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Reviewing Black Studies 

Legitimacy of discipline taken to task 
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In 1968, SUNY Stony Brook students angry about the 
assassination of the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and 
that the role of blacks in America was virtually 
ignored in the university's classrooms, blocked classes 
for three days, demanding that black studies be 
added to the curriculum. 
 
The administration soon relented, and the university 
began offering a concentration in Africana studies. 
 
But more than 30 years later, the discipline is again 
the talk of college campuses and political columnists 
after a spat over academic standards, which 
simmered between the president of Harvard 
University and a star in his African-American studies 
department, leaked out.  
 
Is black studies a legitimate discipline worthy of full 
departmental status, with the perks and resources that go with it? Or is it, as 
critics say, a "pseudo-discipline" designed to provide jobs and political clout for 
black professors and easy grades for black students? 
 
"Like most nonblacks, I guess, I have, anyway, always thought that Afro-
American Studies is a pseudo- discipline, invented by guilty white liberals as a 
way of keeping black intellectuals out of trouble and giving them a shot at 
holding professorships at elite institutions without having to prove themselves 
in anything really difficult, like math," wrote John Derbyshire, a contributing 
editor, in an online issue of the National Review Jan. 11. 
 
A handful of black conservative thinkers agreed, with Shelby Steele, a scholar 
at Stanford University's Hoover Institution, saying white guilt had allowed lower 
standards and "minority mediocrity" to go unchallenged. 
 
Critics such as these have raised hackles in black studies departments here and 
across the country. 
 
"There has been a great effort to turn the clock back to a time when European 
studies were dominant," said William McAdoo, chairman of Africana studies at 
SUNY Stony Brook. 
 
McAdoo and others say it is impossible to understand America's evolution from a 
slave-owning nation to an urban-oriented industrial power without an 
understanding of the great northern migration, the formation of urban ghettos, 
the development of a black middle class and other topics mostly ignored by 
scholarly research. 
 
They say although there are good programs and bad ones, black studies is not 
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