Community Voices Heard

A Decade of Speaking Up and Speaking Together

On a sunny Saturday morning, in May of 1994,
a group of people, mostly women & some
homeless, many on-welfare, and plenty who were
unemployed 8 came together so that their voices
might be heard. For too long, they had been shut
out of the halls of power, denied a seat at the
table, and trampled by both those who openly
targeted the poor and those who claimed to
advocate on their behalf. They were tired of a gov-
ernment that showed them nothing but neglect
and malice. For these brave people it was now or
never. No longer would the decision makers be
allowed to maintain their power at the expense
of the most unfortunate é the poor, women, and
people of color.

At our expense.
10 years ago, we said enough was enough.

We were united, motivated, and organized. We
had no choice. Between 1993 and 1996, attacks
on the poor were especially vicious, shrouded

in lies and misinformation. Proposals to
eliminate aid to poor families and children were
gaining momentum and support. The radical
right demonized us in order to shore up power
among the middle class, eventually taking over
Congress. Lawmakers were publicly discussing
the option of forcing poor women to live in labor
houses, making them owork off their food and
shelter. Those elected to represent us were
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considering supporting legislation that would put
the children of women on welfare into orphan-
ages. They told the world that we were misman-
aging our money, that we were liars and cheats.

Together we demanded to be heard. We spoke up.
Loudly. We reminded the world that women on
welfare were going to college despite the retro-
gressive cycle of public assistance that demands
women get off welfare without helping them find
the skills and training to do so. We reminded

the world that most women on welfare were in
fact white and that most of us were working part
time or using welfare for unemployment relief.
We showed the world that we were real people,
mothers with children, families with friends

and neighbors.

From that first 1994 meeting of 80 people,
Community Voices Heard emerged and would
eventually become one of the leading organiza-
tions working for economic justice in the country.
Some we knew when we started, some we found
out later, but from the very beginning we drew
from a wide array of influences throughout

the history of the social justice movement. We
combined the relational organizing technique of
the IAF, the humor and direct action of Alinsky,
ACORN and ACT-UP, the political education and
leadership development of the Student Non-
Violent Coordinating Committee, and the philoso-
phy of Paolo Friere.
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