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Transcript from Act on Poverty session two: Broken
Stef Benstead, disability activist

Hi, | am Stef Benstead. | am a researcher in disability and welfare. This is something | got into about 12 years
ago when | developed a chronic illness. | was trying to study for a PhD at that time, but | became ill whilst | was
doing field work. | ended up having to withdraw and never recovered. And this was the time when we just
elected the Conservative Liberal Democrat government, and they were bringing in their Welfare Reform Act,
Universal Credit [and] changing disability benefits. And there was lots of concern in the sick and disabled
community about the changes that were being made and the harms that they looked like they would bring. I'd
always, as a Christian, had a concern for social justice. But it was when | became ill that | thought actually | now
have an issue that is specific to me because | am experiencing it and | felt that this was a call from God to say
actually this is the issue God wants me to work on, that’s why He’s let me have and continue to have this
experience. It gives me an insight into the situation that you just don't have if you're not actually experiencing it

yourself.

When the government does something right, | want to recognise that and praise it, and go yes, that is a really
good idea, please continue. [But] there’s not as many of those as | would like. But quite often the government
[is] just not recognising what the real issues are and it really struggles or seems to really struggle with this
concept that people might just be chronically ill and that when you have a chronic illness, your problems are
quite diffuse. The government still, despite people like me constantly trying to explain the realities to them,
they still don't understand- who actually are the people on sickness benefits, what is it [that] they actually
experience, what does that mean for what is a good, fulfilled life for them? We are not actually lazy, healthy
people who just need to be kicked off benefits and will go straight out and get a job. That is not the situation we

live in.

We know that a lot of people who are in poverty, have illness or disability. The times when I've had really limited
money, you're just constantly having to think like how much money have | got in my bank account? If | go buy
some food how long will it last? When will | next need to get some more food? This time of year you are
thinking, well how cold is it outside and therefore how much is the heating going to cost in order to stay warm?
Is there going to be a mild spell and therefore the heating won't be as high, or is there going to be a cold snap
and | need to save up money to pay for that heating? And having that constant pressure in your mind going on

and on and on.

There was some research by some guys called Mullainathan and Shafir. They have got a book called Scarcity.
And they said, actually when you don't have enough money, the impact of that on your brain is like having a
computer that's running loads of programmes in the background constantly and therefore, whatever it is you
are trying to work on in the front [of your brain] is slowed down because of all this background stuff. So, you are
living with that stress, you are living with that drain on your brain power. You are constantly having to not

succumb to making nice decisions. You are constantly having to go in the shops [saying] no | won't buy myself
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a bar of chocolate, no | won't buy myself a slice of cake, no | won't turn the heating up by half a degree, and
that’s really miserable. And you just need something nice to enjoy occasionally. So, every now and again when
maybe there’s been a mild spell, so you have got a little bit more money, you go and spend it on something nice,
but then you have the whole weight of society going how dare you do that if you ever spend on anything nice
then your poverty is completely your fault [because] you should not have done that. So, as well as living in
poverty, you are living with this weight of [a] society that's judging you all the time. That says you know, you
can't have anything nice and if you go and do that activity when you say you're sick, then clearly you're not sick
and you're just lying. And the fact that you are not working means that you are morally bad and flawed in some

way. And actually, it’s that emotional pressure, it is just so hard to live with.

When | know that there are millions of people in this country who face that [emotional pressure] every day, |
can’t not do something about it. | would love to just ignore it. I'd love to just live my little life and ignore what the
rest of the world thinks, but | can't. There's a bit in Jeremiah that talks about if he doesn't speak, then it's like
there's a fire inside his bones. He has to speak, even though it brings him loads of trouble because everyone
disbelieves him and hates him. He has to speak. It’s a bit like that. | would really love to not care about this issue
and not work on it, but actually I'm almost compelled to because of the harm that it does to so many people. |

just have to work on it.

When I'm thinking about hope there's two things | go back to. One is just remembering that we do live in a
frustrated world. It is full of sin, and all the harms. When people act sinfully and all just the long-term
consequences, that the world is broken and things don't work the way they should, things don't always go as
they should, that is how it is. But then the other part is recognising, actually, we have achieved things in the
past. People in the anti-slavery campaign that took decades to get anywhere, but they did achieve it in the end.
So, | look at those sorts of things where people have been working on an issue for a really long time and for a
large part of that it looked like nothing was going to happen and society was seemingly very opposed to it. But
actually change did happen. So, you just have to keep persisting. You don't know what is the last little action
that's going to create that transformation in society or in government in the way we do things, in the way we
think about things, but we do know that it's possible. Even when you look across the world now there are
countries that have better attitudes on this than the UK does, there are countries that have better policies,
countries [that] have better beliefs, so it clearly is possible. So, it's not inherent to humanity that we would be
quite as negative towards poverty and sick and disabled people as the UK is, because we can see people in

other countries doing better.

As Christians, we like to focus on charity and generosity because that feels quite nice to us. Aren't | a nice
person? | helped someone when | didn't have to. Whereas justice says actually you've got a duty to. Maybe
you've got something that you shouldn't have, that actually belongs to someone else. So, you don't get quite the
same feel-good factor when you give it away and it challenges you in terms of what you do possess. But the Old
Testament is full of commands about defending the poor and needy, about enacting justice, about upholding
the rights of the oppressed. And | think it's really important that Christians start to pick up on that and to
challenge government and to go to government and say, actually, these aspects of how society is organised are
unjust. God says they're unjust, and God challenges you because you are the leaders and you have the
responsibility, [and] you [are] required by him to do something about it. And we as Christians and the church

are gonna call you to account on that and are gonna say you need to do something about it.
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