SELF-SUSTAINING ACTIVISM

Jill Jordan

One of the most important issues in pursuing social change, no matter in what field, is how to sustain the work we do, and how we keep hope in the face of what might seem like insurmountable hurdles. Maleny resident and community activist Jill Jordan talks about some of the challenges she has faced in being a long-term change agent, and reveals how she sustains herself in the face of ongoing challenges.

My mother always told me to get a proper job, railing at me in the mid-seventies for giving up a salaried position as a psychologist for the uncertainty of working for my community. At that time, I had made the decision to leave all my props – a husband, the city, and a career and good salary – to come and live in Maleny, a tiny rural town in the hinterland of the Sunshine Coast of Queensland in order to lead a more sane lifestyle. Maleny was like most country towns: on its last legs with the decline in natural resources, and the increasing pressure of outside markets on commodity prices.

Although I did not have a proper job, I have been able to make my living as a consultant. At the same time I have been able to pursue what I believe to be my role in life: to assist with community empowerment, both by providing a role model and through community capacity-building. Increasingly, this work involves helping groups to work together better, at both a government and a community level. And my slightly erratic paid work means that I can continue to assist in the development of new and innovative strategies in my home community of Maleny, thus keeping my practice fresh and current.

Throughout this time one of the biggest challenges for me has been in my optimistic nature. Until recently, I have always focussed on solutions. I now realise that sometimes people simply want to be heard in their grief or hardship. Similarly, I have grappled with the challenge of bringing along those who travel relatively slowly; not leading so far in front that people cannot follow. 

The leadership role has presented a challenge throughout my life. I have had to toughen myself against the tall poppy syndrome that is said to be an integral part of the Australian psyche. I have never been comfortable with being put on a pedestal. It has been a maturational process to sort out what is genuine praise and to accept it gracefully, to know what constructive criticism is and to learn from it, and to recognise what are merely the negative components of others’ opinions about me and my work. As I come into the last phase of my working life, I have also realised the importance of mentoring younger people, and am spending much of my time in this role, although I still find myself occasionally in the role of initiator where there is a change strategy that needs to be instigated. 

Related to the challenge of leadership are the threats to my values and my integrity in the face of thinly-veiled promises of status or popularity for compromising these qualities. Linked to this is the need to set very firm and clearly articulated boundaries, in order not to stretch myself too thinly. For someone with excellent health and boundless energy, this can be a real danger which often does not reveal itself until middle age or after. 

The final challenge for me has been to face my fears relating to all these issues and to continue to talk, even with those who would seem to be my detractors. This, I am sure, will be an on-going struggle as long as I live. 

The most sustaining belief I hold is that I am fulfilling my purpose, and that the work that I undertake is good work, or work for the greater good. This provides me with abundant energy to bounce back after a set-back. It gives me an underlying resilience. 

The second belief that sustains me is remembering that the majority of humankind is not motivated by evil intent. Even when people display negative behaviour, they are still doing the best they can in life. However I am also a believer in the consequences of action – karma, if you like – which assists me in checking my own negative behaviour at times. 

On a more practical level, I take regular, frequent breaks away from my busy schedule. In these times, I usually spend a lot of time in nature; the beach being my particular relaxing environment. This enables me to come back to my demanding life with renewed energy. I am also sustained by having a wonderful support network: men and women who love and encourage me, especially when I feel afraid, or overwhelmed. Without them, I could not work as effectively as I do, and probably my motivation would not be as great. Here my challenge is being able to ask for their support when I need it. It is true that strong people tend to have trouble showing their vulnerability, even to those closest to them.

Finally and importantly, another aspect of sustaining myself is remembering to acknowledge and celebrate the successes in the work, rather than just getting on with the job. Maleny is noted for its celebrations, too!

