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Your Name: ____________________________________________________  Class Hour: ________

Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting by in America
Barbara Ehrenreich wonders if single mothers, who, due to recent Welfare reform, depend solely on what they can make at low-wage jobs, will be able to survive financially.  To answer this question, she decides to survive on low wages in three cities in America.
In the first city, Key West, Ehrenreich works at two different restaurants and as a house keeper in a hotel.  She lives in an efficiency and then a trailer park.  In Key West, Ehrenreich first learns that there are hidden costs to being poor.  She notes that if you cannot afford the security deposit for an apartment, you are forced to live in a hotel - which is ultimately more costly.  If you have only a room, you cannot save money by cooking nutritious, cheap food.  If you have no health insurance, you end up with significant and costly health problems.  On a particularly rough day, Ehrenreich walks off the job and never returns.

Next, Ehrenreich moves to Maine because of the virtually all-white low-wage workforce.  Here, she lives in a cottage and works for a cleaning service during the week and at a nursing home on the weekends.  An important lesson that Ehrenreich learns in Maine is that there is little assistance for the working poor.  She tries to earn some sort of assistance and encounters rude people who are willing to do little for her.

The final place Ehrenreich lives is Minnesota.  Here she works at Wal-Mart.  In Minnesota, Ehrenreich has the most difficulty finding housing.  She eventually moves into a hotel, which is much too expensive for her budget - although she has no other safe choices.  Ehrenreich comes close to organizing a union at Wal-Mart, but leaves before anything materializes.

In the Introduction to the novel Barbara Ehrenreich tells the reader that she developed the idea for this book over an expensive lunch with the editor of Harper’s magazine.  Ehrenreich wonders how unskilled workers survive on such meager incomes; particularly, she is interested in how the 4 million women who are about to be booted into the labor market by welfare reform are going to make it at $6 or $7 an hour.  She confesses that she is not thrilled about undertaking the task herself.  She remembers that even in the 1960s, when her fellow college students sought jobs in factories to organize the working class, she was not interested.  She has witnessed various loved ones pull themselves out of the misery that can be associated with low-wage work.  Ehrenreich decides to consider the project a scientific experiment, as she has a Ph.D. in biology.  She learns that in 1998, 30 percent of the workforce works for $8 an hour or less.  She cannot imagine how these people survive, and wants to uncover their tricks. 

Ehrenreich decides on some rules for her experiment: (1) she cannot fall back on any skills derived from her education or usual work, (2) she has to take the highest-paying job she is offered and do her best to keep it, (3) she has to take the cheapest accommodations she can find, with a reasonable consideration for safety and privacy. 

Ehrenreich says that while she tries to stick to the rules, at some point she breaks them all.  She decides to present herself as a drastically stripped-down version of who she really is: a divorced homemaker re-entering the workforce after many years.  Regarding education, she says she completed three years of college at her real-life alma mater. 

Ehrenreich also gives herself limits to what she is willing to endure: (1) she will always have a car, (2) she will never allow herself to be homeless, (3) she will never go hungry. 

Ehrenreich realizes that she will never really experience poverty, since this is only an experiment for her.  Moreover, she has the advantage over many low-wage workers in that she is a native English speaker and she owns a car.  Her aim is simply to see if she can match income to expenses as the poor try to do every day. 
This introduction begins on an ironic note - while eating at an over-priced restaurant, Barbara Ehrenreich considers how women entering the workforce due to welfare reform are going to make it at the dangerously low wages available to them.  Ehrenreich proposes and old-fashioned journalistic approach to answering the question.  This notion of investigative journalism is certainly not new, but it is not typical of academics.
From the outset, Ehrenreich admits that she will never truly know what it is like to be impoverished and makes it clear that she is only trying to learn if she can match her income to her expenses.  In making this statement, Ehrenreich avoids any potential criticism regarding authenticity. 
In the final section of the novel, Barbara Ehrenreich evaluates her performance as a low-wage employee and her success at obtaining food and shelter.  Overall, she thinks she did well as a worker and insists that no job is truly “unskilled.”  She gives herself a B or B+.  When she turns to the discussion of food and housing, she notes that the poor cannot compete with the rich on the housing market.  While food is relatively inflation-proof, the cost of housing has sky-rocketed.  Meanwhile, wages have not increased based on demand--at least not in a way that adequately accommodates life’s basic necessities. 

Ehrenreich notes that there are vital problems with the way government determines who is in poverty as well as the way in which the public sector aids these people.  She argues that the laws of economics do not always apply to low-wage workers because they often are restricted geographically, are fraught with the anxiety of entering a new job environment, and do not have ample information available to them. 

In this final chapter, Barbara Ehrenreich provides an overall analysis of her project and draws together the observations she has made throughout the book.  Essentially, she finds she did a good job, but that the low-wage lifestyle is unfair and impractical.  She is convinced that low-wage workers will not put up with these conditions for much longer. 

This chapter was written before the period of economic prosperity in the 1990s came to an end.  Ehrenreich notes that Democrats did not want to discuss welfare because they did not want to find flaws in the economic bliss they took credit for creating.
1.) When examining a piece of non-fiction writing, the reader should always be concerned with methodology 
     (what approach the writer takes to tackling the subject/issue).  This connects directly to the way the writer 
     constructs their main argument.  This includes the sources the author uses as well as the way he or she 
     presents the argument - what evidence the writer includes and the order in which the evidence is presented.  
     Why is evaluation of methodology important for the reader to consider in assessment of the writer’s argument?
     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________
2.) Barbara Ehrenreich has decided to include three case studies, which she as undertaken herself, to prove 
     that it would be virtually impossible for a single mother and her children to survive on a low-wage salary with 
     no additional aid.  She frames her experience with secondary literature, statistics, and newspaper articles. 
     What, therefore, does Ehrenreich assume about her personal experience in relation to her estimation of what 

     a low-wage lifestyle is like?  Do you agree with this assumption?  Why or why not?  Ehrenreich also assumes 

     what about framing her experience with other literature in relation to her argument?  Again, do you agree with 

     her assumption?  Why or why not?





_______________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

3.) Ehrenreich could have presented her evidence topically; for example, she could have discussed each of the 
     single mothers she met along the way, each housing experience she had, each manager she met.  However, 
     she presents her evidence chronologically.  Why do you think she chooses this organization?  What effect 

     does it have upon her narrative? 




_______________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

4.) Barbara Ehrenreich also could have presented herself as a scholar who was writing a book and conducted 
     interviews.  How does her choice to “go undercover” affect her story?









_____________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

5.) Is this novel and its material “timely”?  Why or why not?  What specific information from the writing did you 

     use to determine it “timeliness”?




_______________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

6.) Please revisit the footnotes in your assigned chapter of reading.  Please carefully examine all the provided 

     information.  How do these footnotes add credibility and reliability to the piece?









_______________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

7.) What do you think is Barbara Ehrenreich’s ideological perspective (i.e., what are her political and social 
     views)?  How do you know this (What hints are provided in her narrative?) and how do you think it affected 
     her interpretation of what she experienced and saw?  How does consideration of this impact the credibility of 

     her novel?


__________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

8.) Why is the significance of nutrition and health a recurrent theme in Ehrenreich’s narrative?  What does this 

     theme contribute to her purpose?





_______________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

9.) What evidence do you see that the low wage employees are angry about the circumstances in which they 
     find themselves (excluding Ehrenreich)?  Why does it matter if they’re angry?  Is this subjective description 

     contributive to the purpose of Ehrenreich’s narrative?  Why or why not?










_______________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

10.)  Ehrenreich had no real family responsibility during her experiment.  How would her routine have changed if 
      she were responsible for children?  How would her economic circumstances have changed?  Given her goal 

      of illustrating the hardship single mothers face in the low-wage job market, how, if at all, might she have 

      limited her audience by creating doubt about the authenticity of her “experiment”?










________________________

      ______________________________________________________________________________________

      ______________________________________________________________________________________

      ______________________________________________________________________________________

11.) How do preconceived notions about blue-collar America impact the reading and reception of this novel?  

       Does Ehrenreich recognize and directly respond to that preconceived notion?  If so, how?  If not, why?

       Does she effectively change her reader’s mind?  If so, how?  If not, why?










_______________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

12.) Housing costs pose the greatest obstacle for low-wage workers.  Does Ehrenreich convince her reader of 

       this fact and effectively build sympathy for the issue?  How?








____________________________________________

       _____________________________________________________________________________________

       _____________________________________________________________________________________

13.) Ehrenreich is white and middle class.  She asserts that her experience would have been radically different 
       had she been a person of color.  Do you think discrimination shaped Ehrenreich's story?  In what ways?  

       How does this affect is reception?




_______________________________________________________________

      ______________________________________________________________________________________

      ______________________________________________________________________________________

       _____________________________________________________________________________________

14.) Consider Ehrenreich’s tone.  Please discuss it in relation to how it impacted your likeability of the piece.

      ______________________________________________________________________________________

      ______________________________________________________________________________________

       _____________________________________________________________________________________

Chapter One: “Serving in Florida”
1.) In this chapter, Barbara Ehrenreich begins to experience first-hand what it is like to live on low wages.  

     Although she is not “really” a low-wage worker, what does she realize?  How does her description of this 

     realization contribute to the effectiveness of achieving her purpose?









_____________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

2.) Ehrenreich is engaging in ethnographic research for this book, which, in loose terms, means she is 
     undertaking fieldwork in order to make observations about human cultures, or human activities.  
     Anthropology, the discipline perhaps most familiar with ethnography, raises questions about the “participant-
     observer.”  The participant-observer is someone who is part of a community while simultaneously attempting 
     to observe the community.  There are various problems that might arise from this situation, including losing 
     scientific (or academic) objectivity.  What should the reader consider in relation to Ehrenreich’s observations 

     of some of the people in her narrative?  Why?  How does her role as participant-observer affects her 
     evaluation of those she meets, particularly the management versus non-management?










________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

3.) This first chapter comes with its fair share of asides, regarding just how Ehrenreich feels she is measuring up 
     as an investigator—or actor. Here is one particularly intriguing passage: “The whole thing would be a lot 
     easier if I could just skate through it like Lily Tomlin in one of her waitress skits, but I was raised by the 
     absurd Booker T. Washingtonian precept that says: If you’re going to do something, do it well. In fact, ‘well’ 
     isn’t good enough by half. Do it better than anyone has ever done it before.” She refers to an actress—Lily 
     Tomlin—and a man who, though a deep thinker, great writer, and a catalyst of change, was also a political 
     and public persona, and therefore in his own way a performer—Booker T. Washington.  How do these twin 
     poles inform Ehrenreich’s own performance? 





________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

4.) What tone does the reader recognize in Ehrenreich’s comment on the traditional American work ethic?

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

5.) Ehrenreich points to the example of her own father, who sounds like the very embodiment of the American 
     Dream.  He “managed to pull himself […] up from the mile-deep copper mines of Butte to the leafy suburbs of 
     the Northeast, ascending from boiler-makers to martinis.” He is a veritable self-made man.  Why does 

     Ehrenreich include this description in her narrative?






__________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

6.) What concepts does Ehrenreich hint that the ever-lauded “American Dream” breeds? __________________ 
     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

7.) Emptiness is what Ehrenreich seeks, in order to drift through the grueling work hours like a ghost: “Ideally, at 
     some point you enter what servers call a ‘rhythm’ and psychologists term a ‘flow state,’ where signals pass 
     from the sense organs directly to the muscles, bypassing the cerebral cortex, and a Zen-like emptiness sets 
     in.”  What does the notion of the working-class seeking emptiness imply about social and emotional invisibility?
     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

8.) When Ehrenreich does not stand up for George and asks, “So why didn’t I intervene?” is she asking a 

     rhetorical question?  Please explain your answer.







__________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

9.) Ehrenreich notes ominously, “in a month or two I might have turned into a different person altogether—say, 
     the kind of person who would have turned George in.”  Ehrenreich is not making broad, sweeping statements 
     about human nature, but contemplating what in a small way?







____________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

Chapter Two: “Scrubbing in Maine”

1.) In this chapter Barbara Ehrenreich experiences low-wage work in a community that is virtually all-white and 
     English-speaking.  What things is she most shocked to learn in this experience?  How does her treatment of 

     these ideas impact her evaluation of the issue?






__________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

2.) Ehrenreich makes the important observation that switching jobs is not always feasible in the low-wage world.  
     Many people pay their rent weekly; many jobs hold the first week’s pay; many of the workers she meets have 
     many other people depending on them.  How does her direct understanding of this contribute to the reliability 
     of her shared analysis of the issue and build sympathy in her reader for the population she is observing? 
     ______________________________________________________________________________________

3.) On page ninety-one Ehrenreich writes that hiring a cleaning person is “not the kind of relationship that she 
     wanted to have with another human being.”  What does she mean?  How would such a relationship be 
     similar to or different from the one’s that she must have with the person that changes the oil in her car, or the 
     person who cuts the meat that she buys at her grocery store, or the person who cleans the offices in the

     building that she might work in at her real job?  Is society better off because Ehrenreich does not personally 
     hire a maid?  Why or why not?





_______________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

4.) While working for The Maids, Ehrenreich hears Ted claim that he's "not a bad guy . . . and cares a lot about 
     his girls."  Does this observation create a connection with her reader?  Why?  










_______________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

5.) Why does Ehrenreich describe her Maids uniform in such detail?  What does the uniform do to her?
     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

6.) The low-wage workplace in general seems to exert a soul-crushing effect.  “If you hump away at menial jobs 
     360-plus days a year, does some kind of repetitive injury of the spirit set in?” Ehrenreich asks.  She even 
     concocts her own religious ideology to guide her through her workload and achieve some kind of detachment 
     from it all.  “I draw on the Jesus who was barred from the tent revival,” she writes, “the one who said that the 
     last shall be first and that, if someone asks for your cloak, give him your robe as well.”  “In the beautiful 
     fantasy that results,” Ehrenreich continues, “I am not working for a maid service; rather, I have joined a 
     mystic order dedicated to performing the most despised of tasks, cheerfully and virtually for free—grateful, in 
     fact, for this chance to earn grace through submission and toil.”  Is Ehrenreich implicitly positing an 
     explanation for religion’s roots (or at least Christianity’s) among the poor and dispossessed, the fundamental 
     attraction of religion to those lower down the social ladder?  Please explain your answer.












__________________ 
     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

7.) Certainly, the maids seem to submit to their work without much complaint.  But what do they actually think of

     it?  How do they actually feel?  Their attitudes remain essentially a mystery to Ehrenreich, who, as journalist, 
     can see only “evidence” (or lack thereof) of given feelings or convictions.  As a writer of nonfiction (and not 
     fiction), however, she is relegated to the set of facts at her disposal, the physical signs that are tangible and 
     can be interpreted.  What, perhaps, is Ehrenreich’s fundamental problem here?  Note her choice of words in 
     the following passage: “I should, if I were going to stay in character, find an emergency room after work and 
     try to cop a little charitable care.” 




_______________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

Chapter Three: “Selling in Minnesota”

1.) This chapter focuses on three important aspects of being a low-wage worker: the costly application process, 
     the perhaps class-ist drug test, and the importance of unionizing.  Barbara Ehrenreich realizes that the 
     application process requires a lot of time.  It takes her hours to drive to numerous places filling out the actual 
     applications.  She spends two hours for one drug test.  Moreover, there is the wait period in between filling 
     out the applications, meeting for an interview, taking the drug test, and then waiting for the results.  She 
     notes that in addition to the cost of one’s time, there is gas money to consider as well as the price of a 
     babysitter if someone has children.  Does the fact that the reader knows that many of these issues do not 

     apply to Ehrenreich’s situation harm her credibility and, therefore, negatively impact her purpose?  Please 

     explain your answer.



_____________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ______________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________
2.) Ehrenreich takes particular issue with the drug test.  Does her description of her personal feelings toward this 

     provide needed information to her reader in order to understand the overall issue?  Please explain your answer.
     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.) Ehrenreich is sympathetic to unions but acknowledges that they have some shortcomings.  Does this 

     acknowledgement strengthen or weaken her argument?  Why?









_____________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.) What tone do we sense in Ehrenreich’s writing in this chapter? ____________________________________
     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

5.) What is the implicit, though unspoken, message behind most of what Ehrenreich tells her reader in the 

     narratives and commentaries in this chapter?






________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

6.) Ehrenreich’s writing tends at times toward which genre—in the form, some might argue, that she’s doing 

     what to her subjects in this chapter?  Consider, for example, Roberta, the Wal-Mart employee and 
     interviewer with “people skills.”  Ehrenreich writes: “She personally read Sam Walton’s book (his 
     autobiography, Made in America) before starting work here and found that the three pillars of Wal-Mart 
     philosophy precisely fit her own, and these are service, excellence (or something like that), and she can’t 
     remember the third.”  



____________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

7.) Ehrenreich and her fellow employees may be women outside, but in Wal-Mart they are “ladies” — forbidden 
     to curse or even raise a voice, forced to wear a perpetual mask of “gentility”.  Ehrenreich writes: “Give me a 
     few weeks of this and I’ll femme out entirely, my stride will be reduced to a mince, I’ll start tucking my head 
     down to one side.” Do such formalist concerns seem irrelevant in conjunction with her description of dire 
     social issues?  Please explain your answer.






________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

8.) Ehrenreich finds herself watching Survivor in her motel one night.  “Who are these nutcases who volunteer 
     for an artificially daunting situation in order to entertain millions of strangers with their half-assed efforts to 
     survive?” she asks.  Of course, at whom is she rhetorically aiming this question?











________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

9.) Please consider Ehrenreich’s word choice in the receding quote: the situation is not “daunting” but “artificially 
     daunting”, the efforts to survive it “half-assed”.  Here, what does Ehrenreich seem—intentionally or not—to 
     be critiquing?



____________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

     ________________________________________________________________________________________________

