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‘The Decomposition
of America

ow self-esteem is too deep a malady to be cured

by hearing nice things about one’s own ethnic

past. History is not likely to succeed where psychiatry
fails. Afrocentrism in particular is an escape from the
hard and expensive challenges of our society—the
need for safer schools, better teachers, better teaching
materials, greater investment in education; the need
for stable families that can nourish self-discipline and
aspiration; the need for jobs and income that can
nourish stable families; the need to stop the ravages of
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-~ ~drugs and crime; the need to overcome the racism still
' z(a\ n,\ lurking in the interstices of American society. “The
need,” William Raspberry observes of his own people,
“is not to reach back for some culture we never knew
but to lay full claim to the culture in which we exist.”

I

The ethnicity rage in general and Afrocentricity in
particular not only divert attention from the real
needs but exacerbate the problems, The wmommw.mmﬂ
theosis of ethnicity, black, go%m,\ red, yellow, white,
has revived the dismal prospect that in happy melting-
pot days Americans thought the republic was moving
safely beyond—that is, a society fragmented into sep-

e

arate ethnic communities. The m,:_ﬁ of ethnicity exag-

: \ gerates differences, intensifies resentménts and an-
m(\s\\c.@\m. tagonisms, drives ever deeper the awful wedges
w between races and nationalities. The endgame is self-

i pity and self-ghettoization.

"™ Now there is a reasonable argument in the black
case for a measure of regrouping and self-reliance as
part of the preparation for entry into an integrated
society on an equal basis. Integration on any other
basis, it is contended, would mean total capitulation to
white standards. Affirmation of racial and cultural
pride is thus essential to true integration. One can see
this as a psychological point, but as a cultural point?

For generations blacks have grown up in an
American culture, on which they have had significant
influence and to which they have made significant
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contributions. Self-Africanization after-300 years in
America is playacting. Afrocentricity as expounded by
ethnic ideologues implies Europhobia, separatism,
emotions of alienation, victimization, paranoia. Most
curious and unexpected of all is a blac demand for
the return of black-white segregation.

" “Tgo separate [ black children] from others of sim-
ilar age and qualifications solely because of their
race,” Chief Justice Warren én.og in the school-inte- [V
gration case, “generates a feeling of inferiority as to -~
their status in the community that may affect their
hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be uns
done.” In 40 years doctrine has come full circle. Zg\ﬂ
integration is held to bring feelings of inferiority, m%\
segregation to bring the cure.

This revival of separatism will begin, if the black

educator Felix Boateng has his way, in the earliest

_grades. “The use of standard English as the only lan-

guage of instruction,” Boateng argues, “aggravates
the process of deculturalization.” A “culturally rele-
vant curriculum’ for minority children would recog-
nize “the home and community dialect they bring to
school.” (Not all black educators, it should be said,
share this desire to handicap black children from in-
fancy. “One fact is clear,” notes Janice Hale-Benson
of Cleveland State University. ‘‘Speaking standard
English is a skill needed by Black children for upward
mobility in American society and it should be taught
in early childhood.”) o

If any educational institution should bring people
together as individuals in friendly and civil associa-
tion, it should be the university. But the fragmenta-
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tion of campuses in recent years into a multitude of

- ethnic organizations is spectacular—and disconcert-

ing.

ions, black fraternities and sororities, black business
and law societies, black homosexual and lesbian
groups, black tables in dining halls. Stanford, Dinesh
D’Souza reports, has “ethnic theme houses.” The Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania gives blacks—8 percent of the
enrollment—their own yearbook. Campuses today,
according to one University of Pennsylvania profes-
sor, have “‘the cultural diversity of Beirut. There are
separate armed camps. The black kids don’t mix with
the white kids. The Asians are off by themselves. Op-
pression is the great status symbol.”

Oberlin was for a century and half the model of a
racially integrated college. “Increasingly,” Jacob
Weisberg, an editor at The New Republic, reports,
“Oberlin students think, act, study, and live apart.”
Asians live in Asia House, Jews in “J” House, Latinos
in Spanish House, blacks in African-Heritage House,
foreign students in Third World House. Even the Les-
‘bian, Gay, and Bisexual Union has broken up into ra-

.cial and gender factions. “The result is separate

worlds.” o

Huddling is an understandable reaction for any
minority group faced with new and scary challenges.
But institutionalized separatism only crystallizes ra-
cial differences and magnifies racial tensions. “Cer-
tain activities are labeled white and black,” says a
black student at Central Michigan University. “If you
don’t just participate in black activities, you are

One finds black dormitories, black student rs-.
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shunned.” A recent study by the black anthropologist
Signithia Fordham of Rutgers concludes that a big
reason for black underachievement is the fear that
academic success will be taken as a-sellout to the
white world. “What appears to have emerged in some
segments of the black community,” Fordham says, “is
a kind of cultural orientation which defines academic
learning in school as ‘acting white.” > ) .

Militants further argue that because only blacks™ , - .
can comprehend the black experience, only blacks &\r%.g .m&
should teach black history and literature, as, in the | A
view of some feminists, only women should teach _ \v@
women’s history and literature. “True diversity,” ac- N\m\&.\mﬂ\
cording to the faculty’s Budget Committee at the Uni-
versity of California at Berkeley, requires that courses :
match the ethnic and gender identities of the profes- /\\

SOrs.

The doctrine that only blacks can teach and write
black history leads inexorably to the doctrine that
blacks can teach and write only black history as well
as to inescapable corollaries: Chinese must be re-
stricted to Chinese history, women to women’s his-
tory, and so on. Henry Louis Gates criticizes “ghet-
toized programs where students and members of the

faculty sit around and argue about whether a white

person can think a black thought.” As for the notion
that there is a “mystique” about black studies that
requires a person to have black skin in order to pursue
them—that, John Hope Franklin observes succinetly,
is “vobdoo.” I . B

The voodoo principle is extended from scholar-
ship to the arts. Thus the fine black playwright August
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Wilson insists on a black director for the film of his
play Fences. “We have a different way of responding
to the world,” Wilson explains. “We have different
ideas about religion, different manners of social inter-
course. We have different ideas about style, about lan-
guage. We have different esthetics [sic]. . . . The job
requires someone who'shares the specifics of the cul-
ture of black Americans. . . . Let’s make a rule. Blacks
don’t direct Italian films. Italians don’t direct Jewish
films. Jews don’t direct black American films.” What a
terrible rule that would be!

In the same restrictive spirit, Actors’ Equity tried
to prevent the British actor Jonathan Pryce from play-
ing in New York the role he created in London in Miss
Saigon, announcing that it could not condone “the
casting of a Caucasian actor in the role of 2 Eurasian.”
(Pryce responded that, if this doctrine prevails, “I’d
be stuck playing Welshmen for the rest of my life.”)
Equity did not, however, apply the same principle to
the black actors Morgan Freeman and Denzel Wash-

ington who were both acting in _Shakespeare at that
time in New York. The Wall Street Journal acidly sug-
gested that, according to the principle invoked, not
only whites but the disabled should protest the casting
of Denzel Washington as Richard ITI because Wash-
ington lacked a hunchback.

The distinguished black * social psychologist.

Kenneth B. Clark, whose findings influenced the Su- -

preme Court’s decision in the school-integration case,
rejects the argument that blacks and whites must be
separated “because they represent different cultures

and that cultures, like oil and water, cannot mix.”
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This, Clark says, is what white segregationists have
argued for generations. He adds, “There is absolutely
no evidence to support the contention that the inher-
ent damage to human beings of primitive exclusion on
the basis of race is any less damaging when demanded
or enforced by the previous victims than when im-
posed by the dominant group.”

sporss!

\a)\._\ ,\m/\
The separatist impulse is by no means monmsmm to the
black community. Another salient expression is the bi-
lingualism movement, ostensibly conducted in the in-

ﬁmummﬁm Om all soz-msm:mr speakers but particularly a

w___zmzmrmjm rm::% a new issue in American
r_mSQ Seven years after the adoption of the Consti-
tution, a proposal to print 3,000 sets of federal laws in
German as well as English was narrowly defeated in
the House of Representatives. (This incident gave rise
to the myth, later cherished by Nazi propagandists
like Colin Ross, that German had nearly displaced En-
glish as America’s official language.) In the nineteenth
century, newly arrived immigrants stayed for a season
with their old language, used it in their homes,
churches, newspapers, and not seldom in bilingual
public schools, until acculturation Hmm.:om& and the
First World War discouraged the use of languages
other than English.

In recent years the combination of the oﬁrEo_J\
cult with a flood of immigration from Spanish-speak-
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ing countries has given bilingualism new impetus. The
presumed purpose is transitional: to move non-En-
glish-speaking children as quickly as possible from bi-
lingual into all-English classes. The Bilingual Educa-
tion Act of 1968 supplies guidelines and funding; the
1974 Supreme Court decision in Lau v. Nichols (a Chi-
nese-speaking case) requires school districts to pro-
vide special programs for children who do not know
English.

~Alas; bilingualism has not worked out as

/ Emsnom rather the contrary. Testimony is mixed, but

indications are that bilingual education retards rather
than expedites the movement of Hispanic children
into the English-speaking world and that it promotes

,__segregation more than it does integration. Bilingual-

ism shuts doors. It nourishes self-ghettoization, “and

Pt

mrmﬁo_um:on nourishes racial antagonism. Bilingual-
ism “encourages concentrations of Hispanics to stay
together and not be integrated,” says Alfredo
Mathew Jr., a Hispanic civic leader, and it may well
foster “a type of apartheid that will generate animosi-
ties with others, such as Blacks, in the competition for
scarce resources, and further alienate the Hispanic
from the larger society.”

Using some language other than English dooms

people to second-class citizenship in >Em~._om= soci-

ety. “Those who have the most to lose in a bilingual
America,” mm%m the Mexican-American writer Richard
Rodriguez, “are the foreign- mmmm,_mmmiwwm " Ro- |
driguez recalls his own boyhood: “It would have ,

pleased me to hear my teachers address me in Span- |
ish. . . . But I would have delayed .

. . having to learn |
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the language of public society. . . . Only when I was
able to think of myself as an American, no longer an
alien in gringo society, could I seek the rights and op-
portunities necessary for full public individuality.”

Monolingual education opens doors to the larger
world. “I didn’t speak English until I was about 8
years of age,” Governor Mario Cuomo recently re-
called, “and there was a kind of traumatic entry into
public school. It made an immense impression on
me.” Traumatic or not, public school taught Cuomo
the most effective English among politicos of his gen-
eration.

Yet a professor at the University of Massachu-
setts told Rosalie Pedalino Porter, whose long experi-
ence in bilingual education led to her excellent book
Forked Tongue, that teaching English to children
reared in another language is a form of political op-
pression. Her rejoinder seems admirable: “When we
succeed in helping our students use the majority _ms-
guage fluently . . . we are ommWoioE:m our students
rather than depriving them.”

Hums_o_Q conservatives, fearful that the republic is
over the hill, call for a constitutional amendment to
make English the official language of the United
States. Seventeen states already have such statutes.
This is a poor idea. The English language does not
need statutory reinforcement and the drive for an
amendment will only increase racial discrimination
and resentment.

Nonetheless mmon language is a necessary
bond of national cohesion in so_heterogeneous a na-

tion as America. 'The bilingual campaign has created

e e T
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both an educational establishment with a vested inter-
est in extending the bilingual empire and a political
lobby with a vested interest in retaining a Hispanic
constituency. Like Afrocentricity and the ethnicity
cult, bilingualism is an elitist, not a popular, move-
ment—"romantic ethnicity,” as Myrdal called it; po-
litical ethnicity top. Still, institutionalized bilingualism
remains another source of the fragmentation of Amer-

ica, another threaf to thedream of “one people |

I1I

Most ominous about the separatist impulses is the
meanness generated when one group is set against
another. What Harold Isaacs, that acute student of
racial sensitivities and resentments, called the “built-
in we-they syndrome” has caused more dominating,
fearing, hating, killing than any other single cause
since time began.

Blacks, having suffered most grievously (at least
in America) from persecution, have perhaps the great-
est susceptibility to paranoia—remembering always
that even paranoids may have real enemies. After all,
considering what we now know about the plots
against black Americans concocted by J. Edgar
Hoover and executed by his FBI, who can blame
blacks for being forever suspicious of white inten-
tions?

Still, the New York Times—WCBS-TV poll of New
Yorkers in 1990 is startling. Sixty percent of black re-
spondents thought it true or possibly true that the gov-

W
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ernment was making drugs available in black neigh-
borhoods in order to harm black people. Twenty-nine
percent thought it true or possibly true that the AIDS
virus was invented by racist conspirators to kill blacks,

o When Mayor Edward Koch invited the irrepress-

?meﬁmm,mmm of CCNY to breakfast to discuss
the Em@!b;@mﬁbwm_m%, W\QMVW, " theory, Jeffries agreed to
come “‘but said he would not eat because white people
were trying to poison him. When he arrived,” Koch
reports, “I offered him coffee and danish, but he re-
fused it. I then offered to be his food taster, but he still
declined.”

On another occasion, Jeffries observed that
“AIDS coming out of a laboratory and finding itself
localized in certain populations certainly has to be
looked at as part of a conspiratorial process.” After a
Jeffries class, 10 black students told the Times re-
porter that AIDS and drugs were indeed part of a
white conspiracy. “During the Carter administra-
tion,” one said, “there was a document put out that
said by the year 2000, one hundred billion Africans
had to be destroyed.” “Because of who’s being devas-
tated the most, and growing up in the U.S. and know-
ing the history of slavery and racism in this country,”
an older black man said, “you can’t be black and not
feel that AIDS is some kind of experiment, some kind
of plot to hit undesirable minority populations.” -

Nor is such speculation confined to the feverish
sidewalks of New York. “Let me make a speech
before a black audience,” testifies William Raspberry,
“and sometime during the Q & A someone is certain
to ask if I believe there is a conspiracy against black

111




THE

DISUNITING OF AMERICA

. ‘Americans. It doesn’t matter whether the subject is

- Richard Rodriguez has observed,
scorn for assimilation.” Instead of casting off the for-.
 eign skin, as John Quincy Adams had stipulated, never

_ drugs or joblessness, school failure or teen pregnancy,

politics or immigration. I can count on hearing some

-version of the conspiracy question.” .
., .,,Eqm black case is only a more extreme version of
the persecution complex—the feeling that someone is
out to get them—to which nearly all minorities on oc- -
casion succumb. Mutual suspicion and hostility are

bound to emerge in a society bent on defining itself in

. terms of ._.omE.sm and competing groups.

Iv

“The era that began with the dream of E.ﬂmmﬂmmo?:

B

to resume it, the fashion is to resume the foreign:skin

‘as conspicuously as can be. The cult of ethnicity has

Hm<m_..mmm the movement of American history, produc-

- ing“a nation. of minorities—or at least of minority
.m_.uo.wmmamsl.l_mmm interested in joining with the major-
ity in common endeavor than in declaring their aliena-

. tion from an oppressive, white, patriarchal, racist, sex-

_ist, classist society. The ethnic ideology inculcates the
_.,.H==m_o= ‘that membership in one or msomﬂow mﬂrEo

~ group'is the basic American experience.

Most Americans, it is true, continue to see them-

L L . mo_<om primarily as individuals and only secondarily -

and trivially as adherents of a group. Nor is harm done

s%as ethnic groups display pride in their Fﬁozo @wmﬁ B

“ended up with

The ,Uwoo\\:ﬁ.o.ﬁ.:oa of America

or in their contributions to the American present. But
the division of society into fixed ethnicities nourishes a

culture of victimization and a contagion of inflamma-

ble sensitivities. >:m when a vocal and visible_minor-

ity pledges primary m:om_wy to " their groups,

‘whether éthnic, sexual, religious, or, in rare cases

(communist, fascist), political, it presents a_threat to
the brittle bonds of national identity that wo_m @:m

m:\onmm and w.mocosm society ﬁomoﬁrou .
A Umozrml% ugly miood seems to have moﬁ_om

over the one arena where freedom of i EQEQ and ex-

pression should be most unconstraiiied and civility

most respected—our colleges and universities. Itis no .

fun running a university these days. Undergraduates

can be wanton and cruel in their exclusion, their

harassment, their heavy pranks, their wounding in-

vective. Minority students, for the most understand--.

able reasons, are often vulnerable and frightened. Ra-
cial cracks, slurs, insults, vilification pose difficult
problems. Thus posters appear around the campusat .
the University of Michigan @mno&;sm the slogan of

.ﬁrm United Negro College Fund: A MIND 15 A ammwuurm:

THING . TO WASTE—ESPECIALLY ON A NIGGER. Decent
white students join the ?.oﬁ@,# against 2?8 ?.Eﬁm
and thugs. :

wnmmﬂmosﬂm and deans begin to mm_n Hrmamo?om

which is more important—protecting free speech or
preventing racial persecution? The Constitution, Jus-
tice Holmes said, embodies “the principle of free
thought—not free thought for those who agree with

us but freedom for the thought that we hate.” But'

suppose the thought we hate undercuts the Constitu-
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