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Chapter OnewLesson Three 
Document Two  

Excerpts from an Interview Transcript with Dr. Benjamin Chavis, President/CEO of HSAN  
and reporter, Ruby Hornet (www.rubyhornet.com, 5/7/08) 

 
Ruby Hornet:  
Empowerment is not a new field for Dr. Ben Chavis, who sits among the leaders of Hip 
Hop Summit Action Network.  
 
A veteran of the Civil Rights Movement, former Robert Kennedy campaign worker, and 
past leader of the NAACP, Chavis has made it his mission to immerse himself in Hip 
Hop as a way to connect the youth of today with the struggle of the past. While many 
see Civil Rights leaders from a generation ago as being out of touch with the needs and 
expressions of the Hip Hop generation, Chavis hears a different song. 
 
(The reason for this interview is to talk about the financial empowerment summit will be 
taking place in North Carolina.) 
 
My first question is, what do you see as financial empowerment? How may that 
be different than simply having money, or having wealth? 
 
Ben Chavis: 
The whole purpose of the HSAN… is to empower the youth, economic empowerment, 
political empowerment, cultural empowerment, community empowerment. We see 
financial literacy as an essential building block in terms of young people building a firm 
financial foundation.  
 
We did a study some years ago and we found that 18-29 year olds more than often ruin 
their credit. Once you ruin your credit, it causes a downward spiral in your ability to meet 
one’s aspirations. Hip Hop culture is about having high aspirations. The question is: how 
do you fulfill those aspirations? So we define financial empowerment as gaining the 
necessary information, the necessary facts, and the understanding of how the financial 
world works, first in the United States and then globally speaking.  
 
The response has been tremendous. We’ve found that there is a hunger and a thirst for 
this information. Unfortunately, the schools don’t teach young people the basic financial 
facts that they need to make it. Unfortunately, a lot of young people find out about 
financial literacy the hard way, after they’ve made some mistakes 
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Ruby Hornet:  
Speaking of that trial and error, some of the Hip Hop artists that you’re going to 
bring in, and that are going to speak, are going to talk about the mistakes they 
made, and also about the differences between the bling in the videos and reality. 
 
Dr. Ben Chavis:  
That is correct. Some would say that financial literacy would be a boring subject, but we 
make it alive, we make it interesting... At the Financial Hip Hop Summit, we actually give 
them information individualized and tailored to the situation of the persons in the 
audience so they can adapt the information and use it in their own lives. 
 
Ruby Hornet:   
Using artists that are at difference places in their careers and in their lives, is that 
an opportunity to continue to close this gap between the Hip Hop generation and 
the older Civil Rights generation? 
 
Dr. Ben Chavis:  
I’m smiling cause the answer is yes. In fact, I have a whole lecture series entitled from 
‘Civil Rights to Hip Hop.’ A lot people see the discontinuity, I see the continuity. We’re 
building a bridge between the Civil Rights generation and the Hip Hop generation. 
..Each generation should be making more progress than the previous generation.  
 
Hip Hop transcends race. Hip Hop transcends socio-economic circumstances.  
 
The dissimilarity is the economic situation today. The weight of poverty is much heavier 
today than 40 or 50 years ago. Sometimes you have to choose whether you are going 
to have food on the table or have something to wear, or a house to live in vs. something 
to ride in. Those contradictions are much sharper.  
 
And so that is why to some extent the entrepreneurial experience, young people 
wanting to go into business for themselves, has returned. That’s a similar thing. I think 
that I’m encouraged because as a veteran of the Civil Rights Movement, and as 
someone fully emerged in the Hip Hop generation, I see the connection between the 
two.  
 
In fact, I would say…I think the Hip Hop generation has done more to contribute to the 
improvement of race relations than all of what was done 40 or 50 years ago. In other 
words, we’re building on that foundation, we don’t have to go back and do those same 
things.  
 
You have to keep pushing forward. The more we push forward to build on the success 
of the past and build new successes, I think the opportunities are going to return and 
more opportunities are going to open up for people to have all types of empowerment 
that we didn’t even dream about. 
 


