Accountability, or Who Benefits from our Work?*
By Paul Kivel

Those of us who are educators on issues of diversity and
mul ticul turalismand who are commtted to the struggle for
social justice in this country need to ask ourselves sonme hard
gquestions in the late 1990's. What is our role when
affirmative action is being attacked by politicians and
devastated by the courts, when violence against immgrants is
increasing and rights are being taken away, when welfare
not hers are being blamed for all social ills, and when bl ack
churches are being burned? At the sanme tinme, |ayoffs,
corporate downsi zi ng and nergers have di sproportionately
affected the jobs and working conditions of people of color.

As diversity professionals we are also facing tightening
econom ¢ constraints within our field. Many consultants are
having increasing difficulty finding work, reputable training
centers |like the Equity Institute have closed their doors for
financial reasons, and nore and nore training is being
conducted by in-house staff in corporations, governnmental
agenci es, and non-profits and school systens. Although
mul ticul tural training has become a multi-mllion dollar
prof ession, the context of that work is still largely
mar gi nal , mai ntai ned by networks of consultants, increasingly
besi eged professional staff within |arge organizations, and
overwor ked, isolated teachers w thout adequate support or
resources.

How do we maintain the political integrity of our work
while maintaining a livelihood and the ability to function
within increasingly conservative and enbattl ed organi zati onal
environnments? \What is the relationship of our work to these
i ssues? How are the participants in our trainings connected
to social justice activisn? What part does anti-raci st
consci ousness and action play in our work and in our |ives?

Since our work occurs in an extrenely pol arized and
unequal econom c hierarchy, and in an increasingly segregated
and racially polarized society, we can begin to answer these
guestions by analyzing the effects of our work on the
community to see if it contributes to perpetuating inequality
or to pronoting social justice.
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The Cl ass Pyram d

1% of
the population
Rich/Owners
Holds 48% of U.S. wedlth
independently wedthy
Over $3,000,000/household net worth
Average income over $400,000/year

19% of the population
Holds 46% of U.S. wealth
Middle/Professional/M anager ial
Over $500,000/household net worth
Work for owners
Average income over $100,000/year

80% of the population
Holds 6% of U.S. wedlth
Poor /Front-line wor ker sUnemployed/Welfar e/Homeless
$38,000/household net worth
Average income $23,000/year

SKklar, Holly. y "
South End Press. 1995. Page 10. Figures are for 1989.

This is a brief version of what the econom c pyram d | ooks
li ke. There are sonme questions we can ask oursel ves about our
pl ace on it.

1. What is ny class of origin?

2. What is my present class position?

3. What class to | stand in solidarity with, whose interests
| want to pronote?

The fourth and hardest question is the foll ow ng,
4. Which class benefits frommnmy work?

To answer this question honestly, many of us woul d have
to admt that although our work may benefit many i ndivi dual
peopl e, including many people of color in the bottom 80% of
the pyramd, in the |arger schene of things our work and the
organi zations we work for maintain the status quo,
per petuating the inequalities of the pyramd, and primarily
benefiting the top rungs, the wealthy, the ruling class. Qur
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j obs may hel p many peopl e have greater access to job and
educati onal opportunities, pronotions and training, and
greater access to social services, but often they do not
chal l enge the distribution of power, wealth and resources
which maintain the basic inequality of opportunity in this
country. Many of us work in the m ddle area of the pyramd,
providing a buffer zone between the frustration, pain and
anger of the people at the bottom and the concentrati on of
weal th and power at the top. We may keep people and their
hopes alive, but w thout giving them enough infornmation,
mat eri al resources and skills to seriously challenge the
ruling class.

We shoul d not be surprised by this situation.
Mul ticul tural educational work devel oped partly as a response
to the Civil Rights novenent and the anti-racist activists
who, through grassroots organizing, put racismon the agenda
of corporations, schools, and community institutions. The
growth of a group of professionals who do nulticultural,
di versity, unlearning or other trainings, as opposed to anti -
raci st organi zing, was partly a progressive response to
i ncorporating grassroots demands for inclusion and diversity,
and partly a reactionary response to deflect further such
demands. During this period of the 1960s and 1970s, there was
a nore |liberal social climte and nore i nmedi ate grassroots
pressure on institutions. Milticulturalists had nore | everage
to fight for changes within organizations. More recently,
t he question of how we can all get al ong, work together,
succeed as a team and hear everyone’s voi ce superseded the
guestions of who has power and how can it be shared nore
equitably. Wth | ess external social pressure, organizations
were quick to take racism off the agenda and to put team
bui I ding and cel ebrating diversity in its place. Today, in the
| ate 1990s, teachers and trainers currently have | ess |everage
to chall enge this backlash, although that does not nmean we
have no | everage.

It is easy for us to forget that we are only able to work
“inside” organi zati ons because so nmany peopl e organized from
the outside as part of the Civil R ghts Muwvenent, the wonmen’s
novenment, the | esbian, gay, bisexual |iberation novenent, and
disability rights novement. As we becanme professionalized,
dependent on this work for our livelihood, and caught up in
t he exigencies of doing the work, sone of us have becone nore
and nmore disconnected fromthe everyday political struggles in
our community for equal opportunity, access to training and
j obs, conparable pay and an end to sexual and raci al
harassnent which the work originally grew out of.

Did you find a disjunction between your answers to
guestions three and four, above? 1Is there a gap between your
solidarity with the bottom 80% and the function of your work
whi ch buttresses a system of vast inequality and injustice.

3



Ki vel --Accountability

It is possible to close that gap. Even fromw thin |arge
organi zations and institutional structures it is possible to
work for social justice. It is possible to serve the
interests of the poor and working class, people of color and
worren, | esbi ans, gays and bi sexual s and people with
disabilities nore effectively. Doing so is not wthout risk.

We each need to determ ne the anount we can risk
financially against the spiritual and enotional risks we bear
by not standing by our commitnent to social justice. These
are strategic decisions that we cannot make in isolation from
the inside of the organization(s) we work for. Qur work is
part of a much wi der network of individuals and organi zations
working for justice on the outside. To make effective
deci si ons about our own work we need to be accountable to
t hose groups and their actions and issues. This
accountability then becones a source of connection which
breaks down our isolation and increases our effectiveness as
social justice activists.

|’d like to end this article with sone suggestions for
how to think about accountability in this context. | want to
focus on racismas an exanple as | | ook at three questions |
think we need to ask ourselves in the current political
cont ext .

VWho supervises ny work? | don’t mean who enpl oys us or funds
us, although that is an inportant consideration in a
conservative political clinmte when jobs are scarce. Who are
t he grassroots activists who advise us, review our work, and
with whom we consult? | think it is particularly critical for
t hose of us who are white to be accountable to people of color
so that our work doesn’t inadvertently fuel the backlash or

ot herwi se nake it nore dangerous for people of color. But
regardl ess of our ethnicity or race, we need to be accountable
to people who are on the front |ines of doing anti-raci st
wor k. Even people of color can be coopted into representing
the interests of the wealthy.

Am | involved in comunity-based anti-racist struggle? I f we
are not fighting for affirmative action, for inmgrant rights,
agai nst environnmental dunping in communities of color, against
police brutality, or for access to health care, or for anti-
raci st policies and practices within our own institutions,

what are we nodeling? How are we |earning? What infornms our
wor k? Can we be accountable to anti-racist work if we are not
politically involved ourselves in sone aspect of it?

Are current political struggles part of the content of what |
teach? Do we connect the participants in our trainings to
opportunities for on-going political work? Do we bring
current political struggles into our trainings or do we teach
about diversity and multiculturalismwthout dealing with the
i ssues that nost directly effect the lives of white people and
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people of color? Do we give participants tools and resources
for getting involved in the issues they identify as npst

i mmedi ate for them whether those be public policy issues such
as immgration, affirmative action, welfare or health care, or
wor kpl ace, nei ghborhood, and community issues such as | obs,
education, violence and toxic waste? Wen they |eave the
(class)room after our training or workshop can they connect
what they just learned to the racismthey experience in their
lives? Are we responsive to their needs for survival, safety,
econom ¢ wel |l -being, and political action?

Who we are accountable to is a crucial concern in a
contracting economny during conservative political tines in
whi ch racial, sexual, and homophobi c backl ash is w despread.
We nmay be di scouraged about the possibility of doing effective
political work in this context. W may be fearful of |osing
our jobs and livelihoods or |owering our standard of |iving.
These are real concerns. But this is also a tinme of
wi despread organi zing and resistance to racial backlash. It
can be a time for us to realign clearly with those organi zi ng
efforts and reclaimthe original vision of racial justice and
equal ity which brought our work into being.

THE END



