
what gunnar myrdal called the american dilemma was

what gunnar myrdal called the american dilemma was a profound social and moral conflict faced by the United
States, particularly relating to race relations and the country's democratic ideals. This dilemma
encapsulated the contradiction between America's professed belief in equality and liberty and the systemic
racial discrimination that persisted, especially against African Americans. Gunnar Myrdal, a Swedish economist
and sociologist, brought this concept to light in his influential 1944 study titled "An American Dilemma: The
Negro Problem and Modern Democracy." The work analyzed how racial prejudice and institutionalized
segregation challenged the nation’s foundational values. This article explores what Gunnar Myrdal called the
American dilemma was, its historical context, critical findings, and its lasting impact on American society and
civil rights movements.
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The Historical Context of the American Dilemma

The roots of what Gunnar Myrdal called the American dilemma was deeply embedded in the history of the United
States, particularly in the legacy of slavery, segregation, and racial inequality. By the early 20th century,
despite the abolition of slavery, African Americans faced widespread disenfranchisement, discriminatory Jim
Crow laws, and social exclusion. The paradox of a nation founded on principles of freedom struggling to live
up to those principles for all its citizens formed the backdrop to Myrdal’s research. The global context of
World War II also intensified scrutiny on American democracy, as the country positioned itself as a defender
of freedom abroad while maintaining racial segregation at home.

Pre-Civil War and Post-Civil War Dynamics

The American dilemma was preceded by centuries of racial division beginning with slavery and continuing through
Reconstruction and the establishment of segregationist policies. The failure to fully integrate African
Americans into American society after emancipation created a persistent social and political problem that
Myrdal sought to examine thoroughly.

World War II and the Demand for Equality

During World War II, African American soldiers fought for democracy overseas but returned to a country
where they were denied basic rights. This contradiction intensified calls for civil rights and equality, providing
a critical context for Myrdal’s study commissioned by the Carnegie Corporation.

Gunnar Myrdal’s Definition and Analysis

Gunnar Myrdal defined the American dilemma as the conflict between the American Creed—ideals of equality,



democracy, and justice—and the reality of racial discrimination and segregation. His analysis combined
sociological, economic, and psychological perspectives to explore how deeply ingrained racial prejudice
affected both individuals and institutions.

The American Creed vs. Reality

Myrdal argued that the United States was committed to the principles of freedom and equality in theory but
systematically failed to apply these ideals to African Americans. This contradiction created tension within
American society and hindered true democratic progress.

Methodology and Scope of the Study

The study involved extensive research including surveys, interviews, and statistical analysis across various
American regions. Myrdal examined the economic, social, and psychological dimensions of racial inequality,
highlighting how prejudice was perpetuated by social norms and institutional structures.

Key Themes Explored in the American Dilemma

The American dilemma as described by Myrdal uncovered several central themes that shaped the racial discourse
in the United States. These themes shed light on the complexities of race relations and the societal challenges in
overcoming discrimination.

Racial Prejudice and Stereotypes

Myrdal detailed how negative stereotypes about African Americans were widespread and reinforced by
cultural, educational, and media institutions. These prejudices contributed to social segregation and unequal
treatment.

Economic Inequality and Segregation

Economic disparities between white and black Americans were a critical focus, with Myrdal illustrating how
segregation and discrimination limited access to quality education, employment, and housing for African
Americans.

Social and Psychological Impact

The study explored the psychological effects of racism on both the oppressed and the oppressors, emphasizing
the internal conflict experienced by white Americans who believed in equality yet maintained discriminatory
practices.

Barriers to Integration

Myrdal identified systemic barriers, including laws, social customs, and institutionalized racism, that prevented
African Americans from achieving full participation in American society.

Legal segregation and disenfranchisement



Educational inequalities

Employment discrimination

Housing segregation

Social exclusion and prejudice

Impact on Civil Rights and Social Policy

The publication of what Gunnar Myrdal called the American dilemma was instrumental in shaping civil rights
discourse and influencing policy changes in the United States. It provided a comprehensive evidence-based critique
of racial inequality that activists and policymakers used to argue for reform.

Influence on the Civil Rights Movement

Myrdal’s findings helped to legitimize calls for desegregation and equal rights, contributing to the momentum of
the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s. His work underscored the need to align America’s social
practices with its stated democratic values.

Legal and Legislative Changes

The American dilemma informed key legal decisions, including the Supreme Court’s landmark Brown v. Board of
Education ruling in 1954, which declared racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional. It also
influenced civil rights legislation such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Educational Reforms and Awareness

Educational institutions began to integrate more inclusive curricula and promote awareness of racial issues,
partly in response to the awareness raised by Myrdal’s study. This helped foster greater understanding of
systemic racism among the broader population.

Legacy and Modern Relevance of the American Dilemma

Decades after its publication, what Gunnar Myrdal called the American dilemma was remains a foundational
concept in understanding race relations in the United States. Its legacy continues to influence scholarship,
social policy, and public discourse regarding racial equality and justice.

Ongoing Social Challenges

While significant progress has been made, many of the issues highlighted by Myrdal persist, including economic
disparities, systemic racism, and social tensions. The American dilemma continues to serve as a framework for
analyzing these ongoing challenges.



Contemporary Discussions on Race and Equality

The concept informs current debates on topics such as criminal justice reform, educational equity, and
affirmative action. It emphasizes the importance of reconciling America’s ideals with its social realities to
achieve true equality.

Educational and Scholarly Importance

Scholars and educators continue to reference the American dilemma in studies of race, democracy, and social
justice. It remains a critical tool for understanding how historical and structural factors shape racial
dynamics in the United States.

Frequently Asked Questions

What did Gunnar Myrdal call the American dilemma?

Gunnar Myrdal called the American dilemma the contradiction between the American ideals of equality and
democracy and the reality of racial segregation and discrimination, particularly against African Americans.

Who was Gunnar Myrdal in relation to the American dilemma?

Gunnar Myrdal was a Swedish economist and sociologist who analyzed race relations in the United States and
coined the term 'the American dilemma' in his influential 1944 book 'An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and
Modern Democracy.'

What is the central theme of Gunnar Myrdal's American dilemma?

The central theme is the conflict between America's democratic ideals and the systemic racial inequalities that
persisted, highlighting how racial discrimination undermined the nation's principles.

How did Gunnar Myrdal's American dilemma influence civil rights discussions?

Myrdal's work exposed the deep contradictions in American society and provided intellectual support for the
civil rights movement by emphasizing the need to resolve racial injustices to fulfill American democratic ideals.

What impact did Gunnar Myrdal's American dilemma have on government
policies?

The concept influenced policymakers and the Supreme Court, notably contributing to the Brown v. Board of
Education decision, which declared racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional.

Why is Gunnar Myrdal's American dilemma still relevant today?

It remains relevant because it highlights ongoing challenges in achieving racial equality and justice in America,
reminding society of the gap between ideals and reality that continues to exist.

What book did Gunnar Myrdal write that introduced the American dilemma?

Gunnar Myrdal introduced the American dilemma in his 1944 book titled 'An American Dilemma: The Negro
Problem and Modern Democracy.'



Additional Resources
1. The American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy by Gunnar Myrdal
This seminal work by Gunnar Myrdal analyzes the deep-seated racial inequalities and contradictions in
American society. Published in 1944, it highlights the conflict between the nation’s democratic ideals and the
reality of systemic racism against African Americans. The book played a crucial role in influencing civil rights
discourse and policy in the mid-20th century.

2. Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City by St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton
This sociological study explores the lives of African Americans in Chicago, focusing on the challenges and
opportunities they face in urban environments. It complements Myrdal’s American Dilemma by providing an in-depth
look at racial segregation, economic hardship, and cultural resilience. The book is a foundational text in urban
sociology and African American studies.

3. The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America by Richard Rothstein
Rothstein’s book exposes the role of government policies in creating and maintaining racial segregation in
American cities. It challenges the notion that segregation was purely the result of private prejudice or
economic factors, highlighting systemic injustice. This work extends the dialogue initiated by Myrdal about the
structural roots of racial inequality.

4. Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory by David W. Blight
Blight examines how the memory of the Civil War has been shaped and reshaped in ways that affected racial
attitudes and policies in the United States. The book analyzes the postwar reconciliation that often came at
the expense of African American rights and justice. It provides historical context that enriches understanding of
the ongoing American racial dilemma.

5. From Jim Crow to Civil Rights: The Supreme Court and the Struggle for Racial Equality by Michael J.
Klarman
This legal history traces the evolution of racial segregation laws and the landmark Supreme Court decisions
that challenged them. It places Myrdal’s American Dilemma in the context of judicial responses to racial
injustice, showing how law both reflected and influenced societal change. The book offers insight into the legal
battles that shaped modern civil rights.

6. The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration by Isabel Wilkerson
Wilkerson chronicles the migration of African Americans from the South to northern and western cities in
search of better opportunities. This demographic shift significantly impacted the social and racial landscape of
America, highlighting the ongoing struggle described in Myrdal’s work. The narrative combines personal stories
with historical analysis to illustrate the human dimension of the American dilemma.

7. Segregation: A Global History of Divided Cities by Carl H. Nightingale
This book places American racial segregation within a broader global context, comparing it to patterns of
urban segregation worldwide. It sheds light on how cities have been racially divided through policies and social
practices, paralleling the issues raised by Myrdal. The comparative approach broadens the understanding of
segregation as a universal urban challenge.

8. Democracy in Black: How Race Still Enslaves the American Soul by Eddie S. Glaude Jr.
Glaude’s work confronts the enduring legacy of racial inequality in America, arguing that the nation’s
democratic ideals remain unfulfilled for African Americans. He connects contemporary social and political
issues to the historical contradictions identified by Myrdal. The book is a passionate call for confronting
racial injustice to achieve true democracy.

9. Slavery by Another Name: The Re-Enslavement of Black Americans from the Civil War to World War II by
Douglas A. Blackmon
Blackmon reveals how new forms of forced labor and systemic oppression replaced slavery after the Civil
War, perpetuating racial subjugation. This investigation into convict leasing and other exploitative practices
expands on the themes of racial injustice highlighted in The American Dilemma. The book uncovers a hidden chapter
of American history crucial to understanding racial inequality.
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