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By E B. REUTER and W. E. B. DuBOIS 

The American Dilemma 

Two reviews of "An American Dilemma: the Negro Problem and 
Modern Democracy"; by Gunnar Myrdal, with the assistance of Richard 
Sterner and Arnold Rose. New York, Harper and Brothers, 1944. Two 
volumes, 1483 pp. $7.50. 

These volumes are presented to us as the fruits of five years of study 
involving the full or part-time of over seventy-five persons, some of them 
scholars of maturity and reputation. They exemplify what can be done 
and what may be expected when the generosity of financial support is 
such that research may be put on a modern business basis and the findings 
delivered as an industrial product. 

The nature and scope of the volumes may be indicated by a brief 
statement of their content and mechanical organization. Approximately 
one-third of the pages are given to routine matter and to formal evidences 
of scholarship: the preliminary front matter requires some fifty pages, 
the ten appendices run to a total of 116 pages, the bibliography takes 
thirty-five pages, and the footnotes occupy 258 pages. The text material, 
approximately 1,000 pages, is divided into eleven parts and subdivided 
into forty-five chapters. 

The content of the three chapters making up the first part is chiefly 
introductory matter having to do with assumptions, points of view, back- 
ground material, and other comment designed to clarify the problem and 
to orientate the reader. The book opens with the confident assertion that 
there is a Negro problem in the United States and that most Americans are 
aware of its existence. In the author's conception this problem is in the 
nature of a suppressed moral conflict. The American is moralistic at the 
same time that he is a realistic being who has a feeling that his ideals 
and his ideas should coincide; "he wants intellectual order in his moral 
set-up" and he wants to pursue his own inclinations. Also, "it is a 
relatively unimportant matter to him to be true to his own ideals and 
to carry them out in actual life." The contradictory attitudes are dis- 
turbing to the American but he holds a sort of fatalistic trust that all 
will be well in due time. 

[ 114] 
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The American Negro problem is a problem in the heart of the 
American. It is there that the inter-racial tension has its focus. It is 
there that the decisive struggle goes on. This is the central viewpoint 
of this treatise . . . at bottom our problem is the moral dilemma 
of the American-the conflict between his moral valuations on 
various levels of consciousness and generality. The American Dilemma 
. . . is the ever-raging conflict between . . . the valuations preserved 
on the general plane . . . and . . . the valuations on specific planes 
of individual and group living. 

The moral struggle goes on within people and not only between 
them. As peoples' valuations are conflicting, behavior normally be- 
comes a moral compromise. There are no homogeneous attitudes be- 
hind human behavior but a mesh of struggling inclinations, interests, 
and ideals, some held conscious and some suppressed for long inter- 
vals but all active in blending in their direction. 

The subject of this book is American attitudes and actions with re- 
spect to the Negro and the disparity between 'American ideals and 
behavior in this field. The moral conflicts . . . are the ultimate 
object of our study in this book. 

This theme is continued in the first chapter on "American Ideals" 
where the author elaborates and declares his allegiance to what he calls 
the "American Creed." This creed is a complex body of democratic 
formulations defining the group ideals and projected as the goals of col- 
lective behavior-the ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity variously 
expressed in the Declaration of Independence, the Preamble to the Con- 
stitution, the Bill of Rights, and numerous other public documents and 
endlessly repeated in the American inspirational literature glorifying 
America as a land of freedom and opportunity, the home of democracy, 
and the cradle of liberty. It is the body of ideals and shibboleths to which 
the politician appeals for support and with which he covers his strategy 
when working for other ends. It is this body of ideals, held alike by the 
members of all races, classes, and creeds, that makes America great. 
But the creed is not lived up to; it is put in the laws that are ignored. 
This conflict between status and ideals is central in all phases of the 
Negro problem. The Negro problem was long ago settled; it remains 
only to live up to the pattern of ideals. 

The occupation of this position implies a theoretical position that the 
author here states in a somewhat dogmatic, confused, and contradictory 
way and elaborates later in an appendix to the second volume. The 
sociologists and other social scientists who maintain something of a 
naturalistic rather than a political point of view are classed as defeatists 
with a "do-nothing" policy; they are said to hold a "theory politically 
as well as theoretically biased, biased against induced change." To 
look to more fundamental processes is classed as a disease. "The theory" 
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held by the non-political students "cannot be true, since in other parts 
of the world similar changes are effectuated by means of legislation." In 
the appendix, the position is put in the form of a "Theoretical Critique 
of the Concept Mores" as developed by Sumner. The position is restated 
but not clarified and no advance is made in the argument. The important 
fact to note is that the author is committing himself to a theoretical po- 
sition which, if consistently maintained, will determine the direction of 
the inquiry, determine the selection of topics, bias their presentation, and 
foretell the conclusions that the study will reach. 

The following chapter of the introductory part of the volumes ap- 
proaches American race relations in a somewhat concrete and realistic 
way. The tension between the groups is pointed out, the verbal mechan- 
isms by which outwardly harmonious relations are maintained are briefly 
discussed, the repressive effects of the code on the Negro intellectuals 
are recognized, the denials of the existence of any problem are ex- 
amined, the contradictions in white thinking are exposed, and other 
aspects of race relations are commented upon in a manner more de- 
scriptive than analytical. The desire of the whites, particularly the whites 
in the North, to forget a problem and a situation of which they are 
ashamed and which they are unable or unwilling to control is briefly 
stated. 

The final chapter of the point of view part of the volume deals with 
"Facets of the Negro Problem." After a not too successful effort to 
differentiate minority from racial problems, the anti-amalgamation doc- 
trine is presented in some of its more contradictory phases. This the 
author considers central to the racial problem; "race purity" is the 
essential value to be preserved and it is used as the ultimate justification 
of the whole train of discriminations visited upon the Negroes. The 
generally antagonistic attitudes of the low-class whites of the South to- 
ward the Negroes are explained in terms of a tendency of lower class 
groups to struggle against each other, not to cooperate in a struggle 
against their common exploiters. This chapter also introduces a dis- 
cussion of the "vicious circle," which the author prefers to call the 
"principle of cumulation," which is to be used throughout the study as 
a causative principle. Recognizing the interdependence of all factors in 
the Negro problem, and presumably assuming them to be coordinate in 
importance, the position is taken that change in any one factor will break 
a "vicious cycle." The idea is, of course, related to the theoretical po- 
sition previously mentioned. It gives a basis for optimism and, at the 
same time, justifies the utilization of political machinery in efforts to 
change the characteristics of non-political phenomena. 
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Following the introductory chapters, the books take on a somewhat 
conventional character; they are largely in the nature of encyclopedic 
and informational summaries of larger bodies of factual material as- 
sembled for this purpose. But they are something more than routine per- 
formances; on the whole they are competently though not brilliantly done, 
and they contain varying amounts of pertinent comment and occasional 
bits of illuminating interpretation. The first of the three chapters on race 
deals with racial beliefs; the others, prepared by Mr. Rose, are con- 
cerned with the mixed racial ancestry and the physical and mental traits 
of the American Negro. The two chapters on the Negro population and 
migration phenomena summarize the pertinent data. The fourth part of 
the study, entitled "Economics," contains eleven chapters which bring 
out in general detail and from several angles the dire economic poverty 
and relentless exploitation of the Negro people. Parts five, six and seven 
deal with inter-racial relations, particularly with differential treatment 
and its rationalizations and consequences, under the headings of "Poli- 
tics," "Justice," and "Social Equality." The two following chapters on 
"Caste and Class" and "Negro Class Structure," run at about the level 
at which recent discussion of these matters has been pitched; they in- 
crease the wordage without materially clarifying the nature or significance 
of the phenomena. The ten chapters on "Leadership and Concerted 
Action" contain much useful material in spite of some confusion in 
conceptual terminology and an inexplicable organization. Two chapters 
on "The Negro Community" do not give much profound analysis of the 
Negro communal life and organization but they do contain some concrete 
data on phenomena of importance and interest. The book closes with a 
tired chapter on existing conditions and trends expressive of an undefined 
and perhaps unrecognized sense of futility and frustration. 

The disappointment that one experiences in reading these volumes 
arises, perhaps, not so much from their actual shortcomings as from a 
realization that a mediocre performance in the conspicuous circumstances 
has repercussions in other areas, that it adversely affects the prestige and 
influence of the social sciences. Actually the books have much merit: 
the factual material is carefully assembled and often effectively pre- 
sented, the consensus of scholars in regard to racial differences and 
their causes is stated without undue quibbling, the tone of the compo- 
sition is generally conciliatory and the books may win some friends for 
the Negroes or silence some of their enemies; even the common sense 
disorder in the arrangement of chapters and topics has advantages, for 
some purposes at least, over a logically coherent presentation. But the 
situation called for superior not merely for competent performance; one 
is disappointed that better use was not made of the opportunity presented. 
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In a brief and non-technical review, one may not enter upon funda- 
mental and methodological criticism. But it is just here that one finds 
the crucial weakness of the study, the factors that convert what purports 
to be basic scientific research and analysis into practical and political 
investigations that end in vague historical prophecies rather than in 
tentative scientific generalizations. 

E. B. Reuter. 
University of Iowa 

"An American Dilemma: The Negro problem and modern democracy' 
by Gunnar Myrdal is the latest of a series of attempts to bring science 
to the solution of the race problem in America. The earliest attempts 
were studies coupled with theology and tried to explain color conflict 
in the United States as the result of the curse of Canaan. We may smile 
at this today, but we must not forget the tremendous influence of this 
concept upon thought in America for hundreds of years. Next followed 
the attempt of so-called "natural science," to find a scientific basis for 
slavery. Perhaps one of the most interesting examples of this is the edition 
of Gobineau published in Philadelphia in 1866 and edited by Hotz 
and Nott. Hotz introduced Gobineau by a hundred pages of his own 
proving that the Negro was a species different from the rest of mankind. 

Let us take for illustration, the white and the black races, supposed 
by many to represent the two extremes of the scale of gradation. The 
whole history of the former shows an uninterrupted progress; that of 
the latter, monotonous stagnation. To the one, mankind owes the most 
valuable discoveries in the domain of thought, and their practical 
application; to the other it owes nothing. For ages plunged in the 
darkest gloom of barbarism, there is not one ray of even temporary 
or borrowed improvement to cheer the dismal picture of its history, 
or inspire with hope the disheartened philanthropist 

After natural science had thus tried to wrestle with the problem, 
statistics and biology took up the cudgels. In 1896 came the study of 
Frederick L. Hoffman, "Race Traits and Tendencies of the American 
Negro." His conclusions were definite: "All the facts brought together 
in this work prove that the colored population is gradually parting with 
the virtues and the moderate degree of economic efficiency developed 
under the regime of slavery. All the facts prove that a low standard of 
sexual morality is the main and underlying cause of the low and anti- 
social condition of the race at the present time. All the facts prove that 
education, philanthropy and religion have failed to develop a higher ap- 
preciation of the stern and uncompromising virtues of the Aryan race. 
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The conclusion is warranted that it is merely a question of time when the 
actual downward course, that is, a decrease in the population, will 
take place." 

There followed the innings of the psychologists, with insistence on 
the practical unchangeability of the mores, and later the triumphant 
interpretation of the intelligence tests taken during the First World War. 
These were supposed to prove the congenital inferiority of Negroes. 

In all these cases named, the really decisive element was the attitude 
which these students brought to the study of the problem. Following the 
overwhelming trend of the country, they were interpreting the Negro 
problem from the point of view of white people and very largely of those 
white people who did not believe in the Negro or in the possibilities of 
just race relations in the United States; and they did not know or try 
to know the whole Negro problem. 

Now comes the Myrdal study. It was made at the suggestion of a 
prominent American statesman who was a liberal and yet not too liberal. 
He was a signer of an anti-Jewish pact in Cleveland which kept Jews out 
of certain residential districts. He hesitated considerably when Secretary 
of War, as to just how far he should champion the Negro soldier. He 
came to be a staunch defender of the Negro effort in the war, but when 
after the war, as member of the Carnegie Board, Newton Baker was 
asked to vote for certain projects concerning the Negro he said bluntly 
that he needed more light and he wanted a study of the Negro which 
would tell what real conditions were. The Myrdal Study is a result of his 
request, but it was F. P. Keppel who really determined the character 
of the study. Otherwise this study might have been like the African 
Survey of Lord Hailey: a splendid effort but designed to present the 
English point of view forcibly and completely. Not a single charge 
against English Colonial Policy in Africa has been left without very 
careful answer and excuse. All unpleasant details are elaborately glossed 
over. Keppel determined to have a man make study of the American 
Negro who was not misled and prejudiced by the Imperial colonial point 
of view. He wanted a foreigner who did not consciously or unconsciously 
inherit the American attitude; and he chose a Swedish professor and 
statesman who came here and made the study covering more than four 
years and costing well over a quarter million of dollars. 

The Myrdal Study differentiates itself from others, mainly in this re- 
spect: Never before in American history has a scholar so completely 
covered this field. The work is monumental. Myrdal does not gag at facts. 

The Negro problem is an integral part of, or a special phase of, 
the whole complex of problems in the larger American civilization. 
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It cannot be treated in isolation. The relationship between American 
society and the Negro problem is not one-sided. The entire structure 
of American society is itself greatly conditioned by the presence of 
the thirteen million Negro citizens. American politics, the labor 
market, education, religious life, civic ideals, art and recreation are 
as they are, partly because of the important conditioning factor work- 
ing throughout the history of the nation. New impulses from the Negro 
people are constantly affecting the American way of life, bending in 
some degree all American institutions and bringing changes in every 
aspect of the American's complex world view. 

He does not appease the South. 

If we look to actual practices, however, we find that the traditions 
of human exploitation - and now not only the Negroes-have re- 
mained from slavery as a chief determinant of the entire structure 
of the South's economic life. The observer is told that a great number 
of fortunes are achieved by petty exploitation of the poor, a practice 
sometimes belonging to the type referred to in the region as "'mattress- 
ing the niggers." As contrasted with the North, there is less invest- 
ment, less market expansion, less inventiveness and less risk-taking. 
Sweatshop labor conditions are more common. Even the middle strata 
of the Southern white population depend on exploitation of labor. 
Thus the opportunistic disrespect for law, order and public morals 
has a complicated causation and a deep-rooted history in the South. 
The tradition is today still part of the way of life and as such is 
often patriotically cherished as distinctively Southern. It is certainly 
one of the most sinister historical heritages of the region. It spells 
danger for a democratic society and involves serious maladjustments. 

He does not attempt to be "scientific" in the sense of depending 
solely upon such facts as lend themselves to accurate mathematical 
measurement. In other words, the sociology of Myrdal emancipates 
itself from physical and biological and psychological analogies, and 
openly and frankly takes into account emotions, thoughts, opinions and 
ideals. Myrdal says in his statement concerning methods 

By stressing that opinions are not passive elements in the social 
process, we have, of course, not meant to make them altogether in- 
dependent of material forces. The very fact that opinions to an ex- 
tent are opportunistic implies that they will change as a result of 
every other change in social environment. Changes in the technique 
of production, of communication and of consumption force individual 
and group revaluations. But so, also, does spread of knowledge, as 
well as moral discussion and political propaganda. Ideas have a 
momentum of their own; they are partly primary causes in the social 
process; or rather, they are integral factors in an inter-dependent sys- 
tem of causation. 
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As a result of this, Myrdal's study is going to be the object of sharp 
attack. What, cry the entrenched sociologists, who still lurk in the fox 
holes of physics, biology and psychology, what have ideals to do with 
science? Everything! answers Myrdal calmly; everything, if Science is 
Truth. 

Naturally the result of such a study is overwhelming. It has the 
necessary confusions of breadth and depth. It has all the complexity of 
the attempt to be complete. There are a thousand pages of text and four 
hundred pages of appendices, bibliography and footnotes. The study 
ranges in broad outline over eleven main fields: first the approach; then 
the study of race, and a study of population; following are studies of the 
economic situation, the political facts, the administration of justice, 
social inequality and social stratification, leadership and organization, 
the Negro community; and, part eleven, "An American Dilemma." 

It is in his general method and in this last part that Myrdal differs 
most with American sociologists; he insists on regarding the Negro 
problem as basically a moral problem; he dismisses the argument of un- 
changeable racial differences; of the mores and subconscious impasse; 
of absolute psychological conditioning and ineradicable ignorance. He 
rejects the Marxian dogma of economic effort as ever dominant motive. 
He says frankly in his conclusion: 

The social sciences in America are equipped to meet the demands of 
the post-war world. In social engineering they will retain the old 
American faith in human beings which is all the time becoming forti- 
fied by research as the trend continues toward environmentalism in 
the search for social causation. In a sense, the social engineering of 
the coming epoch will be nothing but the drawing of practical con- 
clusions from the teaching of social science that "human nature" is 
changeable and that human deficiencies and unhappiness are, in large 
degree, preventable. 

In this spirit, so intrinsically in harmony with the great tradition of 
the Enlightenment and the American Revolution, the author may be 
allowed to close with a personal note. Studying human beings and 
their behavior is not discouraging. When the author recalls the long 
gallery of persons whom, in the course of his inquiry, he has come to 
know with the impetuous but temporary intimacy of the stranger - 
sharecroppers and plantation owners, workers and employers, mer- 
chants and bankers, intellectuals, preachers, organization leaders, po- 
litical bosses, gangsters, black and white, men and women, young and 
old, Southerners and Northerners - the general observation retained 
is the following: Behind all outward dissimilarities, behind their con- 
tradictory valuations, rationalizations, vested interests, group 
allegiances and animosities, behind fears and defense constructions, 
behind the role they play in life and the mask they wear, people are 
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all much alike on a fundamental level. And they are all good people. 
They want to be rational and just. They all plead to their conscience 
that they meant well even when things went wrong. 

Social study is concerned with explaining why all these potentially 
and intentionally good people so often make life a hell for themselves 
and each other when they live together, whether in a family, a com- 
munity, a nation or a world. The fault is certainly not with becoming 
organized per se. In their formal organizations, as we have seen, 
people invest their highest ideals. These institutions regularly direct 
the individual toward more cooperation and justice than he would be 
inclined to observe as an isolated private person. The fault is, rather, 
that our structures of organizations are too imperfect, each by itself, 
and badly integrated into a social whole. 

There are critics who will say as did Frances Gaither who reviewed 
Myrdal in the New York Times: "It would have been so much better 
if instead of depending upon a score of specialists to furnish him data, 
Myrdal himself had made first hand study of all these conditions." Such 
a criticism is characteristic of the present status of sociology, since it is 
manifestly impossible that any one person should make a study of a field 
as large as this in a reasonable time. What we do is to take refuge in 
the "sample," although we know that the sample may be exceptional, or 
only partially typical, or true but insignificant. The complete and all em- 
bracing study we shrink from; partly because we recognize the difficulty 
of gathering facts, comparing and separating the different points of view; 
but chiefly from sheer mental laziness. Myrdal made a broader study of 
this problem than has ever been made. He depended upon a large num- 
ber of the best specialists whom he had employed and whose capabilities 
and dispositions he knew; and then from their reports, he integrated his 
own report. If this is not correct scientific method we commend to the 
reader the two appendices on method which are printed in the second 
volume of this monumental and unrivalled study. 

W. E. B. DuBois. 
Atlanta University 
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