VOICES FROM THECULTURAL BATTLEFRONT:. ORGANIZING FOREQUITY
“ETHICS’

After Dudley Cocke presents the economic analysimiaNew Orleans gathering in December
2007, a conversation about ethics ensues:

DeENEEMcLouD: What about everyday people who passively padteipn hyper-capitalism?
Vickl MEek: Well the truth is that we want the cheap t-shirt.

DeNEeMcLouD: Though I'm actively trying to work against itnt' actively benefiting every
day. How am | a part of the cause? | might nod loectator, but I'm living a lifestyle in this
world that many people will never live. And I’'mguan arts worker in Seattle, but I'm
completely and utterly privileged. I'm just as iy I'm willing to acknowledge that | benefit
from it, even if I'm struggling to fight against it

KALAMU YA SALAAM : If you were working in the kitchen in the big &y how would you
define slavery? You're talking about privilegerivilege does not necessarily eradicate your
status.

DeNEeMcLouD: No, but I'm not saying that. I'm saying for someople who have privilege —

KALAMU YA SaLAAM : Well let’s not talk about some, let’s talk abaist how do we define
slavery if we're working in the kitchen?

Vickl MEEk: You still don’t have the freedom to go and do telvar the hell you want cause
you’re working in the kitchen, but you're still —

DENEEMcLouUD: But | know | have a voice unlike my friends wiel in South Africa. My
voice is different when I'm there visiting them.

KALAMU YA SALAAM : | understand. But the real question is not ymsition on whether you
have privilege, the real question is what are younglwith that privilege? We didn’t ask to be
born in whatever way we were born, this is a matéion. But we can choose what we do with
the resources that are available to us. So ifrgonwbrking in the kitchen, and it's been a good
three months since you threw some food out the evindhere’s something wrong. That'’s all
I’'m saying. I'm not saying you should go spit iretmaster’s face and give up your job in the
kitchen. I'm just saying you had access to sorseurces, what did you do with it? | think our
conscience whips us when we realize we aint ddaitg s

CARLTON TURNER And as brother Christopher said yesterday, howedurn this theoretical
conversation into a verb? How do we imbed the egoo analysis into our lives to work against
it? And not in silos, but collectively, so thahiés a larger impact.



Vickl MEEK: The thing that the so-called neo-cons learnedchwyas something that the so-
called liberals initiated, was organization. Wedést organization, and that's where we began
to fall short. The whole notion of globalizatioarcmake your head hurt. But if you're
organized and you've got a real strategy for thiganization: not just connecting to each other,
but a strategy for why you're connected to eacletthen many things are possibl&e can do

it, because we’ve done itt's not a new concept, but it's one we’ve fargénd that's where we
failed the youth.

CAROLYN MORRIS How are elder emerging cultural activists prepgsrouth to take the lead on
the battlefront of the cultural arts movement fog future? That's something | battle with
because I'm a parent of three teenagers. | tputh what | can push at home, but | know when
they get out in the world that art looks very diéfet, and connecting to the values that | instill a
home becomes very difficult. I'm interested in hieg about this topic from the perspective of a
parent, as well as the Executive Director of a &ryld organization, Alternate Roots, that has
purposefully shifted to be inter-generational.

NICcK SLIE: It's one thing to bring people into the fold syofibally and have people on your staff
that are young people. But a lot of times thesedew-driven organizations, these people who
had real vision to start an organization in thstfplace, these people keep the power. Ifit's
really going to be an experience of bringing thanger people along, we need shared power.

Vickl MEEK: So much of that is I'm sure you've figured it pigtinsecurity. A person who is
insecure isn’t going to feel secure enough to shaveer with anybody, much less to you.

That’'s another issue that we have to struggle willy. son used to say to me(he’s 25 now), |
hear all this conversation about my generationhthénop generation is this that and the other,
he said, but somebody raised us. You can’t blasrmferuwhatever y’all did to us, or didn’t do

for us. We have to learn the lesson that our pafesd a hard time learning which is: the next
generation has go to be the next generation.nlt ba the next group of people who are going
to follow us to the grave. But | do feel that ytithe nail on the head in turns of understanding
that leadership does not become leadership if yott tet them lead. And you can’t lead by
following.

DubLEY CocKE: Getting with this idea of organizing, I've beertlas for over thirty years, and
started or have been part of starting several agaans, including Alternate Roots. Of the
different ones, Alternate Roots is the most vifahe three or four | was in on starting. | think
it's because there’s this transition to leadergjuimg on. This actual meeting began as an
organization, a global network for cultural equityhat | found more than once is there are a lot
of people who want the cream of the organizatiahthe organizing, but there are very few
people who want to really make the commitment.sTganization, the global network for
cultural equity, it had a large membership, global, there were only about six people who were
going to go out and raise the money, or who weregg put in the extra hours, there was just a
lot of skimming. The commitment was just skin deéplot of people want to enjoy what they
think is a good life, so they’re using the art & mto the good life. That's more of their goal,
rather than trying to affect justice. It's abougithown career, their individual expression. That’
one of the challenges of this organizing: reallitigg a group and finding a dynamic where you
can deepen each others commitment and hold eaehatbountable. We’ve got to be able to



talk to each other frankly knowing that we all cal®ut the same things and we’re trying to get
to the same place. So while I'm really for thisamging, I've seen a lot of organization fall
apart because there’s not a depth of commitmentahdnough ethics. That's what it has come
to: not enough ethics. One coalition | startedré¢hwas a huge ethical issue, and three quarters
of the membership didn’t pay any attention tonigl ahe other quarter left the organization.

ABEL LoPEZ It is the issue of personal accountability. e point of organizing at the national
and international level, if you're not involved ldly, within your own organization and within
your own community, it's going to be very difficuti motivate people to be involved in a
national level because you're not accountable tor pavn space and your own community.
Whether they’re the founder or a more recent leadany of those individuals were people who
were self-motivated because they saw a need in¢beimunity. It was not about attaining a
leadership position. They weren’t thinking abaadership, but they were being leaders by the
mere fact that they took an action. If we contitméook at leadership as being an attainment of
status, we’re deluding ourselves into thinking thatre actually interested in leadership or
change. It goes to the fundamental question of dicewuntable are we to ourselves, to the
people who are next to us, and the people whorated us and live with us, and how do we
then by extension, if we're involved with organipats, use our organization to promote that
personal ethic? There’s a lot of information abebat's going on in the world that is easily
accessible now. But what do we do with that infation? Do we seek it out or do we live in
the comfort the space where it's not near me addesn’t affect me. But as the conversation
was framed, in a global situation it does affect mAs simple and as fundamental as it sounds,
the question is: how accountable am | willing tafdemy life? Regarding the issue of
leadership, if we strip away the thing about tryiageach a status position, leadership can be
exhibited and demonstrated in any position you haan organization. If you're at an
organization and the organization has lost sightlof it's in that community, it's fruitless. Why
would you want to become a leader of an organiadtiat has no relevance or pertinence in the
community? The ethical point is: how do | demoatgtrmy commitment and my ethic and my
idea of what's just and right. Right is not abbaving the latest information, it's a moral
guestion. lIs it right for the people in this comity to have been subject to the experience that
they have been for the last few years? The answeld be no, period. What do we do about
it? How do we sustain these organizations thatlameg it? What is the catastrophe in my own
community that does not have the proportions ofridane Katrina, but nevertheless have the
impact in my community? If | can’t see that, why ldvant to lead an organization? | can’t
become so obsessed with the success of my organizather than the impact of the work.

RHODESSAJONES It is a new world order, on the darlkardthe lighter side. What are we going
to do in this new world order? It calls for anatkend of methodology for organizing. | created
something 15 years ago because | was hired agabieeteacher in a jail full of women and |
thought something else was going to be requiredrdttan aerobics for these women. | did it,
because | was sent. | couldn’t plan. But | wasaeing, how can | make an impact with
women in a jail when the numbers were saying in Acagthat more and more African

American women are going to jail more than evepokefand largely, more women were going
to jail than ever before. For me, as somebody'thercand grandmother, it was about, what's
happening to children? If we're not going to spaakhese sisters who are coming into jail, mad
as hell, because everything that we were promisedoanen has fallen through. He may ride in,



but not on a white horse, maybe on a bag of whateén It's about all of us getting busy. | tell
them, you've gotta take everybody down because wbargo to court there’s no mercy, they
don'’t like bad girls. Back to young people, ir,jaight now | work with people who are 17 and
18. Young people, particularly young women, deveint to hear from me. | battle with young
people 24/7 to get them to shut up, sit down, &tdrl to me. In my organization when they get
out of jail, | trust them with things. More thaalhthe time they don’t get back, they smoke the
joint, they run into home girl, tell me, oh Missn&s, you know how it is, you were young once.
No! You want me to bequeath my company to you?vldm | supposed to work with you?
You've got to step up to me. Not that I'm tryirgglie a big willy. 1 am all that, I've done all
that work. But | want somebody to come on anceuelime of this burden. But it calls for
mindless, thankless work. When | began with Thelé4eProject 15 years ago it was just an
idea because there was no one else to do it.nltdidve any money. Now let’s fast forward to
USA Fellow, which is this thing | just got a few &l ago. It's $50,000 because of my work.
One, all my company is saying, we don’t have tegaio money now because you've got the
money, right? Secondly, all the funders are cglime privately saying, Rhodessa, this is your
money now, don’t share this with the company, ihisbout you, about you buying yourself
some future, some time. I'll be 60 next year, tired. At the same time, | would feel really
weird to sit on this money if it called for the cpamy needing something and the money wasn’t
going to come for funders, I've gotta spend somi. oMy point is, what we’re saying about
transparency and integrity is so true. Why do wevliat we do? And at the same time, we live
in a world that’s so stressful, | get tired, | et flashes, at the end of the day at the jailatarg

a workshop, and then being called in because sesambt busted again and this one got shot or
this girl's been found dead. This is the workstisi the world that | made. Or this woman’s
child is being abused by the father, I've gotta@aoourt to be a witness, it’s like the new world
order is encroaching on all of us. | have somengaueople in my organization who are cool.
But they have their own lives and they are youSgmetimes they just don’t want to be brought
down. (Impersonating): “Do | have to go to couithayou now? Do | have to go to court with
you today? That bitch deserves it, sorry Miss 3dnés we talk, we have to realize that a new
methodology for how we can really work and make aitrimg happen as we move forward
because organization now is so different; withitfiermation highway, it's a good thing but it's
very flippant. | get too much info about everythiand about everything. At the same time,
how do we distill it down and work in such a wagttive can make a difference as this cultural
organizational group, individually and collectivélyit's a new world.



