The Making of a PPEHRC Activist

by Portia Anderson

The year 1989 was a disturbing wake up year for me.  I had the feeling of being carefree, a sense of impulsivity.  I lived on the edge of sometimes making it, sometimes not; sometimes having employment health insurance and sometimes not.  Despite some family addiction and mental health problems, I believed I personally had no real problems. Oh yes, prior to 1989 I had participated in protest action against poverty and classism in this country, but my depth of understanding was shallow as a wading pool. I knew what it was like as a child and a teen to be middle class and homeless.  But what truly opened my mind was at 37 years old I was diagnosed with stage III breast cancer.  I was freelance writing, could not afford my COBRA payments, and was in desperate need of further medical examination.  

 I experienced much anxiety and humiliation as I tried to seek help.  Eventually after being tossed aside by one county hospital to another county hospital, I, along with other very sick people, finally got the treatment and surgery I needed. There was no carefully planned treatment greeting party waiting to provide me with the entire HMO sort of amenities.  I was now part of the overcrowded, committed but under-staffed, and desperately ill uninsured folks.  During my recovery and fast forward, by way of the Oakland’s Women’s Economic Agenda Project, I was fortunate to be connected to the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign.  

I found the avenue to which I could share my experience and my witness to the system of a two tier, poor man’s medical treatment.  There were so many ways to give and testify, so many ways that I received the training to become a more effective and astute activist. I began to really understand why it’s important to be involved in social justice work. Our lives are on the line.  I’ve been fortunate to attend and participate in activities connected to shedding light on the critical need for universal access to health care for all (leaving no one out), speaking at Oakland’s 2005 human rights town hall meeting, attending street protests and meetings, and taking a stance against this ingrained American version of poverty at the 2004 Bushville tent city in New York City during the Republican (regressive) convention.  

Recently, after a lay off, I’ve been fortunate enough to enter and be educated in a new field of work.  I am an intern at an agency providing mental health services.  I hear the suffering of many working class poor folks.  It is a struggle for them to learn the need to value themselves in a capitalist system that degrades them and us.  Within this context, I am able to bring to bear my training in economic social justice in a therapeutic setting. Can I say more? I have deepened my understanding of a globalized struggle for human rights.  I am hopeful with this understanding.  

