PIEDMONT LISTENING PROJECT

This Spring, when Linda Stout called us at Rural Southern Voice for Peace saying she wanted us to
do a Listening Project in Kannapolis, North Carolina, we were happy to oblige. Linda is one of the
best organizers we know and we looked forward to working alon w1tﬁ the group she founded five years
ago, the Piedmont Peace Project (PPP). Susan Plyler, a volunteer, says of the Piedmont Peace
Project: "We feel we've been successful in our work because we come from the same backgrounds and
the same poor and working class neighborhoods as those we are organizing.”

The purpose of this Listening Project was exciting. Linda and I had talked before about the fact
that there %'ust isn’t any peace literature that is very usable in rural southern communities. For a
majority of people in these communities, the peace literature we have is too difficult to read and
understand. = It reads like a college thesis. It doesn’t speak clearly and directly to the daily
concerns and experiences of farmers, mill workers, minority people, and others.

So the time had come - Linda and PPP were ready to produce some "homegrown" materials that made
sense to people in rural North Carolina. The Listening Project was seen as a way to better
understand the concerns, needs and interests of more people in low income, working class and minority
communities. That information could then be used to help develop the new reading material.

In early June, RSVP conducted a Listening Project training fgr 15 people who were ready to go
door-to-door with a survey designed to get people to open up and share their thoughts and feelings on
community justice issues and the re?ationship of these issues to peace. Since then, teams of
Listeners have gone out and conducted over 60 interviews in the mill town of Kannapolis. By the time
the project is over, Listeners will have been to over three hundred homes. On page "D" is an example
of one of the pieces of literature that has been produced, as Linda Stout says, "with the help of
people we interviewed and with some of their own words."

he Piedmont Listening Project has also been an excellent biracial effort. It has identified
unregistered voters in the black community and has provided PPP with a wealth of information about
community concerns and possibile organizing issues. Many of those people interviewed expressed
interest in doing something to remedy local injustices and decrease military spending, gréust found
out today that one of the women I interviewed and others will be attending the SANE national
conference in Atlanta this winter). These are the same people that we always wish we could reach out
to, the people that are often written off as being "apathetic" or "hostile” to peace issues. Through
the Listening Project we find time and time again that these people do care. They know injustice at
a gut level, and they know the connections to military spending. The real problem is that so many
people feel powerless. The problems seem overwhelming and frightening. The Listening Project begins
the empowerment process by letting people know what they think is important, by helping tLem think
through and clarif‘;' the issues andaby linking these people with social change groups that will enable
them to act on their concerns. Piedmont Peace Project will be working during the coming year to
empower and activate these people who do care - and who can make a real difference in our struggle
for a better world. We’ll keep you updated.

(see next 3 pages for more information on this project)
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CHANGE FROM THE GRASS ROOTS UP

Listeners Share Their Experience

by Susan Plyler

I can’t say that I went into the Listening Project
ready to just go out and talk to everybody. I felt a
lot of dread. I felt like we were going to be shut
out. I felt like people would be very defensive, but
that never happened. When I got out there and started
knocking on doors, people were responsive. I felt a real
connectedness with people in my area. I felt like I had
been given a special gift because it helped me to come
to peace again with people in my area. I wasn’t all
alone, I was talking to people who were saying things
that I felt. That was a very healing experience for me.
I came back feeling uplifted that I had given people a
gift of sitting down and listening to them and I had
been given a lot too. It was a really powerful
experience. It made me feel at home because I feel like
these people think like me; that we're together.

The background of the people was low income. It was
like my own background -- mostly mill workers. They
were just regular people.

Before we went out, we started our training, talking
about good experiences that we’ve had in listening or

being listened to. That appealed to me an awful lot.

What I felt in talking to this one woman was a real
sense of that kind of power, you know, what it really
does mean to have someone sit down and really listen to
you. She was a young woman and she had struggled with
losing a job and with a difficult pregnancy and having
to try to get public assistance. Because she was living
with her mother and grandmother they based her request
for public assistance on their income and she was
refused and couldn’t see a doctor many months into the
pregnancy. She talked about it in such a present way
that I thought she was still pregnant. That’s how
intense the experience was for her. I finally asked her
what happened. She said she ended up having twins and
they both died. You know it was such a hard thing for
her not to talk about it -- if anything the story just
kind of poured out of her. It was hard to listen
because I could feel her pain a lot. I was very moved.

I just got a sense that during that whole day people
felt good about it -- our going out there and sitting
down and listening to them and talking -- because people
would follow us out the door, onto the porch, like I'd
made a friend. And they told me other neighbors to talk
to down the street. It left me feeling what a gift that
really is. I was really struck by that. I think it
really is a powerful experience to have someone say I
really care about what you think.

Another experience that comes to mind is a woman I
talked to. Again, she went on to share very intimate
parts of her life, explaining that she’d never finished
high school and had gone back as an adult to get her GED

and what that meant to her and how important she felt
education was and how concerned she was that the
government was spending money on missiles and on war and
all these things without any regard to children or
people living without homes. She came out with all this
information even before we asked questions about
military spending. She made all the connections
herself. That happened over and over again, Over and
over I had the experience that people were saying what I
had inside of me and I found that to be really amazing
and very uplifting because I felt like I wasn’t all
alone. It made me feel that this was right, that we
really do need more information. That we need to have a
way to talk about these problems, I was soothed by this
woman’s eloquence.

At first when we asked the question about what would
she do if she were President -- what kind of changes
would she make -- she like a lot of people I talked with
said, "I just can’t even imagine that. That is beyond
me. I can’t think about it.” But then I said,
"Just think about it. Talk about a lot of issues you
are concerned about. What would you do?" She sort of
collected herself for a minute and then just started
naming all these ideas. I said, You're right! That’s
exactly what we need to do. 1 felt over and over how
special people are and a lot of times we don’t even see
it. You know, people who come from a lower income
background are just basically forgotten as far as how
the system works. How really special they are and how
much people really miss by not getting a chance to see
what is in there. What kind of changes do you think
need to be made? People aren’t asked that enough.

Another thing I learned was how truly powerless some
people can be in their lives because a lot of the people
that I talked with, I would say the majority of them,
didn’t vote, weren't registered and didn’t know where to
go to register. I felt connected with them and it gave
me a real sense of sadness because they hadn’t really

Susan Plyler (center) At Listening Project Training









