Poverty, Indifference & the Struggle for Political Autonomy
Ocean, WISE



Much has happened with WISE since I wrote the proposal for this conference ten months ago. My abstract referred to three major sets of recommendations that the WISE storytellers had made during the course of WISE’s first, and perhaps only, project. My intention was to talk about our second set of recommendations, which focuses on community-based solutions. Many of these are quite novel and certainly their presentation is unique. However, given our activities over the past several months, it makes more sense to talk about the first set of recommendations, which concerns what women on low income might do to bring the issue of poverty to the forefront of political discussion... 

I am going to start by recounting a true story, although not from its very beginning, since this piece should be sufficient to reveal the pattern. The story is about a group of women living in poverty in the Cowichan Valley and how their determined struggle to take back their autonomy leads to change beyond even their imagining. You may recognize the story if you subscribe to a listserv, since I posted it to a couple of listservs recently.
In WISE’s book Policies of Exclusion, Poverty & Health: Stories from the Front, women living in poverty make a key recommendation. To others in like circumstances, they say: "Mobilize, galvanize and politicize." By politicize, they mean:

1. Become aware and act. Learn about the candidates in all elections, including municipal, select a candidate and vote.

2. Promote your political ideals through action. In all elections - municipal, provincial, federal - be vocal about your support. Become a member of a provincial and federal party... During an election, help with your candidate's campaign, but also be there for your party during off-election periods.

3. Do it yourself. Enter politics, beginning at the community level.

4. Get other women to vote. (p.168) 
The point is to make the invisible visible, the unheard heard, to bring persons and issues that have been marginalized to the centre of public and political awareness.

The task is exceedingly difficult for those who lack financial resources, since the very thing they seek to expose is a barrier to their effort. However, certain of our storytellers found that it can be done. 

WISE is managed by some of the women who were featured in our book and so we have been striving to follow our own recommendations. Of course, as a group, we have been doing some additional things.

For a year we have tried initiating communication with politicians in and out of government; from the local to federal levels; and to ministries, departments, agencies, and so on, that were/are in charge of this area or that. If we got a response at all – which was rare –, we were informed that our needs, i.e., money to continue our awareness campaign, did not quite fit their mandate; at the same time, we were urged to carry on our "extremely important and laudible [sic] initiative" (Carolyn Bennett, MP, Minister of State for Public Health).
We have also been through two elections, federal and provincial, each woman doing her bit to follow recommendations 1 through 4. And we have connected with other groups, whose struggles have been similar to our own.

What we have found time and again is a political (and media) stone wall. Politicians either ignore our communications completely or they are indifferent. In all cases but one, they appear to assume we have nothing worthwhile to say. This is apparent given the rarity of finding a politician who has read our widely-acclaimed Phase I – Dominant Issues report, which is also included in the book. This report was sent to a large number of politicians, both in and out of government, and on more than one occasion, and its being read is the least we might have expected. 

We had tried all the usual political routes and still our backs were to the wall. NO party was listening, even when it was in election mode. 

We determined not to put up with this any longer and formulated a fifth item for our list of political ‘dos’:

5. If no provincial party satisfies, create your own.

We have done that. The FemINist INitiative of BC (FemINit-BC) was formally registered with Elections BC on June 22, 2005. We aim to work toward achieving a society that honours the feminine perspective, such that it carries equal weight in all social institutions, a society whose greatest aspiration and the measure of its progress is the wellbeing of all its members, and a society which recognizes and values the ability of communities to act and control their own interests and destinies.

The story does not end there. Excepting our two local papers and one editorial in the Vancouver Sun, BC’s corporate media had always ignored WISE. It was doing the same with FemINit-BC. 

Still with no money, the only solution open to us was to spread the word electronically via feminist and like-minded networks, in and outside BC, including globally. We would reach the consciousness of British Columbians through the back door, if necessary.
From across the country – and from places like Japan, the U.S., U.K. and Australia –, the common response was: “Is there anything like it here? How can I get involved?” Hoping to encourage others to follow our example, we looked into the requirements of forming a political party in each of Canada’s provinces and territories. 

We found further barriers. 
In half the country and for groups with little money and no power network to tap into, the requirements are prohibitive. Federally, the situation isn’t so bad.

We therefore came up with a sixth suggestion for our list of political ‘dos’:

6. If you are prevented from forming a provincial/territorial party, create a federal one.

That is what we are doing. We are working to attain eligible party status for the FemINist INitiative of Canada...

What is the moral of the story? Actually, there are two. 

1. For politicians: It is unwise to ignore the oppressed – and to ignore a bunch of angry women. It is even more unwise to contribute to their oppression through your silence and indifference. 

2. For other persons facing barriers: Don’t try to smash the barriers. That’s too daunting a task; besides, the barriers are unlikely to be worthy of your attention anyway. Instead, think in terms of detours. How might you navigate around the barriers and thereby create your own space? 

***
You get to a point where you are so very tired, almost exhausted to death from the fight, from arguing over and over and over again, from the decades of research never followed by action, and from the endless, useless debates. 

Who is listening? Well, the people in this room. But are any of us in a position to effect or make policy change? NO, we must rely on our elected politicians to do that.
Consider the theme of this conference: “Imagining Public Policy to Meet Women’s Economic Security Needs.” What if today we could say that women were equally represented in all societal institutions, including government, and that those institutions were as friendly to women as they are to men? I bet this conference would have a quite different title. 
As Amartya Sen, the Nobel Prize winning economist argues, political freedom, which includes freedom of expression, precedes all else, since it lays the foundation for life in a society. Issues of political unfreedom, such as poverty, illiteracy and poor health, are symptomatic of a much broader social ill. 
What the women of WISE realized, as we went through the process of sharing our experiences and ideas, is that policy change depends on the will of the government of the day, and that brings up two related points: 
1. If the will of the government is indifferent to particular concerns, those concerns will not be addressed.

2. If government is so structured as to block women’s full and meaningful participation in the political process, women’s issues will continue to be ignored. 
In a speech delivered in Washington DC on April 12, 1999, Elie Wiesel spoke eloquently about indifference: 

For the person who is indifferent, his or her neighbor[s] are of no consequence. And, therefore, their lives are meaningless. Their hidden or even visible anguish is of no interest. Indifference reduces the Other to an abstraction. 

In a way, to be indifferent to that suffering is what makes the human being inhuman. Indifference, after all, is more dangerous than anger and hatred. Anger can at times be creative... One does something special for the sake of humanity because one is angry at the injustice that one witnesses. But indifference is never creative. Even hatred at times may elicit a response. You fight it. You denounce it. You disarm it. 
Indifference elicits no response... Indifference is not a beginning; it is an end.

Our politicians are indifferent and to a large extent, especially in BC, so too is the media, which means the public isn’t offered the option of being informed and perhaps choosing to become engaged. 

We cannot foist the responsibility for change, therefore, onto someone or something else, such as a politician or government. As my friend Daphne Moldowin wrote a week ago in a superb letter on homelessness, “WE are responsible.  WE elect the government, with the expectation that it will deal responsibly with the issues that concern us. If the government we elect fails to fulfill its obligation, the responsibility falls back on US.”
It falls on us in two ways. Few, if any, solutions to homelessness, poverty and other social ills are logically tied to government action. Nothing stops us from collectively doing something ourselves at the community level.

Second, what is needed even beyond imagining public policy to meet women’s economic needs is a strong advocacy movement to change the nature of government itself. It is not acceptable that women who run for office  must conform to a rigidly patriarchal system whose very operation nullifies women’s practices and methods, those such as decision-making by consensus and solutions with flexibility. Having more women in a system that is antithetical to how women achieve and contribute their best will not help.
What we need is women mobilizing, galvanizing and politicizing – our way. Only when governments lose their indifference will real, substantive, permanent policy change happen.
� � HYPERLINK "http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/ewieselperilsofindifference.html" ��http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/ewieselperilsofindifference.html�
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