PROLOGUE

A PERSONAL ENCOUNTER
WITH THE CANON

He has understood the system so well because he felt it first

as his own contradiction.

Jean-Paul Sartre, Introduction to
Albert Memmi's The Colonizer and the Colonized'

N 1974 I CROSSED PATHS WITH GUNNAR

Myrdal, the illustrious author of An American Dilemma,
published in 1944. This landmark study, lavishly funded by the Carnegie
Corporation from its offices on Fifth Avenue in New York City, was prompe-
ed by a rise of racial tensions in Northern cities where Sourhern blacks had
migrated in search of opportunity. Its ambitious agenda was to provide a
comprehensive account of race in America. It was the largest and most costly
social research project to date, and upon publication An American Dilemma
became an instant classic. Now, thirty years later, at the age of seventy-five,
Myrdal had come to New York, to work on An American Dilemma Revisited
in collaboration with Kenneth Clark, the eminent black psychologist whose
research, like Myrdal’s, was cited in the 1954 Supreme Court decision that
racial segregation in public schools was unconstwrtional.*

Benjamin Ringer, the chair of Sociology at the CUNY Graduace Center,
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organized a weekly seminar of faculty and students on the subject of race in
America. Each week a different professor was assigned responsibility for kick-
ing off the seminar by presenting the results of his or her work. When it was
my turn at the lectern, I decided to undertake a retrospective examination of
the criticism of Anr American Dilemmaby contemporaneous critics on the Left
who challenged Myrdal’s celebrated study.

My purpose was not to engage in personal or political mischief. On the
contrary, | thought, naively as it tumed out, that Myrdal would welcome this
challenge from a neophyte, and might find it productive to revisic old debates
and to engage his critics as he launched his new study of race in America. I had
been pardcularly persuaded by Oliver Cox’s brilliant cricique of An American
Dilemma. Cox praised Myrdal for turning up a vast body of useful facts about
race in America, but he assailed his theoretical frameworlk, especially his failure
to explore the structural basis and marerial sources of prejudice. As Cox wrote:
“Myrdal does not bring to light the social determinants of this well-known di-
lemma: he merely recognizes it and rails against its existence.” Myrdals error,
according to Cox, was his uncritical focus on racal beliefs. “If beliefs, per se,
could subjugate a people,” Cox wrote sardonically, “the beliefs which Negroes
hold about whites should be as effective as those which whites hold against Ne-
gmes.”'i Another critic, Herbert Aptheker, the Communist intellectual, pummeled
Myrdal with sarcasm over the very title of his book: “It is perhaps understandable
how an adviser to and an official of the government of Sweden, which treared the
late war against fascism as a dilemma and preferred neutrality . . . might decide
to christen the fact of the exploitation and oppression of the American Negro
people a dilemma—a situation involving choice . . . berween equally unsatisfac-
tory alternatives.”” I found all of this enormously persuasive, even revelatory, and
[ was deeply curious to find out how Myrdal would answer his critics.

Only later did I learn that Myrdal had a visceral antipathy to Marxism,
and thar, like many other exalred ﬁgures, he did nort take well to criticism,
especially of the work thar made him famous. [ was spared his umbrage,
however. As fate would have it, on the day Steinberg was slated to go one on
one with Myrdal, the seat that Myrdal occupied at the head of the table was
empty. Myrdal had left for Stockholm to receive the Nobel Prize!

It was perhaps for the better that I was left to shoot hoops by myself. I

was oblivious to the fact that such a confrontation was fraught with peril for
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me as a junior faculty member. Had Myrdal been there, he never would have
written the letter of recommendation that presumably clinched my award of
a prestigious National Endowment of the Humanities fellowship for the next
academic year. Perhaps it is just as well that I did not raise the hackles of our
illustrious guest by confronting him with heretical ideas that exposed his
vulnerabilities. All the same, the entire episode left me wich a nagging ques-
tion: How is it that Myrdal became an exalted figure both inside and outside
academia, while Oliver Cox, his brilliant critic, fell into obscurity, relegated
to teach at black colleges? This question has far-reaching implications for the
sociology of knowledge. What does Myrdal’s elevation and Cox’s marginaliza-
tion tell us about the formation of sociology’s canon? Abour the racialization
of knowledge? Abour the occlusion of ideas that smack of Marxism?

This quandary provided the starting point for my book Turning Back:
The Retrear ﬁ'.-?m Racial Justice in American Thougf:r and Policy, published in
1995. I devoted the first chaper to a critique of An American Dilemma and the
liberal orthodoxy that it did so much to engender. There was poetic justice
when my book received the Oliver C. Cox Award for Distinguished Antiracist
Sclmlarship, presented by the Section on Racial and Erhnic Minorices of the
American Sociological Association. Clearly, the very fact that such an award
exists proves that today there is political space for opposition to hegemonic
discourse that did not exist when Cox’s prolific writings were studiously ig-
nored by mainstream sociologists.

Although I followed Coxs lead by challenging Myrdal’s theoretical scructure,
[ had grear admiration for Myrdal the man. In Whar s History? Edward Carr
writes, “Study the historian before you begin to study the facts.™ Indeed, it is
always revealing to know the person behind che text, and o make connecrions
berween the author’s persnnality and sensibilities, on the one hand, and the
ideas inscribed indelibly on the printed page, on the other. I admired Myrdal’s
boundless energy and the exuberance he brought to his intellecrual endeavors.
Yerat times this exuberance was an intellectual liabilicy: Myrdal’s crivics accused
him of being too reverential of the United States and too optimistic about the
future of American democracy, and therefore prone to underestimate the extent
that racism was embedded in institutions and therefore immune to change. On
a personal level, however, Myrdal’s exuberance was of course endeari ng, all the

more so in an elderly man who seemed rorally invested in his work.
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At another of our weekly seminars, a psychologist presented the resules of
his empirical research on philﬂ—Semitism. I'm not entirely sure, and neither
apparently was Myrdal, what admiration of Jews had to do with loaching of
blacks. In any event, when the formal presentation was over, Myrdal turned
to me and said scornfully: “That’s what's wrong with you American sociolo-
gists. Rome is burning, and you're doing this.”

Though just a passing comment, it reveals tons about Myrdal’s intellec-
tual style and worldview. Myrdal had a capacious mind and he was always
riveted on the big picture. As project director of the Carnegie study, he com-
missioned scores ofempirical studies on a wide range of issues, bur it was his
talent and his achievement to take this vast body of empirical material and
piece it mgether, likea giant jigsaw puzzle, to reveal che big picture abour race
in America. Whatever objections one might have to An American Dilemma—
and I am on record with mine—it was a work of breathtaking scope. Myrdal’s
harsh verdict about American sociology remained with me: Was American
sociology preoccupied with the minutiae and the superficies of race? What
role did sociology play in the Civil Rights Revolution? Whar did sociology do
while Rome burned?

This, indeed, is the starting point of the present study.

[Dear Reader: As we go forward in what I regard as a shared intellectual jour-
ney, 1 will peri.—?dicaﬂ_y address these asides to you. [ do so because as [ rell the story
ofsocioﬁ-;-gy} record on race and erfmicig.r, ! ﬁef a need ro get oﬁ ey academic horse,
as it were, and to sﬁ{ﬁ‘ rhemricaiﬁames so that I migﬁr engage you, the reader, in
the direct and unembellished parlance of personal dialogue. It is rather like char-
acters in a theatrical drama stepping auraf their roles, and in a stage whisper, -
dressing the audience about the drama unfolding before their eyes. The rhetorical
effect is to allow wus mutually, as author and reader, to see the action on another
level, to apply a .fzfgﬁ‘éreﬂr, HIOFE ﬁmiﬁar lens thar cuts rfjmugh the pretense of hal-
lowed scholarship.]



