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ABSTRACT
Objective: The purpose of this study is to understand the issue of food insecurity in DeKalb
County, Alabama. By focusing on previous studies of food insecurity and doing interviews with
locals in the community, I address how they understand, cope with, and experience food
insecurity. I investigated how people experience food insecurity and how people understand the
problem of food insecurity. I also interviewed people working as volunteers in various roles, as

interventions of food insecurity.

Methods: As a researcher, interviews, observations, and previous literature on the topic show me
how local meal providers determine what they serve their families, in addition to the reality of
access to foods. Some of the issues I examined include: How does food insecurity affect
households in DeKalb County, Alabama, specifically Valley Head and Hammondville,

Alabama?

Results: The importance of food nutrition and food insecurity are not always a question of
choice. Each participant from diverse backgrounds stated access (location proximity and
transportation) and money is how they choose the foods they eat and feed their families. All ten
participants are knowledgeable about what is considered “healthy foods” by USDA standards.

Time, money, and convenience ultimately are the deciding factors in consumption.

Conclusions: While local food movements help with the issue of food insecurity, more still

needs to be done. The root cause of food insecurity is poverty. By examining the realities of
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poverty, what it feels like to be poor in Alabama, and the culture of poverty in the state, my

research shows that social and political policies must be changed to help the community.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Cotton on the roadside, cotton in the ditch, We all picked the cotton but we never got rich
Daddy was a veteran, a southern democrat, They oughta get a rich man to vote like that

Song, song of the south, Sweet potato pie and I shut my mouth

Gone, gone with the wind, There ain't nobody looking back again

Well somebody told us Wall Street fell, But we were so poor that we couldn't tell

Cotton was short and the weeds were tall, But Mr. Roosevelt's a gonna save us all

Well momma got sick and daddy got down, The county got the farm and they moved to town
Pappa got a job with the TVA, He bought a washing machine and then a Chevrolet. (Lyrics from
“Song of the South,” by Alabama, 1989)

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal did not save everyone. In fact, in DeKalb
County, Alabama, few had time to look up from the field to hear about the New Deal that was
sweeping the nation. Farmers lived in an alcove in the Northeast corner of Alabama. A few
would later commute to Chattanooga, Tennessee to work for TVA or other conglomerates, but
most stayed home and tried to preserve their farms and feed their families. Most people did not
own a television set, so the news came secondhand, often biased in the opinion of whomever was
passing along the information.

The New Deal offered by Roosevelt in 1933 was established to make dramatic changes
between the federal government and rural America. While changes did evolve, they did not reach
all of rural America. One of the first initiatives of the program included supplementing incomes
of commercial producers (Danbom, 2006). To be involved, a person had to be a producer of a

covered commodity, which was usually not the case in DeKalb County. According to Danbom

(2006), “Farmers in the Northeast and in the Appalachian region, were often weekend



subsistence producers or truck gardeners, who received nothing despite the fact that many were
quite poor” (p. 201). According to Flynt (1989), the New Deal was established to make life
more secure and to protect workers by forming unions. Poor white farmers in rural Alabama had
little need for unions, and The New Deal did little to help anyone in DeKalb County.

“King Cotton” was still growing in this area and both of my parents told me about their
days picking cotton. I remember when I first read about plantations in history classes, thinking
my parents must be old, although they were not around during slavery and indentured servitude
was, by law, abolished. At this time, the concept of being hungry was foreign to me. It was
especially difficult to believe that both of my parents faced food insecurity for most of their
childhoods. We still spent Sundays at my grandmother’s house with my extended family. We
had food on the table for everyone, even if it was a meatless meal, because at the time, meat was
expensive and considered a luxury. Everyone seemed happy as we sat on the porch, telling
stories, laughing, and shelling peas. Every August, we met at my grandmother’s house to gather
potatoes, and in April, we picked strawberries. Life was simple, and the food we had was
plentiful. Little did I know then that my parents and aunts were helping to buy the food that was
going on the table each Sunday, much to my grandmother’s embarrassment.

I chose DeKalb County, Alabama as the site for my research, in part, because I am
familiar with the area and often witness, firsthand, the struggles people have when trying to
obtain the basic essentials for a healthy life. This is where I was born and spent my formative
years, the years that have shaped me in ways that have pushed me toward a vision to effect social
change. While I have ventured out by spending by 10 years in Destin, Florida, the going back to

Hammondville, Alabama, then on to Tuscaloosa, Alabama, I always return home. Although it is



home for me, it is unfortunately, a site of stagnation, high unemployment rates, and

underemployment.

The landscape varies but the conditions remain dismal for a large portion of rural
dwellers in DeKalb County. My privilege has afforded me opportunities to leave this area and
return, to live comfortably, and to maintain employment. I was fortunate because my parents
worked hard and always provided the essentials for a healthy life, which afforded me certain
privileges. Although my parents did work hard and had daunting obstacles to overcome to be as
successful as they are, I would be naive to believe it always works this way for everyone. Hard
work does not always provide adequate or equal resources.

DeKalb County is an area that has large, elegant homes, side by side with small,
dilapidated houses and mobile homes. Farms are sitting parallel with “the projects” and Section 8
properties. People of color are hidden for the most part, pushed to the margins in places still
known as the “Douglas community” and “Little Mexico.” The visibility of poor people and
people of color remains low. Access to grocery stores and fast-food establishments is non-
existent in this area. One distinctive aspect of this site of food insecurity is the lack of liquor
stores and tobacco outlets, that are often found in areas of food insecurity, which are often called
food deserts. Fort Payne is “wet,” but the county remains “dry.” Furthermore, convenient stores
are in short supply. Dollar General Stores are now the mainstay for people living outside of the

Fort Payne city limits.



Figure I Map of Dekalb, Alabama and Surrounding Areas
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I feel strongly about telling a different story of food insecurity. It is not an urban narrative
of food insecurity, but instead, it is a story largely overlooked in the current literature. It is a
story of rural citizens still struggling to feed their families. Choosing the topic of food insecurity
comes from seeing the realities of being food insecure. As time progresses, I am learning that
many of the physical issues my mother endures stem from being food insecure during her
childhood. This information ignites a desire to bring awareness to this issue. I cannot solve the
problem, but as someone who longs for a more just society, why should I give up simply because
the problem cannot be eliminated? If I can make a difference for one person, then I have
succeeded. Sometimes the difference one makes is simply acknowledging the problem exists,
listening, and not blaming individuals for being food insecure. Telling people what they should

be eating is not the solution. Being food insecure is not a choice and telling someone to eat
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healthy because it is a form of self-respect instills its own form of violence. Blaming people for
the conditions of their lives is humiliating and does not create a viable change.

This study is personal in nature and includes stories from my community. The
participants and focus of my research are friends, family, neighbors, and colleagues. My mentors
have taught me the value of community. My participants and mentors have taught me that it is
possible to love the place where you live, the place you call home, while challenging the social
and economic inequity faced in the community. Awareness and action are often intertwined and
not always linear. I have learned that it is imperative to listen instead of speaking. The stories are
told in this study by the people who are living the issue of food insecurity and who supersede my
book knowledge. I seek to build awareness, in addition to investigating possibilities to alleviate
food insecurity in my community. It is my hope that by using the powerful resource of lived
experience, I might have a better understanding, in addition to explaining, the urgent need in my
community.

My Story

“Why did you live in Valley Head/Hammondville?”, I asked my mom? Her reply was
simple,

Well, I don’t know. We just always lived there. This is where my Mom’s and Dad’s

people live. When anyone got married, their spouses joined in to help work on the farm.

When that was done, everyone would go help their spouse’s family. We were farmers. [

guess it is just where we lived.

I grew up hearing stories about the preacher coming to eat after church. Everyone sat
silently and watched him eat and listened to his stories until he had his fill. Only then could

anyone else eat. There was an order to how food was distributed in the household. Company ate,



then the men, the older boys, and finally the women in the family. On these days, usually the
younger girls and my grandmother would have to wait until the next meal to eat. This was the
reality for many proud, poor people. Food insecurity was hidden. This is the story for both of my
parents.

When recalling their childhood, both my parents say, “Things were always a little bit
easier when daddy was around, but those times rarely lasted long.” Drawn to a less mundane life,
my maternal and paternal grandfathers left their families when my parents were young. Neither
of my parents hold lifelong resentment toward their fathers, they will simply tell you that was
how things were for them growing up. This is not a story of 100 years ago, but a tale of the
1950s and 1960s in DeKalb County, Alabama. It is not everyone’s story but reflects many of the
same stories that can still be heard about the same type of food insecurity today.

By using my own personal history and knowledge of the location of my study, I can
address the issue of food insecurity in the hopes of using acquired knowledge to alleviate the
issue of access. Several activists have performed small scale research on the issue of food
insecurity in DeKalb County, Alabama. However, little information is being drawn from the
larger issue of the factors creating food insecurity, so the interventions often fall short or do not
reach the people who need help the most.

Chapter One consists of insight on the content, scope, and organization of this
dissertation, employing a critical discourse analysis as the methodological and theoretical lens to
explore food insecurity. I discuss the problem identified for the study, the overall purpose, and
the research questions addressed in the study. In Chapter Two, I present a review of the literature
addressing food insecurity, why it exists, and some of the ways the issue is being addressed

through alternative food movements. Chapter Three contains an explanation of the theoretical



framework for the study, the steps, and the methods used to conduct the study. I then review my
research question and follow with a description of the theoretical framework through which I
will work to answer that question. I identify participants for my study, my research design, and
address the concepts of trustworthiness, validity, privacy, and confidentiality.

Statement of the Problem

Food is an essential, vital part life. It has a social component and often helps to form and
shape relationships among friends, families, and communities. Bonds are built around food,
especially in the South. History shows that many wars and rebellions are the result of food
issues. It is what gives people’s bodies the fuel to survive, to move, to maintain or destroy health,
and often happiness derived from sharing a meal with friends or family. In celebrations and in
mourning, food is the centerpiece.

How can DeKalb County, Alabama increase access to nutritional foods for all the
community? Without proper nutrition and access to food deemed nutritious, people cannot be
productive in school, work, or society. People die sooner from various diseases associated with
improper nutrition. People accumulate advantages or disadvantages over the course of time,
which can have profound effects on physical and mental well-being. There are direct
relationships between health, gender, and class. Social, cultural, and economic disadvantages
increase the risk for adverse health consequences. Food and eating are about more than necessity.
Food is a social marker associated with home, family, and security. Additionally, food is the
heart of what it means to be human; it can solidify group membership or set groups apart.

Food insecurity is about more than hunger. While some people have the money to buy
food, others do not have the resources to provide a sufficient supply of nutritional foods. Food

insecurity is rooted in poverty, the result of social and economic inequity. The resources for rural



communities often increase food insecurity for impoverished citizens. Winne (2008) explained
the food gap by stating, “The food gap can be understood as a failure of our market economy to
serve the basic human needs of those who are impoverished” (p. xviii). While society often seeks
to narrow the gap by direct acts of charity, often the root cause of food insecurity becomes
distorted. So, instead of simply giving food to the “needy,” society must seek institutional
changes to alleviate food scarcity. It is not enough to ensure the hungry are fed, but instead the
question is: How does food insecurity thrive today? I address what interventions might help the
issue of food insecurity more broadly?
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to investigate and explore the issue of food insecurity in
DeKalb County, Alabama. By addressing previous studies on food insecurity and conducting
interviews with local communities, I sought a more holistic account of food insecurity. I
examined the local movements to help eliminate food insecurity in the area. Alternative food
movements seek to provide access to nutritional foods for communities. Local food movements
can be empowering by offering options for ways to obtain nutritional foods for families who
might otherwise not have access to certain foods. As a researcher, interviews and observation
show me how local meal providers determine what they serve their families, in addition to the
reality of access to food. Some of the issues I examined include: How does food insecurity effect
households in DeKalb County, Alabama, specifically Valley Head and Hammondyville,
Alabama? This research was focused on people who experience food insecurity. By
concentrating on previous studies of food insecurity and doing interviews with locals in the

community, I addressed how they understand, cope with, and experience food insecurity. I



investigated how people experience food insecurity and how people understand the problem of
food insecurity.

While approaching the issue of food insecurity, critiques of those who are working to
help alleviate food insecurity are not beneficial. Instead, work that focuses on how to improve
access and the root cause is critical. The agenda of my research does not lie in proving the work
being done is inadequate, leaving the community to assume avenues to address the problem do
not exist. [ conducted research that focused on poverty, access, and lived experiences. holistic
account of food insecurity by investigating poverty, access, and lived experiences. My desire is
that this study can aid in finding ways to contribute information and seek lasting change for
foodways in DeKalb County, Alabama, specifically my community of Valley Head and
Hammondville. Lasting change often starts with addressing the issue on a small scale, then
applying the information and suggestions for solutions on a larger scale.

I aimed to contribute information that speaks to the larger issue of food insecurity and
then offer methods of improving access to food. In this study, I interviewed people who live in
DeKalb County and have little access to nutritional foods. The questions address how they
perceive access and how to make it easier to obtain nutritional foods for their families. By
examining the history of foodways and talking with the “knowers,” I sought not only to increase
awareness of the issue, but also to increase access to healthier foods.

The Site

A brief outline of Mountain View School (A pseudonym), “The purpose of the executive
summary (ES), is to “give narrative” or highlight the strengths and challenges, trends, and issues
affecting the school. The ES provides members of the community a basis of self-reflection and

ideas for improvement” (Executive Summary of Mountain View School, provided by the



principal of the school, 2018). The ES of Mountain View School, published for the 2016-2017
academic year gives insight on the school and community. The content of the ES allows people
within the school and community to read about the trends and issues affecting the school. The ES
includes an introduction, which states the purpose of the summary is to, “provide a school with
an opportunity to describe in narrative form the strengths and challenges the school encounters.”
This is done to give a description of how the school may improve support and learning tactics for
the students in the school, in addition to giving community members and parents and
comprehensive reflection of ways to improve students’ academic experience.

The correlation between performance and food insecurity for students has been studied
exhaustively. However, what is being done to alleviate this issue is far from complete. Cotti et al.
(2018) revealed that scores on standardized testing are significantly lower at the end of the
month, when allocated food stamps are lower compared to tests taken at the beginning of the
allotment period. Chaudry and Wimer (2018) concluded that poverty is often the common
dominator in school performance and overall child well-being. They added that, “The timing,
duration, and community context of poverty also appear to matter for children’s outcomes—with
early experiences of poverty, longer durations of poverty, and higher concentrations of poverty
in the community leading to worse child outcomes” (p. 23). People living in poverty are most
often food insecure.

Site Demographics

Mountain View School is a PreK-12 school with 483 students, and 61% identify as
Caucasian, 28% as Hispanic, 9% as American Indian, 1% as African American, and 1% are of
more than one race. At MVS, 81% of students qualify for free or reduced-price lunches.

Mountain View School, located in northern DeKalb County, serves students from Valley Head,

10



Mentone, Hammondville, and Sulpher Springs communities. The 2012 Census data showed the
average age for residents of the community was 46.4 years old. The demographics of the
residents were as follows: 86.8% Caucasian, 4.9% Hispanic, and 5.8% are other races. The
poverty level was 19.2%, versus the national average of 14%. The average income per household
in the community was $29, 332.

The Covid19 pandemic changed the landscape of unemployment and underemployment
in DeKalb County. According to the website fed.org, the unemployment rate rose to 11% in
April 2020. DeKalb County is ranked 7™ in the state for unemployment in July 2021. The
underemployment rate is now 19.2%, with at least 5,682 citizens being underemployed. The
population of DeKalb County is 71, 310 people. Of this number, 12,432 live in the county and
commute outside the county to work, and 12,821 live and work in DeKalb County. The poverty
rate for Hammondyville and Valley Head, Alabama, the focus of my study is reported at 15.9%

according to Feed America.org (2021).

Personal Teaching History

As an educator in the local school system, I have witnessed, firsthand, the lack of
essentials many of the residents of DeKalb County face daily. Below, I share a brief history of
some of my time in the classroom. I now find myself in the classroom, speaking, listening, and
connecting on a higher level than I ever felt possible to children in K-12 classrooms. I did not
intentionally place myself in this position. Life handed me the position. After I finished my
course requirements, and completed comprehensive exams, I was drawn home for reasons
outside of myself. I decided I needed space to grow, a place beyond the screen and keyboard. I

have found myself positioned as a teacher in a place I never sought. I applied for a position as a
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substitute teacher. Little did I know this would be a turning point for me as a person and an
academic.

With this nuanced position, I have found a greater purpose in my research. I found a more
meaningful place to pursue the changes I saw previously as needed, but only in theory. My
position is a researcher, a student, a teacher, a shoulder to lean on, an ear to listen, and a shoulder
to cry on. I listen when people tell me how they struggle. I listen when children tell their stories
about their home life. I listen when they tell me the small treats I have placed in the classroom
mean they have a snack to guide them through class activities, practices, chores, or their night. I
am an instrument in my research, but not a silent one. I am a practical instrument for my
research. I provide what I can and hope to do more to make positive changes to the educational,
political, and social systems I am now so deeply entrenched within.

As aresearcher, I always make a point to explain exactly what my research involves. I
have not asked questions. The students, once they learn of my research, tell their stories. I will
not use these stories in detail, or name any student in my research, but I can paint a broader
picture of the need in our area, based on my position. The position I have found myself in, once
again, was not planned, but I do find it beneficial to tell the story of our community, my
community, and the story of food insecurity in DeKalb County, Alabama.

As a substitute teacher at Mountain View School, I usually work about 10-15 days per
month in various classrooms. In December 2016, I was approached by a teacher and the
administrators, who asked me to take a longer-term position. One of the high school teachers was
going to be out from January until March. I started the new year in a high school

English/Literature classroom. I was nervous and excited. The students ranged from eighth
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graders to seniors. I would be teaching literature and ACT prep courses. This is when my
learning began. I hope I taught them as much as I learned from them as a group.

After a few days with the students, I noticed a trend. Many would come in tired or
complaining about forgetting break money or snacks. The school offers free and reduced
breakfast and lunch; however, during the break, each student must provide for themselves. This
is when I had the idea to bring in a basket of snacks. The first day, little was mentioned. Some
would ask and then take a snack. But it was not until later the real questions began.
Conversations in The Classroom
Day 2
Student: “Ms. Barnett, why do you bring these snacks in for the classes?”

Response: “Well, as I have explained, I am working on a dissertation on food insecurity. I just
think they might help a few people here, and I do not mind helping where I can.”

Student: “Well, you know you don’t have to do that right? We love you anyway.”

Response: “I know, that. I do not do it because I need to. I do because I want to, and I hate for
anyone to miss out on a little snack during break.”

Student: “Are they just for us, or do you mind if I tell some of the other kids?”

Response: “No, not at all. They are here for everyone. Help yourself and tell others. I will fill the
basket as often as I can, and when I cannot, I will ask people to help.”

The bell rings at 9:15 a.m., indicating break for the high school kids.

I reached in my fridge to grab my drink and snack to go mingle with colleagues. A few people
wandered in and asked if they can have a snack. They forgot their money.

Student: “Oh, and do you have a cup or anything??

Student: “I also forgot my water bottle and would like to get water from the fountain.”
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Of course, I reply. I start handing out cups and walk out of the room.
Day 3
Student: “Ms. Barnett, the snack basket is getting low. I kept my cup from yesterday. I keep
forgetting my money, and I forgot my water bottle again.”
Response: “Oh, no worries, I will go get more during my planning period. Help yourself.”
The students kept coming. The same ones who once slept through my second block class are
now intently participating and talking candidly about how the stories we are reading connect to
their lives. We were reading 7o Kill a Mockingbird, in my second block, who are 10th graders.
Even if not “food insecure,” they see my bringing snacks as a symbol of caring, and they react in
ways I never saw coming.
The third block was my ACT prep students, and they were all athletes. They told me how
all the students were talking about where to go get snacks before practice. One stated,
Of course, we don’t need them, but I will take one to get me through workouts later.
Thank you! You know some of these kids don’t eat anything other than lunch? You are
doing a good thing. I will just take one for later ... Okay?
My fourth block was my eighth graders. We were reading, The Diary of Anne Frank. They were
listless and rowdy. I decided to introduce them to the basket. They immediately asked if this is a
reward system. They wanted to know, “Do we have to read aloud to get a snack? Who are these
for anyway?”
I explained that they were for whoever needed a little pick-me-up after a long day. They
passed the basket around, silently ate their snacks, while the ones who had their own pull them

from their backpacks, and we proceeded. They were now involved. They read, we were reading
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as a class, they asked questions, and stopped me to ask if this really happened. We were for once
a class in unity.

After class, several students stayed around after the bell; they were the ones who always
jetted from their seats, packed up, and waiting. I saw them eyeing the basket of granola bars and
peanut butter crackers. They looked to me, I turned my head, as they grabbed as many as they
could and placed them in their pockets.

The next day, with each class, I explained the snacks were there to take. I shared, “You
are not stealing, you do not have to ask. I am offering them to all of you. If you want to take a
few for later, or for siblings, parents, or loved ones, please help yourself.” It quickly escalated
from 68 snacks per day to 126.

This is when I began to realize how dire food insecurity is in this region. Food insecurity
is not just about hunger, it is about dignity. Children and adults face overwhelming problems,
which grow daily. Food insecurity is not just a national concern, it starts at local levels. While it
might be impossible to stop abuse, neglect, abandonment, and anxiety of one’s future, maybe one
step toward help is making sure they are not facing all of these impossible issues on an empty

stomach.
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CHAPTER TWO: FOOD INSECURITY

Introduction to the Problem of Food Insecurity

Food insecurity primarily stems from a combination of market forces and government
policy. A combination of social, political, and economic factors makes food insecurity possible.
Declaring that people do not have to eat these foods erases that they do not have a choice in their
food consumptions, due to transportation problems, lack of economic resources, and inadequate
accessibility. While many studies have been conducted in urban areas and food insecurity, less
focus has been on rural areas.

Feeding America is one organization that maps the nation in terms of food insecurity. In
their 2016 report, the organization estimated that 12% of DeKalb County was food insecure,
which equated to about 8,500 residents of the county. Using their research and the research
provided by others, they reported that 22% of the county were on the poverty threshold. Seventy
percent were below the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) limit, which was
130%, and 8% were above any nutritional assistance, still remaining food insecure.

The report showed the average meal averages about $2.99 in the United States, with a
deficit of over $4 million for the year. To gain this information, they used a program called Map
the Meal Gap. This program analyzes income levels of the community and indicators of food

insecurity, including poverty, unemployment, and homeownership (Feeding America, 2016).
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What Happened to DeKalb County, Alabama?
The Rise and Fall of The Sock Capital of the World: Globalization

Globalization devastated DeKalb County, Alabama. According to Davidson (2007), “In
2005, there were 150 sock factories in in the area, within two years, two-thirds of the mills were
closed” (p. 3). In interviews conducted by owners of the factories, the consensus was the Central
America Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) killed the business. It simply costs more to produce a
sock in the United States than in China and Honduras.

In 1984, the Bush administration wanted to help Honduras, which had just been freed
from a dictatorship. The administration extended duty-free exports on socks seamed in
Honduras. Fast forward to July 2005, George W. Bush’s administration, along with a local
Congressman from Alabama, passed CAFTA. The unemployment rate skyrocketed in DeKalb
County. While 13,000 people had been employed in the sock industry, the number fell to 8,000
in 2005. Fast forward to 2011, the number fell to 600 employees in the industry. In 1999, 76% of
socks were produced by the United States, and in 2006, only 26%.

The sock industry attracted employees by offering living wages to under educated
citizens. A high school diploma was not necessary. Health benefits, 401Ks, and bonuses were
given weekly. If employees met production, they received a sizable amount, but if they went
over, the bonuses could equal more than the average paychecks for a week of work.

While legislators and local development administrators declared this would not have a
substantial impact on the area, that was far from the truth. Promising that more industry was
forthcoming due to the passing of CAFTA and North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
the jobs were simply not there. While many can find jobs in local industries, such as Children’s

Place, Plasman, and Koch Foods, it often not considered full-time, so benefits are not included.
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Children’s Place website shows that they employ 770 employees. Employee reviews
include comments such as, “Work incentives are if you do not make production, then your pay is
docked. You must be prepared to stand for 10 plus hours with a 10-minute break every hour.”
Another employee commented that little time or energy is left for anything outside of their job.
Employees are often “on-call” and can be written up if they cannot show up within a small
window of time. Furthermore, they must have the ability to “stand, kneel, crawl, and the ability
to calculate quickly.”

Plasman, a plastics distributor, employs 202 people in DeKalb County. The average wage
is around $8.52 per hour. Their website offers job opportunities to anyone who has the ability to
“be a team player, stand or sit for long hours, and be open to flex shifts.” Employees must also
commit to the “team” for a certain amount of time.

DeKalb County also has two divisions of Koch Foods, or poultry plants. They employ
775 people. The breakdown of full or part-time is not given on their website. Employee reviews
are available online. They have strenuous work requirements. Employees are expected to be able
to stand for long hours, work a flex shift, and be able to lift 80 plus pounds throughout the day.

Employment in DeKalb County, according to The Alabama Department of Labor, is
ranked 37 in terms of ‘underemployment rate.” This is described as, “the condition in which
people in a labor force are employed at less than full-time or regular jobs or at jobs inadequate
with respect to their training or economic needs” (U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics (2000).
Currently, DeKalb County’s rate of unemployment is 23.9%, with a National Average of 14%.
DeKalb County has zero union representation.

The unemployment rates show, May 1999, 3.8%, January 2010, 15.8%, and January

2017, 7.6%. With the description of underemployment, the rate of 7.6% unemployed seems
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farce. It is also reported that 12,467 people live and work in DeKalb County, while 13,863 live in
DeKalb County but work outside of the county. Statistical data are not available on the cost to
travel to the areas of employment outside of the county.

Underemployment and Food Insecurity: A Survey of Valley Head, Alabama

A study of this nature involves examining a small area with the potential to impact the
larger context of combating food insecurity in the United States, specifically rural areas. First, by
specifically focusing on the experiences of a smaller group/community, I provide insight into
rural food insecurity. Second, it serves as a resource for researchers to measure the interventions
currently in place and their impact. Finally, this study may encourage community organizers and
grassroots organizations to review and implement more inclusive ways of serving the
community. Additionally, the research includes smaller options I, as a researcher, have
established that could possibly be developed on a larger scale, to influence current distributors of
food assistance.

Adding to the current state of food insecurity, many programs were cut or reduced under
the Trump administration. According to Korte (2017), President Trump’s administration
proposed to cut Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, SNAP, formerly food stamps, by
more than $180 billion dollars, nearly 30 percent, over ten years. Meals on Wheels and many
school programs were set to be drastically cut over several years. Korte reported that President
Trump’s “skinny budget” would adversely affect millions of senior citizens.

Many of proposed cuts are authorized though the Older Americans Act, a law so popular

that its renewal passed Congress last year without any recorded opposition. And while

Trump didn't single out that specific program, Health and Human Services will receive a

16% across-the-board cut. (p. 2)
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The House Budget Committee approved to cut SNAP by $150 million over 10 years.
That is a decrease of over 20%. Meals on Wheels, established in 1973 to feed people living
below the poverty line, including elderly citizens, and veterans also faced drastic cuts in funding.
Meals on Wheels serves over 2.4 million needy senior citizens and veterans each year.

Sean Spicer, former White House Press Secretary, affirmed that many school meal
programs would be cut. The reason provided was, “It does not actually help kids perform better
in school.” The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2019) reported that socioeconomic
status, transportation, housing, access to services, discrimination by social grouping (e.g., race,
gender, class, and tax revenues), and social stressors are all commonly associated with food
insecurity

The USDA Economic Research Service (2020) described areas of food insecurity as
areas with little or no access to healthy or affordable foods, but an abundance of fast food
restaurants and convenience stores. These communities are also saturated with liquor stores and
tobacco outlets. This is not usually the case for rural areas. Foods and products that are damaging
to the body are plentiful, while organic and unprocessed foods are not readily available.

The shame of being poor often manifests into anger. The research conducted on the
problems in America today is focused on a so-called deficit of morality and a breakdown of
family values. Critiques are hurled on the feminist movement, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender communities, and the uprising of Black social movements by stating that personal
responsibility and choice is the way to becoming a “better America.” The Trump administration
ran its leadership on the platform of “Make America Great Again.” That catch phrase helped

keep oppressive regimes hidden. Turiel (2002 asserted that “Emphasis of individualism is
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established to blame the conditions of people’s lives on property of values, or the breakdown of
personal responsibility.” This issue is discussed further in the literature review.

Factors leading to food insecurity are not always clear, but one aspect is consistent,
poverty. Concentrated poverty is a universal truth about the existence of food insecurity, whether
it is in urban or rural areas. The USDA in 2019 stated, “Poor populations experience food
insecurity at larger rates, regardless of race or gender. Food insecurity is an issue of class.
Concentrated poverty is described as areas with low employment opportunities, broken families,
and low achieving schools” (p. 4).

As the economy requires more people to have at least two members of the family to join
the job market, it is imperative to recognize this has been the case for most minority and/or
impoverished families for a long time. The long hours of working outside of the home have left
many families searching for a hot meal that they are able to produce quickly and easily. The fast
food industry has capitalized on this occurrence. Fast food restaurants have moved into low
income communities in droves, while supermarkets with healthier alternatives have moved out.

Fast food chains use software to find out where growth will take place in urban settings.
According to Ungerleider (2014), “For chains, using GIS and other data-centric services follows
simple logic: It helps the company save money, and prevents them from losing money by
opening branches that will just underperform later.” They give particular attention to where
schools will be located and Section 8 housing is built. The reasoning behind this is so that they
can position themselves within walking distance to their main clientele, people without
transportation. The central focus of fast food is children. They target them in advertising and
with enticing finger foods. The reasoning for this is that they will have a long-term relationship

with them if they get them socialized toward fast food at an early age. One way to ensure this is

21



to be located on the children’s path home from school. This also gives parents a sense of security
because their children can safely pick up a hot meal on the way home, while they work longer
hours.

With many fast food establishments offering value menus, a family of four can be easily
feed for less than $10. Food insecurity is often only studied through a lens of larger, urban areas,
but much food insecurity is found in more rural, high-minority, low-socioeconomic areas. This is
a problem, which expands into the areas of undesirables across the nation and beyond. Food
oppression is structural, because it is not the product of individual discrimination, and is
perpetuated by the myth of personal choice, even where a lack of options and resources severely
limits the ability to exercise choice. However, a combination of social, political, and economic
factors makes food insecurity possible. Declaring that people do not have to eat these foods
erases that they do not have a choice in their food consumptions due to transportation problems,
lack of economic resources, and inadequate accessibility. I argue that capitalism, privilege, and
access collude and create a system that often leads to food insecurity in rural and impoverished
communities.

The Effects of Food Insecurity

The health consequences of food insecurity are monumental. The predominant disregard
for the health and safety of minority groups and people in lower socioeconomic statuses is space,
place, time, and access. This section contains a discussion of the consequences that food
insecurity has on people in rural and poverty level communities. As will be mentioned, food
oppression does not only affect the body, but also the mental health and social well-being of
these communities. Heart disease, hypertension, stroke, obesity, diabetes, and disability are all

connected to improper nutrition. This is all in addition to various forms of mental health
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problems, social geography. Neurotic guilt, depression, self-hatred, paranoid schizophrenia, and
anxiety are reported at high rates in impoverished communities.

Being poor changes a person’s mind and body. The embodiment of being poor and
despised comes with its own set of issues, but also being poor creates physical issues, often
showing up only years later. According to Stockton (2014),

Growing up poor not only makes you grow up faster, it makes your body grow old faster.

In research studying how day-to-day circumstances affect our DNA, they found evidence

that social stresses from poverty could wear down children’s genes, making them more

vulnerable to cancer and age-related disorders at an earlier age. (p. 3)

When studying DNA from children in poverty-stricken families, Stockton found a
difference in repetitive sequence of genetic cipher called a telomere. Research shows that each
time a cell divides a little of the telomere gets shaved away; smaller telomeres lead to advanced
aging and cancer. More research is being conducted in this area; however, these are the initial
findings.

Shannon (2014) described how food scarcity leads to disease among impoverished
populations. Shannon offered a nuanced approach to addressing food insecurity. Instead of
investigating policies, which look at eradicating food insecurity, the focus was on the practices,
which examine everyday practices that create food insecurity. Instead of focusing on how to
“cure the environment,” the focus should be on analyzing this epidemic in ways that investigate
the neighborhood environment as a driver of health-related behavior. Health behaviors are often
a product of surroundings, which are often a result of economic access rather than choices that

people make.
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Physical Consequences of Food Insecurity
High Blood Pressure/ Hypertension

High blood pressure, diabetes, and obesity are often higher in impoverished populations.
High blood pressure is one of the results of a diet consisting of high calorie, high sodium, high
fat, low nutrition, and dense foods. High blood pressure is the major cause of heart disease,
stroke, renal disease, and a chief contributor to adult disability, with race being a common
denominator in the statistic. More than 40% of the Black population, or non-Hispanic Blacks,
have high blood pressure (CDC, 2017). The prevention and management of hypertension is a
major concern among impoverished communities. Not only does diet lead to this disease, many
lack the resources to seek medical diagnosis or treatment for it. Hypertension has become known
as the silent killer among impoverished communities due to the lack of symptoms or signs (CDC,
2017).
Diabetes

According to the American Diabetes Association (2017), diabetes has also become
prevalent in impoverished communities. The risk of diabetes is 77% higher in non-Hispanic
Blacks than it is for Whites (CDC, 2017). The targeted age is usually 20 years old to 64 years
old; however, Type 2 diabetes is higher among children over the age of 10 in minority
communities. Additionally, diabetes is a leading factor in heart disease, stroke, high blood
pressure, blindness, kidney/renal disease, amputation of lower limbs, and diseases of the nervous
system. People with diabetes are also twice as likely to develop depression. The cost of treating
diabetes is high due to the daily need of insulin and other forms of treatment. People with
diabetes are also supposed to consume a diet rich in lean proteins, low sugar, and whole fruits

and vegetables. People with diabetes should not eat foods that are highly processed, high in
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carbohydrates, and high in sugar; in other words, fast food should be avoided or eaten in small
quantities.
Obesity

Obesity is also more prevalent within impoverished communities. The second leading
cause of preventable death, only behind smoking, obesity can lead to heart disease, stroke, type 2
diabetes, and certain forms of cancer. Non-Hispanic Blacks are 49.5% obese, Mexican
Americans are 40.4%, and Whites are 34.3 % obese. Once again, the steps to prevent obesity are
to eat fresh fruits, vegetables, calcium rich foods, lean proteins, and fish. Foods to avoid are
saturated fats, trans- fats, cholesterol increasing foods, foods high in sodium, and foods with
added sugars — that is, fast food. People struggling to keep their weight down need to avoid fried
foods and any food containing breading, both of which are abundant in areas of food insecurity.
Psychological and Social Consequences

Physical and mental health stability is critical to every aspect of life; not just physical
health determines people’s quality of life. Often social and psychological implications have dire
impacts on people’s lives. The social concerns of food insecurity include higher crime rates and
drug/alcohol abuse due to feelings of hopelessness. Without proper nutrition, a student cannot do
well in school, a worker cannot perform well on the job, and family members cannot be effective
spouses or parents if they are lacking proper nutrition. Feelings of despair can lead many people
to behave in ways that they might not if they had better options of feeling more equality within
society. Some researchers have shown how guilt becomes normal because people feel they are
letting their families down in communities who lack proper resources. MacLeod (2018) claimed

that despair is common in impoverished neighborhoods. A common characteristic of some
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lower- class children and teens is to place emphasis on being bad to display the ability to survive
in a culture of poverty.

Regarding all these of aspects of health, lower income communities often suffer more
than their middle-class counterparts in terms of poverty, evictions, and homelessness. Space and
place, both socially constructed, often become a site of contention for people living along the
margins of dominant society. Again, space, place, and environment are not neutral, or always
equitable.

The Local Movement

The food justice movement starts with the principle that this is truthfully a social justice
or civil rights concern. Access to healthy and fortifying foods should be available to everyone.
The creation of viable alternatives for nutritional foods is crucial to strengthening poverty-
stricken communities. Not only would these alternatives help to sustain the communities by
offering better food, but they could also offer more economic opportunities by providing
employment to citizens in the area.

DeKalb County: Alternative Food Measures
Backpack Buddies

Backpack Buddies is a program that began in 2011, in an effort to reduce childhood
hunger. The program aims to supply students considered as food insecure with a backpack filled
with foods to alleviate hunger during weekends, holidays, and the summer break. The program
currently distributes 12,600 packs per year according to their website. However, the program
currently does not serve the DeKalb County area. While the schools in DeKalb County often

have other types of programs resembling Backpack Buddies, they are flawed in nature.
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In the programs at the schools I have served, the packs are often clear grocery bags
distributed in the classroom on Friday afternoons, during school hours. When asked why they
decided on bags instead of backpacks the answer given was that students did not return the
backpacks on Monday. The program is named “Backpacks of Blessings.” The problems I have
witnessed come from embarrassment and some receiving more than others, resulting in
arguments and bullying. On one particular day, students began distributing food from their packs
to their friends because they received the “wrong bag.” The student who was to receive the bag
with more, was reduced to tears and bullying because they were worried they would not have
food over the long weekend.

Backpacks of Blessings

Backpacks of Blessings are provided to Mountain View School. They are provided by
local ministry programs and not affiliated with food bank services in the area. While the official
program states they are provided food by the North Alabama Food Bank, this program states
they do not have an affiliation. This program gives bags to students who receive free/reduced
lunches in the school, stating they serve 85% of the students in the school. The ages are not
given, and the items included in the bags were not identified.

Regarding nutrition, the bags simply have food in them. The bags include items, such as
granola bars, popcorn, microwave macaroni and cheese, ramen noodles, and Kool-Aid pouches.
Not to say this does not help, I would hardly call these healthy, nutritious meals. In theory, the
program can be a good one, however, it needs improvement.

Bread of Life
The Bread of Life program (2019) is offered in Fort Payne, Alabama. The mission

statement of the program is as follows:
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Bread of Life is designed to aid in the consolidation of resources and services within the
community in order to better facilitate meeting the needs of those in and around DeKalb
County. We currently provide meals three days a week, a warming station during extreme
winter nights, food pantry, clothes closet and benevolence. Our vision for Bread of Life is
to not only impact those in need by equipping them to succeed in financial stability and
community involvement, but to also facilitate a giving atmosphere on a community wide
scale that encourages others to be involved spiritually and personally in the betterment of

others. (p.1)

This program is not available to many people in the community because of the time the
meals are offered, in addition to, many do not have available transportation to the services.

Food Insecurity in the Age of Covid-19: What the Community is Offering

The Covid-19 pandemic struck during my research. This changed the scope of research in
several ways. Before the pandemic, there was a focus on getting free lunches to school children
and several businesses and churches had Blessing Boxes in the community. These boxes were
provided on a first come, first-serve basis. They usually had juice boxes, boxed pasta, and
canned foods, all donated by members of the community.

When it became necessary to quarantine and the local schools were closed, the question
of food became imperative to sustain the community. The local schools set up a location for
students to pick up food for the day. However, they found that was not reaching everyone in
need. Many do not have transportation and depend on buses to get them to school for breakfast
and lunch each day. About 150 bags of non-perishable food were sent home on Fridays for
children who were in need. These bags are provided by a local church who wishes to remain
anonymous, just as the children receiving them are, in theory, supposed to be anonymous.

The solution was to get the food together each morning and bus the food to the students

in need. A few restaurants in the county also provided a free lunch if they were able to get there.

But still, this was only for students enrolled in local schools. More Blessing Boxes popped up
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and the town council met to decide what to do for the adults. Many were not working during the
pandemic and also needed assistance. As with other areas, local grocery stores, convenience
stores, and Dollar General stores could not keep the shelves stocked due to delivery issues.

They set up a local “stop and go” type shop in the town square. Some could walk and
others could try to get a ride with neighbors. According to the town clerk of Valley Head,
Alabama, they gave out boxes of non-perishable foods, along with some fresh produce donated
by an anonymous source, twice in 2020 and have done 4 so far in 2021. They also work with the
Council on aging and provide frozen meals to those who qualify and over the age of 62 each

week, which can be delivered if necessary.
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK, LITERATURE REVIEW, AND

METHODOLOGY

An Issue of Class: Being Poor in Rural Alabama

People who lack adequate resources to effectively sustain themselves become victims of
slow violence (Nixon, 2011). Victims of slow violence are often invisible. They have been
involuntarily moved out of the “center” of town and forced to live in areas depleted of access to
larger supermarkets, which are able to provide lower prices due to corporate backing, often in
addition to, city/county/state tax provisions. Independently owned stores are often powerless
against corporate markets because they are not buying the quantities from suppliers that larger
stores are buying. They are also not given tax breaks like larger chains such as Wal-Mart to build
in towns and cities.

Throughout my life, I have heard the saying, “There is no disgrace in being poor, as long
as you are trying.” I have always been told about how “good” poor people do not accept
“handouts,” and they go to work every day. The “bad” poor live off the generosity of others and
government subsidies. Most of the citizens of Valley Head still adhere to this philosophy. I
personally oppose the philosophy. So, what does it mean when you get up and go to work daily,
or go out and try to find work, and still cannot feed your family “properly?” Also, what if you
simply do not like the foods deemed as healthy because generations before you establish your

cultural idea of food?
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Bringing Harvey (2001), Weaver-Hightower (2011), and Flynt (1989) together, my
argument is that this phenomenon includes factors that collude to increase food insecurity in
rural areas. My research focused on how people engage in the issue and understand the problem
of food insecurity. I conducted interviews, focusing on my participant’s responses, and analyzed
them according to Harvey’s, Weaver-Hightower’s, and Flynt’s literature on how capitalism,
poverty, and the politics of food, create food insecurity. I argue that capitalism, class, and
privilege collude and create a system that often leads to food insecurity, in rural and
impoverished communities.

Economic and Social Analysis

Dorothy Allison (1994) wrote about the shame and hopelessness that would creep up
each time she heard someone speak in terms of “us” versus “them.” Growing up poor and being
part of a family stuck in a culture of poverty, Allison described how even when talked about in
sympathetic ways, Americans despise the poor.

My people were not remarkable. We were ordinary, but even so we were mythical. We

were the ‘they’ everyone talks about—the un-grateful poor. I grew up trying to run away

from the fate that destroyed so many of the people I loved, and having learned the habit
of hiding, I found I had also learned to hide from myself. I did not know who I was, only
that I did not want to be they, the ones who are destroyed or dismissed to make the "real"

people, the important people, feel safer. (p.1)

Poor people make society face the downfalls and realize the failures of the system; therefore, the
poor are often blamed for their conditions. The myth of meritocracy abounds in America’s

ideology, “If you cannot make it, then work harder.”
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Living in rural areas and being poor can make escaping poverty feel like an
overwhelming task. Many of the ideas Allison (1994) wrote about are the same things one still
hears in a town like Valley Head. When generations before you have been trapped, you come to
expect the same for yourself. Allison wrote:

We were not noble, not grateful, not even hopeful. We knew ourselves despised. My

family was ashamed of being poor, of feeling hopeless. What was there to work for, to

save money for, to fight for or struggle against? We had generations before us to teach us

that nothing ever changed, and that those who did try to escape failed. (p.1)

There is a commonsense ideology of what it is to be poor. There is also a corporate

mentality that in turn feeds off of the poor.

This corporate mentality functions, in the first instance through what Harvey (2001)
defined as accumulation by dispossession. This is a form of primitive accumulation which
happens to this day. It takes place by the expropriation of land and resources, mainly in the
Global South, setting the stage for consolidated landholdings by capitalist-oriented farmers
through corporate farms. As such, consolidation of the means of production, which now includes
the commodification of land itself, produces a class of laborers, the proletariat who have to sell

their labor power just to survive now on corporate farms (p. 26).

The value of labor that goes into the food system is often a neglected topic. Harvey
(2001) contended that, “When you go to the supermarket you can see the exchange value, or
prices but you can’t see or measure the human labor embodied in the commodities directly” (p.
61). The value of the labor is a phantom like presence in our food systems. Survival for the poor
means spending as much as 25% of income on food. In this way, laborers, not just on farms,

contribute to the profit of corporate farms in a far greater way, as a portion of their income, than
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wealthy people do. To intensify the problem, Alabama is one of a handful of states that taxes

food, doubling the violence of “feeding off the poor.”

Given this state, Weaver-Hightower (2011) asked why more education researchers are
not studying food and food practices. He concluded that educators often view food as utilitarian,
or incidental. Children have to eat to concentrate, stay quiet, comfortable and still. However,
much can be learned about hunger, food, and food insecurity by researching them through an

educational researcher’s lens.

As agri-business, school food is big business. According to Weaver-Hightower (2011),
“Schools contribute about $15.9 billion, or 2.5% of all U.S. food service and restaurant sales” (p.
18). Furthermore, 11.5% of the $22.05 billion come from vending machines from educational

campuscs.

Schools teach students about food and often shape their life’s view around food practices.
Food is an identifier and shapes culture. People are labeled ‘insiders or outsiders” through food
practices. This gives corporations a target. Students help improve the sale of their products.
Furthermore, schools are more reliable than restaurants as a source of income. Children have to

eat and they consistently eat meals at school.

Schools have a direct effect on social justice issues surrounding food practices. Stigma
regarding food is ever present, even when children are standing in separate lines for free lunches.
By investigating this topic, it forces educational researchers, such as myself, to consider the

ethical implications of food.

This must involve “Getting to know people as individuals,” as Flynt (1989) wrote, “For

this “dissolves many of one’s pre-conceived notions about them, and so it is with Southern poor
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whites” (p. 36). While my research does describe people who are unemployed, underemployed,
and underpaid, many of my participants are the working poor. They are people who get up every

day, go to work, and still face issues, such as food insecurity and inadequate healthcare.

Historically, southern poor whites differed considerably from the rest of America. They
were tenant farmers, producing one-crop substances (cotton, tobacco, sugar cane), gifted in the
art of storytelling and music, both sacred and secular. Those traits gave Southern poor whites
their accolades. Flynt (1989) observed that poor people have always been the best keepers of
American folklore and that this has been especially true in the South where “strong family ties,

poverty, isolation, and hostility to outsiders kept oral traditions unchanged over the years” (p.

242).

Areas of concentrated poverty, whether rural or urban, have fewer jobs based on the
economic factors because no money means fewer basic services are needed in the community.
Banks, grocery stores, and other retail establishments have little draw to build in areas where
people lack the funds to keep them open. Abandoned buildings are vacant lots are highly visible
in areas of economic decline. When manufacturing jobs leave the area, the building simply sits
there. The vacant lots remain vacant. DeKalb County has abandoned sock plants and steel plants.
Globalization, as noted in Chapter Two, took these jobs to foreign countries that do not require

labor unions and fair wages.

Shaw Industries sits less than a mile from Mountain View School. It is a plant that
employed around 200 people in a town of 600 and closed its doors in July 2016. People who
worked at Shaw were notified that their services were no longer needed beginning July 1, 2016.

Cultural forces, or intragroup interaction, serve to further reinforce a community’s

decline at times. Cultural traits described by Wilson (2011) are shared outlooks, modes of

34



behavior, traditions, belief systems, worldviews, values, skills, preferences, styles of self-
presentation, etiquette, and linguistic patterns. The responses to cultural traits can contribute to
the continuance of poverty. Communities that are socially isolated from broader society can
reduce social mobility of its residents. Cultural explanations of poverty must be considered
alongside the economic factors.

Community members who live in social isolation can experience a shared outlook on
opportunities they deem are not available to them. This is not always an imagined philosophy.
People who grow up working for family members as a way of survival, whether in farming,
illegal activities, or manual labor, cannot list those jobs as legitimate employment. Therefore,
they adopt the mentality of this employment becoming their future.

Marx and Engels (2011) analyzed the relationship between capital and labor through the
lens of capitalism. In their work, Marx and Engels described the conflict in workers selling their
labor to a capitalist society and the dangers within. This is described as dealing more closely
with the economic relations between the working class and the ruling class. Marx and Engels
defined how wages are determined, how life activity is sold for subsistence, the social relations
of production, and how competition is often a result of the system. In this system, the laborer
becomes tied to his production, even when the wages only serve for immediate consumption,
offering little to no surplus.

The laborer and their families become consumed with trying to survive even in a system
that produces surplus for the employer. It is argued that one must ignore the word of the
capitalist and their adherence to the care of their workers, and instead focus on the exploitation
of the worker and how little they receive to provide subsistence for themselves and their families.

Furthermore, it is important to realize the competition set up through this system leads to the
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alienation of people from their work and a decrease if leisure time. According to Marx and
Engels (2011), social change is often driven by material circumstances and forces of production.
Additionally, time is thought of as a commodity, an inherent reality of capitalism, meaning that
eventually all that has to be sold is time and labor. Marx and Engels also implied that people who
occupy positions of disadvantage often seek to get out of their situation; however, people who
are considered advantaged also desire the same. This creates a class war.

Additionally, in a system of capitalism people often lose a sense of autonomy, beginning
a sense of dehumanization. Through this loss, often the individual has material effects in a sense
of losing self-respect and often becoming depressed. Marx’s and Engels’ (2011) critique of
capitalism gives a direct link between capitalism, space, and negative effects people face in the
system of capitalism, in this case, poverty as the root cause of food insecurity. Often individuals
begin to think of the “state,” as a producer of fate. It becomes an entity that presides over our
functions and our actions, the state is rarely thought of as a social construction, something that
people have produced and can decenter.

People need to food and nourishment to live and thrive. In a world of unrestrained
capitalism, food is sold for profit just like any other product needed to survive. People need
easier access to better quality foods, and all the participants in this present study had guilt over
the kinds of food they often feed their families. Six of the ten participants have jobs, they are not
living off of supplemental government income. They are the working poor. Due to their income
and time constraints, they are most often not happy with the food provided to their families.

Marion Nestle (2017) explained how the overproduction of food began in the 1980’s.
Capitalism, overproduction, and increased targeting of people to eat fast food, or cheaper food is

not an accident. As Nestle pointed out, “This was a predictable outcome of an economic system,
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placing profits over human lives. It keeps the food producer making a low wage, and the food
consumer an overabundance of cheap, low-quality food” (p.3). Convenience stores and Dollar
General stores are abundant in rural areas, furthering indicating this phenomenon.

Harvey’s (2001) approach to critical geography gives my research an entry and a
particular framework to allow a critical examination on how food insecurity might be established
and held intact. By looking at the process of space, place, environment, time, and how capitalism
constructs and orders these, one can investigate how where people live might affect how they eat
and other “choices” in their daily lives. In an era when things are said to be speeding up and
spreading out, people’s reality is determined by their degrees of mobility, time, and economic
resources. Different social groups are limited by the economy and experience time, space, and
place in very various ways. Mapping becomes key in the ways that people live. The geography
of social relations is mapped and experienced differently among different populations. Often the
system colludes to work against people’s attempts, and, in turn, they shape their identity based
on the reality of the circumstances.

Harvey (2015) addressed issues of food insecurity and other failures of the system of
capitalism in a podcast. According to Harvey, capitalism is the great corruptor of our current
society. Giving tax cuts to large corporations are only part of the issue. He stated that how these
cuts and monopolization trickle down to the working-class populations must also be investigated.
Much of people’s lives are regarded in experiences. He declared that capitalism and corporations
are eliminating the chance of a better future for the working class and have created labor that is
not self-fulfilling. According to Harvey, United States has reached a point that at least 70% of
citizens are not happy with their occupations or are indifferent to them.. Harvey declared that

people’s lives are built on their experiences. With food insecurity, the nation has become
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community based, not government based. So, many are left out of the equation. The government
does not address poverty or food insecurity, but relies on communities, churches, and civic
organizations to pick up the slack. In my research, I found that the community relies largely on
ministerial based organizations. Harvey viewed non-government interventions as lacking
because they cannot hold the true sources of problem to task. According to Harvey,

Non-governmental organizations are not revolutionary. They address questions of

poverty or environment or something that has a certain kind of scale, but they don’t

challenge the nature of the general order because the general order is what funds

them. non-governmental organizations are not revolutionary.

Harvey (2001) questioned the real effects of grassroots activism. He raised questions
about the efficacy of grassroots movements and who they help in the long run. In addition, he
gave readers a clearer understanding of “militant particularism, or the practice of pursuing
general goals by way of oppositional actions, such as strikes, undertaken at separate locations.
The use of dialectics is discussed in depth and shows how laws often are re-interpreted to protect
capitalism. Geographical knowledge is produced or read under globalization. Harvey also
addressed how the state and other institutions often construct societies in ways that benefit
capitalism, and how the struggle for control over resources often encompasses space and
territory.

Harvey (2001) claimed to be a proponent of “militant particularism,” which he finally
described, as “a collective development of a particular political vision on the part of particular
persons in particular places at particular times” (p. 190). In turn, he questioned the change that
grassroots movements can produce. Harvey claimed that the difference in grassroots movements
and militant particularism is that grassroots efforts usually only fix problems that are closest to

them in, and in turn, militant particularism strives to reach further into space and time and

become mediators for individuals and general politics. Harvey (2015) declared that people in the
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United States are, “Living in a utopian desire. Money is the great corruptor; however, it does not
improve the average citizen’s life on the scale that provides for basic necessities.” These issues
have been exasperated by the pandemic. I include his narrative on the pandemic issues in
Chapter 5.

When discussing poor people in the South, one is faced with strict skepticism of
government interventions. According to Flynt (1989), “Government can help, but the Southern
landscape is littered with the wreckage of ill-conceived government solution (p. 283). The
question remains, “How do people unite for the purpose of one goal without some form of
exclusion?” Alternative ways of thinking or being are often lost to a sense of domination within
the movement, for instance, “Whose goals are left out or deemed as less important?”’

According to Weaver-Hightower (2011), “Food as a basic aspect of life, intimately ties to
our survival, sense of self, our connections or disconnections from others, and a major facet to
education” (p. 3). Research has been conducted extensively on how food and nutrition impact a
student’s learning ability, but other implications are largely overlooked, such as the economic
factors, the role of food in identity and culture, and the social justice concerns surrounding food.

Peet (1975) wrote an article that remains relevant to studying food insecurity. In a society
ruled by capitalism, often poverty is passed through generations. Peet applied the Marxist
principle of inequality and poverty with the social-geographical idea that inequality persists due
to the environment of opportunity and services that are implanted at birth. According to Marx
and Engels (2011), inequality is inherent in the capitalist mode of production. To deal with the
symptoms of inequality, including food insecurity, it is imperative to investigate the generating

forces.
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The Marxist critique of capitalism claims the wage system creates inequality. Marx
argued that wages must provide basic needs to maintain the body, in addition to some socially
defined wants to provide happiness and fuel economic growth (Peet, 1975). Frustration and
alienation occur among populations who no longer believe in the chance for prosperity.
Capitalism produces a permanent class of unemployed people, perpetuating a culture of poverty.
Regarding capitalism, Cooper (2020) opined that,

Under capitalism, food is a commodity, what Marx defines as, ‘an object outside us,’ a

thing that by its properties satisfies human wants of some sort or another. The nature of

such wants, whether, for instance, they spring from the stomach or from the fancy, makes

no difference. (p.2)

The capitalists favor this concept of capitalism. They work overtime on commodification,
subordinating anything and everything they can to the logic of capitalism, so they can force
people to treat those things in terms of monetary value.

Food has social consequences. The type of food one consumes, especially in school and
other public places, can lead to how people construct their identities in relation to others.
Weaver-Hightower (2011) described how students, particularly, might use food as a way of
identifying with others, often adapting a “social camouflage” to fit in with others. In my
research, I found that this not just with students. Parents feel pressured to buy “appropriate”
foods for their children to take for lunch because, “particular foods are for particular kinds of

people,” borrowing Weaver-Hightower’s phrase.

Pierre Bourdieu’s (2014) theories are appropriate when examining social and health
inequality. Bourdieu’s theory indicates how powerful social structures influence people’s

opportunities and practices. In the discussion of food insecurity, Bourdieu’s integral examination
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of structure, agency and practice is that of habitus. Habitus is defined as a mental system of
structures that people internalize social habits acquired throughout their lives; it shapes practice.

Another concept applied by Bourdieu is that of field.

The notion that food insecurity can be considered a field is drawn from his definition of a
field of forces within agents occupy positions that determine their position in or on the

field, these agents’ structure how individuals can act within the field of food insecurity.
(p. 6).

The power lies with those who have the most cultural capital. They determine the rules
and what is necessary for an individual to qualify or participate in the field of food insecurity,
either as a provider or recipient of help. An embodied state of cultural capital is pivotal in my
research because this is the type of capital that has been acquired throughout a lifetime, by
formal and informal education, often passed from generation to generation regarding how they
have been socialized to think about food. As such, cultural capital is a lens through which to
examine individuals’ agency, meaning their capacity for action and reaction, regarding their
households’ food insecurity (Bourdieu, 2014). Unhealthy food choices are not always just about
access, but sometimes is based cultural capital. What people have grown up eating becomes part

of their cultural.

Methodology

For this study, I employed qualitative research methods. Qualitative research takes place
in a natural setting, the researcher is the key instrument of data collection and analysis, involves
multiple sources of data, and focuses on participants and their stories. Using qualitative analysis,
I will seek a more holistic account of the food gap and food scarcity. Qualitative research is a

beneficial approach to food scarcity and the food gap inquiry because the focus is specifically on
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minoritized communities and the direct effects of the food gap. This research adds depth and
scope to the correlation of race, class, and food scarcity, bringing broader awareness to the
damaging invisibility of slow violence regarding improper nutrition.

A snowball sampling technique was used to ensure the desired sample size would have a
diversity of group representation. As a result, the participants included distributors, business
owners, civic leaders, volunteers, and former/present recipients of food assistance. Participants
reflected a diversity of gender, class, race, ability, and ethnicity. The age range of the participants
vary from the age of 21 years to 80 years old because of the varying factors of primary meal
providers. It is not always a parent who is providing meals within a home. Sometimes, it is an
older sibling, a grandparent, or other person within the home who are in charge of providing
meals for the family due to work and time constraints.

The Participant’s Role and significance:

Participants Their Role Why I Interviewed Them?

#1 Director of CASA To investigate how food was collected and
distributed.

#2 Teacher/Volunteer For their description of the problem.

#3 Volunteer via Church To ask if they thought they were serving the

community or only church members.

#4 Former Recipient To have them explain how they perceive the issue
of food insecurity and how it could improve.

#5 Single Mother/Recipient How it felt to be a person receiving assistance

#6 Local Business Owner To discuss the lasting health implications of food
insecurity.

#7 Civic Leader Serves on local boards and is attendance when

the issue of local food insecurity is discussed.

#8 Cafeteria Worker The effects of food insecurity from witnessing it
daily.
#9 Local Board Member How allocations are distributed?
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#10 Native for over 80 years Their personal narrative.

An Analysis of Participants:

The participants of this study included people with various roles in different food
programs in DeKalb County, Alabama. A few of the participants receive food assistance or have
in the past. Others are leaders and volunteers through local assistance programs. The participants
consisted of adult community members who are served by or otherwise involved in alternative
food measures in DeKalb County. Names of participants are not used in this study so that

confidentiality can be maintained.

Participant one is the director of CASA, the Care Assurance System for the Aging and
Homebound of DeKalb County, Alabama. Participant two is a volunteer who works primarily
through her church to help with the mission of CASA, but who also serves as co-sponsor of her
school’s Beta Club. National Beta Club is an academic honors program, which focuses strongly
on serving their community in various capacities. According to their website, their motto is, “let
us lead by serving others” (National Beta Club, 2016). Participant three volunteers through the
Church Food Ministry. This organization collects and distributes food through their church.
Participant four is a former recipient of food stamps. Participant five is neither a volunteer nor
recipient of food assistance but was nominated by participant four and adds to the discussion of
how food choices are often made. Participant six has lived in the area their entire life and offers a
wide range of information, such as commodities (food assistance), farm labor, and being on the
receiving and giving side of charity. Participant seven serves the public through social clubs and
municipal duties. Participant eight works in food service at the school. Participant nine sits on a
local board, attends most of the public meetings, and offers insight into the requests for

assistance by local families. Finally, participant ten is a woman of eighty some odd years young,
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who did not stick to the interview questions, but merely painted a story of life in this area for all
her life. This participant has babysat for over fifty families in the community and has always

farmed, canned, and served on civic committees.

Participant Selection

The recruitment methods involved were not through the school system or through any
specific organizations. A member of the community nominated two people who are residents of
DeKalb County, Alabama and involved in food assistance in various forms. The community
member involved has children in the local school system and nominations were made from
personal knowledge. Recruitment efforts followed a snowball sampling of community members.

Nominees were asked to contact me by phone or email, if they were interested in involvement.

Following the phone call or email, a follow-up telephone call was made to confirm
interest in participating. Once participants confirmed interest in the study, I scheduled a time to
meet with them and conduct their interview. Each interview was 45-60 minutes in length and
took place at a location of their choosing. The setting of the interviews took place in DeKalb
County, Alabama, a small area in Northeast Alabama. I allowed the participants to choose where
the interviews took place. Prior to conducting the interviews, I described the purpose of the
study, reviewed the informed consent form with them, gave them an opportunity to ask
questions, and collected signed informed consent forms from those who agreed to participate in

the study. No participants’ names are used.

Two to three weeks following the initial interview, participants were asked to participate in a
member check, which took approximately 30-45 minutes. This took place either by phone or via
email. Member checking is a commonly used technique in qualitative research to provide

participants an opportunity to review their transcript and clarify any information with the
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investigator (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Merriam, 1998). Typical reasons for a follow-up

interview and member check may also include:

e The participant has provided contradictory information and clarification is needed.

e After a review of the audiotape the primary investigator discovers she has inadvertently
interrupted a participant from sharing the information fully.

e A preliminary review of the audiotape reveals the emergence of key themes or points and
the research product will benefit from further participant probing.

e Upon review of the audiotape, the investigator discovers the participant has used an

idiom, metaphor, etc. that is unclear to the primary investigator.

Procedures

For this research, I used semi-structured interview as the primary method of data
production. Each interview was transcribed, coded, and analyzed. While in the field and
following each interview, I used analytic memos as described by Emerson et al. (1995), which
included typography of language, noting and defining key terms. I began to make initial
evaluations of larger social issues circulating within the field study and made cursory notes on

what I might look for in the following interview.

Open and axial coding were used to analyze the collected data (Corbin & Strauss, 2007).
Initial analysis was achieved using open coding, defined as the process of breaking down,
examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data. The next phase of analysis is
what Corbin and Strauss labeled axial coding. At this step in exploring the data, a key
overarching theme or themes were examined in relationship to other salient themes. The purpose

of this is to allow data to be organized, labeled, and grouped for comparison of themes of
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meaning. which emerge as the data are closely read. Direct quotes are used to validate and
provide illustration to the themes (Glaser, 1965). Additionally, I incorporated ongoing analytic
memos (Emerson et al., 1995) about my choices to capture the logic of my decisions and be as
transparent as possible, recognizing that data production is a constant, ongoing process. I then,
used Harvey, Weaver-Hightower, and Flynt’s approach to capitalism, and corporate mentality to

reiterate, to my hypothesis. A final report is included in Chapter Four.

Privacy and Confidentiality:

The primary investigator will only contact the participants when necessary, when directly
related to the study, and via a personal email address provided by the participant. As the primary
investigator, I am the only one who has access to the participants via a personal email address,
but used them only for providing the next steps of the study and scheduling the interviews. The
participants’ email addresses will not be shared with any other parties and will not be included in
the study. Any email always contained a generic subject such as “Invitation to Participate in a
Research Study” in the subject line. The participants’ interviews were conducted in a location
chosen by the participants. Only the primary investigator and the participant being interviewed at
the time were present during the interview. The location chosen by the participants was a private

room that was conducive for a confidential one-on-one interview with the primary investigator.

All interviews were recorded using a digital recorder. The privacy of the participants was
protected by conducting the interviews in areas where our conversation could not be overheard
by others. Digital recordings of the interviews were to ensure the accurate analysis and
interpretation of participants’ responses. Participants could refuse to answer any particular

question or not disclose information that they found objectionable. Additionally, the participant
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could stop the interview at any time. To further ensure privacy and confidentiality, the data

collected are used for research purposes only.

I reassured participants that all information shared during interviews is only to be used
for the specific research purposes of this study. As the primary investigator, I am the only one
with access to the data. Portions of the interview that needed to be transcribed were completed

by me. No data collected will be given to other persons or shared with outside agencies.

Overall, I am the only one who will have access to the primary study data. Personal
and/or individual participant information will not be given to any other person or group. The
findings from the study may be published, but the identity of participants will be kept
confidential. Readers will not be able to identify participants from the study. All audio files, field
notes, and consent forms will be stored on an external hard drive at my private residence in a
locked cabinet for twelve months, at which time all audio files and individual participant notes
will be destroyed by me. The external hard drive is password protected. Additionally, files on the
external hard drive will only be accessed by me, using a computer that is also password

protected.

Using interviews, | examined participants’ experiences of food insecurity in DeKalb
County, Alabama. The data for this project were derived from interviews, observations, and
related documents. I asked questions, such as how and why food insecurity has remained an
issue over the years in DeKalb County, Alabama.

Problem, Purpose, and Significance

The food justice movement starts with the principle that this is truly a social justice or

civil rights concern. Access to healthy and fortifying foods should be available to everyone. The

creation of viable alternatives for nutritional foods is crucial to strengthening communities. Local
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food movements can be empowered by offering options for ways of obtaining nutritional food
for our families.

The interviews were conducted to investigate how local meal providers determine what
they serve their families, in addition to the reality of access to these foods. Through this
evaluation, I explored how alternative food movements might lead to better nutrition for the
communities they serve, while also evaluating ways to better serve the communities based on
personal constraints of access (i.e., time, financial, distance.) The purpose of this study is to
better understand the issue of food insecurity in DeKalb County, Alabama, with the futurist goal
of finding ways to increase access to nutritional foods.

This study is significant because it provides a lens by which to explore the realities of
alternative food movements. My research addresses the realities of access to what is labeled as
"good food" and the constraints people face in being able to provide these foods for their
families. The danger in summarizing/generalizing “good food” versus “bad food” is that these
terms grossly undermine the issue of food insecurity. Often, being food insecure means any food
accessible is “good food.” Characteristically, people who live below the poverty line have been
labeled as either “good poor” or “bad poor,” in a society that grossly ignores the system and
often criminalizes individuals simply for being poor.

The Research Participants

The participants included people with various roles in different food programs in DeKalb
County, Alabama. A few of the participants receive food assistance or have in the past. Others
are leaders and volunteers through local assistance programs, either as distributors, volunteers, or

recipients, along with locals in the community.
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The participants for this study consisted of adult community members who are served by
or otherwise involved in alternative food measures in DeKalb County. Names of participants
were not used in this study so that confidentiality could be maintained.

The participants reflect a diversity of gender, class, race, ability, and ethnicity. The age
range of the participants vary from the age of 21 years to 84 years old because of the varied
factors of primary meal providers. It is not always a parent who is providing meals within a
home. Sometimes it is an older sibling, a grandparent, or other person within the home who are
in charge of providing meals for the family due to work and time constraints. A snowball
sampling technique was used to encourage the desired sample size as diversity of group
representation.

Interview Questions

This research includes qualitative inquiry through semi structured interviews. The setting
of the interviews took place in DeKalb County, Alabama, a small area in Northeast Alabama. I
conducted interviews to learn more about each person’s view or perspective of the world in
which they live. Semi structured interviews were used in an attempt to maintain flexibility in my
research. [ included feeling and sensory questions in hopes of tapping into the experiences of the
participants. I am more interested in how they experience the world than in how I perceive them
to experience food insecurity. Some of the questions I presented include:

1. Are you currently or ever been a participant or volunteer in any type of alternative food
movement?

2. Where do you usually shop for food?

3. What factors determine where you shop and what you buy?

4. Do you talk to your family about nutrition?
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5. What might help your family gain better access to “good food?”

This study is significant because it provides a lens by which to explore the realities of
food insecurity. I explore the realities of access to what is labeled as "good food" and the
constraints families face in being able to provide these foods for their families. By exploring the
impact and issues with this project, ways to improve communities served by alternative food
movements may be found.

I seek to move beyond food insecurity and individual performance in society or
productivity toward food insecurity as an issue of civil’/human rights. People should feel safe and
loved in their communities, especially communities who pride themselves as being tight-knit and
supportive. By intertwining a personal narrative, the history of the community, and lived
experiences of rural dwellers, the intent of the project is to have a positive, humane impact on
society.

Questions Explored in The Study: The Experiences

The interview questions were: Are you involved in any kind of food relief program, as a
volunteer, donor, or recipient? What are the advantages or disadvantages you have noticed?
Have you, personally, had any experience with food insecurity? Do you feel the community has
proper programs to help alleviate local food insecurity? What kind of experiences do you think
people who are food insecure go through on a daily basis? Is it just about hunger?

I left these questions open-ended in an effort to get participants talking about their
experiences or what they have personally witnessed regarding food insecurity. My participants
are members of the community who have in some way been personally touched by food

insecurity. I encouraged them to share openly. I extended this statement prior to the interview:
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Please feel free to share anything else you think could be beneficial in a study about food
insecurity in our area or in a larger context. My goal is to bring a more inclusive
discussion to the current narrative surrounding food insecurity. I hope to also find ways
to help alleviate the problem in our area and more broadly. I feel this is not an issue of
“being lazy,” not working hard enough, or government supplements. I know many
“working poor” people who find themselves struggling to put food on the table and
provide the necessities they need to make their families feel secure. This is not intended
to bring shame to anyone, my goal is to heighten awareness and improve the situation
many face daily.
Textual Analysis
The textual analysis portion contains examples of previous research on the topic,
documents, laws, and policies, which validate or further explain the collusion of class,
capitalism, gender, and the food insecurity. I used content analysis as a means to not only read
historically about this phenomenon, but also to bring a more critical lens to previous literature on
this topic, in addition to a search for gaps in the discussion of foodways.
Participant Selection
The participants included people with various roles in different food programs in DeKalb
County, Alabama. A few of the participants receive food assistance or have in the past. Others
are leaders and volunteers through local assistance programs.
I used semi structured interview as the primary method of data collection. Each interview
was transcribed, coded, and analyzed. While in the field and following each interview, I used
analytic memos, as described by Emerson et al. (1995), which includes typography of language,

noting and defining key terms, and beginning to make initial evaluations of larger social issues
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circulating within the field study, and made cursory notes on what I might look for in the
following interview.
The Geography of Food Insecurity

By looking at the progression of space, place, environment, and time, we can investigate
how where people live might affect how they eat and other “choices” in their daily lives. In an
era when things are said to be speeding up and spreading out, people’s reality is determined by
their degrees of mobility, time, and economic resources. Impoverished groups are limited not
only by the economy but also experience time, space, and place in various ways. Mapping
becomes key in the ways that people live. The geography of social relations is mapped and
experienced differently among different populations. Soja (1989) stated,

“To be human is not only to create distances but to attempt to cross them, to transform
primal distance through intentionality, emotion, and attachment” (p. 15).

In my recent interviews, the terms, most often stated are personal experience with food
insecurity and generational food gaps, access is important in their personal choices, and socio-
economic status drives what they eat. Each participant focused on the community, not just their
personal experiences. Each one mentioned a lack of access to certain foods for the community,
not just their households. All participants indicated it was difficult to gain access to healthier
options due to money and travel to the closest “supermarket,” often relying on “gas station
pizza,” or food they can pick up the Dollar General. Two churches in the area have established
Blessing Boxes. But overall. the only foods taken are the ones that do not require cooking
beyond using a microwave. At this time, no research has been conducted regarding the reason for

this finding.
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Mapping Indicators
Mapping Food Sources

According to the Tilth Alliance website (https://tilthallianceblog.org/), mapping has been

defined as the process of finding out where people can buy and eat food, and what the food needs
of local people are. It is a type of needs assessment that aims to identify the geographical areas or
communities that have the greatest needs in terms of access to food. This study’s participants
identified 3 factors that influenced their food purchasing behavior: access, price, and time of
preparation.

With the need to understand and measure food insecurity, mapping becomes a useful
tool. Research shows that many communities are facing food insecurity, but often the research is
on a large scale. Indicators, such as individual and/or community experiences and access, are
crucial in raising awareness of food insecure homes. Access is not only quantity, but also quality,
in addition to how communities and households obtain food. In an article published in 2015,
Leroy et al. brought clarity to food insecurity among individuals and households.

Harvey (2001) contended that critical geography and geographical knowledge are
dialectic or often clash when we try to claim that hegemony is key or even to look at how we
understand geography as one distinct principle. He offered readers a way to think in terms of
multiple perspectives. Harvey indicated that natural resources, such as the land, people and their
cultures/habits, and sense of place and community collude to inform daily practices. Neoliberal
capitalism has contributed to increasing income inequality. He asserted that neoliberal tactics
contributes to an increase in poverty and food insecurity. Those policies focus on extending food

aid, with little focus on the root issue of food insecurity, which is poverty.
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Physical, social, and economic environments all collude to increase or decrease an
individual’s income potential. Physical environment is described as where someone lives, their
house and their community. The social network is an individual’s social network, or the people
they are in contact with regularly. The economic environment is explained as the distance and
space to earning potential. Social and physical mobility is often limited in rural, lower-income
communities. Rural areas, individuals might carry the described imprint of their environment for
several generations. Social mobility depends on prior generation’s income and social class;
leaving parents to either migrate or try to invest more in the local community (Freeman, 2007).
Physical mobility is about having the necessary means to travel for higher paying jobs, or simply
getting to grocery store or market, who offers “healthier food choices.” Neither of which is
always possible.

According to Freeman (2007), the illusion of choice in food consumption is a particularly
powerful and entrenched social myth that contributes to food oppression’s perpetuation and
invisibility. Dominant ideology places strong value on the vision of society as a meritocracy with
everyone equally placed at the starting line of the race to social and economic success. Many
Americans believe that economic mobility depends on individual accomplishment, and that
success reflects personal fortitude. The myth of meritocracy allows many individuals to ignore
poverty or the working poor class, except when it is in its most visible form. It is for this reason
that activists have added food oppression to their list of projects or risk losing entire populations
to disease, obesity, and depression.

In the debate about how spaces are occupied and used, it is impossible to not only include
discussions of the geographical boundaries of space and place, but also the socially constructed

boundaries. Often, systems constrain people who live outside of the dominant society. Lived

54



spatiality often contributes to how people feel a sense of containment or freedom depending on
one’s relationship to society. Space is not equally available based on race, class, and gender.
Often, people feel constricted while some feel their space is endless, especially in our more
globalized era. While space is often deemed as neutral, it is in fact socially constructed, or a
process of becoming, which often leads to real, or material consequences. Space, place, and time
often lead to physical and emotional disturbances among society.

In my interviews, the indicators of what they eat are access, cost, and time.

1. Personal experience with food insecurity and generational food gaps.

2. Access is important in their personal choices.

3. Socio-economic status drives what they eat.

Participants focused on the community, not just their personal experiences. Each one mentioned
a lack of access to certain foods for the community, not just their households. All participants
indicated it is difficult to gain access to healthier options due to money and travel to the closest
“supermarket,” often relying on “gas station pizza,” or food they can pick up at the Dollar

General store.

Doreen Massey (1994) introduced readers to the concept of spatiality. Massey’s
philosophy of spatiality describes how it is product of certain social relations intersecting, for
example how the home is often used as a context of positionality. In the general introduction,
Massey explained how space and place are often used in our social relations and how power is
situated within. She discussed the constructs ‘home” and how often this term can become a
place of contestation. For the purpose of my research, sometimes home can become a place of

tension. When people know that they might not have enough food for their family, home is not
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always a comforting thought. During my time in the classroom, I heard students say that this at
school because their parents seemed stressed out all of the time.

Massey (1994) wrote about how the labor force has undergone structural changes. Not
only has the geographical locations changed, but also the class workers remain in an influx.
Massey emphasized how “deindustrialization” changed the landscapes of the cities and rural
areas in terms of industry and closure, and the loss of jobs for people in the area. Through this
decline, a shift of labor also resulted in class implications, in addition to an issue of “dislocation
and placelessness” for some workers. The scope of employment changes regarding education
levels. She focused on the positions of dominance and subordination in the context of
production. Class becomes relational to production and the labor force. Massey also showed

readers how this relates to geography due to how people are organized spatiall
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS

Capitalism drives poverty, and poverty creates food insecurity. Until inequality and
poverty are critically analyzed, instead of basic food aid, the situation will continue to grow,
especially in rural areas. A new approach to the underlying issues will be the only way to
properly address food insecurity. Food aid is a growing concern, but the fact remains that the
Unites States has plenty of food. However, poverty and low wage work make it almost
impossible to have access to the food needed to thrive.

In this aspect, food is being addressed locally. Many organizations are trying to distribute
food, so people are not hungry, but the gap is still far too large. It will take government
intervention and an increase in SNAP and other forms of help to reach those in need.

Findings:

During the interviews, each participant included time, access, and monetary constraints as
primary concerns leading to food insecurity in the area. The common concern for the volunteers
and recipients of assistance is time and money. All ten participants in this study have reliable
means of transportation. However, they also mentioned that limited options of places to shop in

the area create hurdles in terms of buying food.

Participant One, a director of services for nutritional and basic necessities for DeKalb

County, has worked for the service for two years. The participant commits 24 hours per week to
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the program. The goal of the program, according to the participant, is to provide a “nutritional
boost” among those served in the area. This program mainly serves homebound residents over

the age of 60 whose current income is less than $1,287 for an individual or $1,536 per couple.

The program depends on the Food Bank of North Alabama in Huntsville, Alabama for
most of the food they supply to residents. The program pays a freight charge and the county
government transports the food. The program also has a food drive in several local schools in the
Fall; however, only a modest amount is received. The participant also stated that many of the

food received does not meet the nutritional value criteria provided by the USDA.

Participant Two is a teacher in a rural school in the area. This participant is involved in
CASA through her school and church. The time commitment is minimal for this particular
participant. During the four years of being involved in the program, this participant has seen the
advantages and disadvantages of school driven food drives. The participant shared that one
advantage is getting the students and community more involved in local needs and allowing them
to take a personal role in serving their community. However, the major concern arises when they
are giving food that they cannot afford to give. Often, those parents and students who give are
also on the receiving end. It becomes a lesson in humility and pride. When cans are set up in the
schools, offering incentives such as Alabama versus Auburn Beat Hunger drives, of course all
students want to give. Many might not even realize the pressure this places on their caregivers at

home.

Regarding the foods donated by her family to the food drive, she responded that cost is

what drives the decision, not necessarily nutritional value. The participant explained,

“We do not discuss the nutritional value of foods and what it basically boils down to is
that when I am buying items to donate, I tend to look for the cheapest items so I can give
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more. Does this mean a less quality product for the family it is given to? I really do not
know the answer. I am trying to do what I can to help out, while still staying within a
budget that I can handle for my family.”

Participant Three volunteers through Church Food Ministries for Dekalb County,
Alabama. For the last four years, they have given 4 hours per month of their time to help this
program collect and distribute food. The registration for this program is open to anyone. They
have to fill out a form and are in charge of coming to collect a “box of food” distributed one time
per month. If recipients do not come to collect for a period of four months, their names are
removed from the list. The community served is described as low to middle class, mostly

Caucasian.

This program does not adhere to any nutritional guidelines and distributes food donated
by a local grocery store. The advantages this participant provided are that, “it is great service for
the community and the registration process ensures people are not collecting multiple
donations.” The participant added that the disadvantages are lack of investigation of the “real
problem...The program might be more beneficial if it investigated the reason and need and tried
to address the specific problem with assistance in the area.” The participant further stated that
this not always a matter of long-term assistance. “There are many families in our area who live
paycheck to paycheck. One hospital visit, layoff, etc., results in families making choices over

food and paying their bills.”

Participant Four, a college student, has been a recipient of food assistance in the past.
Many of the questions did not apply to this participant. Regarding an advantage of food
assistance, this participant stated, “Programs that offer donations of food where it would be
otherwise nonexistent are great.” However, she also is concerned that often people might lack

transportation to the distribution centers. Furthermore, many people might not qualify for
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government assistance and still be food insecure. The guidelines for government assistance are
strict and many come in just above the threshold. However, they are forced to buy foods deemed

as “unhealthy” by the USDA.

Participant Five was once a recipient of government assistance, receiving “food stamps”
as a single mother and working full-time. When discussing her experience, she stated, “In 1994
my daughter was born, and I received food stamps for 2 years in the amount of $60-$70 per
month.” The participant continued to work full-time and lost her job in 2009 when the sock mills
closed in DeKalb County as a result of globalization. At this time, she was offered the
opportunity to attend Northeast Alabama Community College for 2 years, and once again
received food stamps. At this time, she received $150-$200 per month in assistance. She
continued to work full-time, went to class, and cared for her daughter. She stated the advantages
and disadvantages of the program as follows, “Are there advantages and disadvantages, yes. The
system is there to help those in need and it did help feed me and my daughter, but some people

use the system and it becomes a crutch.”

Participant Six lived in Hammondville until her early 20’s. At that time, she and her
family moved to Fort Payne for work. The participant has returned to Hammondville once again
because it just always feels like home. This story is a bit different than my previous interviews.
This participant lived in a single mother household, with 4 siblings. They farmed for income and
food. The children all did odd jobs at school to buy books, so they received a free lunch each
day. Commodities or food supplements were given about every six weeks. They included items
such as cheese, tomato juice, plain noodles, canned meat, powdered eggs, and plain flour and
meal. Other than that, if they did not grow it, they did not eat it. One myth this participant

discussed was how poor people have often been portrayed as having the “ability to live off the
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land.” They were not a family of hunters, because they did not have money for a gun or
ammunition. When they were lucky, they could find people to barter with to add variety to their
food supply. They grew chickens, but often had to sell them to have money for other necessities.
Sometimes neighboring families needed help during “hog season,” and they could trade some

chicken for pork.

Participant Seven serves on several civic boards in the area and witnesses directly how
poverty affects citizens in the area. People often ask for money for food and utilities, but there is
simply not enough to go around in the community. Often, he and his wife, try to take food to
those who are the most poverty stricken and leave it anonymously to maintain the receivers’

dignity. These recipients are in the worst shape at that particular time.

Participant Eight works in the local school cafeteria. She described how many children
would reject the “cooked food” served in the lunchroom. They are not accustomed to it. At
home, they have pop tarts, doughnuts, boxed macaroni and cheese, or sandwiches. The interview
she gave was one of the more depressing because she sees daily what children re facing at home
in terms of hunger. She and some of the other staff make sure that those who really need it, get a
little extra. Frequently, she said she will tell some of the students to come by after all the lunches

are served for the day, so that she can give them a little something to take home. She said,

“Most of these kid’s parents are working. But, they make just a little too much for
assistance. They have time constraints, no access to anywhere but what they can buy at
The Dollar General, or the saddest is some of the parents have additions and depend on
others to feed their kids.”

Participant Nine sits on a local board, attends most of the public meetings, and offers
insight into the requests for assistance by local families. From some of the meetings he has

attended, he states that it really is a culture of poverty. Most of the poverty-stricken in the
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community have become so accustomed to living on so little, they only strive to get by. Many

have faced generations of poverty and they simply see no way out.

Participant Ten has lived 80 plus years in the area. She affirmed some of the conclusions
provided by Participant Nine. Generations of poverty, landlessness, and listlessness keep many
people downtrodden in the area. She has handed out commodities to the community for 45 years,
when they are offered. She says she sees the same families for generations. She has been a
farmer, a sharecropper, care giver and anything else the community might need from her all of
her adult life. She proudly explained, “I helped raised a lot of these kids around here. The ones
that I could help, I did. I taught that there’s no shame in being poor, but there’s also no shame in
wanting more for yourself.” She claims that addiction, moonshine, and general alcoholism is a
“hidden” problem in the community. It is the community’s “dirty little secret, that everybody

knows.”

Participants’ Food Choices

The importance of food nutrition and food insecurity is not always a question of choice.
Each participant, from diverse backgrounds, stated access (location proximity and transportation)
and money are how they choose the foods they eat and feed their families. All ten participants
are knowledgeable about what is considered “healthy foods” by USDA standards. Time, money,

and convenience, ultimately, are the deciding factors in consumption.

Participant One explained,

“I generally buy healthy food for my family. We occasionally have a treat but those are
few. I eat the same foods I buy for my family. We often prepare our dishes from scratch
because I am a diabetic. This means we spend a little more time on food preparation than
the average family. I am able to resist food that is detrimental to my health.”
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This participant also stated that this not an option for many families because of the time and
money that it takes to prepare food in this manner. The participant also stated his family is able
to prepare foods in advance and has access to freezer storage so that healthier foods are always
available to his family. The participant added, “For some, eating healthy foods is not a choice

due to low income. Healthy foods cost more.”

Participant Two expressed that while she knows leaning toward more organic foods,
eating lean meats, vegetables, and avoiding processed foods is her definition of healthy eating, it
is not always possible. In a world where convenience is the mainstay, her family has become

accustomed to foods that are not necessarily considered healthy. According to the participant,

“The types of foods I usually buy for myself are fruits and fresh vegetables, lean meats,
organic items, seafood, and Greek yogurt. I tend to buy different foods for my family.
They simply will not eat the foods described. This is why eating healthy is such an
obstacle. It doubles my grocery bill and food prep time for me to prepare two meals.”

For some people, often it becomes easier and cheaper to eat the foods that are not considered

healthy because of time and money.

Lunchables and convenience are a mainstay for the community. With limited purchasing
options, lack of time, stores, and money, children want to eat what everyone else is eating in the
lunchroom. It is cheap and easy. When asked if eating heathier is an option for everyone the
participant replied, “If someone has limited income and kids to feed, organic fruits and
vegetables does not win out over the drive-thru. Is healthy a choice? It can be if you have the

means for it to be a choice.”

Participant Three’s answers to what is fed to her family were simple. When asked to
describe what they consider healthy, her response was, “low-sugar, natural food, or anything

from the garden.” Her family has a garden in the summer and usually only purchases meats from
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the grocery store. During the school year, time is a constraint on food options, and they mostly
“eat outside of their home.” The participant added that, “It is simply cheaper and easier to eat

unhealthy foods. If you do have the income, it is not a choice, you eat unhealthy foods.”

Participant Four mentioned that her general knowledge of what is healthy is what she has
been told. Fresh foods are best, according to her statements, but not always an option. The
participant stated. “I am sure I could buy healthy food but can’t get as much as I can buying fast
food and processed foods. As a college student, working full-time, I get more bang for my buck

with foods that are considered unhealthy.”

Participant Five provided her definition of healthy foods as fresh vegetables and fruits,
salads, and baked, not fried, foods. Her ideas of healthy mainly come from television, the
internet, and friends. When asked if she eats the same food as she feeds her family, her response
was “no,” due to time and money. The food she buys for her family include fruits, vegetables,
chicken breasts, milk, cheese, eggs, bottled water, and boxed macaroni and cheese. When her
children were in school, they received free/reduced lunches, so they ate in the lunchroom. When
asked, “Are healthy foods a choice?”, she responded, “For some, yes. But, you get what you can
afford and with limited income, healthy choices are not as important as making sure you and

your family eat.”

Participant Six has always tried to feed her family fresh vegetables, fruits, and foods that
nourishing. Growing up poor with little food has created insurmountable health consequences
her entire life. So, this factors into their food choices. Not wanting her kids to have health issues
because of nutrition simply was not an option in her opinion. Coming from poverty, to now a
middle-class family, this is a luxury she has afforded her family because she never had it. Her

family was part of the “working poor,” never drinking or spending money frivolously, still not
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providing enough for her family. While her kids were small, they rarely ate “out,” saving money
in every way possible, and supplementing with a vegetable garden, all of which she did after her
and her husband worked full time jobs. They own their own business and often stopped work to
go home and cook a “good supper,” and then return to work, where they had a place for their kids

to do homework and sleep while they continued to work.

Participant Seven is a member of the local government. They admit that access and cost
is the greatest hurdle the community faces. Without a local grocery store, and no plans to
establish a larger store, there is not going to be much change. As an elected official, they wished
they could promise more, but it is not promising. Industry and jobs are simply not here, so most
residents rely on being able to travel to Fort Payne, to shop at Wal-Mart, due the “prices.” Other

than that, they are dependent upon the local gas station and Dollar General.

Participant Eight indicated that convenience and price largely dictates what she buys for
her family. This participant works in the lunchroom at the local school. She mentioned that often
the children are more used to prepackaged foods they eat at home, which makes it harder to feed
them the foods mandated by the guidelines of school lunchrooms. The participants shared that
often students will opt for the grab and go lunches, consisting of a sandwich, baked chips, and
piece of fruit, rather the “hot meal” of the day. Most of the time, the fruit and chips are found in
the trash at the end of their shift. The participant admitted that even at home, convenience trumps
nutritious most of the time, stating, “In my line of work, it is all about healthier options, so I

know more than I actually practice.

Participant Nine reported that he would like to eat better, but both he and his wife work
and sometimes it is not a feasible option. However, his income does allow for the food that they

often “pick up for supper,” are of higher quality, not average fast food. Due to time constraints
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for both parents working, they still rely on snacks and other essentials from The Dollar General
in the area. It is quick, easy, and close. Even though they offer little variety and no lower fat

options, sometimes, “that’s just the way it is.”

Participant Ten is very knowledgeable in the terms of vegetables. She still works a small
garden. She and her family, who are also her neighbors, can help each other in keeping the
family fed. She still lives like she always has though, opting for vegetables over meat, and
sometimes having a “good old tomato sandwich,’ for her supper. She thinks that “eating out,’ is a

waste of money because most of it, “ain’t good anyway.

What does it mean to be poor in Alabama?

The interviews I provided are only small glimpse of poverty in Alabama. Everyone’s
experience is different. Everyone’s history is not the same. My discussions focused on food
insecurity, but each participant discussed how poverty is experienced in their eyes. The
interviews provide a story of ten written records. They are the teachers, the ‘knowers,” I am

merely the instrument.

Poverty in Alabama

The poverty rate in Alabama is 18.0%. One out of every 5.6 residents of Alabama live in
poverty; 849,699 of 4,729,116 residents reported income levels below the poverty line in the last
year. Alabama ranks 45th in Poverty Rate at 18.0%. The Poverty Rate of Alabama is
meaningfully higher than the national average of 14.6% (welfare.org).

Being poor in Alabama is complex. The nation is once again divided politically down
party lines. As Wayne Flynt (1989), maintained,

There is a distrust of government among, especially among rural communities. Some are

voting against progress, because they have harsh feelings towards unions, and often like

66



to see larger Supermarkets such as Wal-Mart, even though they usually operate for years

without paying taxes back into the community. (p. 9)
One local store owner said they did not see building a store in the rural areas of DeKalb County
because research shows that most of those citizens do their shopping at Wal-Mart in Fort Payne,
which is 15 minutes away. Janisse Ray (1999) wrote about living in the South, and contended
that, “It is a land of few surprises. It’s a land of routine, of cycle, and of constancy....I was born
from people who were born from people who were born from people who were born here” (p. 4).
Of my ten participants every single one was born in DeKalb County, Alabama. A few joined the
armed services, some went to college, but they all returned home.

Rick Bragg (1991) wrote about the temporality of success in Alabama and the fear that
often comes with it.

It is a common condition of being poor... you are always afraid that the good things in

your life are temporary, that someone can take them away, because you have no power

beyond your own brute strength to stop them. (p. 300)
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the issue of food insecurity in
DeKalb County, Alabama. By addressing previous studies on food insecurity and conducting
interviews with local communities, I investigated a more holistic account of food insecurity. I
examined the local movements to help eliminate food insecurity in the area. Alternative food
movements seek to provide access to nutritional foods for communities. Local food movements
can be empowering by offering options for ways to obtain nutritional foods for families who
might otherwise not have access to certain foods. As a researcher, interviews and observation,
showed me how local meal providers determine what they serve their families, in addition to the
reality of access to foods. Research questions were presented, and each question was evaluated.
The data were analyzed to identify overlapping indicators and similar answers to the questions
presented. The aim was to understand how people decided what food to feed buy for themselves
and what food to feed their families. The results indicate that access, price, and time to prepare

foods are given more credence than the nutritional value of the foods.
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Interpretation of Findings
Limitations

The COVID-19 pandemic limited my access to interviews. Additionally, the virus set me
back 2 semesters personally as a long hauler of COVID-19. The study changed in nature over the
course of time due to COVID 19 and a change in presidential administrations, as I discussed in
Chapter Four of my research findings. Television commercials are now emphasizing the family

table again. Food insecurity became a crucial topic when students were forced out of the

classroom due to the virus and food began being delivered and bused to students at home. The
community began to see the need and began to look for ways to feed the food insecure in their
communities, via free food from the city and free produce from local gardens. While COVID-19
has changed the landscape of many aspects of our lives, it has begun to shine a light on hunger

among our communities.

Using Harvey’s (2001), assessment, uneven geographical development, the spatial
division of labor puts at the forefront the fact that not only different numbers of jobs (or varying
amounts of economic opportunity) are found in different places, but also that different kinds of
jobs are found in different locations. In a podcast, Harvey (2020) addressed the implications of

the epidemic, in relation to poverty and food insecurity.

In rural areas, there are limits to capital. As previously mentioned, about 20% of DeKalb
County residents commute to nearby (50-60 miles) cities for employment. Harvey (2001)
explained that the erosion of “meaningful jobs,” has led to despair. Some people feel alienated
and less dignified because the large producers of work are now conglomerates, such as fast food
markets and large department stores like Walmart. Gone are the days when some people felt a

sense of pride because, even while they knew they were being exploited to an extent, they were
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producing a product, such as in the automobile and steel industry. During this era, some people

often felt they might have some upward growth.

Almost everywhere, there are signs about “Now hiring,” and people complaining about
how people refuse to work. Maybe it is more about people feeling hopeless in the jobs offered.
People feel alienated because the wealth gap is tremendous. The sense of community is lost. The
class distinctions are clearly drawn, and everyone sees them, from the food people eat, to the
clothes they wear, and where they call home. Using Harvey’s (2001) analysis of the
accumulation of capital, issues such as food insecurity is something that was set in motion due to
technological changes and commercialization. Relying on the Marxist theory of class
consciousness, Harvey maintained that the worker is unfulfilled because now they are “things”

used to lift the capitalist owners.

Harvey’s (2001) claim is certainly clear in DeKalb County where the lines are drawn
geographically. Industries have collapsed, leaving behind desolate buildings. The county now
has more government housing than ever before, and thriving, local businesses stand deserted.

These issues have increased during the pandemic. According to Harvey (2020),

We are now experiencing mass unemployment. The latest data suggested that, in the
United States, something like 26 million people have lost their jobs. Now, normally one
would say this is a catastrophe, and, of course, it is a catastrophe, because when you lose
your job, you lose the capacity to reproduce your own labor power by going to the

supermarket, because you have no money.

Bourdieu’s (1985) social theory places a unique perspective on experiences of food

insecurity and indicates cultural capital plays a pivotal role in the field. However, without
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changes to the underlying economic and social structures that cause food insecurity, little can
help alleviate the problem. Education and economic structures determine what people cook, the
skills they employ when making a shopping list, and food preparation. Cultural capital involves
four underlying values in the field, participation, skills, knowledge, and values (including taste

values).
According to Flynt (1989),

“Since the Civil War, Alabama has been one of the poorest states” (p. 362).
Natural resources are not the issue in Alabama. The state is rich in water, timber,
and minerals. Instead, Flynt contented that the roots of poverty are based in social,
political, and economic policies, which have changed little to help the

impoverished over the last century.

The economic development strategy of Alabama still has many of the same components
as it did 150 years ago. In 2007, Flynt stated in an interview on npr.org, “Keep taxes low. Keep
labor unions out. Don't regulate business. Control labor. Don't worry about educating the masses.

Recruit low-wage, low-skill industry that will move plants to the lowest cost production site.”

One aspect that has been added to the mix is giving out tax incentives to industries that
will locate to the state, meaning, while jobs might increase, the incoming industry largely
increases wealth without paying state and municipal taxes. Additionally, many of the workers are

employed part-time, except for the “educated,” and therefore, employee benefits are not offered.

The effects of the New Deal of the 1930s did not do much for the poor people of
Alabama. Instead, it pushed tenants off their land and attracted many to defense jobs in urban

areas. Many were left landless and jobless after World War II. The twentieth century mythology
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of poverty by those who had reached middle class widened the gap further. According to Flynt
(1989), “The myth was that poor people were either African American or lazy, shiftless “poor
white trash,” who refused to work™ (p. 133). Using this defense, the persistence of poverty
remains high, because if some were able to overcome poverty due to hard work, then “why can’t

everyone?”

Politicians and entrepreneurs use this myth to keep the status quo. By manipulating the
facts, they declare they can provide employment, stability, but often neglect to rationalize that
the needs might change in the time it takes to build the site of employment. According to Flynt,
people persist in believing the illusions creating by bureaucracy. However, for all the promises of
a brighter tomorrow, Alabama still falls shy. Technology is taking the place of human labor,

except in low skill and low paying jobs. Flynt reported that,

A Georgetown University study found that Alabama relies too heavily on low skill, low
wage jobs: 47% of our jobs require only high school or less. By 2020, the study estimated
that 53% of these jobs will require a college degree (compared to 65% nationally.)
Among 17 southern and border states, plus the District of Columbia, Alabama ranked

3 in jobs for high school dropouts and 15" in jobs requiring college degrees. (p. 2)

New literature is coming forth about the abundance of food, with fewer people having the
purchasing power to but it. Eric Holt-Gimenez (2017) suggested some ways to push a new
agenda relying on the original New Deal. He asserted that, “We can’t change the food system
without changing the system of capitalism” (p.11). What it means to make a “good living,” must
also be reevaluated. In 2019, 12% of the population was living under the poverty line of $25,
570.00 per year. Many agree that it takes almost twice that amount to actually be secure in one’s

needs. The New Green Deal, according to Holt-Gimenez, is “a new set of social and
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environmental conditions for a guaranteed price at the level of production, which can actually be

absorbed by the government and food producers would be a good starting point” (p. 4).

The American Dream for a better life in DeKalb County was all but demolished when the
hosiery mills moved to South America. Those who had been born into poverty were able to reach
middle-class status, most often with benefits and 401ks. They were once again producing

something tangible. They were making socks in the “Sock Capital of the World.”

Food insecurity is about more than hunger. While some have the money to buy food,
others do not have the resources to provide a sufficient supply of nutritional foods. Food
insecurity is rooted in poverty, the result of social and economic inequity. The resources for rural
communities often increase food insecurity for impoverished citizens. However, when the facts
are evaluated, it is clear that choice is not part of the analysis. Dominant society adheres closely
to the idea of choice and individualism and does not see how improper nutrition continues to
hold impoverished communities back. A “bootstrap” philosophy does not give credence to the
fact that to pull oneself or anyone else up by the bootstraps, one must first have boots and the

energy to tug at them daily.

Some people are forced to live with the issue of food insecurity and hope for the best. A
way must be found to move food insecurity into the national agenda and bring awareness to the
concern for all communities who face this issue. It is easy to tell people how they should nourish
their bodies, but it is difficult to establish more feasible ways for them to be able to do it.
Freeman (2013) wrote, as one resident in public housing stated, “Imagine trying to get a week’s
groceries if you have a couple of kids, carry that onto a bus, transfer it to a subway and carry it
home, sometimes you just have to eat what is available” (p. 6). This is discussed further in the

interview section of the paper. It is time to quit blaming the people living in food insecurity.
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Instead, it is time to increase awareness, and look for solutions and offer explanations of

persistent food insecurity.

Recommendations

Some of the obstacles of my study included a small participant sample. While I hoped to
be able to reach out to more of the stakeholders who are addressing the issue of food insecurity
in the area, many refused to be interviewed. No reasons were given, but I suspect they saw my
line of research as an attack on the work they are doing. Also, while trying to gain records of
exactly how much food assistance is given in the area, [ was unable to get exact numbers.

Approximations were given and qualification for need-based help was vague.

Literature about food insecurity in rural areas of the United States is scarce. Much
research has been done in other countries on the issue of food insecurity and clean water.
However, most of the research I found is situated in urban areas or focuses on how food
insecurity affects school age children or the elderly, not all demographics. Most often, research
on food insecurity is based on government interventions. I have not found much literature on the

working poor, who still face hunger even in two income households.

Implications for Social Change

Conducting studies that seek to inform the intended audience by presenting research and
findings that are relevant and applicable to more communities and individuals is important. The
focus of the study was to validate ideals, knowledge, and lived experiences of those within food
insecure communities. Having a more open dialogue among the community level stakeholders
might help to see where the need lies. Many people who need help are working during the hours

the food banks are being held, because of the common misconception that only the unemployed
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are facing hunger daily. Instead of focusing on food distribution, the root cause, which is

poverty, must be critically addressed.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to learn more about how to help with the issue of food
insecurity in a small area of DeKalb County, Alabama. Gaining insight regarding this
phenomenon is critical to supporting efforts to reaching more of the community in need. More
research and open dialogue are needed to properly address this issue in this particular
community. Only during the pandemic did open food banks begin serving the community.
Before, only small bags were given through the schools, free lunches were provided for those
who qualify, and those over 62 who met certain criteria. The data in this reach show that poverty
in the root cause of hunger in DeKalb County, Alabama. It is structural in nature, not necessarily
lack of motivation and indolence. Until more people get involved in gaining knowledge from the

vulnerable populations, there will be little opportunity for positive social change.
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Title: Food Insecurity in the land of Plenty: A Study of DeKalb County, Alabama

Informed Consent

Please read this information carefully before you decide to participate in the study.

Consent Form Key Information: You are being asked to participate in a research study. Please read
this document and ask any questions that you may have before agreeing to participate in this
study. This study is being conducted by a doctoral student in Social and Cultural Studies at The
University of Alabama. This study is part of a dissertation project and will be overseen by the
secondary investigator, a professor of educational studies. You might me asked the following:

L. Participate in a 45 minute-1 hour interview about food choices. {location of your choice)
2. Describe how you decide what foods to buy for you and your family,
3. The interview will be kept confidential, with no identifiable information.

4. Possibly do a follow up discussion lasting 30-45 minutes.

Purpose of the research study: This study is designed to describe the experiences associated with
food insecurity in DeKalb County, Alabama. By interviewing members of the community, | hope
to find the impact of food insecurity in an effort to better m:derstand the problem. The study
ultimately seeks 10 investigate more effective ways to combat food insecurity.

Procedures for the study: For this study, [ will be asking questions dealing with food and the
availability of foods in your area. Some questions are directly related to food, while others are
about access to food. They might include some of the following: (1) Have you, personally, had
any experience with food insecurity? {2) Do you feel the community has proper programs to help
alleviate local food insecurity? (3) What kind of experiences do you think people who are food
insecure go through on a daily basis? You may choose which questions to answer without penalty.

Please feel free to share anything else you think could be beneficial in a study about food insecurity
in our area or in a larger context. My goal is to bring a more inclusive discussion to the current
narrative surrounding food insccurity. T hope to also find ways 10 help alleviate the problem in our
area and more broadly. | feel this is not an issue of “being lazy,” not working hard enough, or
government supplements, 1 know many “working poor” people who find themselves struggling to
put food on the table and provide the necessities they need to make their families feel secure. This
is not intended to bring shame to anyone, my goal is 10 heighten awareness and improve the
situation many face daily. As a participant of this study., you will be asked to participate in an
initial 45-60 minute interview with me. The actual process may take up to two hours to allow for
a review of the informed consent form and for you to have ample response time to questions. If

1 UNIVERSITY OF ALAB )
CONSENT FORM APPR AMg;lRBq nr
EXPIRATION DATE:,__ }

80



Title: Food Insecurity in the land of Plenty: A Study of DeKalb County, Alabama

you agree, | could also contact you for a follow-up interview to allow you to review the transcript
of the first interview and clarify any necessary information with me. The follow-up interview
should take no longer than 45 minutes, if required. The follow-up interview can either be done in
person, by phone, or via email. You may choose the best option for your time and access.

Time required: The initial interview should last 45-60 minutes. depending on how much
information about your experiences you choose to share. The follow-up interview, if required,
should take no longer than 45 minutes.

Risks: There are no foreseeable risks. The study is on a volunteer basis only.

Benefits: There are no direct benefits to you for participating in this study. Your responses are
aimed to have a better understanding of food security in DeKalb County, Alabama and help
investigate more cffective ways of getting better access to food in our comimunity.

Confidentiality: You are free to decide where we will visit, so that no one else will overhear the
conversation. The primary investigator will visit you in the privacy of your home or in another
place that is convenient for you. During the interview, you may refuse to answer a particular
question or not share information you find sad or stressful, All audio files, field notes. and consent
forms will be stored on an external hard drive at the private residence of the primary researcher in
a locked cabinet. Audio files will be destroyed by the primary investigator immediately following
transeription, Transcripts, field notes, and consent forms will be retained for twelve months, at
which time they will be destroyed by the primary researcher. The external hard drive is password
protected. Additionally, files on the external hard drive will only be accessed by the investigator
using a computer that is also password protected.

Data linked with identifying information: The information that you give in the study will be
handled confidentially. Your information will be assigned a code number. The list connecting
your name to this code will be kept in a locked file. When the study is completed, and the data
have been analyzed, this list will be destroyed. Your name will not be used in any report. Al
notes and transcripts will be destroyed at the end of the project.

Data not linked to identifying information: The information that you give in the study will be
handled confidentially. Your namc and other information that could be used to identily you will
not be collected or linked to the data.
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Voluntary participation: Your participation in the study is completely volunatary.

Right to withdraw from the study: You have the right 10 withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty,

How to withdraw from the study: If you want to withdraw from the study, tell me that you do
not wish to continue. There is no penalty for withdrawing.

Compensation/Reiimbursement: You will receive no payment tor participating in the study.

If you have questions about the study or need to report a study related issue please contact,
contact:

Name of Principal Investigator: Jennifer M. Barnett

Title: Doctoral Student at The University of Alabama

Department Name: Educational Leadership, Policy, and Technology Studies, Social and
Cultural Foundations

Telephone: (256) 996-3354

Email address: jbarnctierimson ua,edu

Faculty Adviser’s Name: John Petrovic, PhD.

Department Name: Educational Leadership, Policy, and Technology Studies, Social and
Cultural Foundations

Telephone: (205) 348-2161

Email address: petrovic@ua.edu

If you have questions about your rights as a participant in a research study, would like to
make suggestions or file complaints and concerns about the research study, please contact:
Ms. Tanta Myles, the University of Alabama Research Compliance Officer at (205)-348-8461 or
toll-free at 1-877-820-3066. You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints
and concerns through the IRB Outreach Webstite at inip;7ovpred. unedu/rescirch-
complianee/prery, You may email the Qffice for Research Compliance at

rscompliance’ researclua.edu.
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Agreement:

1 agree 1o participate in the research study described above.
[J1do not agree to participate in the research study described above.
U1 agree to video (audio, photograph) in the research study described above,

LT do not agree to video (audio, photograph) in the research study described above.

Signature of Research Participant Date

Print Name of Research P:Ec;%la a

Signature of Investigator or other Person Obtaining Consent
Date

Print Name of Investigator or other Person Obtaining Consent
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