Negro Intellectuals in Dilemma

.

. Over four years were needed to
complete this srudy.® It is a product not only of the Swedish
scholar, Guunar Myrdal, and his tws associates, Richard Ster-
ner and Arnold Rose, but of some seventy-five intellectuals,
both white and Negro, who gave full or part time to.the gath-
ering and analysis of data, Sonte of these supplementary studies

_were elaborated and published separately. The outstanding of
these are: The Negro's Share, by Richard Sterner, Patterns of

_Negro Segregation, by Charles S, Johnson, and Organized La-
bor and the Negro, by Herbert R. Northrup, Other manu-
seripts prepared for the larger study huve renained unpub-
lished, but have been placed on Rie at: che Schomburg Collec.
tion, where they are available to the public. Even without these
more detailed studies of separate aspects of the Negro prob-
lem, the Myrdal work comprises the most comprehensive thus
far produced on the subject, and makes it possible to clear our
shelves of many of the earlicr volumes on this topic. This asser-
tion, which has been made by the Negro intellectuals in their
reviews of An American Dilemma, Is not, however, yepeated
by the present reviewer as unqualified praise of the book. On
the contrary, that this work makes such a elearing possible it
only further testimony as to the paucity of adequate books on
the subjert. There is not a single outstanding work denling
with the Negro problem “in general” although there eve good
sturdies of specific facets of the Negro problem. In the present
research we get an overall view of the entire field,

*An Amarican Ditemennt 'Che Nexro Probles nnd Modern Demac-

racy. By Gunnnr Myrdal, with the ansiatance of Iiichard Hterner and
Arnold Rono, 1{arpsr & Bron, 19441 3 volumen, 1,433 pazges, $7.60.

THE HEW INTERNATIONAL « NOVEMARER. 1044

Myrdal's Study of a Crucial ‘Probiem

However, in some insiances, as on the Reconstruction pe- ¢
tiod, it is a retrogression. X speak of retrogression because,
whereas Myrdal states that no comprehensive scientific study
of the Réconstruction period has yet been written by Amesr -~
ican historians, and urges that such a study be made, he is not
kelping the case along by more or 1ess dismissing the. Negro
studies of the Reconstruction period as mere counter-balances
to the prejudiced reports by thé whites. W. E. B. Dn Bois' -
Black Recorstruction, which is a first-class piece of rescarch
and analysis in a field barely touched by our venerable white
historians, can in no way be dismissed so cavalierly.

One of the most serious shortcomings of the Myrdal book
arises from the fact that in those cases where no study of a
field had ever before been made, as on the Negro rdle in the
Populist movement in the South, thous unexplored ficlds are
not only Further neglected but are ignored. At the very height
of the prejudiceridden post-Reconstruction period, when the
Sonth was snnowdly salidly white in thaught 204 action, the
Populist movement that was sweeplng the country found its
most radica! expression in the South. The National Colored -
Farmers' Alliance alone numbered one and onequarter mil- |
flon members and, although separately organized from the
white agratians, waged their class battles as one. It was a power.
to be reckoned with both in state and national politics, and =
was instrnmental in the eicctions of Populist govarnors as Weil -
as nationn] and state representatives. There have not been
many Negro organizations with so large n menbership, Any
“snelal scientists” serfously studying the Negro problen, a1
Mr. Myrdal aurely did, could not have escaped becoming dir
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terested in and probing to the end this outstanding example
of class solidarity across racial lines. However, Prof. Myrdal
seems to bie ignoraut of this movement. In a hibliography of
thirty-five pages, no relerence is made even to such popular
woiks as *he scholarly and sympathetic study, Tom Watson,
Agrarian Rebel, by C. Van Woodward, or the scholarly but
prejudiced suwdy, The Populist Movement in Grorgia, by A.
M. Amert. The bibliography does include John D. Hicks'
standard The Populist Revolt, which contains onc reference
to the Negro Farmers' Alliance, 1f that ieft any impression on
Mr. Myrdal, however, it was insufficient to induce him to pur-
sue the study of this phenomenon through primary sources.

T'his failure must be anatyzed. It was surely not due to lack
of money or unavailability of scholars to undertake such a
study, if an awareness of the need for such research had been

" felt. Mr. Myrdal neither searched this field nor even indicated
that it should be searched because his outlook could not en-
compass the possibility of such & movement, Wr. Myrdal em-
phatically rejects the Marxian concept of the class struggle. He
writes: : .

Our hypothesis is that a society where there are broad socisl
classes and, in addition, more minuto distinctions and splita in the
‘lower strata, the lower class groups will to n great extent take rars
of keeping each other subdued, thus relieving, to that extent, the
higher classes of this otherwise painful task necessary to the mo-
nopolization of the power and the advantages, {Page 63.)

Clearly, this means that Mr, Myrdal thinks that the white
and Negro masses, rather than tum against their common op-
pressor, will fight each other,-"The Marxian scheme,” he ar-
gues further, “assumes that there is an .actual solidarity be-
tween the several lower class groups against the higher classes,
or, in any case, a potential solidarity which as = caatter of na-
tural development is bound to emerge” (Page 68.)

Mr, Myrdal maintains that that “scheme” has influenced
Negro intellectuals, and has thus evidently bLlurred their vi-
sion. As an example of this he calls attention to Du Bois’ Black
Reconstruction, where it is stated:

The Seuth after the [Civil] war presentad the greatest oppor-
tunity for a real national labor movement which the nation ever
saw. or is likely to sce for many decades, . .

Mr. Du Bojs is wrong. No such possibility existed then for-
tie simple reason that the induetrial developmant in the South
was of insufficient scope to allow the proletariat in heavy in-
dustry to become the leading social force and act as a bridge
for the whole azea with the more developed industrial North,
Mr. Myrdal, however, is entirely wrong when he attributes the
failure of a national labor movement to have arisen then te
racial differences. ' '

From our point of view [he writes] such a possibillty did not
exist at all and the negutive outcome was nelther an accident nor

" & result of simple deception or delusion, These two groups, Nlter
ate and insecura in mn impoverished South, placed in an intensided
competition with each other, lacking evary trace of primary soli-
darity, marked off from each other by color und tradition could not
poaaibly clasp hands, ‘Page 65.)

‘The fact, however, is that the "negative outcome,” that is,
the first appearance of the Solid South, was shatzered but a fow
years after it ways instituted due to the onslaught of the South-
e agrarian movement in whick: white and black fought -
gether against the planter-merchant-railroad vested jnterests,
In the previously cited work on T'om Watson, Mr. Van Wood-
ward traces this period of white and black unity, and com-
ments: “Never before or since have the two races in the South
come so ciose together s they did during the Populiet strug.
gles.” Yet Mr. Myrdal, in a sum tota} of 1,463 pages on the
“Negro problem,” finds no space for so much as a footnote to
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refer to the Negro rdle in this tiemendous mass movement.
This is the result of his “non-clasy struggle” approach. In this
tespact it is not devoid of interest to note that the sponsor of
this study is the Carnegie Corpovation,

Myrdnl Justifies His Selaction

The present study was projected by this corporation, which
sank over a quarter of a million dellars into the venture, So
prejudiced are the American "social scientists” that, in order
to get the facts on the Negro problem impartially set down,
the corporaticn found that it would need to engage a foreign
scholar. Not accidentafly, however, its search for one un-
prejudiced in racial questions ended when it found one who
was anti-Marxist in politica) outlook. Mr. Myrdal's anti-Marx-
ism colors his approach tn the entire work as well as to hiz co-
workers. Mr, Myrdal's insistence on the invalidity of the
Marxian theory shows that he knows quite well where the
“main enemy” is and who his sponsor is.

Mr. Myrdal denies that “the cconomic factor” is the pri-
mary one in the development of society, or rather, in the ex-
istence of the Negro problem. To him the Negro problem is
a moral problem arising out of the conflict between the “Amer-
Jican creed,” that all men are created equal, and the American
reality, in which the Negro minority is so unjustly treated.
However, it is clear from the 1,000-0dd pages of text, that, if
the Negro problem is in the “mind and heart” of America, it
has nevertheless a most solid economic foundation, and it is
precisely the chapters that deal with the economic foundation
that are the best in the two volumes, A particularly admirable
job was done with the section on the Negro Iaborer. That sec-
tion was under the general direction of Mr, Sterner, who also
is the author of the appendix relating to this section, This ap-
pendix is entitled “Pre-War Conditions of the Negro Wage

‘Earner in Selected Industries and Occupations.” It deals both

with the industries in which the Negroes are the predominant
labor force, htmber milling, feriiizer manviacouring, turpen- -
tine farming, etc., and with the industry which practically ex-
cludes any Negro labor, the major Southern industry, textiles.
From it we also get a glimpse of -the difference between the
conditions in a non-unionized industry and a unionized one.
In turpentine farming the Negro eamns little more than
5200 a year and some forms of peonange are still extant. In
mining, however, the worker gets comparatively high wages,
being unionized in the United Mine Workers, whare no dis:
crimination exists. In fact, even in Alabama, the Negro union
member taiks as freely as the white union member, and the
local union itself’is generally administered by a white presi- -
Aent and a Negro vice-president, _ .

The study of the Negro worker is preceded by an examina-
tion of the plight of the Negro share-cropper, The chapters on
Negro and Southern agriculture. are on as competent a level
as those on the Negro in industry. Anyone who has entertained
any illusions as to what the New Deal meant to the poor farm- -
ers, white and Negro, in the semi-feudal conditions of the
South, will have them Guidkly dispelied by the accumulated
weight of evidence, This shows that the gavernmental agd-
culiural policies had graver comsequences in uprosting the
Negro farmer than soil erosion, the boll weevil and the South.
western shift of cotton culture combined. .

The above citations indicate that the value of An Amer
ican Dilemma does not veside in its “value premises” hnt in
the fact that it offers up-to-date informational summaries of
the economic, iegal and socizl atatus of the Negro in America.

No criticlsm of Mr. Myrdal's “value premises,” however,
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could have dealt them so fatal a blow as was struck by the
author himself. This occurs when his thesis reaches the South,
where, after all, four out of five Negroses still live, where the
Negro problem was created, where it stilt has its roats, It is
there that the contradiction between the “American creed”
and the economic reality is sharpest. It is therefore not at ali
surprising that it is there that the contradiction between Mr.
Myrdal, the scholar with “value premises,” and Mr, Myrdal,
the “social scientist,” becomes not only acute but ludicrous,

Mr. Myrdal, the scholar, writes that with the entrenchment
of slavery in the South, the blackout on independent thinking
was 50 overwhelming that Southern thought te this day suffers
from lack of free intercourse with the varied currents of
thought since the early nineteenth century. “...The region
is exceptional in Western pon-fascist civilization since the En-
lightenment in that it lacks every irace of radical thought. In
the South all progressive thinking going further than mild
liberalism has been practically non-existent for a century.”
(Pagc 469.)

Mr. Myrdal, the scholar, further demonstrates that the war,
which has increased the militancy of the Negro, has srared
‘these Southern white liberals into an outright reactionary po-
sition. They would not continuc their codperation with the
Wegro intellecinals against diserimination unless the latter ac
cepted, nay, avowed, social segregation. So benighted is that
region that the following passed {or the words of a liberall Ic
is Mark Etheridge, ex-chairman of the FEPC, who writes in
July, 1942: . )

Thete i3 nno power in the world—not even the mechanized armiea
of tho earth, the Allied and tha Axis—which can now foree the
Southern white people to the abandonment of rocial segregation.
It i= o cruel distlluslonment, becring gorms of strife and perhaps
tragedy, for any of their {Negroea] leaders to tell them that they
can expect it, or that they can sxact it, a8 the price of thelr partici-
pation in the war,®* . | : ) .

This, then, is the “American creed” when expressed in
Southern linge. What Happens now to the scholar’s “value
premise,” that the Negro is entitled te full participation in
American democracy? Overboard goes the scholar and out
emerges the “social scientist,” who turns out to be 2 bour-
geois politician. Mr. Myrdal, the “social scientist,” begins to
appeal to his Southern bourbon class brethren. Since, says

Mr. Myrdal, the good bourgeois, “changes should, if possible,

not be made by sudden uphequels but in gradual steps” {page
518), the South had better start enfranchising its Negro riti-
zens now, Mr. Myrdn! pleads that this *is truly a conservative”
conclusion, And just to prove to the Southern bourbons that
it is not a wild-haired Marxist who is asking them to take this
plunge, he writes that they can, to begin with, start enfran-
chising “the higher strala of the Negro population” (page
519). The appeal of the “social scientist” is net a challenge; it
is a whimper.’
Here you have the political formula of this massive work
“in a nutshelll Here is 2 scholar who has digested the majer
part of the available literature on the subject of the Negro
problem, who has conducted fieid studies and ‘case histories,
all of which lead him (o uphold “value premises” that demand
the full participation of the Negro in all aspects of American
life. who holds no brief for intellectual Uncle Tomism of
cither Wegro or whire variety, who says the South is as back-
ward intellectually as economically, that its ignoranee is, in
fact, unique in non-fascist Western civilization, and yet o
br - ~eois is he that his class instinct prevails upon him to pro-

*Ce 'The Virginta Quarterly Ttavlew (Autumn, 1#42) for viaw of
Sauthern *Jharalleny” {*The Boulhsrn Negro and the War Crtsis)
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duce so impotent, so ludicrous a “solution” as 1o twm the
Ameriean tragedy into a Swedish farce! What is so elementary
that ¢ven British imperialism has granted it (0 a colony like
Jamaica—~universal suffrage—Mr. Myzdal, “the social scientist
from non-imperialist Sweden,” is not yet ready to demand
from the Southem bourbonsl

"The Treason of the Infellectuals"

One might have supposed that the Negro intellectuals
would arise une and a1l in criticism of An American Dilenma,
But any such supposition is, unfortunately, quite unfounded.
Mr. Da Bois, for example, who considers the “acculturation
of the masses” to be the task ol the “talented tenth,"** did not
consider it the task of the “talented tenth” to criticize 2 work
saddled with so much high-brow talk and so litile high or low-
brow action. On the contrary, he considered it to be a "mruu-
mental and unrivalled study” whose scientific approach should
be emulated (Phylon, second quarter, 1944). In ge-eral, the
Negro press met the work with pzans of praise. A sadder com-
mentary yet on the state of the Negro intelligentsia than the
Negro press is the manner in which Mr. Myrdal got from it
its staff merabers. These intellectuals were at his beck and call

at all fimes, although some of them teem to be so far to the ' i

ieft of him as to be on the opposite side of the fence. M.
Myrdal’s chief complaint against them is that they have been
influenced by Marxism. Consider, then, the case of Charles
S. Johnson, who has been so influenced and who considers the
Negro problem to be rooted in economic factors. During the
extensive Negro migrations northward in the perind of
World War I, Mr. Johnson saw the solution to the Negro
problem in, the urbanization and proletarianization of the -
Negro which, more or less automatically, would shift the prob-
iem from a racial to a class plane. When the depression inter-
rupted the continuity of this development, Mr. Johnson
seemed to rely upon the impact of the crisis to cause such an
upheaval in the Southern economy as to unseat King Cotton. -
When the AAA pumped some subsidies into cotton culture .
and propped up the collapsing régime of cotton tenancy, Mr.
Johnson stitl had his eyes on some “automatic” econemic revo-’
lution to be caused by the introduction of the mechanical
cotton picker. Mr. Johnson the scholar seemed blissfully un-
aware of the significance of the political alliance of the New
Deal-Wall Street North with the bourbon semi-feudal Soutl.
Or perhaps not so much unaware as unwiliing to give up the
uict of an academic chiair for the hubbub of mass activity

‘which would “induce” the “economic™ revolution, Yet he con-

tinued to write radical words:

. 'The ncuteness of the Industrial and relief situation inthe cities
of the North will find white and Negro nnemployed making their
demands together. Thera fn, however, one disturbing possibility. It
{s that tho anti-Semlilem generated in Europe, in Tesponse to a
hopelessly deprensed economie cituation, will find in the wrban Ne-
gro nn emotlonal scapegoat. In this event anything can happen.

Ever 5o often in the works of Mr. Johnson one finds a sit-
untion described so lucidly that the revolutionary answer to
“anything ¢an happen” seems clear enough. Bue it is never
stated in 50 many words. The reason ies partiy in the fact that
the majority of the research projects or cconomic and sacial
analyses regarding the Megro have white guardinn angels in
the form of some bourgeois fund, whether it {s Carnegie, or
TRockefeller or Rotenwald or the government, It is only nat-

**In ronnection with this coction of tha reviete, the reader ahauld
conault The Jourmatl of Nexro Rducatton, July. 1935, ths entire laue
of which wae devatad te *Tha Poaltlon of the Negra In the Amerlean
Boclal Order,” and to which Messrs. Du Bols, Bunche and Johnson
madeo eontributions,
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ural that the studies stop short of their implicit conclusions,.

if indeed the professors ever breathe the conclusions even to
themnselves and thus jeopardize the comfort of the academic
chair. Rescarchers, of course, are paid to indulge in “educa-
tional treatises,” not to carry on revolutionary propaganda,
Thus it happens that the attacks of the “radicals” on Uncle
Tom Negroes does not encompass them, and the struggle
against Booker T. Washington's philosophy of “cast down
your bucket wherever you are” does not get far beyond the
acadernic hall, while the Negro masses continue io be ground
beneath the millstone of class and racial oppression.

The sorriest spectacle of the Negro "talented tenth” is pre-
sented by Ralph Bunche. Mr. Bunche is critical not oniy of
the cconomic, political and socixl statcs of the Negro, but of
all existing Negro organizations that strive to ameliorate this
condition, He calls them “philosophic and programmatic pau-
pers.” He s critical likewise of all Negro leaders wha, he says,
“think and act entirely in 2 bluck groove,’ In his pamphlet,
A World View of Race, he even comes up with a solution to
the Negro problem: ‘

The Negro muat develop, therefore, a consciousness oi #lzn« in-
terest and purpose and must strive for an slllance with ‘hi- whiic
working clzss in a common struggla for ecomomic and jolitical
equality and jusiice,

Yet this most radical of radicals found it permissible to
shelve his more radical conclusions in the Schomburg collec-
tion, while his research data is used by Mr. Myrdal for his own
conservative ends. This is nat at all accidental. Mr. Bunche's
revolutionary thunder is no more than radicalism of the chair.

Mr. Bunche may not attack Mr. Myrdal, bue Mr. Myrdal
does nor hesitate to attack Mr. Bunche: : .

In passing It should be observed that tha scademic radicallam
of Negre intellestuals exemplified by the eitation from Mr. Bunche,
cnn easily come to good torms with the type of liberal hut skeptical
laissez-faira [do nothing] opinlon so prevalent among white social
gelentlsts, wriling on the Negro problem....Since neither party is

. wery active in trying either to induee or prevent an economic reve-
lution, it does not make much difference if the Negro radicals Jook

forward to an economie revolution and the white sociologists do not,

{Page 1308, faotnoto i2))

. The Proletarion Way ‘ o
Of the Negro Intellectuals who have reéviewed the Myrdal
volumes, the only critic so far has been L. D. Reddick, curator
of the Schomburg collection. Mr. Réddick has written two re-
views, one for the Journal of Negro Education, spriag, 1544,
-and the other for Opportunity. In both reviews he offers thres
criticiss of the book. He rejects Mr. Myrdal's sociolegical
concept of caste. Hi shows himseif aware of the weaknesses of

" . the historical sections of ‘the book; and he is critical of Mr.

Myrdal's solution. The best thing in the reviews is his recog-
nition that' the ultimate solution of the Negro question iy
along class lines. However, the way in which Mr., Reddick
phrases this is extremely significant. He writes: “Finally, Dr.
Myrdal is unduly pessimistic aver the possibilities of Negro
and white warkers uniting and struggling together for com-
man goals.” If Mr. Myrdal is unduly pessimistlc, it is clear
that Mr. Reddick is not unduly optimistiz.

Thus far we have not considered George 5. Schuyler, who
in the past has done one of the finest reportorial jobs in popu-
larizing the CIO 1o the Negro workers and the Negro com-
munity a3 a whole. Mr, Schuyler for some time has shown hime
self a believer in managerial society. He condemns both sides
of the war ns imperialist. He has turned away from the revolu-
tionary moveme=nt, but retains sorme’ Marxism, It is not sun
prising thar, although he considers the Myrdal book a supe-
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rior work, he is cynical of any solutions. In his review of the
book in the July issue of Politics he writes: “He [Mr, Myrdu}
is modest enough to predict no solution, for the problem may
well be insoluble.”

‘This brings us 10 one of the most significant omissiony of
this book. If even Mr. Myrdal is unaware of the Populist move.
ment, no one who thinks of the Negro question at all iy yp.
aware of the Garvey movement. This is the most remarkable
phenomencn in the history of the Negro in the United States,
Mr. Myrdal recognizes its importance. He writes:

For one thing it proves that it is possible to rench the Negro
masses {f they are appealed to in an effective way. It testifles to the
basic unrest in the Negro community. It tells of s diasntisfaction
&0 deep that it mounts to hopelessness of ever gaining n full )ife in
Ammerlca. (Page 749.) .

Mr, Myrdal himself does not analyze the Garvey move.
ment, although be states that thiz. along with a thorough
study of the movement, ought to be done:

Negro intellectuals, for understandable reasons, show cortain
inhibitions in dealing with the topie, as do the white students of tha
Negro problem. Bat it is worthy of intensive historieal {nvestiza-
tion and eareful reflection. (Page 749.). . L

Why M. Myrdal has not done so in 2 study lasting four
years and covering 1400 pages of text remains inexplicable.
My. Myrdal further observes that the  ° Y-

Negroes ara beginning to form a self-conscions “nation within
the nation,” defining ever more clearly thelr fundamental griev-
ances against white America. . o

America can never mors regard its Negrose ar a patient, sub-
missive minority. Negroes will continually become less well Yne-
;:ggﬂodnted." They will n:-ganize for defense and offense, {Paga

To anyone who i3 concemed abdut the Negro guestion

‘today, this neglect of the Garvey movement has just about

reached its end. There is stirring in the Negro people in the
United States today a racial consciousness which has at present
found its most extreme expression in the writings of Richard
Wright. Wilfred H, Kerr, co-chairman of the Lynn Commiitec
to Abolish Segregation in the Armed Forces, hasnoted thephe-
nomenon, which he calls “Negroism.” These are portents on -
the horizon which can be ignored only to the peril of the labor
movement, But they must be approached upon the indispensa-
ble basis of the revolutionary struggle for socialism and of the
proletariat as that social class which will solve the Negro prob
lem along with all other major problems that capitalist soci-
ety cannot sulve. From the very fact that scholars like Mr.
Johnson and Mr. Myrdal make such valuable contributions to
the Megro question, it is necessary for Marxists to attack and
exposé without mercy their false philosophicai premizes.
: B - - FSFOREST.
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