what gunnar myrdal called the american
dilemma was

what gunnar myrdal called the american dilemma was a profound conflict at the
heart of American society, particularly concerning race relations and the ideals of equality.
This term originates from the influential work of Swedish economist and sociologist Gunnar
Myrdal, who undertook a comprehensive study of race in the United States in the early 20th
century. Myrdal’s analysis highlighted the contradiction between America's professed
democratic values and the persistent racial discrimination faced by African Americans. The
American dilemma encapsulates the tension between the nation’s commitment to liberty
and justice and the realities of segregation, inequality, and prejudice. Understanding what
Gunnar Myrdal called the American dilemma was is essential for grasping the historical
context of civil rights struggles and ongoing debates about social justice in America. This
article explores the origins, implications, and enduring significance of this concept,
providing a detailed overview of Myrdal’s work and its impact on American society.
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Origin and Definition of the American Dilemma

The phrase “American dilemma” was coined by Gunnar Myrdal in his seminal 1944 book
titled An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy. In this work,
Myrdal identified the central contradiction in the United States, which lay in the clash
between the nation’s democratic ideals and the systemic racial discrimination against
African Americans. He described the dilemma as the conflict between the American
Creed—principles such as equality, liberty, and justice—and the reality of racial segregation
and inequality. This contradiction posed a fundamental challenge to America’s self-image
and its moral standing in the world, particularly during a time when the nation was engaged
in World War Il and promoting democracy abroad.

Definition of the American Creed

The American Creed, as outlined by Myrdal, comprises core values that include equal



opportunity, individual freedom, and fairness under the law. These ideals are deeply
ingrained in the nation’s founding documents and cultural ethos. However, Myrdal pointed
out that these values were not fully realized for all citizens, especially African Americans,
due to entrenched racial barriers. The American dilemma highlights the gap between these
ideals and the lived experience of millions of African Americans subjected to discrimination
and exclusion.

Key Elements of the Dilemma

e Conflict between democratic values and racial inequality
e Systemic segregation and disenfranchisement of African Americans
e Social and economic disparities rooted in racial prejudice

e The challenge of integrating marginalized groups into mainstream society

Historical Context and Background

The American dilemma emerged during a period marked by significant racial tensions and
injustices in the United States. The early to mid-20th century was characterized by Jim Crow
laws in the South, which enforced racial segregation and limited African American rights. At
the same time, African Americans faced widespread discrimination in employment,
education, housing, and voting rights across the country. This era also saw the Great
Migration, where millions of African Americans moved from the rural South to urban centers
in the North and West, seeking better opportunities but often encountering new forms of
prejudice.

Jim Crow and Segregation

Jim Crow laws institutionalized racial segregation in public facilities, schools, transportation,
and voting. These laws created a legal framework that upheld white supremacy and denied
African Americans equal access to resources and political power. The resulting social
stratification reinforced the American dilemma by starkly contrasting the nation’s
democratic rhetoric with the reality of racial oppression.

The Great Migration’s Role

The Great Migration, spanning from approximately 1916 to 1970, reshaped American



demographics and intensified racial issues in northern cities. African Americans’ movement
to urban areas exposed contradictions in northern liberalism and brought racial inequality
into new venues. This shift underscored the American dilemma by revealing how
discrimination was not confined to the South but was a nationwide problem.

Gunnar Myrdal’s Research and Findings

Gunnar Myrdal conducted one of the most comprehensive studies of race relations in the
United States for the Carnegie Corporation. His research combined sociological analysis,
economic data, and political theory to examine the status of African Americans and the
broader implications for American democracy. Myrdal argued that racial prejudice was not
merely a moral failing but also a social and economic problem that hindered national
progress.

Methodology and Scope

Myrdal’s approach was interdisciplinary, involving extensive data collection, interviews,
surveys, and literature review. He sought to understand not only the conditions faced by
African Americans but also the attitudes of white Americans and the institutional structures
that perpetuated inequality. His findings highlighted the pervasive nature of racism and its
impact on social cohesion.

Main Conclusions

e The persistence of racial discrimination contradicts American democratic ideals.
e Social and economic inequalities are deeply rooted and self-perpetuating.
e Racism is reinforced by cultural, psychological, and institutional factors.

¢ Addressing the American dilemma requires comprehensive social reform and
education.

Impact on Civil Rights Movement

The publication of Myrdal’s An American Dilemma had a significant influence on the
burgeoning civil rights movement in the United States. His analysis provided an
authoritative, scholarly foundation for arguments against segregation and discrimination.
By framing racial inequality as a national crisis incompatible with democracy, Myrdal’s work



helped to galvanize activists, policymakers, and the judiciary to pursue change.

Influence on Legal and Political Developments

Myrdal’s findings were cited in key legal battles, including the landmark 1954 Supreme
Court case Brown v. Board of Education, which declared racial segregation in public schools
unconstitutional. His research also informed policy debates and civil rights legislation

during the 1950s and 1960s, contributing to the passage of laws such as the Civil Rights Act
of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Mobilization of Public Opinion

The American dilemma concept helped shape public discourse by illustrating the moral and
practical contradictions of racial inequality. It encouraged a broader coalition of Americans
to support civil rights reforms, emphasizing that racial justice was essential for national
unity and progress.

Contemporary Relevance of the American
Dilemma

Although Gunnar Myrdal’s study was conducted over seventy years ago, the core issues of
the American dilemma remain relevant today. Persistent racial disparities in education,
employment, criminal justice, and political representation reflect ongoing challenges to
achieving true equality. The dilemma continues to provoke critical examination of how
American society reconciles its founding ideals with contemporary realities.

Modern Manifestations

Current debates about systemic racism, police brutality, economic inequality, and voting
rights echo the themes identified by Myrdal. The American dilemma persists as a
framework for understanding the complexities and contradictions inherent in American race
relations.

Efforts Toward Resolution

e Policy initiatives aimed at reducing racial disparities

e Educational programs promoting diversity and inclusion



e Community-based efforts to address social and economic inequities

e Ongoing civil rights advocacy and legal challenges

In sum, what Gunnar Myrdal called the American dilemma was more than a historical
observation; it is a continuing challenge that shapes the nation’s social and political
landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What did Gunnar Myrdal refer to as the 'American
Dilemma'?

Gunnar Myrdal called the 'American Dilemma' the contradiction between the United States'
ideals of equality and democracy and the reality of racial segregation and discrimination
against African Americans.

Who was Gunnar Myrdal and why did he study the
'‘American Dilemma'?

Gunnar Myrdal was a Swedish economist and sociologist who studied the 'American
Dilemma' to understand the deep-rooted racial inequalities in the United States and their
impact on American society.

What is the main focus of Gunnar Myrdal's book 'An
American Dilemma'?

The main focus of Gunnar Myrdal's book 'An American Dilemma' is the conflict between
American democratic ideals and the persistent racial discrimination and segregation faced
by African Americans.

How did Gunnar Myrdal's concept of the 'American
Dilemma' influence civil rights movements?

Myrdal's concept highlighted the moral and social contradictions in American society,
providing intellectual support to civil rights activists who demanded the elimination of racial
discrimination and the fulfillment of American democratic principles.

What were some key findings of Gunnar Myrdal about
race relations in the United States?

Myrdal found that racial prejudice and segregation were deeply embedded in American
institutions and culture, causing social and economic disparities that contradicted the



nation's professed commitment to equality.

Why is the 'American Dilemma' still relevant in
discussions about race today?

The 'American Dilemma' remains relevant because many of the issues Gunnar Myrdal
identified—such as systemic racism and inequality—continue to affect American society,
making it a critical framework for understanding ongoing racial challenges.

Did Gunnar Myrdal propose solutions to the 'American
Dilemma'?

Yes, Gunnar Myrdal advocated for educational reforms, legal changes, and increased social
integration to address racial inequalities and help reconcile the contradiction between
American ideals and practices.

Additional Resources

1. An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy by Gunnar Myrdal
This seminal work by Gunnar Myrdal, published in 1944, is the foundation of the concept
known as "The American Dilemma." Myrdal, a Swedish economist and sociologist, analyzed
the contradictions between America's democratic ideals and the systemic racial
discrimination faced by African Americans. The book explores the social, economic, and
political challenges of racial inequality and calls for urgent reforms to achieve true
democracy and justice.

2. The Souls of Black Folk by W.E.B. Du Bois

A classic in African American literature, this 1903 collection of essays addresses the
struggles and identity of Black Americans in the post-Reconstruction era. Du Bois
introduces the concept of "double consciousness," the internal conflict experienced by
African Americans as they navigate a society that marginalizes them. The book critically
examines racial injustice and is foundational for understanding the historical context of the
American racial dilemma.

3. Black Reconstruction in America by W.E.B. Du Bois

In this groundbreaking historical analysis, Du Bois challenges the dominant narratives
about Reconstruction, highlighting the active role African Americans played in shaping
democracy during this period. The book provides insight into the political and social
backlash that led to the entrenchment of racial segregation and inequality. It is essential for
understanding the roots of racial tensions and the persistence of the American dilemma
outlined by Myrdal.

4. Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory by David W. Blight

Blight’s work explores how the memory of the Civil War was shaped and contested in ways
that reinforced racial segregation and white supremacy. The book argues that the
reconciliation between North and South often came at the expense of Black rights and
justice. This historical perspective helps explain the complexities of racial attitudes and
policies that contributed to the American dilemma.



5. The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America by
Richard Rothstein

Rothstein meticulously documents how government policies at the local, state, and federal
levels intentionally created and maintained racial segregation in housing. The book reveals
the systemic nature of racial inequality beyond individual prejudices, highlighting
institutional factors behind the American dilemma. It illustrates how segregation has had
lasting effects on economic and social disparities.

6. White Rage: The Unspoken Truth of Our Racial Divide by Carol Anderson

Anderson examines the backlash against African American progress from the end of
Reconstruction through the civil rights movement to the present day. The book argues that
white resistance, often disguised as legal or political action, has consistently undermined
Black advancement. This narrative deepens the understanding of the persistent obstacles
that maintain the American dilemma.

7. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness by Michelle Alexander
Alexander’s influential book exposes how the U.S. criminal justice system functions as a
contemporary system of racial control, disproportionately targeting Black Americans. It
argues that mass incarceration perpetuates racial caste and inequality, reflecting ongoing
facets of the American dilemma. The book calls for a reevaluation of policies to address
systemic racial injustice.

8. Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America by lbram
X. Kendi

Kendi provides a comprehensive history of racist ideas in America, tracing how they have
been used to justify and maintain inequality. The book highlights the evolution of racial
thought and its impact on policy and society. Understanding these ideas is crucial to
comprehending Myrdal’s American dilemma and the challenges of racial justice.

9. Between the World and Me by Ta-Nehisi Coates

Written as a letter to the author’s son, this powerful memoir explores the realities of being
Black in America today. Coates reflects on the historical and ongoing racial injustices that
shape the Black experience, resonating with the themes of Myrdal’s American dilemma.
The book offers a personal and poignant perspective on race, identity, and hope for change.
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