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The intellectual foundation of the Civil Rights movement.  Powerful, but overly optimistic. 

   

Why did the Carnegie Foundation choose Gunnar Myrdal?   The explanation given by the Carnegie foundation itself in 

the preface 

 

"The direction of such a comprehensive study of the Negro in America, as the Board thereupon authorized, was 

a serious question. There was no lack of competent scholars in the United States who were deeply interested in 

the problem and had already devoted themselves to its study, but the whole question had been for nearly a 

hundred years so charged with emotion that it appeared wise to seek as the responsible head of the undertaking 

someone who could approach his task with a fresh mind, uninfluenced by traditional attitudes or by earlier 

conclusions, and it was therefore decided to "import" a general director…."  

 

"…and the search ended in the selection of Dr. Gunnar Myrdal, a scholar who despite his youth had already 

achieved an international reputation as a social economist, a professor in the University of Stockholm, 

economic adviser to the Swedish Government, and a.member of the Swedish Senate.  Dr. Myrdal had a decade 

earlier spent a year in the United States as a Fellow of the Spelman Fund, and when the invitation was extended 

to him by the Corporation in 1937, was about to make a second visit at the invitation of Harvard University to 

deliver the Godkin Lectures. " 

 

Myrdal's publications to that date included:  

 

• The Political Element in the Development of Economic Theory. (1930) 

• The Cost of Living in Sweden, 1830–1930 (1933) 

• Crisis in the Population Question (1934) 

• Fiscal Policy in the Business Cycle. The American Economic Review, vol 21, no 1, Mar 1939. 

• Population, a Problem for Democracy. Harvard University Press, 1940. 

 

The claim that Myrdal was disinterested is disingenuous.  His credentials as a socialist were well established.  He worked 

closely all his life with his wife, Alva.  These quotes are from the Wikipedia entry on Alva: 

 

"Myrdal's observation of the great social and economic disparities in the United States also led to an increased 

political commitment - "radical" was the term that she and her husband came to use to describe their shared political 

outlook."  "Myrdal first came to public attention in the 1930s, and was one of the main driving forces in the creation 

of the Swedish welfare state." 

 

As a PhD candidate in statistics I became familiar with the prominent figures in the field of intelligence research.  

Intelligence measurement had been one of the first applications of statistics; its founders included Galton, Pearson, 

Fisher and Spearman.  At the time of Myrdal's writing the leading figures would have included Edward Thorndike, 

Louis Terman, Hans Eysenck, John C. Raven, Cyril Burt and Louis Leon Thurstone.  An assessment of intelligence 

should have referenced these men.  Thorndike is mentioned only in the introduction, as a source, but not noted in 

text, footnotes or bibliography.  Thurstone is mentioned in a different context, factor analysis.  The sources Myrdal 

cites as authorities on intelligence, such as G. O. Ferguson whom Myrdal sets up as a straw man, are unfamiliar.  

 

Overlooking the leading intelligence researchers of the day may not have been accidental.  It appears that Myrdal 

already had an agenda, and may have been selected to fulfill that agenda.  A search of the text for the number of 

references to other contemporary and historical figures known for their treatment of American race issues reveals: 

 

Franz Boas mentioned 37 times 

Ruth Benedict 4 times 



John Dewey 15 times 

H. L. Mencken 1 time 

Mark Twain 0 times 

Alexander de Tocqueville 1 time, not on race 

Theodore Bilbo, 4 times, on Back to Africa movement 

 

Boas, the founder of the field of Anthropology, was a strong advocate of the position that race is a social 

construct.  He was also an advocate of the Standard Social Science Model, that environment is much more 

influential than heredity in shaping a person's intellect and character. 

 

The 1930s witnessed a dramatic change in intellectual climate.  Scientists who believed heredity dominated – 

Francis Galton and what is sometimes called the London School of Social Science, were displaced by 

behaviorists.  The eugenics movement, coopted by Hitler, lost force in Europe and America.   

 

Myrdal, a socialist idealist with only one year's experience in the United States, cloistered on a campus, entered 

this study believing that all humans are primarily products of their environment. Observing the obviously 

unequal treatment of Negros in the United States, he attributed all of the difference in outcomes between black 

and white to behavioral issues alone.  Inasmuch as he was probably engaged on the assumption that he would 

come to that conclusion, and the team he assembled was of like mind, it is not surprising that that is what 

emerged. 

 

This book was a major influence on the changes that took place in the United States during the civil rights 

movement.  It documents the unsustainable system of segregation that existed at that time.  Segregation was 

simply incompatible with the American constitution and most Americans' sense of justice and equality.  The 

system had to end, and it did.  See [[ASIN:1258772795 Take Your Choice: Separation or Mongrelization]] for 

a representative example of the losing argument.   

 

The expectation that when legal barriers fell, black Americans would prove themselves to be the equal to whites 

has turned out not to be the case.  The differences appear immutable.  This has been blamed on white racism for 

more than fifty years.  Such racism is only hypothetical, hard to identify in words or actions, but it is given as 

the reason for ongoing differences. 

 

Race remains America's dilemma three generations after Myrdal wrote this book.  He hoped to prescribe a solution.  

He certainly changed things, but the problem did not go away. 

 

The book is huge and offers an extremely broad survey of the race situation as of World War II.  It is valuable as a 

historical reference.  As history I would assign it five stars.  As social science, three.  Therefore I compromise at 

four.  The table of contents below is very detailed, a good overview of the book itself. 
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