(school) “House Negroes” and the Politics of Self-Hatred:
A Critical Examination of Why Black Principals Abuse Black Students

Statement of Purpose:  A number of researchers have demonstrated the value of Black principals (Lomety, 1989; Siddle Walker, 2003).  Prior to 1954, or during the pre-Brown era, Black principals played a pivotal role as both school and community leader.  In a post-Brown context, Black principals have been described as social-justice leaders who have embodied culturally relevant school leadership for Black students (Tillman, 2004).  This research, however, problematizes any monolithic, wholly-positive view of post-Brown Black principals.  By considering a number of equally-valid identities in the African American community, it calls into question the approach of some Black principals to reject, and even disproportionately punish, Black students for displays of nontraditional cultural capital and proclivity that is unique to the Black community.  However, this study highlights the enduring role of White supremacy and the marginalization of people of color.  It must be emphasized, therefore, that principals are most at fault because they did not resist, and therefore reproduced, systems of oppression that marginalized Black youth.  

Because the context of this study is in a racially-mixed school district, and because two Black principals often made good-bad comparisons between their White and Black students, this research considers traditional notions of self-hatred (Lewin, 1941) whereby members of a group renounce others in their group who are less coterminous with the identity constructs they have for all group members.  This research also considers current theories of social justice leadership (Theoharis, 2007); comparisons are made between the types of Black principals in the same district—two Black principals who seem to contribute to the disaffection and exclusion of Black students, and a Black principal who seemed to validate the identity of the nontraditional, ghettoized youth.  The intent of this study, then, is to examine differences in how Black principals understood race and school expectations, and how these understandings related to their leadership practice.

Theoretical Frame/Rationale: Though there is extensive research that shows the far-reaching benefits that Black students have gained from Black school leadership (Lomotey, 1989), it is also clear that not every Black educator or administrator is good for Black children.  Ginwright (2000) shows that even well-intentioned Black school administrators may implement academic policy and practice that is largely ineffective for Black children.  This happens because of the very attenuated views that some Blacks may attach to meanings of ‘Blackness.’ Older Back administrators can, for example, describe Black students as ‘new’ Blacks who, in their view, lacked values and skills for success in their contexts (Evans, 2007).  Quite often, these traditional Black views are exclusionary toward anything that is not aesthetically middle-class with assimilationist goals transitioning into broader White society; thus, hyperghettoized Black students’ social and cultural capital (Lareau, 2002; Bourdieu, 1977) is rejected, even when the race of the principal is the same as students.  What is revealing in this research, therefore, is that even though these Black principals were hired specifically to deal with lingering Black-White social and academic achievement gaps in this district, they actually served to more forcefully—and unquestionably—uphold district policies and traditions, including the exclusion of people of color (Dunbar, 1999).  
Early self-hatred literature may partially explain the behavior of some of the Black principals examined in this research.  The central issue is this: who defines legitimate identities for a group, and who determines loyalties to that group.  In a number of historical instances, members of the Jewish and Black communities have been accused of having elements of self-hatred.  By using psychological or psychoanalytical approaches, scholars (Lewin, 1941; Fanon, 1967) challenged assimilationist tendencies, or, for example, Jews for completely moving away from their ‘Jewishness.’  Lewin (1941) referred to them as self-hating Jews, who viewed any association with the less genteel, typically Eastern-Eurpoean, Yiddish-speaking, Jews as a threat to their own passage into the non-Jewish, Western society.  The fear that Westerners—from whom the assimilationist Jews sought validation and acceptance—might reject all Jews because of these newly immigrated, overly-Jewish, Jews, served as a backdrop for understanding self-hatred; the assimilationist Jews were accused of being anti-Jewish, self-haters for rejecting their own Jewish identity.  Theorists have argued that this is a common trait in vanquished groups (Lewin, 1941; Fanon; 1967), and thus come the comparisons with Black ex-slaves in the United States.  In fact, Glenn (2006) compares Jews to Blacks, and argues that while some Jews of the early-mid 20th century were fighting to protect their Jewish distinctiveness, prominent and educated Blacks were fighting for full assimilation into American society.  But they, too, were accused of being self-haters because of their disdain—and relevant to this research—mistreatment, of other less assimilated Black group members.  In short, Blacks who did not subscribe to the same visions of Blackness, and aspire to similar goals, had their Blackness questioned.  In this research, the role of the school leader, their practice, and sensemaking (Evans, 2007) of race were paramount, for it was these factors that Black student experienced (or not) social justice.

When considering social justice leadership from Theoharis’ (2007) perspective, that “the resistance principals enact against historic marginalization of particular students” (p. 248), it is important to note that race is not a mitigating factor.  That is, even Black principals must not approach race neutrally, and must champion the causes of underrepresented populations.  Though racial synchronization (Irvine, 1990) between students and educators is central to the success of Black students, it is not enough for their success.  Social justice leadership must emphasize the particular, and focus on those aspects of students that have been repressed and marginalized (Dantley, 2002).  In this research, attributes that led to either marginalization or validation, were Black students’ culture and race.

Methods

Data Collection:  The research presented in this study is from a 2-year ethnographic study that occurred during the 2006-2007 and 2007-2008 academic school years.  This extended time in the research setting allowed the researcher to grasp a deep understanding of the culture in the school and community. In addition to the school leader at the primary research site, 9 teachers, 1 social worker, over 10 current and past students, and community members from 5 different families were interviewed. In addition to intense, open-ended interviews, participant observations and field notes, and examination of data and media sources, purposive interviewing (Creswell, 2007) was conducted.  So when Black parents, students, and the administrator of interest of the larger study complained about mistreatment of the other Black principals in the district, the researcher interviewed two of the other Black administrators about whom other interview-generated complaints were directed.
Data Sources: Urban Alternative High School (UAHS) is a public alternative school for at-risk youth, and this is school from which most of the respondents came.  During both years of this study, Black students fluctuated between 80% and 90% of the total student body, but only 20-30% of the students at the traditional schools in the district.  All students referred to UAHS were at serious risk of school failure and dropout, or had already completely dropped out of traditional school. The larger study revealed that the Black UAHS principal was highly effective with at-risk students in the district, but that several other principals at the traditional schools were not.  The host city population is roughly 115,000 and is located just outside of one of the Nation’s largest Midwestern cities.  It is important to note that although the school sits in a racially-mixed suburban district, it has the demographic and behavioral demographic of a racially-homogeneous (Black), urban school.
Data Analysis:  A qualitative observation and introspective approach as forwarded by Seidel (1998) was used because of the flexible and cyclical nature of this research. The researcher would go between noticing, collecting, and thinking about observed behaviors of the principals and other participants.  In analysis made of the types of Black principals, the researcher relied on constant comparative method as forwarded by Glaser and Strauss (1967).  This allowed for comparisons between the Black UAHS school principal, who was effective with at-risk Black students, and two other Black principals who were perceived to be intolerant of Black students, and contributing factors to their failure.  Interview responses from teachers and school staff, community members and parents, current and former students, and the principal were coded based on categories of validation or exclusion of students, social justice leadership behavior, community support of principal and school, and student achievement.  Triangulation and alternative interpretations were discussed to ensure trustworthiness of findings. 

Findings:    With regard to theories of sensemaking and social justice, the data revealed that Black school leaders can no longer be described monolithically.  The Black principal at UAHS understood, and therefore treated, Black students in the district very differently from how two other Black Administrators in the district approached Black students.  Black at-risk students failed to matriculate through the traditional schools in the district, half of which were led by Black school leaders.  But once Black students enrolled at UAHS, they achieved social and academic success.  The data revealed a long-practiced tendency of the district’s teachers to exclude (Dunbar, 1999) Black students from their academic environment; the two Black administrators felt justified in being harsher on Black students, and in some instances felt that their overly-harsh approach would help Black students in their later lives.  Contrastingly, the Black principal at UAHS routinely challenged teachers, and other exclusionary influences, to keep Black students in school.  In essence, some Black administrators were reinforcing traditional district policy and practice that served to marginalize Black students, while another Black principal in the district challenged the harmful practice.

These findings report that the UAHS Black principal demonstrated social justice leadership by validating the capital of the Black students, and by protecting them from even further exclusion and marginalization.  Quite differently, the traditional school Black principals did not validate the cultural capital of Black student, and their sensemaking of race was not inclusive of how working-class, urban, or hyperghettoized Black students behaved.  Rather, the two Black principals made comparisons between Black and White students in a way that was validating to White students and punitive toward Black students.  From the perspective of social justice, these two Black principals seemed to either ignore the historic marginalization of the Black students, or even used it as a justification for harsher treatment because, as one of the principals put it, “this will get them ready for what they will encounter as Blacks in the real world” (quote from interview).  In addition to social justice differences, there were differences between the Black principals on what they accepted as a valid identity of Blackness.  In this regard the self-hatred literature was helpful.  Fanon (1952) suggested that upwardly mobile Blacks, who had aspirations and means for entry into hegemonic culture, were more likely to distance themselves with Blacks whom they viewed as less able to assimilate into a middle-class paradigm.  What is at issue here, however, is not only how the two traditional Black school leaders position themselves (i.e. into traditional White society), but rather, how they treated Black students and families, over whom they had power, because of their own sensemaking.  Similar to a much earlier time when Black and Jews sought broader acceptance from their host society, the findings report that these two Black principals also seemed to uphold traditional practice and push for assimilation and colorblindness.  The UAHS Black principal, however, routinely rebuffed the system if he felt that the students’ best interest would be jeopardized.

Conclusions:  At prima facie, this study seems to support a notion that Black principals act to marginalize Black students.  But I argue that this must be understood in a larger context of White supremacy in that these principals essentially continued and reproduced systems of oppression that they encountered when they assumed their roles.  Sure, in their own sensemaking they adopted deficit thinking of Black students; but essentially, this is a critique of the system that intentionally sought out such “Black” school leaders that would continue the district’s racist practices against Black students.  But since the leaders happened to be Black, district officials were able to claim that they were not racist.  This research is relevant because it suggests that not just any underrepresented minority school leader will do.  Rather, any school leader must also be inclusive of multiple Black identities, even when it may, in their view, disparage their own identity.  A new front in the battle for social justice has been unearthed in that districts should be challenged when they hire a person of color who will simply uphold policies of marginalization and exclusion toward underrepresented groups.  This research is novel in that it challenges the notion that because Black principals (as opposed to White principals) are overly harsh toward Black students, that is somehow acceptable.  In reality, however, this is a more complex terrain in the battle for social justice leadership.  In much the same way that colonial powers installed acquiescent ‘native’ rulers in the countries they vacated, so too are racially heterogeneous districts recruiting principals who are distinctly not pre-Brown Black principals.  Rather, they sometimes are Black principals who are contributing to the failure of Black students.
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