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BIOE 301 Book Review: Nickel and Dimed
Nickel and Dimed is the firsthand account of a successful middle-aged journalist’s undercover experiences working and living with America’s lower class. Barbara Ehrenreich makes a convincingly earnest attempt to put aside her admittedly more luxurious lifestyle in order to realistically experience what it is like to be a minimum wage, uneducated worker. Hers is a story about trying to survive, financially, mentally, physically, and spiritually in a country that she reveals is not too kind to the downtrodden poor.
Ehrenreich’s approach to learning about life in the “working class” is to relocate to various communities, allowing herself limited startup means, and then embarking on a mission to find a job and affordable housing. Each time she meets with a potential employer, whether a restaurant, housekeeping company, or Wal-Mart, she portrays herself as inexperienced, frequently assuming the background of former housewife. She is always hired at entry-level positions, and frequently placed in stereotypical gender roles, whether as maid, waitress, or women’s wear salesperson. 

In my opinion the most revealing component of the book is not that a college graduate can’t hold her own with low-wage America, but the relationships she forms with poverty-stricken coworkers. Ehrenreich seems all too aware that no matter how much her back hurts or how hungry she is, she can call it quits and return to her regular life, but her coworkers are regulated to jobs that work them too hard and don’t pay near enough. Each time she decides to wrap up a job and move on, her guilt is obvious. The profound effect that immersing herself in poverty had on Ehrenreich is compelling. Even as the other she seems just as intrigued and moved as the readers by the tragic details of the single mothers she tries to talk out of working physically strenuous jobs, or the illegal immigrant accused of stealing and fired when he is unable to defend himself.
Nickel and Dimed is best when the author encounters challenges that all low-wage citizens do. When Ehrenreich is unable to find affordable housing and considers living in a dormitory, or when she struggles to find herself a meal, the universality of her predicament does not need to be blatantly stated. The readers, like the author, are just as perplexed as to how other low income workers provide for themselves, and ultimately do not find many solid answers.

The novel’s ending to me was abrupt, yet appropriate. After a stint at Wal-Mart that ignites Ehrenreich’s passion for unions, she finds herself spending more than she has earned and unable to live otherwise. Her conclusion is a bit dense, and perhaps could have been tied better to the rest of the novel. It was also interesting to read the book looking specifically for issues of health. The fact of the matter was, low income individuals could not be concerned with their, and in some cases, their own families’ health. With many jobs failing to provide insurance or only offering limited coverage, those who engage in the hardest, lowest paying jobs, are hung out to dry. 

Overall Nickel and Dimed provides an engaging human drama that we are frequently reminded is real life and in our backyards. This is the type of book that should be revisited, if not for literary pleasure, simply to remind us of the harsh realities of poverty in our own country. One can’t read the narrative without feeling the frustration and desperation of the American poor, and recognizing the need to change something as soon as possible.
