‘Anger - A positive force for change’

The aim of this article is to illustrate my personally held theory that anger and violence can be ‘healthier’ for communities than depression and apathy.

A conversation relayed to me recently by the vicar of the Three Estates, King’s Norton, Birmingham, struck a deep chord and prompted me to write this article.  I was visiting the estate whilst undertaking some research for the N.R.U and T.P.U.  It is one of the thirty most deprived wards in England and my hosts were the excellent N.D.C team who, in partnership with the community, are slowly starting to turn things around.  The vicar explained that his previous parish included the notorious Handsworth Estate, best known for its street violence and rioting during the eighties and early nineties.  His credibility rating for surviving and working with this community is high.  As a place to ‘cut his teeth on’, as a newly ordained vicar, it should have been an ‘ordeal by fire’.  And yet he was finding the Three Estates, with their long history of decline and abandonment, much harder to deal with.  In his own words ‘he had never buried so many young men.’  On talking to the team further it became obvious that, although this estate had never been characterized by high levels of violence or street warfare, the insidious effect of the ‘no job’, ‘no hope’, ‘going nowhere’ culture prevailing for many years here, had taken a deadly toll on the health, particularly of the young men of this community and for whom government funding had arrived too late. 

Empowering and enabling communities is not a new phenomenon but there has been a resurgence of interest and government investment in recent years since research undertaken by the S.E.U. and others has been made known.

I was privileged enough to be a catalyst for change and to witness the rebirth of a community over a decade, 1990-2000, in Falmouth, Cornwall.  I watched it go down and I watched it come back up.  What is fascinating to recall are the different stages we went through and why the release of anger was such an important turning point leading to positive change.

1990-1995

This community of 6000 in 1500 homes had nothing going for it at all.  It topped every poverty and deprivation index in the South West.  For the statutory agencies it was perceived as a ‘no go’ area peopled by a lawless and apathetic community who did not want change.  Coping with the health and social effects of this ‘bottomless pit of need’, a different picture gradually emerged.  It was that of a community ignored and abandoned over many years with no communication networks with each other let alone to the statutory agencies and definitely no voice or platform for being heard.  This was a disempowered community with no mechanisms for dealing with the tiny minority of disruptive and violent families who were dominating the whole estate with a reign of terror.  No hope of improving their damp, substandard housing or enjoying social activities.  No point trying because everyone was looking the other way and had been for years, no-one was listening anyway.  At some point they must have been really angry within their four walls but at what point did that turn to hopelessness and passive acceptance of their lot?  It seems to me that apathy and depression is just the other side of anger – it’s what happens when the anger has nowhere to go… no outlet.  It turns in on itself offering a very poor prognosis in terms of health and social outcomes. Isn’t anger at least a visible sign of self-esteem of sorts?

1995-2000  

Looking back, the hardest part of the Beacon project was to engage ‘key’ tenants to unlock the potential for positive change which we believed was there for the taking.  We were right to hold on to the belief that they would be major change agents but finding them was another story!  We actually ‘targeted’ over twenty individuals from the estate who, from our working knowledge, had the necessary qualities to engage their peers.  Everyone we asked to help us gave a positive response but fear of reprisals prevented all but five from engaging.  Those five were enough.  They didn’t know each other but the energy and resourcefulness they used, when given the support, training and resources necessary was to ultimately unite the community and lead it to become the model of health-led regeneration it is today.

Where did the ‘anger’ element kick in?

The famous five, now the Penwerris Tenant and Residents Association came up with the idea of producing a news letter written by them calling for change, and hand delivering it along with a one-to-one chat to each household inviting them to a ‘listening forum’ in the little used Church Hall on the estate to air their grievances and ideas for change.  Vital to the success of these was the setting up of an embryonic Partnership beforehand with the local government, Police and other agencies who, although sceptical, pledged their support if the community could demonstrate commitment.  Poorly attended at first they were held on a weekly basis - and week four, for the first time, saw a packed hall.  Sitting at the back the tension was palpable.  Somewhat diffused by tea and biscuits and a raffle, the atmosphere was none the less menacing!  We began to wonder if we’d created a monster and yet it was exciting at the same time.  For the first time in many years the community was physically together.  At first no-one said much then, what started as a trickle turned into a torrent of anger.  It was like unleashing a champagne cork, years of pent up anger came pouring out, most of it directed towards the police for not policing and the local government for failing to provide even good enough housing.   It was over as quickly as it had begun - suddenly the air was clear.  Ground rules were set and constructive dialogue between the community and the statutory agencies began.  The rest is legend - except it’s all true!  Proof that anger, if appropriately channelled, can be positive energy for change.


