaning community who struggled to lift corn into cars.  

These events helped me to enter the community and to gain the trust of members of the 

community.   This was important for interviewing more people than just what I came to think of 

as the core, dedicated and outgoing individuals who participated in the monthly and weekly 

events.  Without all of the members of the gleaning programs, these nonprofits would not have 

functioned, making the experiences and reasons for participating important when it came to these 

less visible volunteers.  My attendance at all of these events ultimately also allowed for the in-

depth understanding of the Gleaning program.   

Oral History Interviews 
The secondary method of qualitative research was interviewing.  These interviews were 

conducted in an oral history format.  An oral history is a type of interview that asks open-ended  

questions that are meant to tease out details about a life into the conversation.  In an essay by 



 

55		

McAdams of Northwestern University, oral histories are described as a process through which 

the interviewee is the storyteller.  Through the act of storytelling, a person focuses “on a few key 

events, a few key relationships, a few key themes which recur” (McAdams 1993).  McAdams 

divides this up into “life chapters,” where the interviewer primarily uses sub-questions about 

periods of a person’s life to establish these sequential stories.  For the type of information that I 

was interested in gathering on the Gleaners, their history, how they came to be involved with 

Gleaners, what made an alternate food source necessary, an oral history allowed for a more 

comfortable format.  This was because it was tactful for gathering information that Americans 

are to a great part reluctant to share concerning class, inequality, and poverty.  The oral history, 

an opened ended style of the interviews, allowed informants to share as much as they were 

comfortable sharing without prying for more information.  It was particularly useful for learning 

about their experiences of poverty and inequality without directly asking individuals about these 

unfortunate periods of their past.    There were not, however, pointed questions about poverty or 

class in the interviews.  This was intentionally done.  The gleaners, a prideful group of people, 

were unlikely to be open to researchers coming in to study “a bunch of poor people” (a quote 

from a woman who asked why I was taking pictures).  Cultural norms around talking about 

money and class make it difficult to get at problems of poverty, inequality, and class.  So instead 

of running against those norms, this project took an approach that looked for holistic stories (the 

good and the bad) to capture this information.  A full copy of the interview guide is provided. 

(See Appendix B.)   

Throughout the project, 47 interviews were conducted with an estimated 60 individuals 

(because of the nature of the focus groups gleaners sometimes came and went).  Lauren Visconti, 

who was originally on the project, conducted the first 5 interviews with 7 gleaners.  In addition 

to this I conducted 42 interviews with 53 individuals.  The average length of the interviews was 

62 minutes.  Of these interviews, 9 were with men, 37 with women, and 3 were with focus 

groups which were mixed.  There were some social barriers to conducting interviews with men 

in the groups.  Beyond the initial reasoning in which women tend to take on more active roles 

than men in Gleaning Groups, the men who I met with the gleaners were kind, but rarely agreed 

to sit down and be recorded.   

Focus groups contained more of the male membership than interview volunteers which 

made these endeavors worthwhile to gather the points of view and experiences of all members of 
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the groups.  Although these focus groups happened by accident, (members would misunderstand 

my request for an individual interview), they became a very useful strategy in reaching out to the 

less outgoing members of the Gleaners.  In these group interviews I would often ask the same 

questions, as I did in one on one interviews, and if I had specific questions I would follow up 

with individuals after the group discussion.  These focus groups also helped to make people more 

comfortable with being interviewed.   

A woman once told me, “No one is proud of being poor.”  This is a concept that was both 

true when it came to her aversion to having her picture taken, but also to the resistance of some 

like her when it came to being interviewed or interacting with me at all.  Throughout identities 

have been obscured for Gleaners who wished to not be identified in the study.  For these 

individuals, pseudonyms have been used throughout the thesis and their group of membership 

withheld.  For pictures used throughout permission was granted, but sometimes members asked 

for their picture to be taken in an indirect way so as to hide their identity (from behind or 

profile).  Several groups had some members who were fairly upset when their coordinators 

allowed pictures to be taken during distributions meaning that some pictures were unable to be 

used. 

Analysis 
Analysis of the qualitative data took place in two steps.  The first was the transcription of 

all the interviews used in the project.  These interviews were transcribed verbatim but without 

timestamps.  The majority of all transcriptions were completed by the main researcher, myself, 

but for some of it, interns were employed to help in the task of transcribing 2,373 minutes of 

recorded audio.  After transcribing all of the audio, the transcriptions were analyzed using 

NVivo.  NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software program that allowed for information 

gathered from interviews to then be organized into themes (such as a particular period of life, an 

opinion about class or poverty, medical problems, stories about gleaning, etc.) that could then be 

compared with similar themes or codes from other interviews.  By first coding an interview, 

annotating how the content lined up with themes from the literature or periods in a person’s life 

this was accomplished.  Then other themes that were expected from other interviews based on 

the literature were added.  This codebook or basis was then used in coding the remaining 46 

interviews.  Every time a new code was added the old material would be revisited to make sure 

that nothing was missed.  The codes were then analyzed looking for frequency and relationships.  
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The findings from this were ultimately compared with the quantitative findings to present a full 

picture of the experiences of the Gleaners of Linn and Benton counties.   

Quantitative Methods 
The Survey  

The second half of my study took place in the form of a survey that I attempted to 

distribute to approximately 30 members of each of the 14 Gleaner groups.  In this survey, I 

gathered two types of data.  One was demographic information matching the questions asked in 

my in-depth oral history interviews including questions about age, employment, children, and 

others.  The second type of data that I collected included questions that relate to the early 

findings from my other interviews but pulled from verified surveys that have been tested and are 

considered reliable in academic discourse.  I referred particularly to the National Survey on 

Poverty in America, conducted by Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, NPR, 

and the Kaiser Family Foundation.  This survey was a carried out over the phone with 1,952 

participants, 900 of whom fall into the “near poor” or below categories on the census, or the 

same population socioeconomically as the Gleaners.  This survey includes questions that have a 

statistical bank to which I was able to compare Gleaner answers to respondents to this survey. 

However, generalizations will be limited due to the CPS style sampling and data collection 

method used to conduct the prior research.  Since the survey itself is extensive containing 69 

questions in length, it was shortened only to ask ten questions that will be easily answerable to 

my population and were the most relevant to the earliest findings of the research.   

Furthermore, three Likert scale sections were added to my questionnaire to determine 

attitudes around poverty, usage of various safety nets, and the importance of Gleaners.  Likert 

Scales allow for the participants to share their views on a set scale, favorable or less favorable.  

The opinions or attitudes that I wish to analyze were carefully chosen from my analysis of 

interviews and thus will help illustrate the scope of the number of people who shared (or who do 

not share) these opinions.  The final sections that were included are the USDA food security and 

childhood food security questions and two questions about health concerns by the request of 

Susan James, Gleaner Coordinator.  These questions were used to compare Gleaners to other 

safety net programs.  These questions will also serve as both a program assessment for the 

Gleaner groups themselves and also as a means to boost their ability to gain access to grants.  

This portion of the survey also had potential to aid in identifying pockets of need previously 
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unaddressed within the Gleaner organizations.  A full copy of the survey is provided. (See 

Appendix A.) 

I conducted the survey with a drop-off, pick-up methodology that is common in 

sociological research as well as some in person and near the end some mail-in surveys.  In person 

surveys consisted of handing out surveys to individuals at Gleaner Events where people were 

able to complete the survey either before or after their participation.  All participants were given 

fliers and then the survey along with an envelope should they choose to participate.  The 

envelope had a sticker closure that they were able to close to make sure that no survey results are 

tampered with and that the results remained confidential.  Beyond this each coordinator was 

given a large plastic envelope to secure the survey results in and to organize which results came 

from what group.  Mail-in surveys were sent to Oregon State University’s anthropology office 

and then placed in my mailbox.   

The demographic data collected was also to be used to compare this data to county-level 

data on demographics such education, household size, gender, and employment status to 

establish whether or not there are distinguishing correlations that make people more or less likely 

to be part of the Gleaners group. This data was mainly used to determine a better understanding 

of who the Gleaners are and to compare my findings in the oral histories to those of the group at 

large.  The survey data that is not demographic was used to establish ideas about the attitudes 

and beliefs that Gleaners hold about poverty in a setting that can be compared to a national study.  

More than that the data collected was able to fill in some of the gaps in what people alluded to, 

but perhaps because of normative strictures did not say outright. 

The final count of useable survey results was 345.  An estimate of nearly 1,400 

households utilize Gleaner resources each week meaning that the sample represents 24.6% of the 

Gleaner population.  With a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of 4.58, the survey 

results accurately reflect the households of the entire Gleaner population.  Of the respondents 

29% were male, and 68% were female with a small percent not responding.  The age groups 

were dynamic with the youngest participant at 19 and the oldest at 100 years old.  The Gleaners 

who responded were able to paint a very different picture of the lived experience of Gleaners 

than the individuals with whom I spoke during the interview process of the research project.  

Unfortunately, the survey did not gather information on race or ethnicity, but it is important to 

note that the Gleaner population is largely white.  Although there are a few minority households 



 

59		

among the Gleaner groups, they make up an estimated 5% or less of all Gleaners.  These findings 

made the survey an important aspect of the study and a vital tool for triangulation in the analysis 

of the oral history interviews.   

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS, a statistics application, as well as R.  Both were 

used due to the inability of SPSS to do some of the things that R can and the ease with which 

simple analysis can be done on SPSS but not on R.  SPSS, was however, the more utilized 

application in the analysis of the data.  Data sets were not included if they failed to have data; 

two or three only had one question completed.  One data set was also not included due to the 

high income of the respondent.  The respondent had a suspect income, and as an outlier, to the 

groups, the survey was not a representative sample.  Once the data had been entered and cleaned 

up (checked for mistakes), it was systematically analyzed one question at a time.  Frequency and 

descriptive statistics were the most utilized tools in this analysis, looking for primary 

relationships between variables or frequencies of responses, but some anova tests were also run 

in looking for normality of the distributions.  Ultimately the findings from these tests were 

compared to those from the qualitative findings.   

Benefits of a Mixed Methods Study 
The mixed methods approach of this project helped to reveal some of the advantages and 

deficits to Gleaning programs that might not have been clear given just one of these three 

strategies.  Together the survey, the interviews, and the extensive participant observation 

amounted to an ability to see the Gleaning Program under the Linn Benton Food Share in a 

critical light.  Although the nonprofit organizations are offering a service that undoubtedly takes 

the strain that might otherwise exist off of local food banks and pantries, they are also masking 

some of the very real poverty that Linn and Benton counties are facing.  This study will show a 

saddening number of Gleaning families live below the poverty line (and an overwhelming 

number live below the 50th percentile).  The following will explore the lived experiences of 

people who work for everything that they get and proudly have built a network of aid “that’s a 

hand-up, not a handout.”    

Reflexive Notes on My Background with Poverty and Class 
The statements made in this thesis do not come from a place of judgment.  The ideas and 

sentiments come from years spent working alongside people who didn’t have the same 
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opportunities as I did; the ideas come from the background of my family who were split because 

of the racism and chaos created by poverty and class.  The conclusions are shaped by literature 

and from what the Gleaners told me (both verbally and within the survey).  At times I utilize 

evidence from cultural stereotypes vocalized by the gleaners, but this is merely acknowledging 

that there are stereotypes, although often wrong, in American culture around people who are 

poor.  My own experiences simply gave me a foundational understanding that people who live 

through poverty are people and this allowed me, I hope, to treat the Gleaners with the respect 

that they deserved.  
I am not a multigenerational middle class person making judgements on “those poor 

people.”  My family is from La Junta, Colorado.  It is a small rural town in eastern Colorado 

along the highway that leads out to Kansas and is the location of Bent’s Fort, an important 

historical location along the Santa Fe Trail.  La Junta’s claim to fame ends there.  It was a 

bustling urban center during the 1960’s with a movie theater, many local stores, factories, a 

railroad station that ran through town, and an air force base several miles out of town.  With new 

technologies that made the railroad obsolete, the move of the air force to Colorado Springs, the 

closing of the factory and cannery, several large floods, and eventually the opening of Walmart 

in the mid 1990’s La Junta has changed.  Like many of the small towns I visited while working 

with the Gleaners in Oregon, La Junta has suffered a drastic decline and uptick in poverty.  It 

was the town that my grandparents moved to from nearby Ordway (an even smaller rural town in 

a few miles away), it was the place my parents were both born, and it was the place where I was 

born before my parents moved to Denver.  

            Coming from La Junta has always had a major impact on both my interest in and my 

interpretations of poverty, social mobility, and class.  My mother’s family matched the 

demographic of the Gleaners in many ways.  They were (and are) low income white Americans.  

My great grandparents owned a trailer park that most of the cousins and grandparents lived in 

then (and today).  My mother’s mom (one of eight brothers and sisters) married my grandfather, 

a Vietnam Veteran, after becoming pregnant.  Through all their problems they would go on to 

have two more children before my grandfather disappeared for over two decades.  My 

grandmother raised my mom and her siblings on her own, marrying twice more to men who 

abused her and her children and who ultimately left her with next to nothing and four mouths to 

feed.  My mom tells me that they used various safety nets and lived in the trailer park the family 
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owned.  At age 12 my mom, who was the oldest, started working part time to support the family 

(although technically illegal).  When she was 15, she met my dad, a Hispanic freshman at the 

local community.  They began dating, but once my grandmother found out she kicked my mom 

out because “what nice white boy will want you now?”  At 15 my mom moved in with my dad’s 

family and three years later they were married and at 19, I came along.  My mom never finished 

high school, she never went to college. 

            On my dad’s side the family was lower middle class (very well off for La Junta).  My 

grandpa had purchased a large plot of land in North La Junta when he returned from his time 

serving in the Navy.  My grandmother was the Spanish Teacher at the local high school.  She and 

my grandfather had three sons.  My grandmother always stressed the importance of education.  

Over the years this influence led her sons to achieve both academically and economically with 

professions that placed all in or above the upper middle class.  This meant that growing up I was 

privileged compared to the background my own parents had experienced, I had opportunities and 

role models that neither of them had when they were young. 

            So most of my personal lifetime, particularly the years when I actually started to 

understand why we didn’t know my mom’s family, were spent from a place of privilege.  My 

sister and I, however, were always reminded by our family to not forget where we came from.  

My grandpa still lives in La Junta today and I spent every summer there until my grandma 

passed away when I was 14.  When I was in community college I took a course called Colorado 

History and did a large history project as my term paper that required nearly a week in La Junta 

where I spent pouring over old newspapers with the local librarian.  My little report sits on their 

bookshelf today, one of the only full descriptions of La Junta’s history and my grandpa still 

brags about it.  

  Not only was my parent’s story one of “rags to riches”, to use the cliché, but because of 

this they also made my sister and I do things that were out of step for other kids who went to 

high school with us.  We had jobs rather than just getting allowance. From the age of 16 we were 

expected to buy our own clothes even though our parents could have bought them for us.  We 

were privileged, but just not spoiled as many of our peers were.  In college, after a disastrous 

first year, I had to go to work to pay my own tuition (although I did live at home with my parents 

rent free).  It was at this point that I started working at Starbucks.  Both at the community 

college, where the students tended to be much more diverse than those I’d met at the University 
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of Colorado, and working at Starbucks were important for shaping my understanding of how 

other people live.  It only took six months for me to notice that many people were working just 

as hard as I was (if not harder), but weren’t able to get ahead (or, if they were, it took them 

longer).  Some of their obstacles weren’t as extreme as those that my own mother faced when 

she was young, but their obligation to support their families or take care of elderly grandparents 

resulted in delayed degrees or often in dreams they’d given up on.  I met so many bright, 

charismatic people who just never had the same chances I did.  Many of these people became my 

friends, people that I’ve gotten to watch run up against an invisible wall over and over again over 

the course of my undergraduate and then graduate studies.  

 There are more examples that I could give to explain my background, and to show that 

where I come from has profoundly influenced the way that I view the world.  My hope is that the 

findings of this thesis work to illustrate that in and of itself.  Rather than coming from a place of 

assumption, I allowed the Gleaners to present themselves to me.  Individuals had the freedom to 

paint their own story and then were given the dignity of anonymity when it came time to explore 

topics that my personal background taught me were too sensitive to, in person, breach.  
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Chapter Five 
Poverty and How They Talked About It 

 
 

 

       5.1 Outside Scio, June 2, 2016 

The perceptions and experiences of poverty shared in stories told by Gleaners throughout 

the project tell a story of a group of people who have led diverse and full lives.  Their 

experiences through both good times and bad reflect their perseverance and creativity in the face 

of less than ideal circumstances.  It is through exploring their own words and their own 

experiences that this project came to understand the way Gleaners view poverty.  The evidence 

that follows is what they had to say.   

How They Talked About Poverty 
She lived with her ex and their three children, a roommate and his two kids.  At eighteen 

years old she was estranged from her parents and unemployed.  The little town in which she 

lived was the epitome of rural.  One of 617 residents, she told me that finding a job was nearly 

impossible.  “With my anger problems, my boyfriend had to call the police last weekend.  Well, 

he’s my ex now.”  Each week she spends several days helping to set up the computer database 

for her Gleaning group at their new location where the old town library used to sit.  Her 

boyfriend’s roommate drives an hour each day to work, she told me.  By the time he gets home 

that’s it, that’s nearly all of the money he earns spent in gas.  “We live off just the one paycheck; 

we barely make rent.”  Young, troubled, and without a skill set to help her succeed, Julia was one 

of the few who admitted to the current troubles she experienced.  A family that had to choose 

between electricity and water, Gleaners is their primary source of food.  The rural town within 
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which they reside offers few other resources to help get them back on their feet.  Jobs are, 

indeed, few and far between.  There’s a school; there is a church, and there is a convenience 

store on the corner, but no major industry for the unskilled, not even a fast food chain to add to 

local income.   

Stories about the experiences of poverty were shared at various times throughout the 

Gleaner project.  Throughout the course of interviews and participant observation, the Gleaners 

shared stories that illustrated the struggles that members of this community face as well as their 

perceptions of poverty and its causes.  The Gleaners also responded to questions in a survey 

which asked them about their financial security, about the causes of poverty, and about the 

importance of various safety nets to low-income people.  Health was another topic of 

consideration.  This section will explore the experiences, opinions, and potential causes of 

poverty amongst those who call themselves Gleaners in Linn and Benton counties.   

Experiences of Poverty 
 The lives of the Gleaners were not without experiences of poverty and of inequality.  The 

Gleaners shared many stories and experiences during participant observation and the interview 

process of the project.  These experiences varied from a period of life to particular stories that the 

Gleaners shared individually in interviews where the details illustrated need.  Individuals also 

told stories in focus groups and participant observation where individuals were somehow more 

comfortable sharing when they knew they were not alone in their struggle to make ends meet.  

All stories, however, were touched with a note of overcoming the experience.   

The most striking thing was the way that they talked about Gleaners as a way to get away 

from a system that shamed them.  “And that’s extremely hard.  You take a man who has lost all 

his life, who loses his job, his ego is crushed.   He doesn’t think he can support his family.  He is 

devastated.  What does he do?”  One member told me during an interview.  “Please don’t be 

ashamed because everybody needs help every once in a while.  And it’s not a handout.  Sal 

already said this, and somebody else.  It’s a hand up.”  This conversation, which took place 

during a focus group with a coordinator and a few of her members was frank about the situation 

that they faced: “A lot of them come in with the fear that they're gonna be looked down upon.” 

In another case, a Gleaner told me about people who were just joining Gleaners, “Because who 

wants to ask for help?  It used to be the upper-middle class and middle-class families, and now 

the middle-class families are down at the poverty level.”  This degree of pride, which is often 
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discussed by coordinators in reference to their membership, was pervasive in how Gleaners 

discussed experiences of poverty that they had or others had.  Although there is the 

acknowledgment of need amongst all of the Gleaner members, this pride leads to their portrayal 

of self as worthy.  So while they may have need, they are insisting that they have merit or worth 

as members of society.  They are helping others, rather than waiting for help themselves, and 

they are overcoming whatever obstacles exist within their lives.   

Together the stories of poverty told by all the Gleaners have more in common in how 

they told their stories, than they have in common in unique experiences they have had in their 

life times.  It is the diversity of the lived experience that makes it difficult for the social scientist 

to pin down the roots of poverty as many individuals experience various hardships that lead to 

periods of needs.  The Gleaners have faced a plethora of obstacles during their lives.  From 

health related disasters to the loss of loved ones or the fate of single parenthood, the Gleaners' 

narratives represent many of the known reasons for ending up in poverty.    The best way to 

illustrate these stories of inequality or poverty is to walk through a few of them.   

 
     5.2 Woman Washing Coolers, May 11, 2016 

 Danielle, young and in the peak of her beauty with her wispy blond hair and lithe frame, 

was open about her past.  Her story is the one that started this chapter.  She is just one of several 

young mothers I met during the project, another is pictured above.  Danielle began by telling me 

that she knew both her children’s fathers when they were kids.  She moved away and came back 
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and “I got pregnant and had my daughter at 19,” It became apparent this was a natural and 

respectable order for many of the young women I interviewed.  She then left him in search of “a 

better life for my daughter.  He was a good guy; it just wasn’t working out.”  After bouncing 

around for several years,  

I finally decided to move back to Eugene with my grandmother. I was living with her, 

trying to work at a Fred Meyer's for a while; nine months, longest job I've ever had. I had 

some mental issues going to work, and I was leaving work all the time. My job was on 

the line, so I ended deciding it was better to just drop it.   

It was at this point that she ran back into Jason, the father of Junior, as she referred to her 

younger son.   

His [Jason’s] father and I, we struggled to get along. He was not very supportive of my 

mental disorders. He's got a lot going on in his own separate life. He's not realizing that 

life's not just about him anymore; it's about all of us. He's been the longest male role 

model in my daughter's life. I try not to give up. I want to work things out.   

And yet, she explained to me why they might not be working out.  After a violent outbreak that 

resulted in her not being able to breastfeed her son and landing her in prison for 30 days, she 

said:  

I've got 24 months probation. I have to take a nine-hour anger management class, one 

time. Then I have to do a two-hour, for ten weeks, one day a week, parenting class. I had 

multiple fines. I have to pay $35 a month on the probation. That's another reason I'm 

doing this right now. It's not part of my court order, but I've already paid off my fine. 

She told me about her work with the Gleaners.  “I'm trying to prove to the courts that I shouldn't 

be on probation. I'm not a violent person. I just didn't have the meds, and I needed help, and I 

wasn't getting the help I needed.”  For Danielle, Gleaners has become a way to improve her 

situation.  

This is keeping me out of trouble, which I can keep myself out of trouble, but it just 

shows them that I'm willing to do things to keep myself out of trouble. Community 

service voluntarily, instead of court order, looks good on my part. I'm been going to 

church more often, too. I never really was motivated to go to church, but I've been doing 

that on Sundays.   



 

67		

The importance to the backstory given by Danielle is that so far this hasn’t pointed to 

poverty or to need yet directly, it has led to a young woman troubled with mental disorders and 

with two children by different fathers.  Danielle has taken pains to point out that when medicated 

she is a healthy, productive member of society, "for the most part."  She was proud of the jobs 

she had kept and highlighted the work she had done.  When asked about her household finances, 

however, she told me this:  

Danielle: “I would estimate his [her boyfriend’s] checks bi-weekly are usually around 

between the higher $500s to the lower $700s, so I estimate at about $1400 a month.”   

Morgan: “That's really hard.” 

Danielle: “Yeah. We get the $270 in food stamps, and then his kids get about $400-500 in 

food stamps. But even with the food stamps, we tend to run short on all the necessities at 

the end of the month. The milk, the bread, the eggs, the cheese, and so that also comes 

out of my son's father's pocket a lot,” she said, describing her state of her food-insecure 

household.  As a child, she had had similar experiences to the one that she and her 

children now lived.  “I grew up with a single mom who struggled with two kids and her 

own mental disorders. I worked through it. I can't support myself financially, but I'm 

growing as a person. I'm learning to take care of myself and my children, emotionally.”   

Danielle told her story with honesty about the position of her life and the history that led to it.  

She told her story with the merit of a person with a crippling mental illness, but who still faced 

the expectations that society places upon each and every one of us.  Although not all people 

would agree with Danielle about the severity of the problem she encountered, this was the 

foundation upon which this young woman stood to maintain her merit as an individual.  If only 

she had the medicine, she repeated, she was ok.   
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      5.3 Two Women Sort Produce, May 11, 2016 

Gabriella was an older woman, in her late fifties and enjoying life.  She told me about her 

love for dancing as we sat across from each other in a saloon that sat a couple towns over from 

where she lived.  Although it was unclear why she had chosen this location, she partook in the 

libations of the establishment as she told me her life story.  Her father was in the Navy.  This 

meant that her family moved a lot.  Her dad eventually left the Navy and started at Montgomery 

Ward working in finance.  She graduated from high school and moved on to college where she 

only finished one term at BYU; it wasn’t enough for the career she dreamt of in the Navy.  Her 

parents moved back to Hawaii, and it was during this year that her entire life changed.  She 

married a man from the junior college, and they were together for three years.  After three years, 

however, his infidelity came to light, and she left him.  She worked retail for two years before 

meeting and falling in love for the second time.  They had two children, but after he also was 

found to be unfaithful, she left him to make another new start in the world.  She had another 

child who was born with Spina Bifida and married several more times.  She told me six times in 

total and that she married.  She’s got a boyfriend now, and they get along well.  They like to help 

each other.  They laugh together.  It’s nice, she tells me, to have a friendship.  She has spent her 

older years working as an in-home caregiver.  She says that he has a Bachelors of Science in 

human services.  Throughout her life she has had many jobs and many losses; she told me that 

the many starts and stops were what put her back financially over time, but that she just knows 

she doesn’t want to leave this world alone.   

Gabriella told me stories in a way to make herself seem strong, she gave me lots of 

advice on why it is ok to be a “matriarch” or female leader and yet she also told me many stories 
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that were sad.  Heartbreak and then joyous independence and then stories of falling in love and 

yet another disappointment--her ups and downs and stories of falling in love with the wrong man 

or the right man who then died.  Her story was told to highlight her work, but also the trials she 

experienced when it came to love.  Her heartbreaks were her periods of poverty, days between 

divorces where she relied on her family, worked multiple jobs, and sometimes struggling to put 

food on the table.   

The message in the stories told by the Gleaners and the experiences that they had around 

poverty were often masked by some method to claim their life as having meaning and merit.  The 

Gleaners told me their stories in a way that always brought the tale back to showing that even 

though bad things had happened that they were okay and were going to be okay.  The sentiment 

was not the same thing as optimism or hope.  It was a sentiment that nothing could touch them, 

that their circumstances had not made them more or less, that they were human.  That “it was 

what it was.”  It was an attribute of the stories that is important upon reflection.  The dialogue 

that the Gleaners acknowledged around poverty, around needing help was one that can be 

dehumanizing or simply dismissive.  Finding themselves in this situation, the Gleaners ran up 

against these ideas of poverty and found ways to view themselves as still being human, as still 

being people. 

 
              5.4 Woman Unloading Donations From Car, May 11, 2016 

Rieta, a coordinator, and president for MidValley and Community Gleaners respectively, 

told me her story with her brash, unrelenting confidence.  In the course of her life she had been 

abused by a guardian, been in an abusive marriage, had watched her children grow up to abuse 
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drugs, and she had experienced all of this while working as a secretary at a police station where 

people came and went for not always peaceful reasons.  Rieta, however, was “ok.”  When 

discussing her brother, Dennis, who was taking advantage of her father, she told me, “I don’t 

care.  Not my problem.”  A powerhouse of inner strength, Rieta was a woman who had 

graduated high school and had two children in the same year, a woman who had broken free of 

the expectations of her family and had always come out stronger on the other side.  Her entire 

life was not tragedy.  Her high school graduation was the first in her family, and she had 

continued to take courses at Linn-Benton Community College.  When her daughter was unable 

to keep her first child, Rieta took on the role.  As a leader at two Gleaner Groups, she took pride 

in the role that she played in her community.  Gleaners and her granddaughter were where she 

placed her pride.   

 
         5.5 Smoke Break at Repack, May 19, 2016 

 

Other Gleaners told their tales in a fashion similar to Rieta’s.  Jean was a Gleaner living 

in one of the more urban areas.  He was a character with his motorized bicycle and his duct tape 

reusable bags.  Jean told me about his struggle to remain independent in his older years.   

I was retired, and I didn't want to be retired.  And then the more I looked, the more I 

realized I'm not capable, my mind just doesn't stick in one place long enough to learn 

anything new.  It just doesn't stick in one place long enough…of course I would say I like 

to keep busy also, and I do many different things, and if you don't know just the way, I 

was brought up by death, I don't have problems stepping into another capacity and doing 
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other stuff.  As a result, I never become really proficient at any one thing, so I was 

scattered all over the place.  I'm now here at this time.  I started looking for a job here 

8,9,10 years ago.   

Originally from the Portland area, Jean had retired from his career in health care and moved to 

the valley to be closer to his daughter.  To supplement his retirement, Jean does odd jobs such as 

pick up bottles to turn them in for money.  “Yesterday, yesterday I had two-three hours, and I 

went up and picked up bottles, made seven dollars at Safeway, and that's something you don't 

have to report,” he told me.  Jean grounded his sense of “ok” in that he had experienced a full 

and fulfilling life.  Jean told me about his days in the Navy when he proudly served his country.  

He explained his health, including his stroke which cost him his job and then bike accident 

which had further injured his mind.  Jean explained this to me by saying he was ok with 

gathering bottles and finding odd chores. “I probably could go back to school, but I don’t think I 

am capable, and I don’t know if I could, but I don’t want to go too.”  So, Jean, a happy if 

disgruntled older gentlemen, is content to pick up bottles for odds and ends change to fuel his 

motorized bike and ride around town.   

These four stories, all very different from one another, illustrate the various ways that the 

Gleaners represent themselves as being “ok” or “fine,” as being still worthy despite the 

circumstances of who they are.  Their stories are all diverse, but with three common threads: 

periods of hardship, that they have merit, and that they are all “ok” or will be.  Other themes 

emerged from the tales they told as well.  From the differences in experiences between rural and 

urban Gleaners to particularly challenging hardships related to problems with health, to their 

opinions about poverty and need in others, the following will explore some of the nuances from 

the stories they told. 
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5.6 Cows Outside Scio, June 2, 2016 

Gleaners in Urban and Rural Settings 
The experiences of Gleaners were notably different in urban versus rural settings, largely 

because of access to resources.   Several authors address the differences in rural and urban 

poverty.  First, it is important to understand the traditional Safety Net programs available to low 

income people.  The Safety Net is provided through a combination of Federal, State, and 

nonprofit organizations.   For this reason, the safety net is a complex web of policy and 

volunteers that work together to reduce the number of people living below the poverty line.  

These programs extend beyond the traditional state and federal programs to nonprofit endeavors 

like the gleaners, but also programs run out of churches, charities, and businesses.  Other 

programs offer a host of services including “promot[ing] work activity and greater personal well-

being…substance abuse or mental health, food pantries or soup kitchens, temporary cash or food, 

child care, job training and adult education, housing, and transportation” (Allard 2008, 5).  The 

major service provided by these groups is access to aid for the growing number of people who 

are not eligible for aid from traditional safety nets, but who are struggling nonetheless.  These 

alternative programs, however, are more prevalent in urban than rural areas (Allard 2008).  

Allard writes about the problem of location which may lead to changing or growing mismatches 

between those seeking help and those capable of providing help (2008). Service agencies, often 

less mobile than poor populations, may find it challenging to adequately respond to these shifts 

in the geography of poverty. Agencies may also be unable to maintain funding or client 

caseloads given demographic changes in their communities (Allard 2008).  Funding, Allard 
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wrote, can also impact people living in remote places which can limit safety net functionality for 

these individuals.  This, Allard asserts, is one major difference between urban and rural safety 

nets (2008).   

Experiences of poverty in rural and urban settings, are of course, fundamentally different 

for several reasons.  Kathryn Edin and Laura Lein dealt primarily with inner city poverty in their 

piece Work, Welfare, and Single Mothers' Economic Survival Strategies (1997).  In this piece 

Edin and Lein show that there were significant gaps in the resources available to women who fell 

in the category of the working poor and while it did not touch on the differences between rural 

and urban specifically, the work highlighted the ability for women to get jobs in the cities (1997). 

Neither welfare nor working provided “enough for mothers to pay bills” (Edin, Lein 1997). 

Cynthia Duncan and Nita Lamborghini wrote a piece which used a comparison of New England 

to Appalachia to illustrate the drastic void between people in some low-income situations.  

Communities in Appalachia were faced with the loss of moral capital and social capital just by 

the fact that they were poor (2010).  Many of those interviewed explain how being from the right 

family meant the difference between getting a job, or being from the wrong family and not 

standing a chance (2010).  Jennifer Sherman also touched on this problem in her publications 

about Happy Valley, discussing the loss of moral capital for those who chose to receive welfare 

or partake in illegal behavior, especially in rural areas (2012).  Sherman’s work, which takes 

place across the country from these two other works, mimics the findings of stories of poverty in 

Appalachia and the impact of being poor in a small, rural area.  

The experiences of the Gleaners in Linn and Benton counties reflected these findings as 

well.  The social consequences of being poor in a place where one cannot blend in are much 

higher than the loss of social capital in a city or a place where one is more likely to mask their 

income status through increased access to resources and increased ability to hide the need of aid.  

For example, in a city, one can drive twenty minutes to a grocery store outside his or her 

community to use SNAP while in a rural setting one’s grocery options are most likely limited.  In 

Corvallis, for example, there are multiple groceries with specialty and discount options.  There is 

no true grocery in Alsea or Halsey, however.  Also, the severity of rural poverty is different than 

that in cities.  Differing types of rural communities can equate to more or less access to resources 

that low-income people need.  The communities studied in Duncan both had community 

colleges, but that in which Sherman worked did not (2010)(2012). The set-up of Linn and 
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Benton counties is similar.  Corvallis with its relatively small population has a large middle and 

upper class due to Oregon State University and Hewlett Packard while Albany, which has the 

greater year-round population, is mostly working class but does have a community college.  The 

more rural towns of Alsea, Mill City, Scio, and Sweet Home, however, have very different 

economic situations and more scarcity of resources.  Ultimately the difference between rural and 

urban, for both the Gleaners and in other contexts seems to be primarily based on access to 

resources.  Having a food bank, a shelter, a thrift shop, daycare, and a library impact the 

experience of people in poverty in rural or urban places.  Having or lacking resources results in 

highly different experiences for what safety nets and support networks exist (and on a practical 

level, how they function).   

For many rural people in the study, the Gleaners are a way for them to build bridges from 

the forests of Mill City, Scio, and Alsea to Corvallis and Albany. It is a way to tap into resources 

that they would otherwise not be able to reach for in their community due to the constraints of 

space/time/money.  Through this network, however, they have access to many opportunities such 

as discount grocers that they would otherwise lack access to that Gleaners living in Corvallis or 

Albany take for granted because they have always been there.  

The	stories	told	by	those	living	in	rural	areas	were	also	different	than	those	who	were	

from	urban.		Cookie,	for	example,	the	coordinator	of	a	Gleaner	group	located	in	one	of	the	

urban	centers,	told	Lauren	about	a	time	when	she	lived	with	her	two	sons	in	a	van	and	how	

hard	she	worked	to	remove	herself	and	her	children	from	that	situation	and	how	scary	living	

that	way	was.		She	acknowledged	that	it	was	a	different	time,	that	she	was	a	different	person,	

but	that	it	was	that	that	made	her	who	she	is	today.		Another	of	the	urban	groups	had	a	

transgender	member	who	told	me	about	her	many	moves	and	the	transient	life	she	led	prior	to	

settling	down	in	her	current	home.		The	other	members	of	these	larger	groups	tended	to	be	

older	members	of	the	community.		Once	part	of	the	lower	middle	and	working	classes,	these	

Gleaners	tended	to	have	some	capital	upon	which	to	build	a	foundation,	but	found	retirement	

too	expensive	for	the	small	social	security	checks	that	arrived	each	month.	

The	stories	of	Gleaners	from	rural	areas	were	different.		Although	not	entirely	

consistent,	many	of	the	stories	told	by	participants	from	rural	areas	contained	a	background	of	

rural	pasts.		Growing	up	on	a	farm	or	in	another	small	town	(sometimes	in	the	same	small	
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town)	were	the	common	stories	told	by	these	members	of	these	groups.		Although	this	didn’t	

mean	that	they	were	without	the	resources	of	those	with	urban	histories	(many	had	inherited	

family	lands),	this	rural	past	had	left	them	without	skills	to	compete	in	an	increasingly	modern	

world.		With	the	economic	downturn	in	many	of	the	rural	places	this	project	visited,	this	lack	of	

modern	skills	was	a	particular	obstacle.		With	the	jobs	that	had	initially	put	these	towns	on	the	

map	nearly	extinct,	such	as	the	once-booming	logging	industry,	many	of	the	small	towns	found	

themselves	faced	with	an	economic	dilemma.		There	was	a	need	for	new	practical	skills	to	be	

taught	to	bring	industry	to	their	towns,	but	the	towns	lacked	funds.		The	relatively	homogenous	

cultural	experience	of	individuals	within	these	towns	was	unhelpful	to	the	skill	set	they	gained	

as	well.		Without	exposure	to	many	people	from	different	backgrounds,	the	Gleaner's	

worldview	and	social	consciousness	were	often	like	that	of	a	different	era5.		Social	mobility	was	

also	less	accessible	to	members	of	the	rural	gleaning	groups.		At	three	different	rural	groups,	

there	were	three	generations	of	women	volunteering	at	varying	levels	within	the	same	group	

and	all	living	in	the	same	small	towns,	phenomena	nonexistent	in	the	larger	urban	Gleaning	

circles.		Although	this	does	not	signify	poverty,	it	does	point	to	intergenerational	need	and	a	

lack	of	social	mobility	within	rural	communities.		

The	Gleaners	differentiated	themselves	from	other	disenfranchised	groups	within	their	

rural	communities.		One	of	the	Sweet	Home	groups	in	particular	represented	themselves	at	an	

elevated	level	with	a	few	older	women	in	their	Sunday	pantsuits,	as	though	they	had	just	

walked	out	of	church	and	the	old	men	in	their	button	up	shirts.		Not	all	gleaners	dressed	this	

way,	but	they	always	dressed	nice.		The	other	group	in	this	community	did	not	have	quite	the	

same	presentation,	but	all	the	same	this	group	presented	themselves	as	being	above	other	low-

income	people	who	were	there	for	the	Jobs	Program	hosted	by	Sweet	Home	Gleaners.		Many	in	

interviews	and	participant	observation	were	quick	to	tell	me	that	they	were	not	part	of	the	Jobs	

																																																								
5	Evidence of this can be viewed by exploring the ethic make up of Linn and Benton counties.  
Census records show that Linn County is 93.2% white and Benton is 87.1% compared to the 
United States where the share of ethnically white people is roughly 62%.  For the Gleaners this 
was reflected further by some of the vaguely racist or misogynist ideas that entered polite 
conversation.  In the course of interviews I encountered African American Gleaners were 
ostracized, Hispanic Gleaners who were praised for their innate “picking” skills at gleans, and a 
number of individuals “concerned” by my single, childless state at my 26 years of age. 
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program	as	was	noted	several	times	throughout	my	visits	to	the	Sweet	Home	groups.		This	

dynamic	occurred	in	many	of	the	rural	groups.		In	Alsea,	for	example,	many	of	the	Gleaners	

were	quick	to	differentiate	themselves	from	the	“others”	who	lived	in	the	trailers	(who	are	

largely	viewed	as	being	“takers”,	drug	addicts,	or	an	altogether	rough	crowd	by	the	gleaner’s	of	

the	community	who	warned	me	not	to	go	there).		Instead	they	characterized	themselves	as	

worthy	Gleaners,	individuals	who	were	living	off	the	land	or	just	on	hard	times.		In	Mill	City,	a	

man	told	me	about	how	he	had	moved	his	son	home	after	his	divorce.		His	ex-wife,	he	told	me,	

was	addicted	to	opiates	and	her	debt	left	him	with	nothing	so	he	and	his	son	moved	into	his	

parent’s	house.		He	told	me	that	they	would	be	out	of	there	soon	enough,	his	sister	was	living	

there	too	with	her	four	children	and	“it’s	just	too	many	fish	crammed	into	a	creek.”		“We	aren’t	

like	them	Mexicans,”	he	told	me,	“we	can’t	live	packed	in	this	way	forever.”		Either	from	other	

Gleaner	groups	or	from	those	living	in	the	trailer	park	or	from	families	who	belonged	to	

minority	groups.		This	was	done	to	preserve	their	“merit”	or	moral	capital,	to	make	them	seem	

worthy	in	the	eyes	of	others.			 

 
    5.7 A Gleaner House’s6, September 14, 2015 

 

 

																																																								
6	The	picture	above	was	taken	at	the	house	of	a	Gleaner	who	ended	up	not	showing	up	for	the	
scheduled	interview.		I	was	able	to	interview	her	at	a	later	date	at	her	Gleaner	location.		The	
house	above,	however,	does	not	represent	all	Gleaner’s	homes	(but	does	represent	some).			
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Poverty as Existing in the Past 
Conditions of poverty or hardship were described as in the past or having already 

happened in interviews.  The descriptions of past need made it difficult to differentiate whether 

or not the individuals I interviewed were still struggling to get by, or were using Gleaners as 

means to get ahead.  While participating in Oregon State University’s Cultural Anthropology 

Field School an extended period was spent with the Gleaner groups in Sweet Home.  One unique 

experience was a focus group or informal group interview with eight of the board members of 

Fair Share Gleaners.  This group shared some of the struggles that they experienced or observed 

within their community.  They highlighted the problems of housing security, especially amongst 

high school aged youth, the problems of drugs, the problems of a lack of economic growth, and 

the problems left by the legacy of the “spotted owl”.  Nearly all of their observations were those 

that they as a group shared sentiments of experiencing or that they had all witnessed others 

experience.   

The way Gleaners talked about themselves in interviews and participant observation, 

however, contrasted with the problems highlighted by the focus group.  Often individuals would 

not discuss themselves regarding actually living in poverty or sometimes having ever been in 

poverty.  Rather they talked about themselves as though they are working-class or even middle-

class individuals. The people whom I spoke to in interviews tended to discuss their poverty as 

though talking about it in the past.  The past sometimes referred to their own childhood, to their 

days as early parents or as young parents, or to poverty they experienced and had simply 

overcome.  “My parents raised us out in the woods here; we had a lot of property but just one 

little house.  That was before we had electricity.” This quote was an apparent reference to 

economic insecurity (as the person was in their forties).   Regarding the use of SNAP, Welfare, 

or other programs only a few people felt comfortable sharing information.  One Gleaner told me, 

“We were getting Social Security from the kids.  This was his daughter.  This was his grand-

daughter.  Her mother abandoned her, so we took her in and eventually adopted her.”   In short, 

she made it seem as though they received aid only to help the children in the household.  More 

than that she stressed the fact that the necessity to receive aid had been in the past. 

Since many Gleaners who had experienced poverty within their lifetime almost always 

related it back to being a past state, I chose to focus on these perceptions of past need as a means 

to identifying what they viewed as the threshold of need.  By threshold of need I refer to what 
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they determine to be a state of need or a state of poverty.  These descriptions of hardship 

describe what these individuals perceive as being something that they overcame or mean to have 

me understand they overcame.  These perceptions gave me quotes that often referred to how they 

were raised.  One woman told me that she was born just after the Great Depression and that her 

family would have been considered dirt poor, but her mom was always so positive and the 

neighbors were so involved that she never felt poor.  She didn’t know she was raised poor until 

she was older.   Gleaners also indicated that they could have made it on their own, but because of 

children, they were needy.  “We got by, but we just got by…it was because of the children that 

we needed.”  One woman who was far past her parenting years told me this, but she was not 

alone.  Another woman, who has a home she purchased with her husband in their younger years, 

said that she could never imagine paying $1,000 in rent, that it was more than she has to live on 

in a month with her social security.  Another reflected on period of time just after her divorce, 

when “I fed the boys, but just barely and I had to leave them with their dad” who was an 

alcoholic.  She told me that “I regret it” but that “they forgive me now, they understand.”  This 

particular story, of a mother who had to leave behind her children because of the financial strain 

has been especially difficult for the woman to share.  Often times the hardships in the Gleaner’s 

pasts are painful for them to relive.   

 

 
          5.8 Repack, May 19, 2016 

Poverty as a Learning Experience 
Eleanor, another Gleaner, told me the one-room schoolhouse she attended as a child 

taught her many lessons, thus illustrating the ways in which members of the community often 
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looked for the bright side to their sometimes less than helpful backgrounds.  Tom, a volunteer at 

North Santiam Gleaners, told me about the accident he had several years back in which he nearly 

died.  Rather than retreating to his couch in his old age, Tom pushed himself through his 

recovery and began volunteering his time to his church and the Gleaners.  He told me that the 

accident was one of the best things that ever happened to him.  The co-coordinator at Mary’s 

River once said in passing that her history as a drug user gave her strength.  She told me each 

year she is clean makes her stronger, makes her a better mother.  Without that experience she 

wouldn’t be able to know when her kids were up to no good: “They can’t get away with 

anything.”  The strategy of looking at the past as a lesson was a common theme, a common way 

that the Gleaners were able to show how they were “ok” despite the fact that this happened.  The 

difference between the sentiment of “ok” and the lesson, however, is that the experience admits 

to some level of guilt or fault at the beginning of the anecdote.  From going to an inferior school, 

not taking water onto the roof on a hot day, to using drugs, the Gleaners in each of these 

examples admitted some fault in their past.  These faults or flaws, however, were not their 

downfall, but became a will to use these pieces of the past as a reason to become a better person.  

 
      5.9 At Distribution, May 13, 2016 

How They Represent Themselves 
While all of these things might have pointed to experiences of being poor or having need, 

they contrasted greatly with the way that people presented themselves to me during interviews 

and participant observation.  They presented themselves to me as individuals able to take care of 

themselves.  They were people volunteering to help others, not people sitting on the sidelines 
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waiting and hoping for someone to toss them help.  Instead, these individuals presented 

themselves as people whose pasts had made them worthy and this was important to the way that 

they described their experiences of poverty as well as their position within their community.  

When discussing worthiness, it refers to the discourse of merit discussed in the literature review.  

By gaining moral capital or merit that individuals gain (or lose) esteem within their community 

or social network.  Therefore, for low-income people seeking aid, it makes sense that they 

emphasize their willingness to work (or their work) and the ways in which they can be presented 

as middle class, while deemphasizing their state of lack of economic capital.  Jennifer Sherman’s 

work also illustrated this by discussing individuals driving hours to use food stamps, while the 

Gleaners represent this by their use of a food network that requires their participation instead of 

using traditional food banks or pantries (2012).  As mentioned earlier the Gleaners posture 

themselves within their network, communities, and groups as being more or less merit-worthy 

than others.    

 

 
        5.10 Weighing Gleaners Out, May 13, 2016 

 

Generational Difference of Experience  
Generational differences in experiences of poverty seemed to exist within the Gleaning 

circles as well.  The older population of Gleaners were, in the analysis of income and age, more 

likely to fall into the higher poverty brackets (the 100%-200% percentile range) than Gleaners 
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under the age of 50 were.  Despite having minuscule retirement incomes, older Gleaners 

reflected this income difference through the participant observation and interview process of this 

project.  Many of the older Gleaners, for example, tended to live in homes that were well 

established, that they owned, or that they were able to get for reduced prices.  Therefore, 

interviews with the older generation tended to take place at kitchen tables, on couches over 

coffee, or in gardens while they worked and I helped.  Younger Gleaners, however, often asked 

to meet me elsewhere for their interviews and so instead of kitchen tables we met at 

distributions, talked in cars, and twice in restaurants.  This younger generation told stories of 

living with packed quarters--multiple children to rooms (sometimes more than seemed possible), 

parents sharing beds with children out of necessity, and sometimes of problems regarding bad 

landlords, missed payments, etc.  Through hearing their verbal histories, I can draw two 

conclusions.  One is that the economic factors in which older generations grew up afforded them 

a different class standing than the one that they have found themselves in now at the point of 

their retirement.  This conclusion is also supported by the findings of Gross and Rosenberger in 

their analysis of low-income families in Linn and Benton Counties.  In their paper, “The Double 

Binds of Getting Food among the Poor in Rural Oregon,” Rosenberger and Gross conclude that 

“rural residents find themselves in the midst of a changing field” (2010, 34).  Although their 

paper refers to nutritional taste that low-income people “grew up with”, it makes sense to also 

draw the conclusion that tastes beyond nutritional have also changed as economic circumstances 

have shifted within a lifetime.  So, while the older generation of Gleaners did not necessarily 

“grow up” with certain purchasing power, they have witnessed a drop in their ability to 

participate in the market as the value of their money (and therefore class status) has decreased.   

The second conclusion is that the younger generations, particularly individuals who are 

under forty, were particularly hard hit by the economic insecurity created by the Great 

Recession.  Studies show that the Great Recession and not other forces impacted this group; 

millennials and members of generation x have had to delay important hallmarks of adulthood for 

longer than previous generations have (Fry 2012).  A study by the Pew Research Center 

illustrated that compared to the three generation before more young people after the Great 

Recession are both living with parents and fewer are hitting typical hallmarks of adulthood such 

as getting married or purchasing property (Fry 2012).  I say this because it is true that while the 

older generation spoke of struggle when they were younger or of coming from backgrounds of 
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poverty, they also reported having had careers that made them comfortable.  These careers 

allowed them to purchase the property that they either still live on or were able to sell to live 

where they do now.  The older generation was also often able to talk about the success of their 

children.  The kinds of achievement that they shared were in higher education or business 

ventures, sometimes simply in family circumstance by achieving more than their parents had.  

Either way the older generation often attributed it to their ability to help their children do better 

than they had done.  In contrast, the younger group of Gleaners’ stories were not as optimistic; 

they reflected the first story in this chapter, of the young woman who lived with two other men 

and their children.  One woman had never held a job that wasn’t entry level.  Some who had 

gone to some college after high school still saw little reward for it, while others tried to pass their 

job training off as the equivalent to college level courses. (Those who had attained lower level 

management positions were apt to portray their training in this way.)  

There were two other examples of this.  One was in an interview conducted with a 

coordinator for Community Gleaners who had previously worked for the US Army.  As a 

veteran, he told me during his interview that he thought that he received less credit than he 

should for his service when applying for jobs.  He viewed his time in the forces as leadership 

experience and as being equivalent to going to school as it taught him discipline.  Another young 

mother told me that she was shocked when her lower level management job out east hadn’t 

translated into more gainful employment in Oregon.  Although she had moved to get away from 

an abusive relationship, the move had cost her financial security because her past management 

was seen only as management experience and not ability based on education.  Ultimately the jobs 

that the younger generation found failed to give them the advancement that so many sought or 

believed that they had achieved.   
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    5.11 Working Through Disabilities, May 11 2016 

Problems with Health 
Hardships struck every Gleaner household at one time or another.  These hardships took 

many different forms: the death of a family member, accidents, loss of employment, unexpected 

childbirth, divorce, and health-related hardships.  Health-related hardships were often the most 

devastating for Gleaner households because they were two-fold.  First, health problems placed a 

burden upon the family.  Family members who were ill had to be taken care of; this meant time 

away from other activities that could have helped the entire family.  Emotional burden also 

comes with health related problems.  Second, costs associated with many health related 

hardships often bankrupt families.  Many of the Gleaners with whom I spoke mentioned 

problems such as the cost of treatment or the distance that they had to drive to go to a doctor, 

problems that at a glance are afterthoughts to getting care for a suffering parent or child.   

The coordinator for Community Gleaners had suffered four heat strokes while in Iraq and 

had been discharged for medical reasons from the army.  While working with Gleaners, he 

suffered two more.  When I interviewed him he told me that he “couldn’t do this forever…they 

just come on anymore.”  Having never gone to college, this sensitivity to the sun impacted his 

ability to return to his former field of work, farming.  He told me that he wasn’t quite sure what 

he was going to do, he took a sip of his McDonalds hot cocoa and nodded to the register and 

said, “That’ll probably be my next gig.”   

Marilynn was a school teacher; she once taught high schoolers how to use logos, pathos, 

and ethos.  Marilynn once led freshmen through readings of The Great Gatsby and The Jungle; 

she used to “make a difference.”  Four years before I sat down with her outside of Mary’s River 
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Gleaners to hear her story she’d had a stroke, a stroke that tore her life apart.  She was lucky 

enough to have been employed as a teacher at the time and had no hospital bills as a result.  She 

wasn’t, however, fortunate enough to be able to keep her job with the impact of the stroke.  

Marilynn never fully recovered her voice, never fully recovered her cognition to where it had 

previously been.  Although she can function independently, she struggles with day to day 

decisions and memory skills.  Living on disability and what little retirement she had saved, 

Marilynn relies upon the Gleaners and the help of her son to negotiate her world. 

 Sometimes the health-related mishap occurred with a child or loved one.  Gabriella, who 

met me at the Brownsville Saloon, told me about the decade-long struggle her husband fought 

against cancer.  He was her third marriage and the only one she didn’t tell me was a mistake.  

They found out he was ill and home he came on disability.  She nursed him for years, knowing 

there was no hope he could recover.  She told me that it was draining, that those years of 

dedication held her back from living.  Day upon day, night upon night she nursed him in his 

deathbed, both of them surviving on government aid when neither could work.   

There were also Gleaners who suffered from long term illness and disabilities.  

Katharine, a woman I met in the low income housing that I helped bring deliveries to during the 

course of this project, told me about her life.  She was born with a disability.   

You're way young for this, but my mom took Thalidomide, which was back in the late ‘50s 

to early ‘60s and it was supposed to be for nausea, when young mothers were pregnant 

during that time. Well it affected, well, you might have seen people with stubs for arms or 

for legs? …Well, I didn't have the stubs, but I was born without kneecaps, cleft feet, and 

congenital hip. So I started having surgery at the age of two. I had two surgeries on each 

foot, one on each knee, and one on my right hip. And I had knee replacement surgery about 

two or three years ago.  

When she was younger the other kids teased her heavily for her disabilities in school.  “I hated 

it,” she told me.  Eventually, however she graduated and some years later met her husband.  He 

also had a disability and together they chose to not have children, it was not worth the risk of 

passing their conditions on.  Their relationship ended in tragedy, however as he died eleven years 

later in an accident at the beach.  For this Gleaner it seemed as though the physical and mental 

pain that she had accumulated over her life time had aged her well beyond her 56 years.   
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Several women interviewed had children who were ill.  Many of the older generation had 

stories of children who died young, but the most striking were those of the younger women who 

had not quite reconciled the pain of having a needy child.  One woman, who I met in Monroe, 

had a daughter who had diabetes and had ADHD.  Although they qualified for government 

health care, she still had to come up with the cost of her daughter’s prescriptions.  Living in a 

town with a lack of access to employment, and scrapping together enough hours at her part-time 

job as a single mother made this task difficult.  If it hadn’t been for Gleaners, she told me, she 

didn’t know what she would have done. 

Other mothers had experienced the heartache of having children with more life-

threatening diseases.  One informant told the tale of her sick child, which she wished to remain 

confidential, so some details were withheld.  The disease left her barren and the child in need of 

several surgeries in another state.  Leaving her other two children with her parents, she left for 

six months and when she returned she was penniless; she ended up living as a single mother with 

three children in her parent’s spare room.  

It seemed that each Gleaner household had experienced problems with health-related 

hardships.  Although not all were as dramatic as the examples shared here, many were chronic 

and accumulated huge sums in medical treatment and prescriptions over the course of a lifetime.  

These illnesses contribute to the experiences that these individuals have of living at or near the 

poverty line.  Health care related costs are not inexpensive.  When these kinds of obstacles are 

included with the many other facets of living expenses that these individuals juggle it is no 

wonder that they seek aid to make ends meet.    

Opinions of Poverty 
Another way to take the pulse of what the Gleaners experienced around poverty was what 

they told me about poverty itself, rather than their self-reported experiences.  In many interviews 

attitudes toward poverty and perceptions of others made their way into the dialogue.  Their 

casual judgments show not only what the Gleaners think of other poverty reduction programs, 

but illustrate the way that they view admitting that they are in the same class as other low-

income people.  Themes of merit or hard work are represented in the comments made within 

these quotes.  The following will explore some of the anecdotes the Gleaners shared. 

  Sometimes the thoughts around poverty were highly political.  One older woman from an 

Albany Gleaner group said, 
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Oh I think yea, something for nothing, that’s what I want…It’s like the welfare program.  

Now when it started out, it was for the poor and the elderly, and that’s fine.  Look what 

it’s grown into now.  There are people out there that have never, ever had a job; the 

government is supporting them.  Giving them food stamps, paying their rent, doing 

everything.  That’s not the way this country was erected, that wasn’t the way it was 

supposed to be.  

Although she clearly had empathy for the old and the poor, political discourse around how the 

funds are being used may be influencing the way she views the safety net.  It is also important to 

note that rather than the many programs that create the social safety net, this person perceives 

welfare as one large program, a theme that was persistent amongst many of the Gleaner’s 

opinions.   

Another time, while helping Albany Gleaners set up distribution, one of their prominent 

members told me why he’d never vote for Bernie Sanders. The following, although paraphrased, 

is from a conversation during participant observation.  He claimed that millennials just liked that 

“old fire pot” because it was a generation that didn’t know how to work.  He told me that his 

nephew lived in his sister’s basement, that with his college degree he just didn’t know how to do 

a hard day’s work.   Bernie Sanders, he said, would just give everything for free and no one 

would work anymore, and Russia or China would take us over.  This conversation, only one of 

many of this nature with this particular Gleaner, points to the blame game, but also to this and 

other Gleaners’ belief in a lack of work or lack of hard work leading to poverty and moral 

lassitude. 

Judgment from older members of the Gleaner community upon younger members of the 

Gleaner community was far from nonexistent.  As many of the quotes so far have hinted, the 

perceptions of poverty and perceived causes of poverty differed along generational lines.  

Juxtaposing two of the focus groups illustrates the difference of opinion.  The focus group at 

South Benton Gleaners (composed entirely of young mothers) compared to the focus group at 

Fair Share Gleaners (composed of middle-aged to elderly members of the group) create a decent 

comparison of this.  At Fair Share Gleaners the problems facing Sweet Home were described as 

those that were largely in control of individuals.  Some were beyond the control of people, they 

believed that the economy needed stimulation because they wanted better jobs, but most 

problems were ailments that seemed to be directed at the individual: drug abuse, single 
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parenthood, and the inability to make rent.  The young mothers at South Benton Gleaners would 

have been ready to debate this point of view.  Although they took responsibility for the things 

that they viewed as being within their control, they complained about the relative inaccessibility 

they had to birth control, about the lack of access to jobs for single women with young children, 

and about a system that two of them viewed as punishing women who left abusive relationships.  

Although both groups agreed on many of the problems that contribute to poverty, the argument 

of cause tended to be the difference.  The younger group viewed systemic, government failures 

while the older generation viewed it as the fault of individuals.    

Many Gleaners also passed judgment on other low-income members of the community 

who are not Gleaners.  Although Gleaner groups have adoptees, the stories that the Gleaners told 

to make it clear that many frown upon users of other safety net programs.  A lot of this rhetoric 

seemed to center around the ways in which the Gleaners attempt to make themselves seem 

worthy and maintain their moral capital in light of their actual economic status.  If individuals 

can make themselves appear more middle class and more hard working than others within the 

community, then they have more moral capital than these other individuals.  It is logical, then, 

that many Gleaners participate in seeing the world in this way.  Indeed, the stories told during 

focus groups with the Gleaners represented the way that they viewed themselves as being better 

than other low income people in their community.  

The Gleaners also express their perceptions of poverty through their presentations of 

themselves. These presentations can include their journey out of poverty or the merit-worthy way 

that family members or people they knew were able to come out of or avoid poverty.  During an 

interview with a woman from one of the most rural groups I was told the following:  

I have a lot of experience when it comes to, like, my daughter, and the things that she’s 

gone through, and being low income and being a single mom. [I pulled] myself up from 

disabled single mom who, usually you can’t have anything, [up] to [where] I bought my 

own car twice, I had my own house.  You have to be positive, if you are not, what’s 

going to happen?  You’re going to just stay bummed out, depressed, not able to succeed 

in life.  I think that a lot of people aren’t like that, and I know I’m like that because of the 

way I was raised.  It really takes a toll on how a person’s raised to how their outlook is on 

life.   
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In the story, the woman was reflecting on her not so present relationship with her daughter.  

Although she understands the problems causing strain in this relationship, she shared the 

difficulty she faced with regret.  Taking a very different view another woman emphasized hard 

work and her ability to make large purchases in spite of the challenges she faced and the 

challenges she viewed her daughter facing.  Empathy was again relevant here, as this woman 

acknowledges the uphill battle that many people face, but passes judgement upon parents who 

fail to raise their children to work hard.   

  Gleaners’ personal experiences and those of their family members also shine light on 

important causes of poverty.  Drug abuse was often one of the most devastating causes of 

poverty within the Gleaner community.  One of the coordinators told me about her daughter.   

Well my daughter was quite the daughter….but about in middle school, she started using 

carbon paper and tracing my signature on documents at school.  And from there on out 

she became a pain in the ass….she never graduated because she got into drugs.  Yeah.  

She moved on with her drug buddies.  She has four children.  Her oldest, Natasha, I’ve 

pretty much had since birth.  

 Several other interviews and conversations had while volunteering with the Gleaners brought up 

the topic of drugs.  It was always as deeply and devastatingly personal as the story told by the 

woman above.  “I’ve been clean for nearly ten years,” one woman told me as we stood outside a 

coordinators meeting.  “But I miss it every day.  It’s only for my children.” 

  There were times when the way they told a story added to the picture of how they thought 

as individuals and as a group about poverty.  At times perceived causes of poverty reveled in 

how they described other people or places and also in how they described certain experiences of 

their own and others.  These stories about friends and their misfortune, or of descriptions of 

places they had been or knew of were often used in a fashion similar to urban legends.  One 

woman, while sitting in her log cabin outside of one of the rural towns, told me the following 

story. 

“Yeah, I had a friend who, she and her husband lived here, and she had eight kids.  And 

he was physically abusive to her, and she finally left him and moved back up to 

Washington where her parents live.  She [went to work for] the state of Washington for 

the welfare and I remember she came down one time to visit and she said, ‘there are 

women that come into the welfare office, fur coat and diamonds, driving new Cadillacs, 
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Buicks, whatever, to add a new baby onto their welfare…and it was a business for them 

to get pregnant and have another kid and get the money raised up some more.’  I can 

remember Betty was so mad and I know Brick never paid her any support money and her, 

she was with eight kids.  And other than her wage, her folks furnished her with a little 

house and her folks helped her raise the kids, but it was a struggle for her.   

This quote has a lot going on concerning privilege and judgment of opinion on the part of the 

two women.  It also illustrates the very real perception that this Gleaner had of other struggling 

families and particularly shows that these women expect another to look as though they are 

suffering to receive government aid.  Furthermore, it reflects this woman’s perception that 

because she relied on her family and her job and didn’t collect aid that she was somehow better 

than the families who needed aid.  She and her husband had worked their entire lives to build and 

furnish their little cabin.  They raised several children and were able to settle down to a humble 

retirement several years before her husband passed away.  Her personal experience with poverty 

didn’t come until her husband’s passing when, like many people, she lost half of the income that 

had gone to pay the annual property tax, her medical expenses, and living expenses.  Working 

class her entire life, it was retirement that led her to a reliance upon Gleaner foods. 

A Gleaner from Albany told me stories about the place she grew up.  “I saw women beat 

their kids and men beat their women and just poverty and frustration and I learned a lot.  And 

part of it was a good thing to learn and part of it was an ugly thing to learn.  That people can be 

so horrible to each other, and I never had that experience before.” She told me.  She was raised in 

an inner city where 40% of her graduating class didn’t make it to the day where they all received 

their diplomas.  Another woman from Philomath told me about a young lady who she worked 

with who faced a particularly challenging period of poverty caused in part by her early 

parenthood. “[She was] a girl that had been raised in a home that had no floor, just dirt floor, and 

she had a baby when she was about 16, and she felt like she was not worth anything.  But she 

was there on time and do what she was asked to do and worked hard.”  This story illustrates both 

the social stigma of teenage parenthood and the redemption that can be found in society through 

hard work. 
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       5.12 Clean Up After Distribution, May 11, 2016 

Helping Others 
Although many Gleaners made harsh judgments of others, they also emphasized the 

importance of helping those who could not help themselves.  The Gleaners struggled with 

describing their place in the world because they reject an image of themselves that was 

unworthy.  Despite this conflict of perceptions, they viewed helping others as imperative.  

Helping others was one of the most important codes in the oral history data.  One woman told 

me, “I wouldn’t have it any other way.  I don’t want to do it for the money anyways.  I want to 

do it to help them, and plus they are our next community.  They are the ones who are going to 

take care of us when we get older.  I want to be able to have a community to leave behind.  

That’s worth saying; that’s where I used to live.”   

The Gleaners took great pride in helping each other and often found themselves humbled 

by the help they received in turn from other members of the gleaning community.  At the 

Monroe gleaning group, while speaking with three volunteers, I was told the following. 

[He] is great. I mean, he is there. I mean, even with my kids, they love him to pieces. He 

really gets involved not with just helping everybody who would be in here, but really being 

there for the family as a whole, as an addition to the family almost. 

The young woman referred here to the coordinator, who she told me made the group family 

oriented.  With a baby and a young daughter, she is able to give back.  She told me, “it just helps 

me feel, like, I'm contributing to the community plus I'm helping all my family at the same 

time.”   

Another Gleaner, from one of the larger groups told me about the help that they received 
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after a fall had broken both an arm and a leg.  At first her husband was more involved as she was 

unable to participate due to her injury.  “He was able to help do some kind of work you know, to 

help out.  Well then we got really involved.”  She told me, of how the Gleaners came to be 

important.  She told me that the help she was able to give to others after the help that had been 

given to them was important.  “I wish I could help everyone,” she said.   

Although the Gleaners often vocalized the wish to help everyone, they sometimes failed 

to do so.  In some of the rural communities there were certain neighborhoods, often trailer parks, 

where members were excluded or discouraged from joining the Gleaners.  In at least one case a 

member of the gleaning group brought Gleaner deliveries to the community to avoid conflict and 

to make sure everyone received aid.  In this sense the gleaner took the risk of mediating the 

distrust between those in one part of town by others.  Views of others being criminal were 

particularly problematic.  For example in Sweet Home the Sweet Home Gleaners worked with 

the JOBS program which alienated some Gleaners who instead chose to switch to Fair Share 

Gleaners.  The Gleaners also often struggled with diversity.  There were attempts to make the 

groups more accessible; membership forms had been translated to Spanish and the Linn Benton 

Food Share provided an annual training for coordinators.  Despite these efforts, however, the 

Gleaners both failed to attract and to retain individuals from nonwhite, non-Christian 

backgrounds.  Part of this was due to the way that Gleaners largely recruit in a word of mouth 

manner and part of it was due to the way that diversity was treated and talked about within the 

groups.  Simply having a different color skin led to the assumption that some members didn’t 

speak English, that they were only good at certain tasks, or a number of other vaguely racist 

remarks or ideas.  This meant that to participate in Gleaners, people of different backgrounds had 

to be willing to tolerate the uninformed racism that often bubbled up within the Gleaner 

membership.  In this sense the Gleaners were failing to help both those who were thought to be 

criminal and those of different backgrounds within the low income population of Linn and 

Benton counties.  

 The stories of being able to help others and being a part of the community were important 

to the role of the gleaning groups and how they viewed their own place within their 

communities.  Helping others wasn’t always without some form of judgement, but helping others 

gave them a place within the community and gave them merit as contributors rather than takers.  

It was for this contribution to the community that Gleaner groups were often viewed positively 
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by the community.  This was particularly relevant in Sweet Home where the Gleaner groups 

worked beyond their membership community to help with backpack programs and with the JOBs 

programs.   

Meaning of it All 
The opinions of the Gleaners about themselves and others experiencing poverty were 

important.  Although there are many reasons, the most notable is that their statements are often in 

conflict with each other.  While they are a group of people who need aid, they also work for their 

own support.  To maintain their moral capital, they work or volunteer for the assistance that they 

receive.  They then, in turn, expect others to work equally hard.  Thus, a conflict arises from the 

fact that they know that some members of the gleaning community cannot help themselves.  Not 

all Gleaners have the moral capital from working for their food, instead some are “takers” or 

depend on the volunteerism of others in order to receive aid.   Also, within Gleaning programs, 

adoptees are an entire class of members who have no obligation to provide their time for food, 

and thus this means that not all Gleaners actually volunteer.  The existence of adoptees and the 

voluntary support of these households represents the fact that Gleaners are willing to help 

families within their communities who cannot help themselves.  In fact, the designation of this 

group within the larger group is how the Gleaners, in many ways, deal with this conflict.  

Adoptees are people the Gleaner groups choose to help.  However, they are less willing to help 

others. The opinions of the group toward those who utilize other safety net resources falters 

some, in light of their own charity.  The opinions of users of “hand outs” fails to convey the 

same empathy that they have for households who sign up for Gleaners, thus illustrating the 

elevated status upon which they view the aid they receive. The data shows that Gleaners have 

very specific ideas about the causes of poverty.  The aspects of poverty that have impacted their 

lives and those of their community members shape the ideas that members of this community 

share.  The stories and ideas represent the way that the needy in our society view the 

communities in which they live as different from the rest of the country.  It also illustrates the 

way that they view the complexity of class and status. 
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Chapter Six 
Perceptions of Class, Experiences of Poverty  

 

 
   6.1 Rusted Door, June 2, 2016 

 “We have no shared language about class.  We have been taught from childhood myths 

and misconceptions around class mobility and the American Dream” (Yeskel 2014, 1).  Our 

cultural constructions of class are therefore the rich, the middle, and the poor.  Using only this 

limited designation system leaves society lacking nuance.  In fact, unless one studies poverty or 

distribution of wealth, it is unlikely that he or she will understand the class bracket system.  The 

technical definitions of working class, near poor, poor, and global poor are meaningless to most 

Americans (who have a different but not particularly accurate idea of what poor is).  Poverty, to 

most people, is encompassed by images of the homeless, by ideas of having nothing.  Poverty is 

not understood as a particular income bracket cut off (per individuals in a household) which is 

determined to mark need.  What Americans do comprehend, however, is the idea of the middle 

class.  The middle-class mythology is a promise of a white picket fence and a happy family after 

an eight-hour day of hard work.  Middle-class is a promise of food on the table, a promise of a 

better future for your children.  The middle class are those who have made it, those who we all 

strive to be.  The middle class is what most Americans will claim to be, what they work to 

embody, regardless of the financial struggle (and sometimes pain) that they go to put on this 

performance.  The following will explain the pressure and reasons behind American portrayals of 

middle class, move on to explore the actions and stories of the Gleaners, and will conclude by 

exploring the consequences of obscuring class. 
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Being Middle Class 
 Goffman, in A Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, describes "expressions given off" as 

the way in which people try to portray themselves "favorably" to get the best reaction (Goffman 

4).  Their portrayal is accomplished through performances in which we put on masks that are 

situationally significant.  The presentation of one as middle class is significant because middle 

class is a kind of archetype for what society expects the individual to be to be desirable and 

acceptable as themselves.  In many ways, the ideal that is middle class is the norm for 

Americans.  It is important to note that this is not saying that this ideal is the same everywhere.  

As Yeskel notes, class is a complex idea that has many different definitions because of our lack 

of discourse around class.  This lack of uniformity means that class in Linn and Benton Counties, 

Oregon, is very different from what middle class looks like in San Francisco, California, or in 

Denver, Colorado, in Miami, Florida, or in New York, New York.  Middle class, or the idea of 

what middle class is, is based on local economics and inequality.  There is a "standard of living" 

ideal that is portrayed within the media on sitcoms like Modern Family or the Big Bang Theory, 

but local costs affect who can achieve that standard or ideal.  A much lower household income is 

needed in Oregon, for example, than in the heart of Silicon Valley to achieve this ideal.   

Foucault gives the construct for how a concept or ideal such as the middle class could 

have power over society.  In Madness and Civilization Foucault explains how the madman came 

to be mad, how concepts of normal and abnormal entered the human mind, and how labor or 

work came to be viewed as the solution to poverty.  Foucault writes about how, due to the failure 

of Poor Laws and houses of correction, in the 19th-century labor came to be viewed "as a general 

solution, an infallible panacea, a remedy to all forms of poverty" as a "force of moral 

enchantment" (Foucault 1979, 53).  Labor became a force of moral enchantment as it justified 

the treatment of the poor, taking off the blame of greed and placing moral value on work.  The 

poor were already viewed as abnormal due to their inability to meet moral standards of the era7.  

																																																								
7	Foucault, in this work, touches on how the poor came to be viewed as being abnormal, 
criminal, undesirable with a discussion of Poor Laws through which “all those who live in 
idleness and will not work for reasonable wages or who spend what they have in taverns” were 
to be punished (Foucault, 48). “They must be punished according to law and placed in houses of 
correction; as for those with wives and children, investigation must be made as to whether they 
were married and their children baptized, “for these people live like savages without being 
married, nor buried, nor baptized; and it is this licentious liberty which causes so many to rejoice 
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They were therefore linked to the deviant within society, with the madman of whom Foucault 

writes.  The reason that the relationship between the poor and the madman is important is that 

like the madman in Foucault's piece, the poor have been policed, criminalized, and made to be 

another.  For the poor, however, to recover their morality, they must find a way to pass as a 

moral person, a deserving person by meeting the standard of living that society places as its 

norm—if this is possible.  

  The question still lingers as to how an individual, then, feels the need to conform, to care 

if they are viewed as deviant or undeserving in the eyes of the rest of society.  As discussed in 

the literature review, Foucault writes that power exists everywhere relationally, both within 

people and within institutions.  The empowerment of institutions or discourses occurs in a 

complicated process of the transferal of power, including that of biopower.  Individuals 

collectively reaffirm or reproduce systems or, rather, institutions of power through continually 

feeding into them (by giving up their power in the form of labor, for example).  Therefore, ideals 

such as "middle class" are institutions that many people give power, collectively, to.  Although 

not a complete institution like the clinic or the prison, both of which Foucault writes about, these 

cultural institutions (such as the American Dream or Capitalism) have a set of acceptable norms 

or folkways to achieving them (and thus a set of actions that are viewed as deviant ways of 

obtaining these goals).  So while a stripper or a drug dealer might make enough money to live a 

comfortable lifestyle, society does not count these means of achieving middle class as equal to 

that of a teacher or a doctor.  Therefore, in the United States, a poor person is stuck attempting to 

achieve economic security by the rules of the norms and values of society even though they are 

already deviant in one aspect.  A person would, presumably, want to conform to the middle class 

because they have internalized the values and norms of this cultural institution as Foucault would 

describe it.  A person would have internalized this institution because of the repeated 

punishments one faces should one not internalize the values of middle class, similar to the 

punishments of the patients in the clinic who must internalize values to be determined not to be 

mad.  Punishments, of course, look different.  There are no straitjackets for poor people, but 

																																																								
in vagabondage.”  This language, quoted from the 1600’s Europe is not altogether different from 
political discourse today. 
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there are bad neighborhoods, increased rates of incarceration, social scrutiny in public places 

such as stores, a public discourse of “the undeserving”, public policy directed at shaming the 

poor (SNAP), a presumption of being lesser or lazy, poor schools for one's children, less access 

to services, less access to jobs, and the list goes on.  Through these punishments, the poor should 

then try to achieve middle class or the appearance of middle class as best they can.    

  In the case of the Gleaning groups of Linn and Benton counties, these phenomena can be 

observed first hand.  The following will take a look at participant observation and oral history 

interviews to explore the way that Gleaners view their class, the way they talk about it, and the 

evidence that exists for contradiction between how they perform their class and what their class 

is. 

 
           6.2 Mobile Home With Tarp Roof, June 2, 2016 

Insights Gained From Participant Observation 
When working with the Gleaners, I was exposed to some different types of displays of 

class.  The things I was told, the places Gleaners chose to meet with me for interviews, the way 

individuals chose to dress, and even the homes in which they lived told a little about the way 

they wished to be viewed.  Their expressions of self became an important aspect of the project as 

it sometimes contradicted the things that I heard during interviews.  It was also important 

because, as a researcher, I played the same game.  Instead of dressing in my nicest clothes, I 

bought Old Navy jeans, wore t-shirts and sneakers with hoodies (instead of my nice Columbia 

rain jacket) to work with the Gleaners.  I emphasized my rural background; I was born in a small 
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town in Eastern Colorado.  I emphasized my Catholic upbringing to emphasize my Christian 

roots, and I colored my hair to lighter shades to obscure my ethnicity.  All of these small ways of 

altering myself are examples of how as people we choose how others see us.  I chose to 

emphasize a part of me that isn't necessarily true in order to be well received by the community 

with whom I worked.  Individuals everywhere make the same choices every day. 

At coordinator meetings, for example, leaders of Gleaners groups come together once a 

month.  At these meetings, the coordinators wore their "professional best.”  While many did not 

quite add up to the "middle class" attire that one might see in the suburbs, the attire was 

undoubtedly nice in a working class sense; lots of nice blouses and pants with stretch, all of the 

brands one might buy at Walmart, JC Penny, or occasionally Kohl’s.  These discrete markers of 

cultural capital were vital clues to the reality that would be revealed through survey data on the 

Gleaners.  When discussing topics of need, things were rarely personal; instead, Coordinators 

vocalized the needs of their membership rather than needs that were necessarily their own.  

Because of this presentation of self and because of the way that the coordinators spoke about 

their membership, it was at first unclear whether or not coordinators were Gleaners themselves. 

(They are, of course, Gleaners themselves, elected by other Gleaners to lead the group.)  It was, 

therefore, the way that the coordinators presented themselves at these meetings that obscured 

their socioeconomic background. 

A similar phenomenon can be witnessed at other Gleaner events.  At all levels of the 

Gleaner membership, the participants did their utmost to present themselves as working class or 

better.  Jeans with holes or tears were never seen, shirts were always nice without fraying or 

stains, and overall appearances tended to be neat.  Clothing is used here as an indicator, but what 

Gleaners talked to me about versus what they talked about with others about must also be 

discussed as indicators of class.  For example, none of the Gleaners openly spoke about being 

poor, but with one another they would talk about the struggles that they faced.  I was sometimes 

told about the economy today or inflation of prices, for example, to explain why they used 

Gleaners.  On several occasions I was a participant in discussions that took this topic, listening as 

Gleaners told me things like "the grocery store is just so expensive, I go there and come out with 

nothing" or "who can afford the grocery store?".  With one another I sometimes overheard asides 

about strategies to wash laundry without soap or about childcare strategies.  One woman, at a 

repack, mistook me for a Gleaner from another group and told me, “these potatoes will make 
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food for a week if I really stretch it out, what do you do when everything comes due at once?”  

Sometimes these comments were political, as in "well, what good will raising the minimum 

wage be?"  I was once asked.  "They'll just raise the prices on everything, but we'll still be 

getting the same amount of money we are now because we just won't get hours."  More than a 

few were also strictly conservative for this reason, "I could never vote for Clinton, that lying 

woman.  She just wants, well she wants to take away our jobs."  When given the opportunity the 

Gleaners also presented themselves as above others.  In an interview one woman told me that she 

"wasn't like those welfare queens," "I've never used it, might have needed it but no, not me.  

Food Stamps, yea from time to time but I don't live on anyone's dime" she informed me. 

The way that the Gleaners presented themselves to myself and others can be boiled down 

to this.  They dressed as nicely as they could afford to.  Sometimes this was creative; often this 

meant that they had cultural capital such as the skill set to make their clothing or to knit.  Other 

times this meant that they had extensive networks of hand-me-downs.  At the end of my project, 

I was moving from Oregon to New Mexico and was asked multiple times for any hand-me-

downs I had for women's daughters because I "dressed well." 

Another way that they presented themselves as middle class was through talking about 

themselves as for merit-worthy.  One woman told me she used SNAP, but not welfare.  She told 

me that even though she qualified for welfare, that she wasn’t a taker.  What would her kids 

think of her she wondered?  She was not alone in this opinion of welfare.  On some occasions, 

Gleaners spoke out against this important part of the safety net, talking about how some people 

just want something for nothing.  The Gleaners did more than just differentiate themselves from 

other low-income people to prove this merit.  A Gleaner in Lebanon told me, “two jobs, and I 

still can’t make ends meet.”  The sentiment of working more than one job to prove merit was 

also pervasive.  Sometimes these stories were about their past.  One man told me that he used 

only to get four hours of sleep at night.  This was when he was younger.  If he hadn't he said, his 

family wouldn't have had food on the table.  Sometimes the Gleaners who had jobs that were 

associated with a different class than the one to which they currently belonged, or who used to 

have jobs of a different class, used this status to pull themselves to the socioeconomic ranks of 

those whose career were equal.  One woman made a point to tell me about her husband who was 

a professor.  She told me that with her unable to teach as well that “with twelve kids it’s 

impossible to keep milk in the fridge.”  Although she didn’t have time for a formal interview, 
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this member of the community made it clear that without the Gleaners it would be very hard for 

her family to keep food on the table.  It is important to note that they did this in front of each 

other and not just in the interviews with me because members of the Gleaners were always 

actively showing to each other that they were hard working, active members of the community, 

even if they lacked financial capital. 

Another way in which the Gleaners project an image of merit is the act of gleaning itself.  

The entire premise of the Gleaners was that they work for their food, "a hand-up, not a handout" 

was a favorite saying of the coordinators.  Through joining a Gleaner group, low-income people 

had the option to get aid that was outside of other government assistance programs.  

Furthermore, other aid programs are typically run by community volunteers who are not part of 

the community that benefits from the goods in the way that Gleaners do.  As evidence of this 

Gleaners would often refer to the nonprofits as a way of “working for food” instead of paying for 

it.   

Volunteerism was the largest problem facing the groups, making it vital for the members 

to reaffirm their worthiness or merit to the others by highlighting the work that they did .  Many 

Gleaners would have designated tasks for this reason.  While there were plenty of households 

that put in the bare minimum number of hours required, there were also quite a few who took on 

separate leadership roles outside of that of the board or coordinator positions.  Gleaner 

volunteers often took charge of certain pick-ups or deliveries, of organizing gleans in the 

summer, or of wood gleans year round.  One example used in the Background Chapter is that of 

the women who taught me to pack the brown paper bags that go to adoptees at Mary’s River.  

These women were “in charge” of packing those bags and took pride in this work that then gave 

them access to food.  “Takers” were reviled members of the groups with gossip pointed in their 

direction and tactics to get them out of groups discussed at coordinators meetings.  Although 

these “takers” were often younger people who could not help during the hours that Gleaners held 

main volunteer hours, the groups often viewed these individuals as meritless.   

The strategies used to remove Gleaners who failed to complete their volunteer hours 

varied.  The first obstacle was distinguishing between Gleaners who were adoptees (or Gleaners 

unable to participate in many of the activities) and Gleaners who were able bodied.  Once this 

designation was made (often this came down to the opinion of the coordinator alone), the 

volunteer requirements were outlined to a family.  Many groups would give warnings when 
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volunteer hours weren’t met.  After a certain number of warnings, a family could be let go from a 

group.  They were free, at this point, to join other groups up to three groups before they were no 

longer eligible for the Gleaning program at all.  There was also a Glean requirement in each 

group that had to be met; this was another condition that was often used to expel households 

from the groups.   

It was not just the young or those unable to volunteer who were viewed as meritless.  As 

discussed in the previous chapter the Gleaners viewed certain populations within their own 

communities as being immoral or not desired for membership.  By excluding certain members of 

the community the Gleaner community was able to elevate (or attempt to) itself from the other 

low-income people within the community.  Often the “takers” within their own groups were 

compared with other people that individuals would tell me were also “takers”.  I was once, while 

volunteering at a group in Sweet Home, told that the people who lived in the trailer park next to a 

woman’s home were into drugs.  They had asked her a couple times if they could join the group 

and she’d told them no.  At that point, she said, she had already called the cops three times on the 

family, “and they had kids in that trailer!”  The woman, middle aged and holding a grandchild on 

her hip gave a nod to where four small children were running around an exhausted looking 

mother with an infant in one arm and another holding several stuffed bags of food.  “I bet she is 

just like them.” The woman went on to make a comment about all of those children and how 

they probably didn’t volunteer at all, and how could they.  It isn’t right, she concluded; they 

should be more responsible. Thus within the groups themselves there were elements of classism.  

The internalization of "middle class" was, therefore, the most evident here, through this 

problem.  It was as though through giving their time, their volunteerism, through their work the 

Gleaners were earning the food that they received from Gleaners rather than getting a "hand out" 

or "living on someone else's dime."  One of the members at Albany Gleaners told me once that 

this was a benefit to keeping their group small; if it was much bigger they couldn't run the 

"taker" out.  This display of merit, of deservingness, illustrates that they are willing to work 

regardless of the level of financial security that the work brings them, and willing to inflict this 

stigma on other who don’t work.   As a group, reaffirming this common reason for being 

Gleaners is important because it creates its unique subculture within Linn and Benton Counties, 

its space within the lower class. 
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                   6.3 Posing for Picture, May 6, 2016 

Insights from Interviews 

The interviews gave the most insight into how Gleaners view themselves.  The interviews 

gave the project a unique opportunity to get to know about the Gleaners lives and the way that 

they reflected upon themselves, rather than asking direct questions about how they came to be 

where they are today.  Information about their class and their history with poverty was collected, 

then, in a less direct, less intrusive way.  They were able to share what they were comfortable 

sharing.  The quality of the oral history interviews was not equal in that not all Gleaners shared 

as much as others did.   For those members with whom more rapport had been established, more 

information about their lives was obtained, often with traces of frankness about their current life 

situation.  Although the interviews asked questions that were aimed at determining what the 

Gleaners’ lives had been like, the stories often became about the journey of what led them to use 

the Gleaners.  The following will explore the various ways that the Gleaners represent 

themselves as middle class or merit worthy in the oral history interviews.  

About Their Past 
Many of the Gleaners would tell me about their entire childhood and young adult years 

before turning to how they came to need Gleaners, often not directly explaining what had 

happened that caused the current need.  In part, this was most likely due to the way most of us 

think about our lives and the way that the interview questions allowed those interviewed to 

follow this natural pattern.  The interview question told Gleaners that they could start anywhere 

they liked, but their story almost always began with "I was born in" or some reiteration of that.  
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They would jump from their childhood to their marriage, to their first jobs, to important 

landmarks within their lives.  Then, instead of telling about their current life or what their life is 

like today, the Gleaners would move from a milestone event (retirement, a child’s birth or 

graduation), to telling me about the Gleaners.  Often these stories were about how they 

discovered the Gleaners or the role that they viewed Gleaners as having played in their life.  

Gleaners became the last milestone in the story that they told.   

The details of where they were from were immensely important to many of the Gleaners.  

They came from all over the United States.  Their journeys always involved some form of "hard 

work" code that quickly grew to be one of the largest in all of the coded data.  Hard work was 

their defense against not having made it to a point where they didn't need help.  The constructs of 

a middle-class identity don't allow room to discuss their reality, because being middle class 

means you don’t need help.  When they would allude to their financial reality, it was always 

alluding to the fact that things were tight and that they must be for everyone.  “The prices keep 

going up," one woman told me as we packed bread into boxes, "I don't know how anyone can 

afford this stuff anymore." 

Constructing A Middle-Class Life 
Through careful use of language and the management of their presentation of their past, 

the Gleaners constructed the image of themselves that they wanted the world to see and hear.  

Through these constructions of self, the resulting image was always that of merit-worthy, 

faultless individuals who were simply doing their best to overcome past circumstances.  The past 

circumstances were typically well described, but their present was a mystery.  The clues to their 

present were in their stories and in the tools they used to construct their "merit-worthy" selves.  

The following stories will explore various circumstances and strategies through which the 

Gleaners portrayed themselves as being worthy of merit. 

Constructing Class for Working People 
In an early interview, a Gleaner gave me insight into her actual economic circumstances 

through telling me the following story.  Barely into her twenties, the young woman told me in 

what would be her one and only reference to her current financial situation, "So I just heard 

about the Gleaners a month ago from one of my friends, well actually I work with her.  I was 

talking about how expensive food was and how I've been on the beans and rice diet because 

that's been in my budget."  Her reference included a co-worker, thus making sure to point out 
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that she was employed, and that she was eating before but that it wasn’t balanced.  She then went 

on to tell me about how “wonderful” being able to get fresh produce has been for her through the 

Gleaners.  The young woman also told me about her life.  She grew up in a split family with 

parents who were never together in a formal sense.  Her brother grew up with her father and had 

what she referred to as a golden life, college paid for.  She, however, was trying to pay semester 

by semester on her own as OSU.  Otherwise, the young woman told me, her childhood was 

wonderful, and her mother was always there for her. "She has made a couple of my car payments 

when I have been like really, really low on money."  Her story, although not exactly marked to 

show herself as middle class, showed her to be a projection toward middle class.  As a student 

and an employee, she was worthy of moral capital or merit because she was working hard toward 

her goals.  She also depicted herself, by the fact of being a student, as having a future once she 

managed to complete her degree.  

In another interview, a woman told me about the small struggles of her family, who she 

considered to be more comfortable than many other working poor families. "I'd love to go and 

travel and do that, but no funds, no money.  I haven't found that money tree," she said between 

bites of salad.  This woman, finally in her first house with her husband as her children finish high 

school and start community college, still, struggles to make ends meet.  She told me about how 

they will be paying for the house for quite awhile and described her neighborhood as quiet and 

older.  Once, she told me at a repack that Gleaners help with all the mouths to feed: "With all 

these kids it's hard to keep milk in the fridge and bread on the shelf.”  Older than the twenty-

something from the first interview this woman also spoke to me in a manner that she thought I 

would understand.  She told me, “You haven’t had a family yet, you can’t be much older than 

my son.”  The stories she told me, then, were told in a way that she thought a person who hadn’t 

raised babies would understand.  The expenses of having children were equivalent to making a 

car payment, to give an example of the way she described the monetary problems facing her 

family.  She told me that her husband had a good job, good enough that she needn't work too 

much herself (she helped with childcare in her neighborhood), but not good enough so that they 

didn't worry.  She presented herself as middle class in that she and her husband owned their 

home; they were high school sweethearts, they had gotten married and that they were living the 

dream.  They were both from Albany, and they never planned on leaving.  
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There was a shared language that I heard over and over again while doing participant 

observation, a shared language that in America we hear every day in the media.  Some topics or 

ailments were the problem of the economy and were ok to admit problems in one's personal life.  

News anchors complain about the price of gas, politicians use the lulls of the economy to urge 

people to the polls, and reality TV points fun at the price of groceries with shows like Coupon 

Wars.  Other aspects of the lived reality of being the near, working, or in poverty poor in 

America are less discussed and less clear to see in conversation.  Therefore, neither woman 

talked about how hard it was, neither talked about problems with work or education, neither 

talked directly about problems with money.  None of them admitted to the choices made between 

food and paying for one of these costs, and no one made the connection between these problems 

and why they are more taxing on a low-income budget.    

Class for the Older Generations 
Older members of the group followed these same general rules, but differently with more 

folkways.  Specifically, the older generation has the stereotypical “back in the day” or “in my 

day” rhetoric upon which to fall back.  The older generation works to distance them from 

hardship.  Instead of saying that things were difficult now, it was that they were more difficult 

when they were younger and that things are more expensive today.  From stories about growing 

up on a farm, with dirt floors, with large gardens that fed the family, or with single parents, the 

older generations of Gleaners had stories of coming from less than fortunate backgrounds with a 

few exceptions.  At any rate, the stories that they told about their current life were different from 

those told by the younger age groups.  They always stressed the work they had done over the 

course of their lives as in "All my life I worked," "I worked for everything," or another woman 

who told me, "You work hard, then you die." 

One woman and I talked about her retirement.  "I never used to think about retirement; 

you never think you are going to get old when you are young,” she told me and then admitted, "I 

am alone, widowed, low income."  We sat in her living room; she calmly rocked back and forth 

in her chair as we spoke.  Her home was small but perfect for someone coming up in years.  She 

had dozens of china dolls and swans covering surfaces of a bookshelf on doilies, and her knitting 

project sat on the table.  Although she had children in the valley, she was relatively alone in her 

rural cabin.  Forty minutes from a doctor or a real grocery store and on a fixed income, the 

Gleaners helped to make her ends meet. 
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Another woman told me, “You find out a retirement costs a lot of money."  Retirement, 

for the older generation, is a topic like the cost of children or cars.  It was a topic brought up 

again and again.  Hers was one of the several sad stories of individuals who could not afford to 

retire.  She had lost her husband's social security when he passed away early, and as he was the 

primary income earner, she was left with a minuscule paycheck that didn't keep up with the cost 

of food and rent.  At her age, it was difficult to find, let alone keep work.    

The problems facing retired Gleaners were more complex still.   After completing the 

survey portion of the project one woman had the following observation.  “The question on the 

last page got me stuck really good.  The one with the money.  My household changes month to 

month because I raise my nieces and nephews and everything.  So one month I won't have any 

kids, the next month I'll have four."  In an economy where an increasing number of millennials 

live in their parent's homes, it seems likely that the grandkids have to move back in as well.  This 

well-documented survival strategy for low-income people across the country and across time 

represents the growing pressure for older households to be able to support younger generations 

when they are unable to help themselves.  For this family, in particular, it was the only reason 

that she and her husband needed the help of Gleaners.  When her daughter had a management job 

in town, they lived on their own and visited on Sundays.  Now the family cramps together in one 

small home as her daughter jumps between employment positions. 

Stories of Work 
Lots of Gleaners told me about the work that they did when they were children or youths.  

These stories weren’t limited only to the older generation (although, because they had more 

experience on the whole lots of them did).   One said, Well, my sister and I picked blueberries 

for clothes for school.”  The following story was told to me by a man who helps co-coordinate 

one of the groups.   

Like when I was working for my dad in high school.  We would finish working at 6; I'd 
have a friend bring over a car.  I would sand it, I would mask it, I would do metal work, I 
would paint it.  I would have it done at 4 in the morning by myself.  I got two hours of 
sleep and another car; he will pick up.  I'll mask it when I get home then I go back to 
work on Saturday.  I was just totally insane, but that's just me.  That's how I operate.   

The stories shared by Gleaners, sometimes as extreme as this example of over-the-top hard work, 

were meant to illustrate that they weren't poor because of a lack of work.  The following section 

will explore this in detail. 
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 The stories of work that the Gleaners told reflected both their moral capital and their 

internalization of the institution, the American Dream.  These stories fit roughly into three 

categories:  stories where the Gleaner worked hard; stories where people the Gleaner knew or 

family members were the hard workers; stories about individuals who did not work hard, but 

who should have.  These latter stories always reflected on how the Gleaner who told the story 

was in a place of higher moral capital than the individual who didn't do the work expected of 

them.  The following will explore some stories of hard work and discuss how the Gleaners told 

them. 

 Hard work now, hard work in the past.  Work was not just work.  I was told stories about 

working hard as children, about working hard as adults, about working hard in old age.  Some 

stories were in the present, others were told in the past, all were told to highlight the teller's 

motivation to be a productive, meritorious member of society.  These stories were told by both 

older and younger gleaners.  One woman, who would later go on to found one of the Sweet 

Home Gleaner Nonprofits told me her story.    

I talked to my mother and convinced her to let me work for her and got 50 cents a day. I 

did as many 12 people per meal's dishes, sweeping, laundry, hung the clothes on the line, 

and I did not have enough sense to ask how she wanted things hung, and then she would 

complain that I was doing everything wrong. The three months I was there, I figured out 

a different way to hang the sheets every week - but they were never right (laughing). I 

done most of the housework, made the beds, and if there were someone who was not 

going to be there the second night, it would need fresh linens. There were lots of times 

there would be 12 people there for a meal, I do not think there was more than 12. 

She left home for the first time to work fulltime in her aunts boarding house when she was only 

12.  When I met her, in a nursing home in Sweet Home, she was still brimming with pride about 

this first job, this first chance to step out on her own.  She told me that her drive came from what 

she learned about herself in those early days of her young life.  In a story about hard work, 

another Gleaner concluded by telling me, "more of us need to do that."   Sometimes Gleaners 

would talk about the experience of doing work. 

So I don’t know.  Sometimes the rushing around is difficult especially if the place is full 

of people and rushing around but we have to keep working you know.  Sometimes it’s 

cold and sometimes it’s hot, that’s just living.  You know what I mean.   
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The story was about the work that this particular woman did while she was younger.  These 

stories represent the Gleaner's need for their work to be recognized or highlighted as an 

important part of their lives.  In part, this is because their work and their accomplishments at 

work were a major part of their identity.  

 Others also did work.  In some cases it was work that was meant to be recognized, to be idolized 

because of the conditions from which the work arose.   

Yes, we had one girl that had been raised in a home that had no floor, just a dirt floor and 

she had had a baby when she was about 16, and she felt like she was not worth anything.  

Uh, but she was there on time, and she'd do what she was asked to do, and she worked 

hard.  It was not long before I put her in charge of our furniture department…she was 

able to move on to a paying job." 

The young woman in the story was clearly in need of assistance of some kind, but this story was 

about giving her work to do that somehow led to her rising above those circumstances.  Although 

the other woman initially pitied her, she came to be in awe of what the other woman had 

accomplished.   

The Gleaners also had memories of the work that had to be done when they were 

younger, the work that their parents did on the farm. 

We had a farm, and I helped with whatever was going on on the farm.  We had the 

neighbors all get together and share from one house to the next.  And threshing, and 

different things like that.  It was a big social gathering you could say.  The women would 

go to the hands that were working there.  The kids would have a free day, and we would 

have a ball watching the operation, play tag, and other games we had at the time.  It was 

always a big celebration. 

Fond memories of hard work were pervasive throughout the Gleaners.  Many stories talked about 

the past, days where hard work took place, as being some of the most memorable from their 

childhood.  Ultimately it was the pride that they felt in their parents and relatives and the hard 

work they did that inspired the value of work in the people the Gleaners became.   

  The final way in which the theme of hard work was brought up was through the use of 

people not working hard to emphasize the teller's moral capital.  When others did not work, it 

gave the Gleaners authority over that person when they told the story.    
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I had a young fellow come in one day and say he was hungry and homeless.  It was 

lunchtime, and we had a hot meal for whoever was working and sometimes what they eat 

at Gleaners was about all they had until they worked for a while but someone would 

come in and uh, you could see people dishing up their plates behind me.  I told him that 

he was welcome to eat with us if he worked for a couple of hours and he says, ‘You have 

to work?’ and I said, ‘Yes, we all do!’ He said, ‘Well I have to think about that,’ and he 

left without eating. 

She continued to tell me about how sad that was to her, that she would have never expected 

something for nothing.  Other times Gleaners would say things about the "users" in the group as 

though not all volunteering was equal.  "They come in and maybe do the bare minimum, but we 

don't know them.  They don't work like the rest of us."  One man told me this while I asked him 

questions at his group.  "They are all right to be here; I just wish they worked as hard as the rest 

of us do."  The expectation was not only that one works then, but in some cases that individuals 

go above and beyond.  

Constructing Class Through Exclusion 
  The Gleaners were a hard working people and largely constructed class through hard 

work and being upstanding members of their communities.  There were also elements, however, 

of racism and bigotry that also were used in subtle ways (and often seemingly unconscious) to 

elevate the Gleaning community above others.  The Gleaning community greatly reflects the 

diversity found within the towns that they live, which are fairly homogenous.   The Gleaners live 

in small places that largely lack diversity and are often fairly isolated from areas with more 

minorities.  As a result, through out these descriptions, I often noted when people of different 

ethnic backgrounds were met.  The roles that people of different backgrounds played in the 

communities ranged as did the types of diversity, but often the way that the Gleaner community 

interacted and talked with and to people of diverse backgrounds signified perceived merit of one 

group over another.  Although in many cases the things done by gleaners were well intentioned, 

others were harmful. 

 When talking about Mary’s River Gleaners in the Background Chapter, I mentioned 

Cookie, their coordinator who is African American and welcomes people of all backgrounds to 

her groups.  I also mention the graffiti incident that occurred at this Gleaner site where someone 

had written racial slurs along the side of Mary’s River Gleaners.  Despite this, Cookie welcomes 
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and actively engages with people of all backgrounds throughout the community and, on at least 

one occasion, I watched her stand up for people who did not match the status quo.  Often other 

gleaners would say somewhat racist things such as Cookie’s background gave her a real 

understanding of how low income people lived or that she can afford to to be sassy when they 

can’t.  Often the underhanded racism of comments about her hair would further this point of this 

leader being different and somehow deserving of her role in a different way than other 

coordinators.  It was insinuated simply that she had special qualifications that were not related to 

her hard work. 

Cookie, however, always seemed impervious to the off-hand comments.  Once, word 

(gossip) reached her about another ethnically diverse family in one of the Gleaner groups to the 

south.  They had been excluded from the Gleaner picnic because of their ethnicity, and she told 

me she’d “fix that”.  Other Gleaners, however, either did not believe that this had happened or 

did not see what was wrong with it.  In the community that this family lived the young mother 

was looked down upon for having four children without their father, who the mother confided 

had been killed serving the country.  Members of her group labeled her as a taker as well despite 

the fact that her work schedule made it difficult for her to volunteer at regular distribution events.  

She quickly became a way for white members of her community to make themselves appear 

“better than” within their small Gleaning community.  Problems with exclusion or gossip within 

Gleaners about minority families was unfortunately a problem, one that was recognized by Susan 

James who annually had a special training day for coordinators on how to handle such situation 

and how be accepting to their entire communities.  The single day of training, however, seemed 

to be too little too late. [or maybe just say this single day of training seemed to not be enough to 

change behavior] 

 Largely the problem seemed to merely be a lack of awareness of what was and what was 

not offensive (or racist for that matter).  When conducting an interview, I was once told “I would 

never sleep with a man who was Black or Asian or Mexican, it would ruin me for white men.”  

As a Hispanic woman I fought back the hysterical laughter of shock, took a drink of my water, 

and continued the interview.  The woman gave me a hug when we parted.  It was as though she 

didn’t realize that what she had said insinuated that white people are somehow above and better, 

more pure than people with more melanin in their skin.  At other times gleaners assumed I would 

be as good a “picker” as their resident Hispanic gleaner, that I spoke Mexican (not Spanish), or 
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that I must be on a really good scholarship.  This, it seemed, was often the way that the Gleaners 

came to grips with the fact that I, a Hispanic woman, was entering their community as a 

somewhat privileged person from the University.  Their worldview told them that people who 

looked like me were poor, were lazy, were illegal.  There was also an incident where, to keep me 

from returning to a group, a gleaner told me there was a white supremacist sect in their town (to 

be careful).  After being completely unable to corroborate the story I continued to go to the 

group; but I was aware that while such a group might not exist, the racism certainly did.  There 

was even a point at which I ran the line of gossip by my advisor to gauge her reaction, to make 

sure my shock was not due only to my ethnicity.    

My own personal experience with this group of people who were otherwise welcoming 

and kind made it even more disheartening when I also watched their struggles with the issue of 

acceptance of the LGBT community.  This group, it seemed, was discriminated or spoken about 

in a way that wasn’t hidden in any attempt at political correctness.  There were several gleaners 

who were a part of this community, but one member’s story both touched and bothered me the 

most.  I met her at the first repack I participated in.  She showed me each step of repackaging 

frozen vegetables: where to get the gloves, that I had to wear a hair net, and that I needed an 

apron.  She set me up with a few of her fellow Gleaners who were there volunteering so that I 

would have some kind faces as I entered this new, and at the time, overwhelming world.   

Unfortunately, I soon learned, she was a large talking point in the gossip and politics of 

the Gleaner groups.  As a transgendered person and having taken on a prominent role in the 

community she was the talk of the town.  Unfortunately, the gossip was not all positive.  Many 

of the Gleaners where unkind about her status as a transgendered individual.  One member of 

another group, while I walked up to the table where she and some other older and disabled 

members prepared the plastic bags, told the group that “shim” was new, that “it” was a very nice 

person.  This other Gleaner continued saying that she, the Gleaner, just didn’t know what “shim” 

was and so that was why she joined the Gleaner group in Corvallis, Mary’s River, instead of the 

group that would have been much closer to where she lived.  Fortunately, for the transgender 

gleaner, her own Gleaner group was fantastic about accepting and supporting this individual.  

Throughout my time working and visiting their location I only heard positive things; only once 

did someone refer to her as “weird” but quickly recovered with a “but she’s doing a great job.” 
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The above is not to hurt the reputation or potential of Gleaner groups, but rather to give 

an honest account of their ability to handle diversity and the way that diversity was used to 

elevate their own class status.  This is not something that is new.  Susan James is aware of it. 

Othering and then placing one ethnic group above others is a process that has happened for all of 

the history of the country, and racism is one of the truths of America that never seems to 

disappear.  As the literature review discusses, in many ways the rural, working poor white 

population who are the Gleaners have been “othered” by the country through stereotypes and 

careful labeling.  In return, at least in the case of some of the individuals who Glean, some resort 

to the same othering to elevate their own class in relation to any aspect of others they can. 

Final Thoughts 
  The Gleaners actively work to present themselves as being middle class.  These people 

work hard, simply wanting a better life, and are the embodiment of what it is to be American.  

These individuals, in order to maintain merit, mask their need for help.  They present themselves 

and their realities to maintain the image of worthiness to the outside world.  The following 

chapter will explore the findings of the survey, revealing just how deep the needs of this group 

run.   
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Chapter Seven 
Quantitative Data Findings 

 
 The stories that Gleaners told me and the reality that they were living were inconsistent.  

Not only do all Gleaners fall into the 200th percentile of the poverty line or the near poor by their 

own self reported affiliation to the groups, but the statistical data collected by the survey showed 

that the Gleaners faced even larger problems with poverty.  The data from the survey showed that 

40% of Gleaners are above the poverty line and 60% of Gleaners are below the poverty line.  More 

specifically 27.5% of households reported being below the 50% percentile of the poverty line.  

39.2% report being between 50% and 100% of the poverty line and there are 27.5 between 100 

and 150% of the poverty line.  Only 5.9% of Gleaners were between 150 and 200% of the poverty 

line.  Moreover, the Gleaners, as a group, utilized resources which they did not discuss with me 

during interviews or mention during participant observation conversations.  In a question that 

asked whether or not they used certain social safety nets the Gleaners responded in the affirmative.  

Going down the line, 56.8% of Gleaners use food stamps currently, and another 28.4% had used a 

food bank in the last five years.  53.7% used SSI while another 21.1% had used this resource in 

the previous five years.  Welfare or TANF, however, was less widely used with 11.8% currently 

using it 17.6% used it the five years before.  A majority, 60%, reported having never used this 

resource, however.  Family and friends were also used as sources of food, although much less 

frequently.  Nearly all wrote in Gleaners, family, and friends as their "other" source of food and 

aid.  All evidence collected in face-to-face, qualitative methodologies suggested that the Gleaners 

did not utilize these resources, as previous chapters have shown.  
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  Answers to questions about food security also bring into question the daily reality lived 

by different parts of the Gleaner population.  Demographically younger Gleaners, women, and 

households below the 50th percentile of the poverty line struggled more than the older population 

or men who also answered the food security questions.  Employment was also highly significant 

in how Gleaners answered these questions.  The Gleaners responded to a set of questions about 

food security.  The following will explore the answers that the Gleaners gave to each set of 

questions, seeking to understand the problem of food insecurity amongst this group. 
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Food Security Assessment 
When asked (in reference to a typical week): “We relied on only a few kinds of low-cost 

food because we were running out of money to buy food,” the Gleaners answered as follows. 
 

Table 7.1 Age and Limited Food 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Gleaners’ responses showed significant differences in the reliance on low cost foods 

due to lack of money access across different age groups (χ2 = 31.625, df 8, p= 0).		The largest 

percentages of people reporting that they relied on low cost foods due to money difficulties were 

found in the 18-25 age group (61.5% "Yes") and the 26-40 age group (59.6% "Yes").  Fewer 

people in older age groups reported relying on low cost foods.  In fact, a person in the 18-25 age 

group was much more likely to respond “Yes” to this question than individuals 41-60 (Odds ratio 

= 1.5), 61-75 (Odds Ratio= 3.9), or 76-100 (Odds Ratio 8.6).  These results held true for the next 

closest age cohort, Gleaners between ages 26 and 40 who were more likely to answer yes than 

those 41-60 (Odds Ratio 1.42), 61-75 (Odds Ratio 3.59), or 76-100 (Odds Ratio 7.95).  These 

results suggest that this dimension of food insecurity, relying on lost cost foods, is much higher 

among younger gleaners than older gleaners.  Even amongst the 41-60 cohort they faced greater 

insecurity than the older Gleaner cohorts being 2.5 times more likely to answer yes than those 

61-75 and 5.6 times more likely to have said “yes” than Gleaners between 76 and 100.  The 

oldest age group was the most likely to answer no; 11.9 times more likely than Gleaners 18-25, 

8.67 than those 26-40, 4.91 times more likely than those 41-60, and 2.57 times more likely than 

member 61-75 according to the Odds Ratios.  This data suggests that existing Safety Nets and 

Gleaners most support this older cohort.   
 

 

 

Age Groups Yes No Don’t Know 

18-25 61.5 23.1 15.4 

26-40 59.6 29.8 10.6 

41-60 50.9 42.6 6.5 

61-75 29.1 58.1 29.1 

76-100 15.6 78.1 6.3 
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Table 7.2 Employment and Limited Food 

Employment Status Yes No Don’t Know 

Employed Full Time 48.3 44.8 6.9 

Employed Part Time 46.4 46.4 7.1 

Unemployed 57.3 28 14.7 

Retired 19.4 70.8 9.7 

Disabled  49.2 40.7 10.2 

 

Employment also had a significant relationship to the answers Gleaners provided (χ2 = 

30.755, df 8, p= 0).  The relationship between employment and the way that Gleaners answered 

this question illustrated several things.  The Odds Ratios illustrate the nuance behind these 

figures.  First, every employment group was more likely to answer “yes” than those who were 

“retired”.  Full Time employees were 3.8 time, Part Time employees were 3.59 times more 

likely, Unemployed Gleaners were 5.56 times, and Disabled Gleaners were 4 times more likely 

to respond “yes”.  This suggests that Gleaners who were retired are much more food secure, for 

this facet of Food Security, than other employment categories.  This is despite the fact that the 

data illustrates that 19.4% of retired Gleaners answered affirmatively to the question that they 

ran out of money to buy food by the end of the month.  Unemployed members of the gleaning 

community faced the most hardship with 57.3% reporting a reliance on few and low-cost food 

options.  This was reflected in this group’s answers to the question, with other groups being 

nearly twice as likely to answer no than unemployed Gleaners (Odds ratios for employed 2.3, 

part time 2.2, retired 1.59, and disabled 1.5).     
 

Table 7.3 Poverty Level and Limited Food 

Poverty Bracket Yes No Don't Know 

0-50% 46.9 42.2 10.9 

50-100% 49.4 41.2 9.4 

100-150% 31.7 55.6 12.7 

150-200% 35.7 50 14.3 

 

To analyze severity of poverty, new groups were created with the data of income and 

household size.  These poverty bracket groups were then utilized to explore the findings.  In 

relation to the first food security question the poverty bracket groups failed to show significance, 
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but did have an interesting overall trend (χ2= 5.494, df 6, p= .482).  Gleaners who had higher 

overall household incomes experienced less of a struggle placing diverse foods on the table than 

those below the 100th percentile of the poverty line.  This was reflected by the odds ratios.  For 

Gleaners in the 50th percentile of the poverty line they were 1.89 times more likely to answer 

“yes” than Gleaners who were up to the 150th and 1.58 times more than those up to the 200th.  

The trend held for Gleaners below the 100th percentile as the odds ratio was 2.1 when compared 

to the 150th percentile and 1.75 when compared to the 200th.   
 

Table 7.4 Gender and Limited Food 

Gender Yes No Don’t Know 

Men 33.3 55.6 11.1 

Women 45.5 44.6 9.9 

 

For gender the findings were not significant although more women reported a yes 

response than men to this question (χ2= 3.882, df 2, p= .144).  The interesting finding in this data 

was not that more women reported yes, as the difference between yes and no responses for 

women was only 1.1% (or 1.5 times, according to the Odds Ratio), but was difference in the 

number of men who responded yes to those who said no.  For men only 33% responded yes with 

66.7% responding no or don’t know to this question.  Men were 1.5 times more likely to answer 

“no”, and 1.13 times more likely to answer “don’t know.” 
 

Table 7.5 Identify as Poor and Limited Food  

Answer to self 

view of poverty. Yes No Don’t Know 

No Poor 25 62.5 12.5 

Yes Poor  51.8 40 8.2 

  

The final comparative category examined in relation to the first food security question was the 

relationship between self identification as poor and the answer to the question of financial strain 

with relation to food.  The relationship was significant (χ2= 19.980, df 2, p= .000).  Gleaners who 

viewed themselves as not being poor did not find themselves eating few foods because of lack of 
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financial capital to obtain more food (Odds Ratio 2.5).  Those who did, however, view 

themselves as poor were more likely to report having these financial problems (Odds Ratio 3.2).  

The second food security question the Gleaners answered was: “Our child/the children 

were not eating enough because we just couldn’t afford enough food.”  The problem of food 

insecurity amongst children was a common concern amongst the Gleaner population, particularly 

in communities like Sweet Home where the gleaning groups actively worked to found and 

support backpack programs at local schools.  The following will explore the Gleaner answers to 

childhood food security within their organization. 

The relationship between this question and the number of dependents in a Gleaner 

household was significant (χ2= 22.762, df 10, p= .012).  The Odds Ratios show that as the 

number of dependents in the household rises, the more likely a household was to response “yes” 

to this question.  When 3 there were three depenends, for example, Gleaners were more likely to 

respond “yes” 7.2 times than households with 0, 3.12 times more likely than households with 1, 

and 1.8 times more likely than households with 2.  Households with 5 were 3 times more likely 

to response “yes” than households with 0.   
 

Table 7.6 Identify as Poor and Food Insecurity in Children 

Answer to self 

view of poverty. Yes No Don’t Know 
No Poor 8.9 76.8 8.9 

Yes Poor  24.5 64.4 11 

 

Gleaner’s self perception of poverty and their answer to this question had a significant 

relationship (χ2= 10.925, df 2, p= .004).   Gleaners who viewed themselves as poor were 3.31 

times more likely to answer yes to this question.  In relation to this question the Gleaner’s 

perception of need appeared to align with their ability (or inability) to provide for their children. 

Finally, level of education was highly significant in relationship to this question (χ2= 

46.726, df 14, p= .000).  Gleaners with “Less than a High School Education”, for example, were 

1.5 times more likely to answer “yes” than those with “Some High School”, 2.2 times more 

likely than those who graduated, 3.57 than thos with an associates, 12 times more likely than 

those with “Some College”, and 6 times more likely than those with a Bachelors degree.  The 

trend held true for Gleaners with only Some High school; they were 8 and 4 times more likely to 
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answer yes than Gleaners with “Some College” or “Bachelors Degrees”, respectively.  Even 

Gleaners who completed High School were more likely to answer “yes” than their college 

educated peers.   

The third food security question asked: “In the last 12 months did you ever eat less than 

you felt you should because there wasn’t enough money for food.”  The overall results found that 

39.1 percent of Gleaners experienced problems related to a lack of food due to monetary 

problems.  There were several stories shared by the Gleaners throughout the project that pointed 

to this element of their reality.  Often the Gleaners organization was cited as a reason that a lack 

of money wasn’t a problem, however the findings of the survey suggest that the effect of 

Gleaners fails to be a complete solution. 
 

Table 7.7 Poverty Line and Going Without 

Poverty Bracket Yes No Don't Know 

0-50% 46.4 46.4 7.2 

50-100% 51 42.7 6.3 

100-150% 31.1 65.7 3 

150-200% 26.7 73.7 0 

All 39.1 56.3 4.6 

 

The findings for the poverty brackets were significant indicators for the severity of this 

problem (χ2= 12.580, df 6, p= .05).  For households who fell below the 50th percentile of the 

poverty line 46.4% answered yes to this question.  These households were 1.8 times more likely 

to answer “yes” than those 150th, and 2.3 times more likely than those below the 200th.  For those 

below the 100% of the poverty line 51% answered in the affirmative.  These households were 

2.28 and 2.86 times more likely to say “yes” than those 150th and 200th respectively.  The Odds 

Ratios illustrate that the lower Gleaner’s income, the more likely they were to answer “yes” to 

this question. 
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Table 7.8 Age and Going Without 

Age Yes No Don’t Know 

18-25 69.2 23.1 7.8 

26-40 52 38 10 

41-60 46.8 51.4 1.8 

61-75 33.3 61.6 5.1 

76-100 15 82.5 2.5 

   

 Age proved to be another significant indicator of a lack of adequate food ((χ2= 30.428, df 

8, p= .000).  Gleaners who were between 18-25 answered “yes” at a rate of 69.2%.  This was 2 

times more likely than for Gleaners between 26-40, 2.5 times more than Gleaners 41-60, 4.5 

times more than Gleaners 61-75, and 12.75 times more likely than Gleaners between 76 and 100. 

Meanwhile those between 26 and 40 answered in the affirmative 52% of the time, this was twice 

as likely as those between 76 and 75 and 5 times more often than those between 76 and 100 

according to the odds ratios.  The odds ratios also show that Gleaners over the age of 61 were 

more likely to answer “no” than other age groups.  The findings of this question reflect the 

poverty experienced by younger Gleaners being harsher than that of the older generations.  
 

Table 7.9 Employment and Going Without 

Employment Yes No Don’t Know 

Employed 

Full Time 

33.3 63.3 3.3 

Employed 

Part Time 

45.5 51.5 3 

Unemployed 44.9 47.4 7.7 

Retired 22.4 72.9 4.7 

Disabled  57.9 42.9 0 

   

Employment status was also highly significant (χ2= 25.25, df 8, p= .001).  The story here 

showed that those who were disabled, unemployed, or employed part time faced significant 

challenges to having adequate money for food.  Gleaners who were employed only part  time 

were 1.6 times more likely to answer “yes” than those employed full time and 2.8 times more 

likely to answer yes than those who were retired.  Gleaners who were unemployed were 1.6 
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times more likely to answer yes than those were were employed full time and 2.9 times more 

likely to answer “yes” than those were were retired.  Finally, Gleaners who were disabled were 

2.6 times more likely than Gleaners who were employed full time to answer “yes”, 1.6 times 

more likely to answer yes than both part time and unemployed Gleaners, and 4.6 times more 

likely to answer “yes” than Gleaners who were retired.  These findings showed that disabled 

Gleaners, 57.9% of who responded yes, faced the largest obstacle to having enough food.  

 
Table 7.10 Identify as Poor and Going Without 

Poverty Question Yes No Don’t know 

No Poor 15.8 78.3 5.8 

Yes Poor  54.3 41.5 4.2 

 

The self image of Gleaners (poor or not poor) also was significant to the way that many 

answered this question of food security (χ2= 45.704, df 2, p= .000).  Gleaners who reported being 

poor were 6.3 times more likely to answer in the affirmative, and Gleaners who did not view 

themselves as poor were 5 times more likely to answer “no”.  Those who were sick, a value that 

was also highly significant) also had unique answers based on self assessment of health.  Those 

who were sick or suffering from an illness were 2.5 times more likely to answer “yes” than 

Gleaners who were not.  This relationship was highly significant (χ2= 15.994, df 2, p= .000). 
 

Table 7.11 Illness and Going Without 

Yes Sick 50 46.2 3.8 

No Sick 28.1 66.3 5.6 

  

The fourth food security posed the following question: “The food we bought just didn’t 

last, and we didn’t have money to get more.”  The findings to this answer varied slightly from 

those above, with age, employment, and self assessment of poverty containing the largest 

indicators of their answer.   
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Table 7.12 Poverty Level and Lack of Funds for Food 

 

Poverty Bracket Ofte

n 

Sometimes Never Don't know 

0-50% 44.1 32.4 20.6 2.9 

50-100% 48 38.8 12.2 1 

100-150% 31.9 39.1 29 0 

150-200% 20 60 20 0 

All 38.5 39.7 20.3 1.5 

 

The data showed that regardless of the poverty line, a majority of Gleaners experienced 

problems related to the inability to purchase food (χ2= 15.426, df 9, p= .080).  For each income 

bracket under 30% reported never having had this problem.  Close to half of all respondents 

below the poverty line reported often experiencing a lack of money and food.  Gleaners below 

the 50th or 100th percentile were, however, three times more likely to answer “often” than 

Gleaners who were in the 200th percentile. (Odds ratio 3.15, 3.68 respectively).   

 
Table 7.13 Age and Lack of Funds for Food 

 

Age Often Sometimes Never Don't know 

18-25 41.7 41.7 16.7 0 

26-40 44.9 40.8 14.3 0 

41-60 43.8 42.9 13.4 0 

61-75 34.3 38.2 24.5 2.9 

76-

100 

21.1 36.8 39.5 2.6 

  

Age proved, again, to be highly significant when considering the state of food insecurity 

experienced by Gleaner respondents (χ2= 21.510, df 12, p= .043).  The relationship here, 

however, was nuanced.  Gleaners who were between 18-25 were 2.6 times more likely to answer 

“often” than those 76-100, this stayed more or less the same for Gleaners between 26-40 with 
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three times as likely (Odds ratio 2.67, 3.05 respectively).  The odds ratios show that the Gleaners 

over 61 were again more likely to answer “no” to this question than the other groups. 

 
Table 7.14 Employment and Lack of Funds for Food 

Employment Often Sometimes Never Don't know 

Employed Full 

Time 

25.8 41.9 32.3 0 

Employed Part 

Time 

33.3 36.4 30.3 0 

Unemployed 42.1 50 7.9 0 

Retired 25.6 33.7 36 4.7 

Disabled  61.5 33.8 4.6 0 

 

The relationship between employment and food lasting was also highly significant (χ2= 

54.906, df 12, p= .000).  The findings showed that amongst Gleaners who were unemployed they 

only answered “never” 7.9% of the time.  This was 2 times more often than Gleaners who were 

employed full time, 1.5 times more often than those employed part time, and twice as often as 

Gleaners who were retired.  Those who were disabled responded similarly with 4.6% giving this 

answer.  For these Gleaners they were 4.6 times more likely to answer “often” than those who 

were employed full time, 3.2 times more often than those part time, and 2.2 times more than 

those unemployed.  The odds ratios showed that disabled Gleaners were also 4.6 times more 

likely to answer “often” than those were were retired.  The results showed that Gleaners who 

were disabled were the most likely to answer “often” for this question, but that  Gleaners who 

were “sometimes” faced with these conditions were more likely to be employed or unemployed.  

Gleaners who were retired were the most likely to answer no according to the odds ratios. 

 
Table 7.15 View of Poverty and Lack of Funds for Food 

View of 

Poverty 

Often Sometimes Never Don't know 

No Poor 19.7 40.2 38.5 1.6 

Yes Poor  50.5 40 7.9 1.6 
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The Gleaner’s self view of their financial situation also impacted the answer they gave 

(χ2= 53.467, df 3, p= .000).  Gleaners viewed themselves as being poor were 4 times more likely 

to answer “often” while Gleaners who answered no were 7.3 times more likely to answer “no” 

according to the odds ratios.   

 
Table 7.16 Illness and. Lack of Funds for Food 

Health Often Sometimes Never Don't know 

Yes Sick 47.8 37.9 13 1.2 

No Sick 28.9 40.9 28.3 1.9 

 

Finally, the Gleaners who viewed themselves as sick faced more problems than those 

who were not sick.  47.8% answered often, 37.9% said sometimes, and only 13 said that they 

never faced this financial strain.  Those who said they were sick were twice as likely to answer 

“often” (odds ratio 2.25).  Those who weren’t sick contrast these responses with only 28.9% 

saying often, 40.9 saying sometimes, and 28.3% saying never.  They were more than two times 

more likely to answer no (odds ratio 2.63).  There was significant relationship between health 

and food security with relation to the question (χ2= 16.855, df 3, p= .001). 

Questions About Poverty and Class 
The Gleaners also answered the question that asked them to rank their financial situation 

by showing that they view themselves as being poorer based on the amount of money that they 

make.  Gleaners who ranked their situation as poorly made an average of $13,064; only fair with 

an average of $17,954; good with $21,833; and excellent with $34,074.  The answers to this are 

important for several reasons.  The first reason for this is that the range was determined based 

upon actual income.  In looking at the results, it is possible to see that those who make less tend 

to rank their financial situation as being worse, thus showing consciousness of their financial 

reality, although they portrayed themselves to be much better off during interviews and 

participant observation. 
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Table 7.17 Income and Self Assessment of Financial Status 

Self Assessment of 

Financial Situation 

Mean 

Income 

Poor 13064.58 

Only Fair 17954.17 

Good 21833.81 

Excellent 34074.00 

 

Gleaner perceptions of poverty are also important not only to how they view themselves, 

but how they view or judge others and therefore how they present themselves to their peers.  The 

Gleaners who made less were more likely to think that circumstances influenced poverty versus 

Gleaners who made more and were more likely to answer that it was a lack of hard work that led 

to poverty.  The average income for a person who answered that people are not doing enough 

were $19,205 (std 11,930).  Meanwhile, people who answered that poverty was caused by 

circumstances beyond their control made an average of $15,851 (std 10397).   The difference in 

these averages is statistically significant (t=2.297; n=.022). 
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Table 7.18 Causes of Poverty 

Causes of Poverty  Major Minor Not At All 

Medical Bills 81.1 16.7 2.2 

Drug Abuse 76.9 17.8 5.5 

Part Time Work 69.7 26.1 4.2 

A Shortage of 

Jobs 

63.8 29.8 6.5 

Single Parent 

Families 

61.7 32 6.3 

Poor People Lack 

Motivation 

54.1 32.9 13 

Decline in Moral 

Values 

53.1 32.3 14.5 

The Welfare 

System 

52.1 35.3 12.6 

Too Many 

Immigrants  

47.2 29 23.8 

Poor Quality of 

Public Schools 

39.1 40.1 20.7 

 

A major question of the study dealt with the Gleaner’s perceptions of poverty (both their 

own and what causes poverty for others).  The survey findings of the survey showed the 

Gleaners’ perceptions of causes of poverty with rankings of what are the major, minor, or not at 

all causes of poverty.  The Gleaners’ responses to causes of poverty show that they see medical 

bills and drug abuse as being two major causes, with 81.1 and 76.9% of Gleaners saying they are 

major causes (respectively).   The responses, sorted by what the Gleaners view as being the 

larger cause of poverty for each, show the next perceived major cause as a lack or shortage of 

jobs.  As a discussion of causes of poverty the reasons given by Gleaners reflect those in 

common political discourse.  The perception, for example, of too many immigrants or problems 

with the welfare system being causes of poverty were 47.2% and 52.1%.  In fact, only 12.6% and 

23.8% disagreed that these were problems.  The Gleaners appeared to have a low understanding 

of the causes widely considered in academia and politics to be the causes of poverty, instead 

ranking options like “poor quality of schools” as the last cause.  
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Figure 7.2 

 
 

When surveyed, the Gleaners as a whole thought that poverty is a problem.  A frequency 

analysis was performed to look at the distribution of responses for this item.  The graph above 

with the results shows that although the Gleaners cannot pinpoint a singular reason for the 

problems they face; the Gleaners agree that poverty is a problem.  This data was then examined, 

comparing responses to how big of a problem poverty is for the Gleaners to a question about the 

cause of poverty.  Only two Gleaners answered that poverty was not a problem at all.  These two 

individuals were split evenly between believing that people were not doing enough or that they 

were poor due to circumstances beyond their control.  Eighty-seven of the Gleaners thought that 

poverty was either a small problem or somewhat of a problem (12 and 75 respectively).  These 

groups saw a 58.3/56.6% belief that people were not doing enough to a 41.7/43.3% opinion that 

circumstances led to their poverty.  The most interesting finding, however, were the results 

which showed that 37% of Gleaners viewed the cause of poverty as people not doing enough, but 

with 63% viewing it as being people being in poverty due to circumstances beyond their control.  
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Table 7.19 Education and Perception of Cause of Poverty 

Level of Education People Are Not Doing Enough Circumstances Beyond Their 

Control 

Less than High School 4 7 

Some High School 13 17 

GED or High School Diploma 47 50 

Associates or Occupational 

Degree 

35 40 

Some College, No Degree 12 30 

Bachelors 8 16 

Masters 2 9 

PHD 1 0 

 

Demographics also impacted the way that Gleaners answered questions.  Level of 

education received by the Gleaners, for example, influenced the way that Gleaners perceived 

causes of poverty.   To look at the relationship between education level and opinions on causes 

of poverty, a Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test was used.  This test showed that there was a significant 

difference in education between Gleaners who answered that poverty was caused by individuals 

not doing enough and circumstances beyond their control; median scores 35.5 to 138.16, 

respectively.  This outcome was statistically significant z= -14.167, p =.000.  The Gleaners who 

blame poverty upon their own failures average only a high school education. Gleaners, on the 

other hand, who say that outside forces cause poverty are more educated with at least some 

college under their belt.  

Discussion 
Altogether the quantitative and qualitative pieces paint a disjointed picture of the 

Gleaners’ experiences.  Without the survey, the participant observation and interviews would 

have only suggested minor difficulties on the part of the participants.  First impressions showed 

only some overly worn clothing and sometimes homes or cars in minor disrepair.  Through 

interviews, focus groups, and conversations the Gleaners shed light only on topics that were 

appropriate, that directed difficulty away from themselves or away from their present.  This, 

however, is vital because it illustrates the very point that they perform as middle class, or when 

that is unobtainable as working class.  Rather than allowing their circumstance to keep them 
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from appearing like others, and rather than talking about how hard daily life is, culturally the 

Gleaners strove to achieve the same appearance of a decent standard of living that is expected of 

all Americans.  This impression spread beyond merely these casual conversations or volunteer 

opportunities.  During interviews, they shared stories of past hardships, of early life struggles, of 

the challenges faced by family or friends.  The Gleaners emphasized work.  They emphasized 

helping others.  The Gleaners did not emphasize their poverty.  Poverty was the gnawing reality 

that the survey results were able to illustrate.  The reality faced by those who rely upon Gleaning 

is hardly the reality faced by middle-class families across the United States.  Many families such 

as the Gleaners struggle to put food on the table and struggle with incredibly low incomes, but 

these families are doing so while hidden in plain sight.  The contradiction between what the 

Gleaners were willing to share in person and what they shared in the survey illustrates the 

internalization of the American Dream or middle-class values because, in an anonymous venue, 

they were willing to shed light on their financial reality.   

There are a couple of possibilities as to why individuals would be more comfortable 

discussing a topic that breaks folkways8 or separates them out from the archetypal ideal of the 

American Dream.  Poverty, although not as extreme an act of deviance as criminal behavior, is a 

state of being that is undoubtedly frowned upon.  It follows the logic, therefore, that participants 

in the Gleaner Oral History project were less forthcoming about personal, current struggle than 

they were with information about their pasts and the Gleaning groups.  Altogether, however, the 

findings show why so many Americans find it so easy to ignore the problem of poverty.  Those 

who struggle actively try to mask their financial shortcomings and perform middle-class values 

which mask the effects that low incomes have upon both themselves and their families. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
8	Folkways	are	the	unwritten	norms	for	a	group	of	people.		In	the	sense	above	the	folkways	or	
norms	referred	to	are	those	centering	around	discussions	of	money	or	class	in	the	United	States	
(it	is	culturally	rude	to	talk	about	these	topics).			
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Chapter Eight 
Being Middle Class 

 

 
           8.1 Smelling a Rose, August 9, 2015 

  

The first time that I went to a Gleaner house for an interview, I was surprised by the 

significant amount of land upon which her house sat given that she was a Gleaner and by 

definition had to be apart of the near poor.  The river flowed slowly past it, and the cool winter 

breeze whistled through the trees of rural Alsea as I stepped out of the car.  Amelia, an older 

woman in her late eighties, welcomed me at the door of her home and beckoned me to circle the 

house and to enter through the carport.  Inside Fox News played in the background on a TV from 

the late 90’s and couches that appeared to date as far back.  She sat me down at a kitchen table; a 

doily table cloth set out beneath my I-phone (recording device), pen, and paper.  At the time I 

didn’t know this would be the nicest home that I entered.  It merely struck me as being a time 

capsule, a home stuck in time like many of the homes of older relatives that I’ve visited 

throughout my life.  Amelia had no cell phone and her one-bedroom home sat in the middle of 

Alsea Valley, a beautiful place but a place with less than 200 people sharing the population.  A 

food desert and a place isolated from resources such as hospitals or doctors, Alsea might not be a 

place that one finds ideal for retirement.  A year after my interview with Amelia her home 

flooded in what was an unusually precipitous spring.  Through her, however, I learned some of 

the earliest strategies that I would start to pick up upon in other interviews and during participant 
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observation.  Amelia and her husband had utilized some tactics throughout her life and she, in 

her present, continued many in order achieve an acceptable reputation both in the eyes of the 

other Gleaners and within society.   

As the previous chapters focused on experiences of poverty, internalization of middle-

class values and the quantitative findings of inequality amongst the Gleaners, this next section 

will explore the use of the Gleaning Programs, and other safety net resources, by Gleaner 

members to perform as middle class.    Internalization of values is not enough to perform the role 

that society expects of Gleaners.   Instead, low-income people must perform those values in ways 

that afford them what Jennifer Sherman writes about as moral capital.  Moral capital, like social 

or cultural capital, is a type of cultural fluency that affords individuals within communities merit.  

In her ethnography, Sherman studies low-income people in what she calls Happy Valley who 

drove hours to utilize food stamps because if they were used in town, they would lose moral 

capital.  For low-income people living in small places, the lack of moral capital could impact 

their or their family member’s ability to gain employment, for their children to be treated well in 

school, or for their family to be accepted within the community.  While the strength of moral 

capital may arguably fluctuate in rural and urban places, it is this phenomenon which was 

explained in the previous chapter.  As groups people give strength to cultural institutions, and 

once cultural discourses hold power over communities, individuals within the community must 

conform or face being ostracized.   

Bourdieu writes about this by describing habitus which can be represented in part by the 

accumulation of individual capital.  There are several types of capital that an individual might 

accumulate throughout his or her life.  Economic capital refers to money or financial assets.  

Social capital refers to interpersonal connections within certain communities.  Cultural capital 

refers to the knowledge that individuals accumulate through education, cultural contact, etc.  

Moral capital, as described by Jennifer Sherman is a type of capital that refers to individual’s 

worth in the eyes of the community based on conformity to norms.  Other types of capital may 

be discussed such as natural capital or human capital, but both of these forms of capital typically 

have more to do with community resources than with individual habitus.  This total capital 

represents one’s class and one’s potential.    Bourdieu’s theory of power helps to explain social 

stratification through a “system of durable, transposable dispositions; structured structures 

predisposed to function as structuring structures…principles which generate and organize 
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practices and representations” (Bourdieu 1980, 53).  Bourdieu here, essentially says that societal 

structures function to create new orders that create and organize the way people do what they do 

and act the way they act.  These structures are born from history and change as capital shifts in 

its relationship to the individual and the individual in their relationship to history (Bourdieu 

1980, 54).  History, then, is reproduced through the actions of individuals who have embodied 

norms and folkways in their habitus.  Bourdieu describes a theory of individual habitus that is 

established through an accumulation of capital and the impact that this habitus has upon that 

individual within certain fields and under the rules of various games.  It is through this 

theoretical perspective that Bourdieu presents an opportunity to understand the pervasive cultural 

convention of the American Dream, of middle-class values, and its impact upon the individual.   

Bourdieu’s idea of setting or field can be viewed as the social reach of merit and the 

American Dream. The field essentially exists within the United States but could be moved into 

smaller settings such as particular states or neighborhoods.  For this study, the field was Linn and 

Benton counties.  This is important due to the history and unique culture present in this small 

region within Oregon.  As discussed in short descriptions of each Gleaning group, Oregon has a 

much newer history than many of the other states.  One of the last to be “civilized,” much of 

Oregon wasn’t settled until late into the 1800’s.  At this time Oregon came to be an important 

logging state with its natural resources abound with trees.  As with most natural resources of this 

nature, the logging industry weathered a boom and bust cycle that impacted the livelihood of this 

region.  Over time, however, other industries became important with grass seed, agriculture, 

manufacturing, tech, and other industries coming and going over time.  Today these two counties 

largely center around a few urban centers with smaller rural towns dotting the beautiful Oregon 

landscape.  Corvallis, Albany, and Salem (although not in the counties, Salem is very important 

to Mill City and Scio) are the three largest centers to which this refers. 

Within Linn and Benton Counties, therefore, the next step is to piece together the game, 

the set of rules that each person must play by to achieve the capital that allows them to act or 

embody their class.  Within Linn and Benton counties, “merit” or the values instilled by the 

American Dream are one game that people must play.  It is important to note that the version of 

the American Dream played in this part of the world is unique when compared to that which 

might be played in the Silicon Valley of California or Denver, Colorado, or even New York, 

New York.  The game in this setting seeks for participants to lead a healthy, comfortable life.  
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The ability to drive an energy efficient car, to own a small home, to lead a healthy lifestyle, and 

to buy healthy foods also appeared to be more important than other types of conspicuous 

consumption popular in other regions of the country.  When playing this game, any individual is 

born and given their experience growing up; they receive their starting point on the field.  The 

starting point might be closer to the achievement of merit or the American Dream, or further 

depending on who their parents were and their position on the field (influenced by factors such 

as gender, race, sexual orientation, family income or financial assets, location in the country, 

etc.).  At any rate, this person begins to accumulate capital from this position as they grow up, 

which moves them either closer or further from the American Dream.  The idea of “merit” means 

that the American Dream creates a set of rules that make the achievement of the American 

Dream acceptable by certain means but not others, this is what Sherman referred to as “moral 

capital.”  Therefore, people who follow this set of rules are more likely to progress toward the 

“dream” than those who do not (this is mostly true, but not always the case).  It is not the Dream 

or the notion of what is merit-able, however, that determine achievement of the Dream, but 

instead the few who are successful experience a complex combination of circumstances work 

and luck that leads to the fulfillment of the goal.  The experiences during life and accumulation 

of capital (good or bad) lead to others landing at various places within the field.  The following 

will explore the cultural, social, and moral capital used by Gleaners in an attempt to portray 

themselves as a class higher than that which they are. 
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Gleaning as Moral, Cultural, and Social Capital 

 

 
          8.2 Waiting for Distribution, May 11, 2016 

 

Moral Capital 
The Gleaners utilize some resources to portray themselves as middle or working class, 

but the most important to the concept of what the “Gleaners” are is the membership to this type 

of group itself.  Members of the Gleaning organizations of Linn and Benton counties can easily 

be integrated into the folds of Bourdieu’s game; they can be understood to be attempting to boost 

their moral capital, and therefore net capital, through membership to such a group rather than 

using resources that might help make ends meet, but deplete other forms of capital.  As discussed 

earlier Gleaners are members of society, who live at or near the poverty line.  From interviews 

and participant observation it has become clear the Gleaners as individuals come from much 

different, but similar backgrounds but have all found themselves stuck within a paradigm that 

places them precariously within the community.  By this, I refer to their lack of financial capital.  

This common theme is one of the only universals amongst the Gleaner groups.  People become 

Gleaners after numerous life events: retirement, illness, accidents, or a string of unfortunate 

events and missteps.  All Gleaners, however, continue to play the game within their individual 

circumstances.  Gleaning itself can be seen as a strategy to maintain financial capital.  

Membership to any group costs Gleaners anywhere from nothing to $10 a month, a modicum 
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compared to the ever-increasing cost of groceries.  Numerous Gleaners commented on this fact.  

“We don’t worry about having groceries in this house anymore,” an older woman told me during 

an interview when her husband walked through the room.  He nodded and agreed, they both 

thought the world of the help Gleaners had given them.  Others explained just how much it 

helped them: “We have five children, can you imagine just trying to keep milk in the fridge is a 

struggle.”  A mother with five children mentioned this to me as we set out bread at her group’s 

distribution.  Another man, in his late forties, told me about his living situation: “There are eight 

people, or nine, but we are crammed in there.  Food is tight; it’s miserable to be anywhere 

there…These people, place it means we eat.”  In this man’s situation, his family is using multiple 

strategies to remain afloat.  By using Gleaners and cramming multiple family members into a 

small home, they can make a small income stretch.   

Within the community, Gleaners have a positive reputation for several reasons.  The first 

is that although local groceries are donated (from large chains as well as local stores), they are 

donated as expired goods.  Using Gleaners means that they waste less and they get a tax break 

for doing so.  Gleaning also does not carry a negative stigma in the same way that food pantries 

or SNAP do.  Gleaning groups make a point to distinguish themselves from these organizations 

by emphasizing the volunteer status of their members and by putting both money and volunteer 

requirements upon their membership.  By requiring that their members work or give small 

donations to receive the gatherings, Gleaners keep themselves from becoming culturally the 

same within the eyes of their communities as Food Banks.  Slogans such as “a hand up, not a 

hand out” help to disband the connection with SNAP or other federal assistance programs.  Thus 

“gleaning” allows volunteers to gain food which helps them to stretch their financial budget each 

month.  Not only do they gather canned goods or expired shelf products, but Gleaners can obtain 

a bounty of produce items which aids in eating better than many low-income people in America 

do.  In their research Winne and Poppendieck describe the other types of programs that are 

available to low-income people.  Poppendieck’s emergency food programs emphasized hunger 

and charity on the part of the community (Poppendieck 1999).  The Gleaners were able to avoid 

hunger or the need of emergency food because of the weekly distribution cycle of the Gleaner 

organization. A large number of Gleaners also reported utilizing SNAP as was shown in Chapter 

7, meaning that Gleaners is acting as a supplementary aid program.  The data in Chapter 7 also 
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suggests that although the Gleaners face many of the same obstacles that Winne9 discusses in 

Closing the Food Gap, that they use Gleaners as a way to problem-solve around issues of food 

deserts, as well as tp better meet dietary needs through the increased access to different types of 

foods.  One of the hallmarks of the Gleaning program is access to fresh produce either through 

gleans, through donated foods from the food bank, or from excess produce at local groceries.   

Eating as the Gleaners do, however, comes with a flipside.  By partaking in this alternate 

food system, Gleaners are choosing to break both mores and folkways in the given rules to the 

game of earning merit-worthy capital.  This is due to the eating of expired foods.  The cultural 

capital gained from Gleaning may influence their net-capital as this is a group of people who are 

eating what has been deemed disposable10.  The creative use of resources to avoid the stigma 

associated with more traditional forms of aid deserves to be viewed for what it is.  This 

alternative food procurement pattern reflects two things.   

First, it reflects personal agency in finding alternative forms of procuring and maintaining 

financial capital under economic strain.  Throughout participant observation and interviews with 

the Gleaners, this first point became clear early on.  Although the Gleaners often described their 

current economic status through indirect means, they were always open about how helpful the 

use of Gleaners was.  In an interview with a woman named Dorothy she told me that she and her 

husband were probably better off than a lot of the people in her group, but that she just couldn’t 

dish out $5 for a loaf of bread.  Dorothy and I also talked about bargain shopping and crafting for 

presents, so that using Gleaners wasn't her only strategy to navigating her disposable income.   

Use of Gleaners also reflects agency in finding cheaper ways to obtain healthier foods.  

One woman that I interviewed during the first summer of the project explained to me that her 

health problems limited what she could eat.  For this reason, she said that Gleaners had been a 

huge help.  Her high cost of health care left her without enough money to stay healthy.  At 

Harrisburg Gleaners I was helping a young woman load bags of food into her car when she told 

me that Gleaners meant that she and her siblings had some variety in the foods they got to eat.  

																																																								
9	Winne,	in	Closing	the	Food	Gap	(2009)	discusses	various	obstacles	facing	the	food	network	generally	in	
the	United	States.		In	this	he	discusses,	amongst	other	things,	food	banks,	food	deserts,	farmer’s	
markets,	and	food	pantries.	
10	The	label	of	disposable	is	given	only	due	to	the	fact	that	this	is	food	that	groceries	can	no	longer	sell	
because	of	sell-by	or	expired-by	dates.		The	label	of	disposable	also	for	produce	gleaned	as	this	produce	
was	initially	not	harvested	for	a	variety	of	reasons.			
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The coordinator of the group told me that she had ten brothers and sisters.  Although this agency 

is reflected in varying circumstances amongst the Gleaners, agency and the choice to turn to 

Gleaners over other forms of food or financial safety net is significant.  Within Linn and Benton 

County, and indeed within the Linn Benton Food Share Network, there are many other resources 

that these households might turn to to make ends meet.   

This points to the second: the resistance of the Gleaner movement to existing safety nets.  

Gleaners exist outside and in spite of food stamps and welfare11. They exist as an entity that 

provides aid to groups that are not designated as needing aid by the government as well as those 

that are.  They exist as a form of aid that does not rely on charity to exist in the same way that 

SNAP, TANF, and food banks do.  Rather than volunteers from outside the community, low-

income people volunteer their own time to help themselves, for example.  The formation, rules, 

and practices of Gleaners are all forms of resistance against labels, against their social space, and 

against existing food systems.   By this, I refer to the fact that they are groups designed against 

the aspects of traditional safety nets that are looked down upon in political discourse.  To avoid 

to appear to be “takers,” the Gleaners glean their food, volunteering or working for their 

donations.  To not appear to be another group targeting the poorest in the community, Gleaners 

advertise themselves as help for the near poor or the working class.  Although survey data shows 

that this isn’t the reality for most Gleaners, it allows all Gleaners to avoid the indignity of being 

labeled as poor or in poverty.  The act of gleaning is essentially a way for this community to 

avoid the loss of moral capital.  Moral capital is maintained because they can avoid the label of 

poor and the appearance of being “takers” within their communities.  Using Gleaners allows 

low-income individuals an option, a second choice out of what can sometimes be an impossible 

situation.  Gleaners is also a way to cope with a lack of economic capital in the face of the need 

for nutrients.  This most basic reality is the most important to highlight in discussing how 

Gleaners prevent low-income people from facing the ultimate consequence of lacking economic 

capital.  They can maintain their dignity in spite? of unfortunate circumstance.   

Social Capital 
Social capital, a form of capital that refers to the connections that individuals have within 

their communities (through interpersonal interactions, through class or religion or trade, or a 

																																																								
11	This	is	not	to	mean	that	Gleaners	do	not	use	SNAP,	TANF,	or	other	Safety	Net	Programs.		Instead	that	
Gleaner	Organizations	exist	alongside	and	outside	of	those.	
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number of other potential reason) is incredibly important and vital to the success of the Gleaning 

groups.  Regarding social capital the Gleaners gain much from gleaning as well.  One response 

that I was often met with by Gleaners was the importance of community and friendships that the 

Gleaning groups gave them.  Therefore, the social capital aspect of belonging to the community 

is important.  While working with the Gleaners, this community was often inspiring.  From 

building ramps for members of the Gleaners who had to use wheel chairs after injuries to 

neighbors who packed bags of food for their elderly neighbor who was too sick to make it to 

distribution, little acts of kindness littered the Gleaning community.  Groups with thrift shops put 

together emergency aid bags with donations of household items for newly married or newly 

arrived families.  

  Friendships within Gleaners are also evident the minute that one walks through the door.  

At Mary’s River Gleaners their coordinator makes each of her members feel welcome.  Cookie 

Johnson, a lively woman whose own story is a winding tale of heartbreak and triumphs, is 

beloved.  In interviews, in person, and even within the survey her members explained just how 

kind she was, how she was their best friend, how she was the important part about Gleaners in 

the write in answer on the survey.  Cookie was herself, an entity through which the other 

Gleaners in her group gained social capital because of the lengths that she was willing to go to 

help members of her community.  In the time that I knew her Cookie went out of her way to help 

other Gleaning groups, to help members of her gleaning community when they were ill or 

injured (including building the ramp), as well as reaching out to members of the Corvallis 

community who were in need.  The “three amigos” at Mary’s River, three older women, far into 

their retirements, were another example of the community, friendships formed.  These three 

women not only worked together at Gleaners twice a week, but they also went to church together 

on Sundays.  They had seen each other’s ups and downs, had been with each other for the last 

decade of their lives.  In Mill City the coordinator and her dear friend, the co-coordinator had 

been working together for over a decade.  Their friendship was as close as sisters.  Many 

members of the group referred to them as “mom” or “sis.”  At this same group, they told me the 

story of a woman in her twenties who was hauling a toddler on her hip as she picked out 

groceries for the week.  “You should have seen her when she was a kid; her mother would bring 

her here, and she was just a skinny thing.”  One of the members recalled.  “We watched her 

every distribution so her mom could get them food.  Now she comes back today and has her little 
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one.”  Each repacks the Gleaners build upon these connections.  The monthly potluck with the 

entire community is important to building connections as they met to gather donated good to 

distribute that week.  At repack during the lunch breaks I learned of some the other strategies that 

Gleaners use between groups to make ends meet.  The strategies ranged from trading salmon for 

duck eggs, to knit goods for home canned produce.  The methods used were only possible 

through the social connections, social capital gained through the intergroup, gleaning network.   

The Gleaners also hosted an annual picnic at which the entire community came together 

for recipe contests and fun as Gleaners played music and children frolicked about the park.  

Members who had once founded groups were in attendance from their nursing homes, chatting 

with old friends with whom they had once worked alongside and meeting the new generation of 

Gleaner leadership.  Non Gleaners also often attend these events.  Management from local 

groceries, staffers from the Linn Benton Food Share, local farmers, and other members of the 

community that support the gleaning cause are also often in attendance.  Social capital here took 

form in the community created by gleaning.   

A community can be viewed as a form of social capital for low-income people because 

connections within one's community result in unexpected forms of support (social, practical, 

emotional).  The social capital acquired through Gleaners goes beyond community connections 

and indeed goes further than building bridges between young and old, impoverished and working 

class.  The social capital spreads to connections within the Linn Benton Food Share, connections 

with local farmers and small business owners, and connections with local groceries.  Although 

this might not seem immediately important, these connections increase Gleaners’ social standing 

within the community.  Coordinators were often on first name basis with leaders within their 

communities, their volunteerism highlighting their dedication to helping the community on the 

whole.  In Jennifer Sherman’s study of Happy Valley individuals within the community who 

weren’t viewed as middle or working class weren’t viewed favorably and found themselves and 

their families facing adversity within the community.  Gleaners, however, actually told stories 

about how their children were able to gain employment from the very contacts that they made, or 

about how they learned about scholarship programs that helped their children go to school from 

cultural capital gained through these connections.  In one case a woman told me that she had 

learned about a scholarship that another Gleaner’s grandson had applied for, and her 

granddaughter was then able to apply for and receive it.  Another gentleman told me that his son 
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was able to get a chance at a local grocery because he had helped with pick-ups from the local 

store.  He had worked his way up, over the years, to become the manager.  His father was 

incredibly proud.   

The Gleaners also utilized specific strategies to boost their ability to gain and maintain 

social capital within their communities.  Gleaning allowed these individuals to play out middle-

class lifestyles by giving some families an alternative to surviving on SNAP or TANF.  This is 

important due to the stigma placed upon individuals who use aid in our society.  Jennifer 

Sherman discusses this with regard to the population she worked with in Happy Valley.  

Individuals there drove hours away to use their SNAP.  Gleaners put themselves above people 

who were “takers” within society, particularly within their communities.  Many of the older 

generation of Gleaners did this by making comments about “those kids” and following this with 

comments that closely mirror those that conservative media and politics have made pervasive 

over the course of the last forty years.  During one interview a woman told me that the help she 

received from Gleaners helped her to move out of the trailer park where “they did drugs.”  She 

told me about how awful it was for the community and how they had “ruined” the place she 

loved.   

This utilization of moral capital to increase social capital within the community had 

various embodiments.  In Sweet Home, for example, the Gleaning groups saw themselves as 

entities of community aid rather than members of the community that needed aid.  The Sweet 

Home Gleaners provided additional services such as a JOBs program, free lunches, and 

emergency aid to families who needed things such as furniture or clothing or groceries.  The 

other Sweet Home group, Fair Share Gleaners, followed in this strain with their participation and 

leadership in the backpack program that was implemented in all Sweet Home schools due to the 

high levels of poverty and shelter insecurity affecting youth in the small town.   

All Gleaner groups reflected this same expression of a somehow elevated class to some 

degree.  The most pervasive expression of this was the way that the groups describe themselves 

to the outside world.  Gleaners, by definition, provide extra help to families living at 200% of the 

poverty line or the “near poor.”  Other groups, however, made a point to stress volunteerism and 

systematically weeded households out who did not volunteer with the groups.  Mary’s River 

Gleaners, for example, also made a point to send excess foods to groups even needier than 

themselves, including to a low-income housing unit in Corvallis.   
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Pride and Social Capital 

Through the ability to remain upstanding members of their communities despite 

economic strain, the Gleaners were able to maintain their pride.  Within the study one of the 

most notable themes was pride.  The Gleaners were prideful of the work that they had done in 

their lives or were currently doing.  They were prideful of where they came from.  They were 

prideful of their religion as well as of their accomplishments.  Elements of pride came through in 

the stories that they highlighted. “I used to work ten hours at one job and then pull another eight 

at the second job before grabbing a few hours of sleep,” one man told me in the garage that 

Albany Gleaners uses to hold distribution.  “I’ve always worked” one seventy-year-old woman 

began, diving into the story of all of the jobs that she held over her lifetime.   

Stories of how they had redeemed themselves reflected pride as well.  At least four of the 

middle-aged and younger Gleaners told me about their struggles with drug abuse in the context 

of something in the past that they have overcome.  “I used for ten years,” one woman told me, 

“and I’ve been clean almost as long.”  “It was for my children, once [my daughter] came along, 

there was no going back.”  The overcoming of this abuse was a point of pride, something that 

they had beat, that they had won, that made them more deserving in the eyes of society.   Others 

were prideful because they had never participated in the usage of mind-altering substances.  On 

multiple occasions, Gleaners shared that they “never took a drink” or that they never got into that 

hippy stuff.  Amongst the older generation of Gleaners, this was particularly important as many 

of their opinions surrounding poverty included problems with drug use.  They were prideful of 

the work that they did and also of their families.  So many parents told me about the 

accomplishments that their children or grandchildren has made.  From stories of college 

graduates to managers at local businesses, the Gleaners’ offspring had made major 

improvements in their parents’ circumstances.  At least two Gleaners told me that because of 

their use of Gleaners they were able to help to pay for some of the goods necessary to send their 

children to college.  One woman was able to buy her daughter dressers because of the little bit of 

extra she had been able to save up in the few months since she had joined the group.   

Social capital allowed the Gleaners to meet the societal standards of being “middle 

class.”  As mentioned, social connections helped in gaining employment, in learning how to pay 

for their children’s education, and in making financial ends meet by relieving the strain brought 
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by the high cost of groceries.  Social capital then allowed for the Gleaners to maintain pride in 

what is an undesirable situation to find oneself in.   

Cultural Capital 
Cultural capital was also accumulated through the Gleaning organization, although this 

was at varying levels of membership based on the amount of participation (or level of 

participation).  Cultural capital, as discussed in Chapter Three, is a form of capital that is three 

part.  It includes institutionalized culture (knowledge gained from school, employment, etc.); 

includes physical culture (objects, foods, etc.); and also includes embodied culture (heritage, 

class, etc.).  For members of the Gleaning groups who were coordinators, this cultural capital 

was the most evident as they were trained and granted food handling licenses.  Group 

coordinators were also trained in doing taxes for non-profit organizations, helped in leadership 

skills, guided through management seminars, and also taught how to do orders/cash handling.  

The Gleaner coordinators held a massive amount of responsibility for orchestrating and 

managing somewhat large nonprofit organizations, having to coordinate pick-ups, deliveries, 

members, money, grant writing, and receipts, as well as the stress of managing members and 

volunteer efforts.   

For volunteer members (non-leadership role members) the Linn Benton Food Share and 

the gleaning group teach some other skills that help in making ends meet for low-income 

families.  These include jarring, largely the water bath technique that is successful in preserving 

vegetables and fruits and requires less expensive tools.  Also, gardening was taught.  Seeds were 

given out year-round. (You can grow to produce successfully for a large part of the year in 

Oregon.)  In the spring plants were also donated by a local nursery.  Gleaners are also educated 

in food preparation with recipes being distributed both officially and through casual means 

throughout the groups.  Food safety is also taught to volunteers as getting food from point A to 

point B and keeping it safe to eat for the young and the old alike is vital to the Gleaning cause.  

Ultimately these forms of cultural capital advance the Gleaners outside of just the context of 

needing aid.  The tools gained from a group like Gleaners educate low-income people on how to 

make their food dollar stretch as well as skills about growing one’s food.  The skills for food 

safety, management, and hours of volunteering also aid in the personal goals that these members 

may have for their futures since Gleaners gives them experience in fields that require some 

practical knowledge.   
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These skills or cultural capital also help the Gleaners to remain more middle class in the 

eyes of society.  Without generalizing too broadly, the ability to grow one’s foods and to make 

preserves and other good from those foods is a sign of being from a higher class in some ways in 

Oregon.  This is partially because of the trendiness of artisan goods, partially because it does 

signify free time, excess money to buy the tools, and excess money to purchase the seed.  Since 

the land required to grow their produce is sometimes provided for Gleaners, sometimes inherited, 

this first hurdle is met.  Several groups have plots that have been donated by local farmers.  The 

Linn Benton Food Share recently launched a community garden where the Gleaners are able to 

plant several rows of produce for their group.  The tools to garden and seed are supplied; 

Gleaners simply need to be taught how to maintain the plants.  Therefore, the Gleaners are 

participating in a cultural phenomenon of the Pacific Northwest that is often mocked in pop 

culture.  This phenomenon, however, and their ability to participate in it, allow Gleaners to act 

out another aspect of the middle class that is regionally significant.   

 
          8.3 Bell Peppers, May 11, 2015 

 

A Discussion of Success 
Although the Gleaners are partaking in a number of strategies that may or may not aid in 

their ability to successfully project middle-class status, they are doing so with varying degrees of 

success.  This success is influenced largely by where the Gleaners in question live: a rural or an 

urban setting.  It also takes into account their age, their relationship to Gleaners (as in the length 

of time and which group they are a part of), and also factors such as their family history.  The 
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following will explore the internal politics of Gleaners and the success or lack of success that 

these strategies yield for members of the Gleaning groups in their performance of the middle 

class. 

As this study did not look at or work with people outside of the Gleaning community, it is 

impossible to speak to the scope through which the Gleaners were able or not able to acclimate 

within the non-gleaning community.  Through participant observation, it is possible to assess 

their effectiveness from my personal observations, but this lacks triangulation.  What can, 

however, be discussed is the interpersonal and intergroup interactions of Gleaners and group 

politics and gossip--of which plenty was observed and heard in the duration of the project.   

The gleaning programs could largely be split into two categories: urban and rural.  The 

rural groups tended to bond together against the privileged in the “city,” and the urban groups 

had more infighting due to problems stemming from the flow of members between groups both 

within and outside their town.  In the context of this study, it should be made clear that while 

Albany and Corvallis are both considered metropolitan areas, they are both very small in scope 

and not necessarily “cities” but rather large towns.  So, for this study, all of the towns in which 

Gleaners exist, could take on the label of rural due to the broad sense of the definition.  At any 

rate, the more rural groups would often say things about how they needed more. One gentleman 

grumped as we loaded a truck at repack, that the groups in town “worried about all that organic 

food, like that matters if we got food.”   A woman from Sweet home said: “Mary’s River might 

have all those members, but they don’t need it as much.”  The idea that was given was that need 

looks different; there are different levels of need.  For those living in the rural stretches of the 

counties, the need for Gleaners was perceived as more extreme than at other groups.  Alsea, Mill 

City, Monroe, and Scio, for example, were sizeable distances from large groceries (or were 

complete without more than convenience stores).  These small, rural groups, however, were the 

groups that received the most assistance from the larger groups and the Food Share.  Each week 

enormous quantities of food were packed into trucks and sent to both of Sweet Home’s gleaning 

groups, for example.  The food that was not distributed to one group was often sent to the next.  

When it was not distributed at that event, it would make its way to Lebanon, a small town on the 

highway along the way to Sweet Home from Corvallis.  This process would occur in a similar 

way between the Albany groups and those in Scio and Mill City and also within Corvallis with 

Philomath and Alsea or again within the Harrisburg, Halsey, and Monroe groups.  The 
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relationships between these groups is linked by existing trade networks and interpersonal 

relationships.  It is also linked through a hierarchy in volunteers and severity of need amongst the 

more isolated or small sized groups; both of help and supplies.  

Amongst the Gleaners themselves, many made it seem as though membership to one 

group over another impacted their social standing as a person within the Linn Benton 

communities.  Gleaners who were part of Fair Share Gleaners instead of Sweet Home Gleaners, 

for example, were proud because they were part of the “good group.”  They viewed the other 

Gleaner group as being the “bad” group, the riff-raff group.  Several of them told me that they 

would never help out over there, that criminals and drug abusers just flocked to that group.  In 

reference to the Alsea group, other Gleaners would take pity.  They would say things like, “I’m 

lucky I don’t use that group,” because they live in isolation and then they get the worst pick of 

the food.  Having or not having a permanent location also added to the hierarchy amongst 

Gleaning groups.  Those who used garages or were renting space were viewed as not as 

organized or permanent by groups that did.  Although groups that owned space would 

acknowledge their luck, they also took great pride in the achievement of land ownership or their 

nonprofit endeavors.  All of this supports the idea that Gleaners utilize the groups to achieve 

some social standing because of the complex interpersonal politics that existed.  For many, it 

wasn’t about being the best Gleaner but about being a better person within a community.  The 

Gleaners was a tool that many used to get ahead, to build community, and to restore pride to 

members of the community down on their luck, as they claim- to give a hand-up and not a 

handout.   
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Chapter Nine 
Discussion of Findings 

 
 As people often are, the Gleaners are not quite what they seem.  Although they admitted to 

having some financial difficulty, the Gleaners largely presented themselves as being middle 

class.  Throughout field work and interviews the Gleaners managed to mask the significant need 

faced by their community.  Instead, Gleaners presented themselves as being just like everyone 

else, struggling no less or no more.  The survey results, however, were able to show the true 

depth of the Gleaners’ poverty and food insecurity.  The following discussion will draw overall 

conclusions about the findings of each chapter and will conclude by contextualizing the 

significance of these findings within the literature.   

Discussion of Findings 
 This work set out to answer the most basic question that the project asked.  Who are the 

Gleaners?  This question was answered through the detailed description of history and place, 

following the tradition of thick description in anthropological texts.  Without a knowledge of 

where the Gleaners live and what their groups are like it is difficult to comprehend how the 14 

nonprofits are different from other safety net and foraging communities.   Chapter Two showed 

the Gleaners to be a unique and complex safety net endeavor, an intricate system that works to 

gather, distribute, and to pass on expired foods with the goal of helping others, while Gleaners 

help themselves.  It is not without problems, as the background chapter showed some of the 

cracks in politics such as social stigma and a lack of leadership.  The groups, however, provide a 

model for an alternative to traditional safety nets.    

 While the beginning of the thesis established the most basic rules of gleaning and 

ethnographic detail of the daily on-goings of the gleaning groups, the content chapters set out to 

explore the Gleaners and to answer more definitively who they are.  This effort went beyond 

who the Gleaners presented themselves to be.  Instead, this portion of the project became an 

endeavor to explore their actual financial and social reality.  The literature around poverty and 

inequality suggested that the stories that the Gleaners told might not reflect the experiences they 

faced.  On multiple occasions, individuals pressed me, “You aren’t going to go off and say this is 

how those poor people live” or “I don’t want my neighbors to think I am a poor person” in 

response to what I was going to do with all the information I was collecting.  These interactions 

led to the conclusion that there was a level of discomfort that, without looking beyond the face 
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value, might have been missed in working with this community. 

Experiences of Poverty: Results from Using Mixed Methods 
 The most important finding of the project is that there is significant need amongst the 

Gleaner population.  The way that Gleaners talked about poverty is most likely not all too 

different from how many Americans talk about poverty.  They talked about it as though it didn’t 

touch them.  The findings of the survey, however, proved that the majority of Gleaner 

households fell below the poverty line and that a significant number of households fell below the 

50th percentile of the poverty line.  Furthermore, a significant number of Gleaners experience 

food insecurity.  The gleaning groups, who present themselves as the working class or working 

poor at 200th percentile of the poverty line, were much poorer than their embodied thresholds.   

The first story outlined in the project was an outlier.  The story of Danielle, a young adult with 

children and multiple roommates was one of the few cut and paste stories of poverty reiterated as 

it happened in real time.  A story that I was told near the end of the interview process of the 

project, Danielle’s story was shocking but foreshadowed the findings of the survey.  Unlike the 

majority of Gleaners that I spoke with, Danielle told me about her current situation.  She was 

candid about the experiences she had in her life and about the experiences that other Gleaners 

also lived through.  Danielle’s story is important for contextualizing the need that the survey 

portion of the research revealed.  The first reality expressed in her story was that of struggling to 

support children, a challenge that placed many Gleaner households below the poverty level.  For 

Danielle and her family the cost of living, the cost of food, the stress of having only one income 

earner, the lack of opportunity or support, all left her in an unbearable and unescapable situation.  

The early-in-life hardships of her childhood, as she relayed them, left her on her own. 

 The Gleaners’ accounts of Gleaners as a way to redeem themselves from a system that 

shamed them is also called into question through the findings of the quantitative research.  

Despite the fact that Gleaners overwhelmingly discussed how the Gleaners “is not a handout,” 

preferring it over other safety nets, members of the gleaning groups from all poverty level groups 

participated in utilizing programs such as SNAP or Medicare/Medicaid.  The use of safety net 

programs amongst Gleaners was related to income status, the relationship between poverty level 

and SNAP usage, for example, was highly significant (χ2 = 37.435, df 9, p= .000).  Gleaners 

who were in the 200th percentile income group were 7.3 times more likely to say they had “never 

used” than Gleaners in the 50th percentile, 6.8 times more likely than Gleaners in the 100th, and 
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7.3 times more likely than Gleaners in the 150th.  All other income groups were a little less 

varied.  Gleaners below the 100th percentile, however, were more likely than others to report 

“currently using” this safety net according to the Odds Ratio data.  The Gleaners also used 

“welfare” or TANF, which also showed a significant relationship between poverty level and the 

use of the program (χ2 = 17.160, df 9, p= 0.046).  Again, Gleaners who were in the higher 

brackets of income were more likely to report having “never used” the resource; 3.1 times more 

than 50th percentile, 3,7 times more than 100th.  These findings illustrate the discrepancy between 

the individuals with whom I talked and interviewed who referred to individuals utilizing SNAP 

and TANF as “welfare queens,” “takers,” and as the kind of people that they didn’t need running 

around their groups.  Through utilizing Gleaners, individuals were able to reclaim merit or work 

because they had to volunteer for the goods which they received.  This does not mean that all 

Gleaners experienced the same financial reality.  Because the groups labeled themselves as being 

the 200th percentile of the poverty line but had no responsibility to prove this income, 

individuals who were in fact well below and somewhat above this line were able to participate in 

Gleaners undetected.  Disclosure of usage of other safety nets was also not reported in these 

initial screens of eligibility to join the groups.  Given the findings of Jennifer Sherman’s Happy 

Valley inhabitants, it stands to reason that the Gleaners used avoidance strategies (such as 

traveling a long way to use SNAP) to obscure their safety net usage from their local communities 

and their Gleaner peers (2012).  However, since this never came up and the Gleaners rarely 

admitted to utilizing these resources themselves, there is no way to prove this speculation.  It 

would, however, stand to reason that they might utilize these strategies to protect the moral 

capital held by themselves and their families in the rural areas that they inhabit given their 

participation in a program like Gleaners in the first place.  Ultimately it would seem that need on 

the part of the Gleaners was what pushed individuals to utilize programs which they are not 

proud of using and look down upon themselves.  The quantitative data for food security 

illustrated this need.   

 An important element of the way that the Gleaners discussed poverty was through their 

presentations of self.  Throughout the stories shared, the Gleaners utilized some techniques to 

illustrate the ways in which they had overcome hardship, that they worked hard to improve their 

lot or that of their children, the ways in which they gave back to their community.  These stories 

show particular resilience in light of the financial reality that the quantitative data illustrates the 
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Gleaners live through.  Despite many of the Gleaners facing significant need of their own, a great 

many give back to their communities.  The Gleaners viewed helping others as a vital element to 

the gleaning program, telling me that giving back was what gave them purpose.  This is reflected 

through the Gleaners’ responses to the question of why Gleaners was important to them in the 

survey.  Every income group reported that community was important, making it not a statistically 

significant correlation to any poverty level.  The importance of gleaning for food, however, was 

particularly important to Gleaners who fell below the poverty line (χ2 = 35.579, df 12, p= .000).  

78% of Gleaners below the poverty line reported that food was the most important reason for the 

Gleaners while only 71% of Gleaners above the poverty line reported this as being the most 

important reason for the Gleaners.  Specifically, the Gleaners who were above the 100th 

percentile were 9.43 times more likely to have a “neutral” opinion to the importance of Gleaners 

(odds ratio = 9.43).  This data reflects two things, first the level of need within the gleaning 

community, and also the ability for those who are somewhat better off to help others through 

their volunteerism with the Gleaners.  To all Gleaners, community was an important element of 

participation, but for some food was more pressing than others. 

 The Gleaners also experienced some differences between urban and rural settings.  These 

experiences were primarily discovered through participant observation.  Although the survey 

attempted to gather data on individual groups, this process became unreliable as surveys were 

returned at events such as repacks and coordinators meetings, rather than at distributions where 

they were initially dispersed.  Thus it became difficult to compare rural and urban groups.  

 There was data, however, that reflected the findings of many studies on low-income 

women.  Studies by Edin and Lein, and Duncan and Lamborghini both found gaps that existed in 

safety nets for women in rural and urban settings (2010)(1996).  For example although women 

who participated in the Gleaners were not more likely to be poor (p > .05), they were more likely 

to participate in programs such as SNAP (χ2 = 18.643, df 4, p= .001).  Specifically, Women were 

2.9  times more likely to view SNAP as very important compared to men.  Women were also 

more likely to use discount groceries (χ2 = 14.518, df 4, p= .006).  Specifically the odds ratio 

shows that Women found the discount stores to be twice as important as men.  Women were also 

more likely to define the use of Gleaners as a strategy to cope with poverty (χ2 = 12.354, df 3, p= 

.006).  Here the odds ratio showed women 2.3 times more likely than men to answer “very 

important” to this question.  Although there was little qualitative data to support this, there were 
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indicators in qualitative work that resources were sometimes out of reach for Gleaners.  This was 

particularly true for communities such as Alsea, Scio, or Mill City where resources had to be 

transported by Gleaners nearly an hour or more to reach families.  Furthermore, the reason for a 

lack of evidence could be the element of pride.  Women in the Gleaner groups have largely taken 

on leadership or highly active roles in their community and their stories reflect this 

independence.   

 
Graph 9.1 Poverty Rate by Bracket 

 
  

 Although the Gleaners spoke of poverty as a condition that existed in the past, it was 

clearly a condition that existed in their present.  As the figure above illustrates, the bulk of the 

Gleaners sit at or below the poverty threshold.  The average household fell just above the poverty 

line with a mean of 1.12.  This major finding of the survey provide evidence for the qualitative 

finding that even the Gleaners with great need such as families with children utilized various 

strategies when discussing poverty to mask their lack of financial capital.  By creating a persona 

of one's self as a working class, meritable, and individual the Gleaners were able to maintain 

their moral capital rather than lose it because of their inability to provide for themselves. In fact, 

Gleaners give many families a way to provide for themselves that doesn’t require the use of 

programs that are viewed as detrimental to one’s moral capital.  Although survey results would 

suggest that many Gleaner households are eligible to use TANF (48%), only 8.1% of Gleaners 

use this safety net.  Instead, families with children primarily used Gleaners and made up the 

poorest of Gleaner households.  The relationship between having dependents and being in the 

lower brackets of the poverty line was significant (χ2 = 26.959, df 15, p= .029).  Gleaners who 

had 6 or more individuals living in their household were 3.68 more likely to fall into the 50th 

percentile of the poverty line and 4.14 times more likely to fall into the 100th percentile 
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according to the odds ratios.  When the relationship was examined between dependents rather 

than households,  those with 5 or more were 2 times more likely to fall into the 50th, 6.4 time 

more likely to fall into the 100th, and with 4 were 6 times more likely to fall into the 50th 

percentile.  Nonetheless, in interviews conducted with families who had children, these 

individuals discussed their reality as a working class reality.  One mother, to give an example, 

discussed her ability to stay home or not work as much.  Instead, she often gave her time to 

Gleaners, where she happened to be at her first repack when I too attended for the first time.   

 Not all mothers were able to give their time to the Gleaners however and found themselves 

to be at a disadvantage within the Gleaner community as a result.  Families who worked or who 

couldn’t attend distributions and repacks struggled to find times where they could contribute 

their participation hours to the groups.  This led to a certain level of conflict between themselves 

and the groups where families then faced the possibility of being expelled from groups.  Groups 

largely were unable to reconcile this; able-bodied individuals were simply expected to make time 

in order to help the older population who physically were unable to help.  In many ways this 

failed a population amongst the gleaners that both the qualitative and quantitative results show as 

needy within the community.  

 Gleaners with families were not the only group struggling to get by.  Retired Gleaners, 

although marginally better off than families with children, were typically between the 50th and 

150th percentile of the poverty line, with 69% of retired households falling into this definition.  

Although some of the retired Gleaners whom the project interviewed had existing assets, such as 

homes that they owned, many lived paycheck to paycheck like their still-working peers.  These 

figures have also not been adjusted to match federal guidelines that place households over the 

age of 65 at a 10% different threshold for federal assistance programs.  These differing policies 

might mean that older Gleaners are at more of a disadvantage.  

 The Gleaners, through qualitative accounts, also showed generational differences in 

experiences of poverty, as was demonstrated in Chapter Five.  Although slightly better off 

financially than their lower income peers, many older Gleaners struggled.  The quantitative 

analysis confirmed this generational difference.  The relationship between age and poverty level 

was significant (χ2 = 20.904, df 12, p= .050).  The data illustrated that although with age 

Gleaners were less likely to fall below the poverty line, in fact the odds ratio showed that 

Gleaners between 41-60 were twice as likely to end up in the 200th percentile.  The difference of 
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experience between the old and the young and their perceptions and experiences of poverty were 

reflected in some of the answers as to the causes of poverty as well.  When exploring the 

relationship between health and age the relationship was significant (χ2 = 15.565, df 8, p= .049).  

The odds ratios showed the Gleaners who were younger were less likely to answer “yes” to 

having health problems (odds ratio .02).  Gleaners who were older viewed health and healthcare 

related issues to be a major cause of poverty more often than those who were younger (Odds 

ratio 1.12).  For the youngest age group (18-25) only 54% of gleaners ranked health or healthcare 

as being a major cause of poverty.   Meanwhile Gleaners between 61-75 viewed it as a major 

cause 87% of the time.   

 The relationship between age and part time work as a cause of poverty was also significant 

(χ2 = 19.292, df 8, p= .013).  The statistics here were nuanced.  Although the younger cohort is 

the most impacted by part-time employment (27% were employed the part time, none were 

employed full time), only 42% of this cohort viewed partial employment as problematic.  Instead 

this age group was 6.4 time more likely to say they were employed part time rather than disabled 

or 6.8 times to say they were unemployed compared to other income groups.  As a result the 

younger age group was also more likely to think that employment was a major cause of poverty 

and were 6.9 times more likely to say it was a cause than a minor cause and 14 times more likely 

to say it was a cause than a minor cause.  Instead, older cohorts, Gleaners between 26 and 60 

viewed part time employment to be a major cause of poverty at 72% coming to this conclusion.  

Gleaners older then 61 were the least likely to view it as a major cause across all odds ratio 

findings.  64% of the older generation of Gleaners also viewed single parent families as being a 

major cause of poverty compared to only 25% of 18-25-year-olds sharing the view (χ2 = 26.481, 

df 8, p= .001).  Specifically, the odds ratios showed that young gleaners were 4.91 and 16.85 

times more likely to say it was either not a major or minor cause of poverty compared to other 

income groups who had odds ratios 1.2 and lower.  There was also a significant difference in 

perception about shortages of jobs being a significant cause of poverty (χ2 = 18.378, df 8, p= 

.019).  Here the Gleaners between 18 and 25 were 3.51 land 7.84 times more likely to view this 

as either not a cause rather than a major or minor respectively.  Gleaners between 26 and 60 

viewed job shortages as a larger cause of poverty than older and younger groups, with odds 

ratios between 4 and 1.5 times showing they viewed it as a major cause over a minor.  The 

qualitative data informs this particular relationship as many Gleaners discussed the ways in 



 

152		

which the towns they were from had changed or in which jobs had changed.  In Sweet Home and 

Mill City, for example, Gleaners often told me about industries that had come and gone from 

their towns and the consequences that had followed.  Other Gleaners from Albany and Corvallis 

also discussed the events of the Great Recession in detail, of the hardship of the loss of hours and 

how things had gotten better.  The passage of time and experiences of differing economic 

circumstance allowed Gleaners who were older to view current conditions critically.  Younger 

Gleaners who were interviewed would often say things like, “It’s always been this way” or 

“There have never been jobs here.”  These views of their communities were short lived, without 

hope of something better.  The differences in age created different experiences of poverty and 

different perceptions of its causes and effects.   

 Health problems were significant causes of poverty and were a major hardship experienced 

by every Gleaner interviewed during the project.  From stories of having to take care of sick 

family members or dealing with grief after the loss of family members the Gleaners 

communicated the problems related to health in every interview.  Health was a problem that 

stretched beyond age groups, even if the young didn’t view it as being a major problem in the 

same way that the older generation did.  The quantitative data illustrated some nuance to the 

impact that having problems with health had upon Gleaner households.  Gleaners who reported 

having problems with health also were more likely to consider themselves to be poor, the 

relationship between the variables was significant (χ2 = 14.503, df 2, p= .001).  Furthermore the 

odds ratios showed that they were 2.38 times more likely to consider themselves poor.  This was 

despite the fact that there was no relationship between being sick and being associated with 

particular areas of the poverty line (p>.05).  Health also had a significant relationship with food 

security.  When asked whether or not they had financial assets to purchase enough food, 

Gleaners who had problems with health were more strained than Gleaners who were healthy (χ2 

= 16.855, df 3, p= .001).  Gleaners who were ill were 1.42 times more likely to fall into the 50th 

percentile of the poverty line.  The same relationship existed between health and the ability to 

afford balanced meals (χ2 = 13.931, df 3, p= .003).  Gleaners who had health problems were 1.63 

times more likely to report having problems affording balanced meals “often”.  The Gleaners 

who had health problems here also were more likely to report insecurity in relationship to this 

question.  The most significant of the food security questions concerned eating less because there 

wasn’t enough money for food, where the relationship with having a health problem was highly 
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significant (χ2 = 15.994, df 2, p= .000).  For this question having an illness made a Gleaner much 

more likely to answer yes (odds ratio 2.55).    

 While the quantitative data strengthens the stories of hardship that were shared throughout 

interviews and participant observation, the interviews humanize these statistics.  The Gleaners 

worked hard to help each other despite their illnesses.  Although about half of all Gleaners 

reported having an illness in the survey (47.5%), in interviews all Gleaners reported either 

having suffered the consequences of a medical hardship or reported helping others as a result.  

Medical hardships often changed an individual's entire life, from a veteran who suffered from 

heat stroke to a teacher who no longer was able to utilize her degree, medical hardships were the 

largest problem facing low-income families. 

 The Gleaners proved resourceful in their methods to cope with their varying states of need.  

From utilizing their poverty as a learning experience, as something to be overcome to something 

to use as a strength, the Gleaners were able to successfully represent themselves as for merit-

worthy members of society.  The overall picture painted by the use of qualitative and quantitative 

data show a full picture of the experiences of the Gleaners.  Rather than a group of people simply 

suffering from circumstances that the data would suggest is insurmountable, the Gleaners, 

instead, prove themselves to be a resilient group, willing to work hard to prove their worth to 

themselves and their communities.  Rather than merely accepting their lot, the Gleaners actively 

work to create a better life. 

 The use of qualitative methodologies gave a first hand, detailed understanding of who the 

Gleaners are, what they value, and how they picture the world (or rather, how they presented that 

to a stranger).  The survey, however, gave the Gleaners an opportunity to share a snapshot of 

what they were experiencing, but in a way that no one could pinpoint the results on themselves.  

The survey, popular amongst the Gleaners because it was anonymous, proved to give details to 

topics that were unpopular during interviews.  Questions about use of safety net programs, which 

were believed not to be used by the Gleaners, were found to be used amongst the poorest of the 

group, for example.  As illustrated above the survey ultimately was able to give nuance to the 

stories that Gleaners told.  Had only one methodology been used, either the poverty would have 

risked being obscured or the dignity of the participants might have been brushed under the table.  

The significance of the experiences and overall need of the Gleaners proved to be vital to the 

ultimate conclusions of the project.   
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Perceptions of Poverty 
 The experiences and perceptions of poverty shared by the Gleaners gave way to a 

fascinating contrast between what they told me verbally and what they told me when their 

identity was hidden.  The experiences of the Gleaners had shaped the opinions that they held on 

poverty and class.  Media, politics, and cultural norms also shaped these opinions as was 

discussed in Chapter Five.  The Gleaners, who interviews were openly contentious toward social 

programs, particularly welfare (TANF), were not open to using these programs.  They gave the 

impression throughout interviews and through participant observation that those who used these 

programs were takers.  The quantitative data reflected these perceptions by the Gleaners in 

interviews.  Gleaners viewed their financial failings as their fault, 62% responding that they are 

poor because of something that they failed to do.  They believed, however, that getting out of 

poverty is easier today than it was in the past (71%).  This statistical evidence when added to the 

picture painted by the interviews shows that they consistently view poverty in themselves and 

others as being caused by some shortcoming.  They do, however, view it as something that 

should be easier to overcome.  While this answer might appear to be contradictory, the Gleaners 

largely viewed joining Gleaners as a means to partially relieving their state of poverty (they do 

not seem to view it as the tool by which they will escape poverty12).  By utilizing Gleaners, the 

members were somehow better than individuals who merely took from poverty programs despite 

equal need.  As discussed throughout, the work requirement, which created merit, helped to 

make sense of this seeming contradiction for participants in the gleaning programs.  This was a 

critical finding in the study, and the statistical findings quantify the contrast between what the 

Gleaners experience and the way they present themselves. 

 The Gleaners also constructed their perceptions of poverty in relation to others.  Although 

the survey results did not dive into race or ethnicity, the qualitative findings more than illustrated 

the opinions and norms within the Gleaner groups when it came to diverse populations.  The 

Gleaners constructed their reality in a way that placed them a notch above minorities, even 

minorities who were apart of the same organization.  Coordinators who were minorities weren’t 

																																																								
12	There	were	several	particular	stories	of	coordinators	or	Gleaners	who	had	gone	to	deviant	
lengths	to	steal	from	the	groups	and	therefore	get	ahead	by	laundering	money	and	goods	from	
the	Gleaner	cause.		These	stories,	however,	do	not	represent	the	whole	but	should	be	noted	
because	in	these	examples	individuals	did	view	the	Gleaners	as	a	way	to	help	them	get	ahead.	
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in the position because of hard work, but because of special knowledge or experience from their 

past.  Members from groups were ostracized not because they failed to volunteer, but because 

they looked different.  When minorities were regular participants within groups, they were often 

singled out and caricatured as represented by a man who explained to me that he “spoke better 

English than they did.”  It was not something that was overtly racist.  Instead the Gleaners 

simply portrayed it as themselves going out of their way to provide extra help to these “extra 

needy” members of their population rather than simply treating them in a way that was equitable 

with the rest of their membership.  The stereotyped perceptions of minority communities 

reinforced the Gleaner’s view of themselves as being better.   

Constructing and Performing Class 

 Experiences and perceptions of poverty translated into the ways that the Gleaners worked 

to present their class.  While the most obvious display of class was often through appearance, 

looking one’s best, the Gleaners utilized some strategies to make themselves appear worthy, 

having merit, and as not being of a lower class.  The Gleaners also were careful about the other 

types of safety net programs that they utilized.  Evidence showed that while Gleaners neutralized 

the impact of receiving SNAP, the use of TANF was unacceptable to the gleaning community.  

These distinctions were a part of the shared language of norms, of the shared set of what was and 

was not “ok.”   

 The Gleaners negotiated a world of powerful institutions and discourses, cultural norms, 

and personal histories.  Each of these pieces shaped the way that the individuals who partake in 

the gleaning network both see the world and act within it.  The Gleaners live in a world of 

massive powers.  Dominant institutions and discourses shape the world that the Gleaners live in, 

including the institutions that allow programs such as Gleaners to exist.  Within this world, the 

Gleaners experience the contradiction between having a lack of capital but goals of personal 

achievement and therefore worth (merit) as Americans.  Through improvisation and the capital 

they have acquired, the Gleaners negotiate this like a game (Bourdieu).  With acquired capital, 

the game pieces that can be used to win or lose, the Gleaners, like most people, are only 

marginally successful.   By utilizing performance in this game and wearing the identity of norms 

established by the societal expectations to not become deviant and to better their odds, Gleaners 

increase moral, cultural, and social capital.  Despite their efforts the gleaners fail to use this new 

safety net to actually escape their circumstances due to the power of cultural norms, and 
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institutions that work together to create class in America.   Gleaners are part of a cultural 

construction of norms, shaped in part by history and in part by power, that is then performed to 

get ahead.   

 Foucault was used early on in the thesis to describe the ways in which Americans conform 

to the American Dream, a discourse with norms established as to how one should attain it.  A 

hallmark of being American, the American Dream was once signified by the large and powerful 

middle class of America’s 1950’s and 60’s.  Although it may look different today, the American 

Dream was still alive and well for the Gleaners of Linn and Benton Counties.  Despite their low-

income realities, the Gleaners understood the importance of maintaining societal norms of 

middle-class behavior.  The Gleaners dressed themselves to middle-class standards, they 

monitored what they talked about (rarely directly discussing the financial insecurity that they 

experienced), and they established a safety net that helped to obscure the holes in the existing 

system.  The Gleaners also reinforced the world in which they lived.  The Gleaners looked down 

upon those who were unable to mask their low-income status calling them “takers,” “welfare 

queens,” or “those people.”  Sometimes this would be followed by, “we don’t want people like 

that in our group, they can try getting their hand out somewhere else.”  This language self-

policed their lack of financial capital, holding themselves to standards that might not have 

always been realistic. 

 Gleaning groups were in many ways an act of resistance to the norms of achieving the 

American Dream.  A group of people who were unable to achieve their ultimate goals initially, 

the Gleaners found themselves unable to achieve a middle-class standard of living by traditional 

means.  Utilization of traditional safety nets would have made them politically deviant due to a 

cultural construction of the poor as deviant (discussed in Chapter Six).  This meant that the 

creation of a food waste network (that gathers and distributes free salvageable food) could be 

viewed as a means to resisting the use of SNAP or TANF.  In their perception, this was a valid 

means of resistance that worked/ or that they were able to make work for them in their building 

of self-presentation and everyday negotiation of life.  

 Although on the surface this might seem like the Gleaners have won, there are several 

details that place the Gleaners back at square one.  Gleaners do provide extra food that 

participants would otherwise not have access to.  Gleaners are, however, a labor-intensive 

enterprise that requires lots of manpower and time to gather, sort, distribute, deliver, and 
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organize the goods.  When this is done by low-income people, it takes away time from work, 

from the attainment of cultural or social capital that could lead to better gainful employment, or 

from taking care of family.  The Gleaners are also eating food that would have been thrown out.  

Although there is room for debate over whether or not eating expired goods is deviant, the 

symbolic nature of eating the waste left unbought by others means that the Gleaners are still 

failing to move outside of the existing structure of power.  They are still, even with more food, 

financially poor.   

 Another way of exploring the ways in which Gleaners negotiated the world in which they 

lived was through the theoretical tools of Bourdieu.  The Gleaners are an example of a way in 

which low-income people use improvisation to break out of an existing paradigm of ways to 

achieve the American Dream.  When traditional means of achieving middle-class standard fail 

them, instead of turning to the culturally provided safety nets, the Gleaners utilize the resources 

in their communities to attempt a higher standard of living.  Bourdieu’s concept of power coming 

from multiple forms of capital, allows more credit to be given to the effect that the Gleaners 

accomplish.   

 Although gleaning does not improve financial capital (or has not been proved to), gleaning 

does improve cultural, social, and moral capital in gleaning communities.  Chapters Six and 

Eight illustrated case by case stories where the Gleaners had obtained each form of capital.  

Cultural capital was obtained through increased education for coordinators and board members 

through training and work in finances, food safety, management, grant writing, and taxes.  This 

form of capital, however, went beyond this group.  The Gleaners as a whole were taught skills 

such as canning/jarring, gardening, food safety, basics about other safety net programs that they 

had access too, and even some exposure to people different from themselves.  Social capital was 

obtained through the creation of a community, both within themselves and in the connections 

Gleaners made with the outside community.  Finally, possibly the most important to Gleaners, is 

moral capital.  Jennifer Sherman’s writings on moral capital in Happy Valley, discussed low-

income individuals who went to great lengths to maintain moral capital despite being low income 

(2012).  The Gleaners were spared tactics such as hiding SNAP usage from their immediate 

community (although, they might have).  Instead, the Gleaners were able to reclaim some of the 

moral capital lost by lacking financial assets by partaking in a safety net program that required 

their work to get help.  The qualitative findings showed that without a doubt the work aspect of 
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the Gleaners was one of the most important for individuals participating.  The ability to help 

others gave the Gleaners back a sense of self.  Beyond helping their groups, the Gleaners often 

went even farther, utilizing their assets to begin helping their communities in general with 

delivery programs to other low-income housing, backpack programs, JOBs programs, and free 

lunch and emergency food.  These programs were added as groups became more established and 

represent the power of community involvement.  The act of charity earned the Gleaners the 

merit, moral capital that they otherwise would have lost within their communities.   

 Bourdieu’s theory also provides a critical lens upon which to reflect with concern to the 

Gleaners’ achievements.  Bourdieu’s writings of symbolic violence would suggest that the 

Gleaners have come to normalize their situation.  Rather than turning to charity, to schools, to 

employers to get ahead, to better provide for their families, the Gleaners looked to an alternative 

to ease their financial situation.  By eating expired food, the Gleaners reinforce the system in 

which they live by not working to change it.  The gleaning network is in many ways a method 

that provides families with more food and with increased standing in their communities (moral 

capital), but that fails to change their situation in life meaningfully.  The individuals utilizing 

these groups also viewed, 62% of the time, their lack of financial capital as “something I have 

failed to do.”  This figure from the quantitative data illustrates this self-defeat, internalization of 

personal failings rather than failings of the world around one's self.  There was also a significant 

relationship between the view of the Gleaners on financial success and causes of poverty, with 

individuals who believe they aren’t doing enough placing personal blame for financial instability 

upon others who are also poor (χ2 = 18.720, df 2, p= .000).  Gleaners who answered “because of 

things people have done to me” were 1.8 and 4.02 times more likely to answer that poverty was 

caused by “circumstances beyond my control”.  Likewise Gleaners who answered “because of 

something I failed to do” were more likely to answer “people are not doing enough” 4 and 2 

times more often than others.  Although not all Gleaners hold this perception of self-failure, a 

large number did, thus adding to the evidence that they had internalized their situation as normal 

and of their making. In short, this shows that they were victims of symbolic violence.  

 Finally, Goffman’s description of life as a performance gave a way for the project to 

examine the ways that the Gleaners presented themselves and their class status.  The Gleaners 

were initially incredibly successful at presenting themselves as working or middle-class 

individuals.  Throughout the first year of working with the Gleaners, there was no reason to 
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question the individuals who opened their homes and told me, in detail, about their lives.  They 

dressed nicely, they didn’t invite me to meet them in their homes if they weren’t “nice,” and the 

Gleaners also monitored what they told me.  The façade of acting working or middle class was 

nearly perfect, so much so that the findings of the quantitative data were stunning.  Ultimately it 

was another tool that the Gleaners utilized to get ahead in their pursuit of a better life.  The 

Gleaners present themselves as being the 200th percentile of the poverty line, twice as well off as 

those living in poverty.  In many ways, the mask that Gleaners wear to perform their meritable 

persona can be viewed as further proof of their internalization of the American Dream.  The 

Gleaners’ performance was one of their class before their performance of other roles like 

individualization, rurality, or being American.  While sometimes these were masks the Gleaners 

wore, the mask of their standing was always on display.   

 Although this project focused on a small population of low-income people in Linn and 

Benton counties Oregon, the findings are significant for the insight they bring into how 

Americans construct, negotiate, and perform class.  The Gleaners had to perform to the standard 

of living that middle-class people held within their communities. This same phenomenon occurs 

all over the country, every day.  Class is a constantly moving target because it is relative and 

constructed by more than merely income or cultural norms.  Time, place, and discourse all 

inform class.  This makes class something exceedingly difficult to generalize.  There are a few 

things that can, however, be learned.  The first is the importance of cultural discourses in shaping 

the values that Americans hold when it comes to the ways that we should all live and the impact 

of these norms on perceptions of class.  The second is that class is sometimes obscured through 

individual means to act the part of the archetype of the era.  Also, due to the sensitive nature of 

talking about class, this project illustrated the success in utilizing a mixed methods approach 

when analyzing topics of poverty, inequality, and class.  After all, as many Gleaners told me, “no 

one is proud to be poor.”  
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Chapter Ten 
Conclusion 

 
At the outset of the project, the goal was to document the life stories of the aging Gleaner 

population.  Susan James had contacted Nancy Rosenberger in hopes that some of the stories told 

would be documented and shared so as not to lose a piece of history.  Through the hours of work 

and insights that follow the project grew.  Instead of learning only about those who founded the 

gleaning nonprofits, the project learned about those who keep it alive.  These were stories of 

resilience and of hours spent volunteering alongside one's community, and through hours of 

working beside them, this project came to show the methods they use to survive less than ideal 

circumstances.   

These stories led to an expansion in the goals of the project.  Three major research 

questions were added along with a quantitative component.  The first question was:  In talking 

about their lives, how do Gleaners negotiate the class differences that they have experienced and 

the way that they perceive others are understanding those class differences?  The findings of the 

study answered this question in detail, illustrating that there was evidence that the Gleaners 

internalized middle-class expectations and that members of the groups attempted to live out 

lifestyles and ways of being or presenting selves that were above their actual economic means.  

Individuals managed to mask their lack of financial capital.  In addition to these findings, this 

study illustrated the ways in which Gleaners told their stories and narrated their lives in order to 

tell the good parts and to appear as being worthy of merit, of respect.   

The second question addressed in the expansion of the project was: What is the nature of 

social capital available to people through Gleaner groups; how do people access it, (what are its 

effects within the group) and how does this differ between groups in rural and urban areas?  This 

multipart question proved to be difficult to answer.  The project found some evidence for 

differences between urban and rural Gleaners, particularly in the importance of the Gleaners and 

the reputation that gleaning groups were able to gain in smaller locations such as Alsea, Sweet 

Home, and Mill City.  These differences, however, dealt mostly with the lack of access to goods 

not differences in the role that Gleaners played.  The Gleaning program did however, create 

community in both settings, thus establishing social capital.  Other forms of social capital, such 

as meeting influential people in the community who could offer Gleaners better employment, for 

example, were difficult to prove.  All Gleaner groups created their own social capital with Susan 
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James and the coordinators becoming influential amongst the Gleaning community.  Although 

the Gleaners made claims about the benefits of being part of Gleaners, these stories were 

inconsistent and lacked variation between the urban and rural setting.  This is not to say that the 

Gleaners did not gain social capital through the groups, indeed the connections that they made 

went a long way to help their communities and to build their own social networks within the 

county, but there was no evidence of social mobility through the use of social capital. 

The final question dealt with the relationship between the quantitative and qualitative 

data.  The mixed methods approach yielded a significant difference in findings.  The Gleaners, 

for example, are much younger as a group than first thought while working with these groups.  

The data also illustrated significant differences in financial assets than what was verbally 

reported by Gleaners.  The other area of interest was found through the difference in opinion 

about poverty and use of other safety net programs.  The data from the survey was successful in 

illustrating the nuance of the gleaning groups and the people who are a part of them.   

The story of the Gleaners is not the story of yet another poor community in the United States.  

Instead, it is a story of pride and creativity.  The Gleaners work hard to make a better life for 

themselves and their families.  The contribution of Gleaner groups to their communities is vital 

to helping individuals who are only partially helped by the safety net and who fall outside its 

reach.  These groups also illustrate the power that restoring pride can have for the circumstance 

of individuals who lack financial capital. 

Limitations 
     Due to the size of the study, a major limitation was in the ability to spend time with all of 

the data.  The qualitative data from interviews alone stood at 353,179 words or 886 pages.  As a 

result, some of the findings of the study were not analyzed to the extent that they could have 

been had endless time been available.  Another potential limitation was the lack of questions 

about the experience of poverty or lack of income that the Gleaners had personally experienced.  

Although this was intentional, there is no way to know how their answers would have differed 

had these questions been directly asked (although, I hypothesize, interviews would have been 

much shorter and with less willing participants).  By asking about their life in such a broad way 

the advantages were that much information was gathered, and participants were able to present 

themselves as they chose because of the open-ended nature of the questions. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 
     There are several areas that future interested parties should explore.  In a broad sense the 

first deals with the overall impact that traditional safety nets and policies have upon people who 

utilize them.  This project, along with many other works (addressed throughout the thesis) have 

shown that traditional safety nets are complicated to use in some rural communities.  Persistent 

poverty, for example, is a major problem for many rural counties.  Perhaps by better 

understanding the impact that policy and safety net programs have upon moral, social, and 

cultural capital for the populations they target better solutions could be found.   Furthermore, to 

follow this first point, are there other populations in other parts of the country who are managing 

to obscure (or increase) their poverty by not utilizing safety nets when they are eligible to utilize 

them?   What strategies do these communities use?  Major works such as Worlds Apart by 

Cynthia Duncan touch on other uses of safety net programs (SNAP fraud, for example), but I 

failed to find evidence that other communities rejected these programs (even on the surface).  

Regarding future research working with the Gleaners, more work could be done to understand 

the full role that groups such as Gleaners play in towns such as Alsea and Mill City. What would 

the impact of losing these groups be?  How important are the Gleaners, really, to the overall 

welfare of the community?   

    Through working with the Gleaners, it also became apparent that despite having government 

health care, the Gleaners were often unable to utilize preventive care.  This created large costs 

for families.  Health hardships being the largest problem faced by many Gleaner families and the 

most significantly correlated to health problems.  It seems as though more is happening in rural 

Oregon than this project had time to analyze and that low-income people are suffering from a 

shortage of health care providers (which makes their health insurance useless).   

Recommendations 
The Gleaning Programs in Linn and Benton County set an exceptional example for the 

good that restoring merit to aid seeking people can do.  Rather than being isolated from other 

members of the community, low-income people can come together to help themselves and 

others.  This has benefits for this population and for the communities in which they live.  There 

is the obvious idea that they are reducing waste, but they are also coming together to benefit the 

communities in which they live.  Care of the elderly is improved through food delivery and 

support, childcare needs are better met through community involvement, and the survey showed 
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that more families were food secure with Gleaners than they would have been using just SNAP 

or other forms of aid.  Furthermore, because of the presence and use of other food safety nets, it 

is clear that individuals seek out groups such as the Gleaners to support their families and to join 

communities that give them merit and purpose rather than the label of takers that traditional 

safety nets carry.  The Gleaning Nonprofits of Linn and Benton counties are beneficial both for 

individuals and the communities.  Through the households they reach and the communities they 

heal, Gleaners are an example of the positive impact that safety nets can have when they combat 

the cultural perception of the “undeserving poor.”   

1. Lessen stigma for participants by giving choice and provide opportunities for 

active participation and agency when making new aid programs.  My first 

recommendation is for consideration of stigma when implementing or creating new 

aid programs.  Although all forms of charity are trying to help, there is often a divide 

between the well-off who can and the poor who cannot.  Other programs could learn 

from systems that return choice and agency to the people who use it, rather than 

merely giving out a product.  Furthermore, the element of active participation for the 

Gleaners allowed them to feel as though what they received was earned, not merely 

given.  Although this is complicated, especially for policy, taking this into 

consideration could be significant for low-income people. 

2. Increase accessibility to gleaning events. There are many reasons to increase 

accessibility to gleaning events.  Holding events during working hours prevents many 

Gleaners from being able to participate.  If the Gleaners moved to a system that had 

distributions in the evenings, for example, it is likely that there could be an increase 

in participation from younger families and potentially more families that would be 

able to access Gleaner Nonprofits as well.  Repacks might also be moved to 

weekends, which might increase participation at these events.   

3. Digitalize data on Gleaner Nonprofits.  Although this takes time, the more data that 

Gleaners can gather on themselves, the more powerful their grant applications can be.  

It might also be useful for them to begin gathering household size and voluntary 

income data so as to start tracking the severity of poverty in their membership if only 

for the purpose of grant writing.  Increasing digital capacity within groups would also 
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allow for better communication about events such as gleans which often occur last 

minute (ability to mass text or e-mail).   

4. Develop a structure for Gleaner groups with multiple people who serve on 

boards and who handle finances. The Gleaners should continue the process of 

having multi-person leadership teams.  Throughout the time that I worked with the 

Gleaners, I heard story after story about individuals who had taken advantage of the 

groups.  The best guard against that seems to be when groups have multiple people 

handling finances rather than one member.  Although this might take more 

coordination, it reduces the risk of fraud. 

5. Train apprentices to coordinators so new leadership can move into place as 

needed. It seems as though the best practice is to continue this new trend and to 

pursue the process of having apprentices to the coordinators and co-coordinators, 

allowing new leadership to learn the role before being thrown in.  This strategy would 

also help in avoiding a lack of qualified or willing leadership when new coordinators 

are needed.   

Closing Remarks  
I started this project as an intern, transcribing interviews conducted by others.  It was not 

my intention to start interviewing or to ever visit a Gleaning group.  The stories I heard, 

however, changed my mind.  The individuals who make up the Gleaning community are kind, 

funny, thoughtful, smart, interesting people.  They are the kind of people, however, in their 

sometimes small, rural towns, who most people will never get the chance to know.  For the 

opportunity to listen to and then share their stories, to try to make sense of at least one facet of 

the worlds they inhabit, this project was an honor.  Gleaning is not a handout and no one is proud 

to be poor.  Instead most people are looking for a hand up, a friendly ear, and friends who will 

work hard beside them.     
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Appendix A 
Survey 

  
 
 
 

This%is%a%survey.%%First,%we%want%to%thank%you%for%your%time.%%The%following%is%a%survey%being%conducted%to%better%
understand%Gleaners%and%Gleaning.%Your%participation%is%voluntary.%You%can%withdraw%at%any%time%or%choose%now%to%
not%complete%the%survey%and%there%will%be%no%penalty%if%you%do%so.%You%don’t%have%to%answer%any%questions%that%you%
don’t%want%to.%%%

The%main%purpose%of%this%study%is%to%let%other%people%hear%your%experiences.%%The%survey%is%to%explore%shared%
experiences,%opinions,%and%demographics%amongst%all%Gleaner%Groups.%Susan%James%and%Ryan%McCambridge%at%Linn%
Benton%Food%Share%consulted%on%the%creation%of%this%survey%and%are%supportive%in%our%distribution%and%application%of%
the%survey.%There%are%very%few%studies%that%focus%on%the%voices%of%people%who%have%participated%in%Gleaner%Group%
programs.%We%would%like%you%to%answer%the%following%as%honestly%as%possible.%%All%answers%will%be%completely%
anonymous,%meaning%that%your%name%and%identity%will%not%be%connected%to%any%answers%that%you%provide.%Because%
we%may%use%this%material%later%for%research%(as%in%comparing%your%experiences%with%others),%you%have%been%given%this%
consent%form.%

There%are%almost%no%risks%in%this%study.%There%is%no%anticipated%discomfort.%You%will%be%asked%to%answer%some%
demographics%questions%similar%to%the%census%as%well%as%some%questions%used%by%other%surveys%including%the%USDA.%
Telling%about%your%lives%will%help%others%to%better%understand%the%way%Gleaner%Groups%work%and%the%experiences%of%
people%belonging%to%them.%

The%survey%will%take%between%10%and%20%minutes%depending%on%your%pace.%%Once%you%have%completed%the%survey%
please%place%it%inside%the%provided%envelope%and%secure%the%sticker/seal%over%the%top.%%Please%do%not%write%you%name%
or%anything%else%on%this%envelope.%%The%survey%itself%will%be%kept%by%the%researchers%and%will%remain%entirely%
confidential.%%

When%you%have%finished%with%your%survey%please%turn%it%into%the%box%at%your%participating%Gleaner%site%where%Morgan%
Montañez,%the%student%researcher,%will%collect%them%weekly.%

Again,%please%do%not%write%your%name%on%any%of%the%provided%survey%materials%so%that%your%responses%can%be%
anonymous.%%%

If%you%have%any%questions%about%the%research%now%or%at%any%time,%please%contact%the%Principal%Investigator,%Dr.%Nancy%
Rosenberger,%Professor%of%Anthropology%at%Oregon%State%University%(nrosenberger@oregonstate.edu)%and/or%Susan%
James,%Program%Coordinator%of%the%Gleaner%Groups%(sjames@communityservices.us).%

%

Morgan%Montanez% % % % % Nancy%Rosenberger%

montanem@oregonstate.edu% % % nrosenberger@oregonstate.edu%

303[330[8227% % % % % 541[737[3857%

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
!
!
!
!
!
!
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The questions below were developed out of a Harvard and PBS survey with the purpose of 
measuring American opinions of poverty.  Answers to these questions help to show what real 
people think about the large-scale problem of poverty in this country.  
 

1. How big of a problem is poverty in our society today?  Is it a big problem, somewhat 
of a problem, a small problem, or not a problem at all? 
Ο A big 

problem 
Ο Somewhat 

of a 
problem 

Ο A small 
problem 

Ο Not a 
problem at 
all

 
2. In your opinion, which is a bigger cause of poverty today?  That people are not 

doing enough to help himself or herself out of poverty, or that circumstances beyond 
their control cause them to be poor? 
Ο People are not doing enough to help themselves out of poverty 
Ο Circumstances beyond their control cause them to be poor 

 
3. Now I have some more-detailed questions about poverty in America. Please answer each 

question to the best of your knowledge.  
For each of the following, is this a major cause of poverty, a minor cause of poverty, 
or not a cause at all?  
 

Is this a cause of poverty? Major Minor Not a Cause 
at All  

Drug Abuse     
Medical Bills    
Too Many Jobs Are Part Time or Low 
Wage    

Too Many Single-Parent Families    
A Shortage of Jobs    
The Welfare System    
Too Many Immigrants     
Poor People Lacking Motivation    
Decline in Moral Values    
Poor Quality of Public Schools    

 
4. How would you rate your own financial situation today?  Would you say it is 

excellent, good, only fair, or poor? 
Ο Excellent Ο Good Ο Only fair Ο Poor  
 

5. Would you say that your financial situation relates to your own effort and abilities, 
because of good luck, or because of things other people have done for you? 
Ο Because of something I have done or failed to do 
Ο Because of bad luck 
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Ο Because of things other people have done to me 
 
 

6. Which of the incomes below makes you think of a family as 'poor'? (Select highest 
number) 
Ο 10,000 
Ο 15,000 
Ο 20,000 

Ο 25,000 
Ο 30,000 
Ο 35,000 

Ο 40,000 
Ο 45,000 
Ο 50,000 

 
7. Compared with 10 years ago, do you think it is easier today or harder today for a 

person to start out poor, work hard, and to get out of poverty? 
Ο Easier today Ο Harder today 

 
8. When you think of your situation today, do you think of yourself as poor or not? 

Ο Yes (poor) Ο No (not poor)
 

9. Some people tell us that they worry about becoming poor. What do you think? Does 
the possibility of becoming poor worry you a great deal, worry you a little, or 
doesn't it worry you at all? 
Ο Worries me a great deal 
Ο Worries me a little 
Ο Does not worry me at all 

 
This set of questions asks where you have gotten help in the past when funds/money were tight 
making it difficult to make ends meet.  

10.  Which of the following resources have you used in order to get sufficient food?   Which 
resources do you currently use, which have you used in the last five years, which have 
you never used?  Place an x in the box that marks your use of each of the following. 

Resource used to 
get food  

Currently 
Use 

Have Used 
in the past 
five years 

Never 
Used  

Unsur
e  

Food Bank     
Food Stamps      
Welfare      
Family     
Friends      
Acquaintances or 
Neighbors     

Church     
Other (Write In)     

 
If “other” please write: 
____________________________________________________________________. 
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11. How important are these items for coping with a lack of money?  Please place an x in the 
box that relates to the importance of each of the following. 
 

Items 
Very 
Importa
nt 

Importa
nt 

Neutra
l   

Less 
Important  

Not 
Important  

Food Bank      
Food 
Stamps       

Welfare       
Discount 
Grocery      

Gleaners       
Family      
Friends      
Community      
Church      

 
12. Why Is Gleaners important to you?  Please place an x in the box that relates to the 

importance of each of the following. 

Reason 
Very 
Importa
nt 

Importa
nt 

Neutra
l   

Less 
Important  

Not 
Important  

Food      
Sense of 
Community       

Friendships      
Other      

 
 
If “other” please write: 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________
____________. 

13. Do you suffer from any form of long-term illness?  (Cancer, diabetes, ect). 
a. Yes 
b. No 

14. If yes please write in 
_______________________________________________________. 
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15.  If this effects your dietary requirements, do you feel that you are able to meet those 
needs with the help of Gleaners? 

c. Yes 
d. No 

 
Please answer this set of questions that is used by the USDA to measure Food Security in various 
settings across the United States.  
 

1. The first statement is, “The food that (I/we) bought just didn’t last, and (I/we) didn’t have 
money to get more.”  Was that often, sometimes, or never true for (you/your household) 
in the last 12 months? 

Ο Often 
true 

Ο Someti
mes true 

Ο Never 
True 

Ο Don’t 
Know  

2. “(I/we) couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals.”  Was that often, sometimes, or never true 
for (you/your household) in the last 12 months? 

Ο Often 
true 

Ο Sometime
s true 

Ο Never 
True 

Ο Don’t 
Know

3. In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because there wasn't 
enough money for food? 

Ο Yes 
Ο No 

Ο Don’t 
Know 

 
4. “Our child was/the children were not eating enough because (I/we) just couldn't afford 

enough food." Was that often, sometimes, or never true for your household in the last 12 
months?

Ο Yes Ο No Ο Don’t Know 
5. “(I/we) relied on only a few kinds of low-cost food to feed (my/our) child/the children) 

because (I was/we were) running out of money to buy food.” Was that often, sometimes, 
or never true for (you/your household) in the last 12 months?

Ο Yes Ο No Ο Don’t Know
This final section asks some basic census questions so as to inform the study on some 
information about what members of society belong to Gleaners.   
 

1. How old are you?   __________________________________________________(years 
old) 

2. What is your gender? 
Ο Male Ο Female  

3. How many people live in your household? 
Ο 1 
Ο 2 

Ο 3 
Ο 4 

Ο 5 
Ο 6+ 

 
4. What is your highest level of education? 
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Level 
Personal 
Completion and 
Age of highest  

Less than High 
School  

Some High 
School  

GED or High 
School 
Diploma  

 

Associate 
Degree or 
Occupational/V
ocational 
Degree 

 

Some College, 
No Degree  

Bachelors 
Degree  

Masters or 
Professional 
Degree 

 

Doctorate 
degree 
PHD/EdD 

 

 
5. What is your employment status?  

Ο Employed Full Time 
Ο Employed Part Time 
Ο Unemployed 
Ο Retired 
Ο Disabled 

 
6. How many children or dependents do you have in the household? 

Ο 1 
Ο 2 
Ο 3 
Ο 4 
Ο 5 
Ο 6+ 
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Please estimate your annual income.   
________________________________________________ 
 
 
Thank you for your time.  Please fold this into the envelope provided and place the seal over the 
top.  You can then return this envelope to Morgan Montañez now or at the next Gleaner event.  If 
this is an adoptee who received this with the delivery, you can send it back during next week’s 
drop off.  Thank you again!   
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	
	

 

181		

Appendix B 
Interview Guide  

 
Oral History Interview with ____________________________________________ 
This kind of interview is called an oral history, which means we just want to hear about what has 
happened to you and been important for you over your lifetime. Please describe things you especially 
remember, critical events or turning points—good times and hard times; pleasures, accomplishments, and 
dreams as well as setbacks, struggles and regrets. We're also interested in how you got food through your 
lives.   
 
You can start with any part of your life, or you can just start from the beginning, like where you were 
born and your early childhood. We simply want to hear your experiences.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Looking back over your life, what are your fundamental values and beliefs?  

 
 
 
 
 
Has this changed over time? 
 



	
	

 

182		

 
 
Demographics: 

• Name:____________________________________ 

• Birth place___________________________________ 

• Year of birth or age________________________________________ 

• Parents (presence, occupation) and siblings_____________________________________ 

• Education (how far they went through 

system)________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

• Occupations____________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

• Geographical 

moves_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________ 

• Year person moved to present location in 

Oregon________________________________________________________________________

_________________________ 

• Marriages and 

divorces_______________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 

• Children (number, 

gender)________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 
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• Present relationship with family (partner, children, parents, 

siblings)_______________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________  

 
Gleaning 

 
• Tell me about your experience with the Gleaners.   

o When did you start?  
o How did you get started with Gleaners?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• What were the early days like?  
 
 
 
 

• How have things changed over time in the Gleaners? 
 
 
 

• What have you enjoyed about it and what difficulties have you faced? [Prompt for both pro and 
con experiences as they go—they can choose where to start] 

 
 
 
 

• Tell me about your group.  
o What is your role in the group? 
o What do you enjoy the most about being a part of this group? 

 
 
 
 

• Have you had any memorable gleans? Please tell me about a few. 
o Do you ever pick crops? Can you tell me about that? 

 
• Do you have any adoptees?  

o What is their situation? 
o Tell me about your experience with your adoptees. 
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• Do you have anything you else that you want to say about the role that Gleaning has played in 

your life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hello! 

Susan James has told me that you are interested in doing an interview about your life and experience 
with Gleaners. Your participation is voluntary. You can withdraw at any time and there will be no 
penalty if you do so. You don’t have to answer any questions that you don’t want to. If you say it is 
okay, we will be recording the interview. If you do not want to be recorded, we will take notes as you 
talk.  

The main purpose of this study is to let other people hear your experiences. Susan James and Mike 
Gibson at Linn Benton Food Share told us that they would like your voices to be heard. There are 
very few studies that focus on the voices of people who have participated in Gleaner Group programs. 
We would like you to tell us about the history of your lives and your experiences in getting food 
along the way. Because we may use this material later for research (as in comparing your experiences 
with others), you have been given this consent form. 

There are almost no risks in this study. There is no anticipated discomfort. You will be asked to talk 
about memories and events in your life. Telling about your lives will help others to better understand 
the way Gleaner Groups work and the experiences of people belonging to them. 

The oral history interview will last 1-2 hours. You will have a chance to tell us about your life 
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experiences in various time periods of your life as well as your experience as a Gleaner. The record of 
your words will be kept confidential and seen only by the researchers. If your life story is used as an 
extended example in a publication, we will contact you so that you can read over it and approve it or 
take out parts you do not want to be used. 

You may use a pseudonym or fake name of your choosing for this research. If so, we will use the 
pseudonym for all phases of the study. No one except the researchers will have access to your real 
name. If you wish, you may use your real name. Whatever name you choose, please be aware that it 
will be used when your oral history is published. 

If you have any questions about the research now or at any time, please contact the Principal 
Investigator, Dr. Nancy Rosenberger, Professor of Anthropology at Oregon State University 
(nrosenberger@oregonstate.edu) and/or Susan James, Program Coordinator of the Gleaner Groups 
(sjames@communityservices.us). 

 

Morgan Montanez     Nancy Rosenberger 

montanem@oregonstate.edu   nrosenberger@oregonstate.edu 

303-330-8227     541-737-3857 

 


