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”‘Vi?timhood, Separatism, ang
'pt|~lntelledualism: In Défense
of Black Culture

in African At.nerican linguistic scholar, John McWhorter entered th
se on African American student achievement with th:e publicatioi

sing f‘he Raf:e: Self-Sabotage in Black America. McWhorter is charac-
ing “a daring assessment of what's plaguing the children of yester-
-action babies.” In the preface, McWhorter states his core belief
Ehe impetus for writing the book: the belief that “white racism is
tacle to black success and achievement is now all but obsolete”
00, p. x). Instead, McWhorter believes that the main reasons
of Black Americans are primarily ideological and psychological.
ument was neither novel nor original. A decade earlier, Shelby
tially the same argument when he stated that Black students
e of inferiority that leads them to blame White people for their
‘orm a victim’s identity (Steele, 1990). Building on Steele’s
orter provides a three-pronged argument that he argues is at
students’ academic underachievement. His argument consists
\cterizes as three troubling ideological manifestations: “Cult of
“Cult of Separatism,” and “Cult of Anti-Intellectualism.”
B 7
OLOGY

) 3, that Black Americans have been socialized to see them-
of racism. This sense of victimhood has become a part of cul-
and a core component of Black identity. He believes tbat
ism so much that they are unable to acknowlgdge that racism
line. He is careful to state that he is not arguing that there is

racism is greatly diminished and not the probl;rln tlilat (i)t
, he argues that this sense of victimhood makes Black pe

incidents that should not be seen as racist, or unab%et to
tte e without characterizing

unflattering data about Black peopl i
:‘. ”g:l%)cs not explain everYthingF’ Of}f ven I:Ieosliiralf:;
l le. Furthermore,
ditions of many Black peop
V'Amﬂt‘:ns livi their lives largely unaffected by the
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faculty meeting. Well, I did not fabricate this .

nesses. But whether there were witnesses or n

; . 0

anyone else the right or authority to call me 4 lia

T i . :

to xppfz tdg:ts fhagacter assassination. Yet this is exactly what McWh
student. In ivi ” i

to this . is privileged and naive world, learned Whj S

never say such things because they are simply too Ao

, - This is probably th
many White professors who hold offensive belef, but to think thar there o

never be an instance of this occurring i ; a7
BN Ever o cursory review (;?fhlz iﬁyxglna}vel. 1It is mtellectually lazy and
aggressions would reveal this to not be thi Caszglgé lter}flture on ra.mal micro-
sions are more subtle than the experience I h d terLt i
frican American student in McWhorter’ ad N i ooy
have reported (1) being asked i Ay Afma-n g ey
: questions about race from their White colleagues
that have no intellectual context but reflect assumptions that Black faculty are
the. fseeiscrs of all knowledge related to Black people, or (2) being called “neu-
rotic” for trying to connect intellectual discussions to an African American con-
text (Pittman, 2012). The racial microaggressions experienced by many African
American faculty should not be surprising given the research, which shows how
the authority and credibility of African American faculty is challenged by White

students (Harlow, 2003; McGowan, 2000; Pittman, 2010).

Racial microaggressions also occur in the form of resistance of White students
taking courses that address issues related to race and culture (Cokley, 2009;
Helms et al., 2003; Jackson, 1999). In their qualitative study of racial microag-
gressions against Black counseling and counseling psychology faculty, Constan-
tine, Smith, Redington, and Owens (2008) identified several themes reported
by Black faculty, including (1) feeling marginalized/invisible as well as hypervi-
sible, (2) having qualifications challenged by facu}ty, students,‘ and staff,
(3) expectations to serve on service—ori.en.ted Foles with low perceived value,
(4) difficulties determining whether dis.cnmmatlon }vas rel'c.lted to race or gender,
(5) self-consciousness regarding choice of cl.othxpg, halrsty.le, or manner of
speech, and (6) coping strategies to address racial microaggressions. Most salient
for my critique of McWhorter is the last ther.ne. Ampng the strategies reported
by Black faculty were interpersonal or ernotlonal'wuh'drawal frorr} faculty per-
ceived to exhibit racia}imicroaggresslons, and resignation that racist treatment

. ist in academia.
Wﬂ}v? 1&a}zzret§fitsl:s:entially trying to provide an analysis and commentary about
h z chology of Black people without either (a) having an understanding of
a0 iylo or (b) being knowledgeable about psychological and other social sci-
oy ;segaz’ch that would be relevant to the arguments that he makes. McWhort-
e lies on the premise that Black students and faculty are essentially

er’s argument 1€ : y ; g :
hypersensitive t0 racism, seeing racism where it does not exist, and exaggerating







as a primary example claims made
visses Afrocentric claims as “prim

misreadings of classical texts to construct a scenario under which
‘Egypt was a Black civilization. . .. who therefore owed all notable cul-
em” (McWhorter, 2000, p. 54). It is certainly true that some of the
 made by certain proponents of Afrocentric history are exaggerated, have
pporting evidence, are empirically unsound, and perhaps border on the
lous. For example, the popular Afrocentric claim that Cleopatra was
dubious because it is based largely on flawed evidence from J. A. Rogers
originally published 1946).
ever, as evidenced throughout the book, McWhorter assumes that he can
authoritatively about a topic for which he is intellectually and disciplinm"—
quipped to substantially address. For example, he belittles much of this
as another manifestation of the perpetuation of victimhood for tbe purpose
ne Black self-esteem. This cavalier and dismissive attitud? is, I would
’lf anti-intellectual because it does not engage the very serious reseafch
: . : iscipli Senegalese scholar Cheik Anta Diop
. multitalented, interdisciplinary g S
i Diop, who along with the Congolese §cholar Theophile
il 1.974). & elling (although disputed) evidence at the 1974
'prOVK'ied vew'comgducational, Scientific and Cultural Organization)
£ (?}:lt:}il Nan‘ozst Egyptians were Black. The hallmark of the academy
JSSE the ancie h evidence and argumenta-
b and flow of ideas th;t ﬁz)el ::spsp:cr}tlegst}gi(;;gare ]
pefuted by the same. ¢ k academics and students who
one agrees with him > n}(:t’ T(ri1 icila{)ce cavalierly dismissed as simply
luenced by his gehiolasbip shc.)u to boost their self-esteem. This attitude
to believe in poor scholarship o iwhoctniinsiogiil e
sant and not befitting of som

: izati i h

al. oo of McWhorter's characterization that is wort
re is another imphca;‘tlg?tﬁe work of Black academics is ghettmze:d a‘nd
ke idea that muc” is a not-so-slippery slope away from Questxomng
gin logical argumentation ! ¢ Black academics. While I am not

ical rigor O :
lligence and method:i(;i ijes of work by some Black academics that is
| no
ting that there ar¢

i vation can be
. rellectually rigorous: thg sagne ;bserndﬁ'rhere o
lming and not I purar o racial or ethnic background.
: demic
it any aca







characterization of much
lacking in logical argumentati
the negative evaluation of my

(and other faculty of color). R

es. mf‘ethodol.ogies, analyses, and interpretations offered by a
mpling of diverse Black scholars, McWhorter provides a broad

t of Black academics that makes for good tabloid journalism
or scholarship. ’

of Black academics’ work being

on is essentially the mind

-set that
case,

as well as the cases of 5o many
ather than carefully evaluating the

fIN'I' ELLECTUALISM

s diatribe on Black culture culminates with the third troubling
ifestation that he calls the Cult of Anti-Intellectualism.
is cult of anti-intellectualism as an internal, cultural trait that
g. To set the tone for his chapter, he provides the following
dergraduate Black student recruiter: “We’re afraid that Black
m at that high a level aren’t going to be concerned with nur-
American presence at Berkeley” (p. 82). It is tempting to
r's own tactics and simply dismiss this statement as never
, he does not provide an actual name of the recruiter, which
us the opportunity to contact the individual and verify the
1d make the argument that it would be easy to make up state-
that cannot be documented for the sole purpose of mcre;:s-
doing so would risk looking petty, I will not employ that
McWhorter the benefit of the doubt that this statement was
¢ as a perfect example of
er obviously sees the statement asa p 4
FHe : I read the statement, 1 hypoth-
anti-intellectualism. When | rea . e s
‘ recruiter’s previous experiences with speci
psho iy . ally vet chose to not be
) have perhaps excelled academically yet S AR
i mmunity. The statement is impolitic,
merican co arding the importance of building a sense
concern reg : e
with a very small African American presen
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y class, 1 lectured on John McWhorter and his

. : . udents. As expected, the students had very strong
and mostly negative reactions to his analysis. [ qlso showed a YouTube clip of

McWhorter involved in a panel debate on affirmative action (he is against affirmative
action based on race). Interestingly, the students’ negative reactions were even more
intensified after observing him on the video. They found McWhorter to be very conde-
‘scending and indicated that it was no surprise to them that Black students would act in
- the ways he reported. The students did not like his personality at all, and indicated that
- they would not want to take a class from him.
- To demonstrate his racial bonafides, McWhorter acknowledges that racism is
real (although greatly exaggerated and not responsible for the poor academic
achievement of Black students), and proceeds to share his experiences of racism.
~ McWhorter argues that other groups (e.g., Jews and Chinese) have experienced
tremendous racism, yet they are still expected to have high academic achieve-
ment; however, a Black student who is called “nigger,” is racially profiled, and
is treated unfairly by teachers is doomed to forever be low achieving. McWhorter
expresses righteous indignation over this and believes this to be an example of
‘society underestimating Black people. To further support his point abc?ut the
gerated impact of racism, McWhorter cites research by Lawrence Steinberg,
found that Latino and Asian students reported the same levels of racial bias,
ian students still excel academically. McWhorter conveniently does not

why Latino students do not also excel academically.

- provocative commentary on Black st

d .n turns his attention to teacher bias as a factor in African
| aghievemcnt. He contends that this is a flawed argument
i can students do not fare any better in schools with mostly

ver, McWhorter once again misses the point. First,
ever, | !
. t of teacher race on academic achievement. For
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orter conveniently jgnoyes the 0 achievep,

n turns hi.s attention to tracking in scy
students in courses of instry ey chool.
1. The practice of tracking heaviln a§ed 4
Whorter ar h fitfienve
; BUEs that, contrary to popular b
king. He references four stud; ’
place students based on racial bias, but simply by their o
udies he cites are in peer-reviewed journals, so it :oprllgr 22
credible data to support his position. Ho;vever, 5 al;t OSfe:}:
semantics. While it may be the case that there s no con-
solved in tracking (which I contend is still debatable), there
there are racial disparities in tracking. In an ethnographic
1) found that there was racial stratification across three cur-
n American and other students of color being overrepre-
level general college preparatory courses while advanced
d international baccalaureate (IB) classes served primarily
s found that there were four reasons why racial stratifica-
ants chose to take lower level courses; (2) students of color
J recruited to apply to AP and IB classes; (3) African Ameri-
plied for AP and IB classes coincidentally happened to not
lities to be successful; and (4) recommendations against
ed by students to be rejection, and thus they Pefce.i"e.d
ved to enroll. Childers noted how discourses around mflv
blindness dominated her discussions with White édmln’
of racial stratification was raised. Her observations of

curriculum, and the reluctance to discuss reasons for ;ac:lll
d here as an example of a common experl.ence 1r11( .sc 0 5
\orter argues that there is 10 racial bias in tracking, ¥

: min-
ether this is the case when White teachefsfi?xcilﬁjidual
“top nguage 0
ce, or when they use the languag 5. What he

¢ ts want to be in lower pes
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