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directors, commentators, and intellectuals who are at the
center of debate on what American culture is all about. 27

If America is to be truly a world leader, its message must
not be empty of moral content. An invocation of our black
heritage, which has deepened and enhanced the American
dream, is as important as our economic and military might.
Our own civil rights struggle has become part of the world
movement toward freedom. John Hope Franklin, the dean of
black-historians, puts it succinctly: "The role ofthe Negro in
America is not only significant in itself but central in the task
of fulfilling the nation's true destiny.':" The crux of Ameri-
can exceptionalism may well be the influence of black Amer-
icans on the total culture.

We do not know how to cause Americans to conceive of
themselves as belonging to a single, Afro-Anglo culture, but
emphasizing our differences and treating our ethnic groups
as separate and distinct will not do it. Resolving this
dilemma may disclose answers to far more of our racial prob-
lems than we can imagine.

*..

I'l*
~ Overcoming Race: A Primer
~.

~Jto

How, then, do we transfer the Army's successes to nonmili-
tary settings? Differences between military and civilian set-
tings preclude exact analogies, but we can articulate the key
principles of the Army experience. In all of the lessons we
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shall list, social research can be invaluable. This has been
demonstrated by the Army's long reliance on social scien-
tists to ascertain attitudes on racial matters, steps to improve
equal opportunity, and how such factors affect organiza-
tional performance.

I'l* Lesson One: Blacks and Whites Will Not View Opportu-
nities and Race Relations the Same Way.

Even in the Army, the most successfully racially inte-
grated institution in American society, blacks and whites
still have disparate views of equal opportunity. Blacks con-
sistently take a dimmer view of racial matters than whites.
This cuts across gender and rank. In no foreseeable situation
in any American institution, much less in society as a whole,
is this likely to change soon. Nevertheless, the Army shows
that black and white social attitudes can become signifi-
cantly closer in egalitarian settings with shared experiences.
It also shows that blacks and whites do not have to hold
identical views of the racial situation in order to succeed
together.

a* Lesson Two: Focus on Black Opportunity, Not on Pro-
hibiting Racist Expression.

Civilian organizations, especially universities, try to
improve the racial climate by eradicating racist statements
and symbols. Such efforts are meaningful only when accom-
panied by concrete steps to expand the pool of qualified
black students and faculty. Likewise, in governmental and
corporate structures, the emphasis must continually be on
opening avenues of opportunity for black participation and
movement into leadership roles. Lamentable as the presence
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of white racists may be, it is not the core issue. Indeed, Afro-
American history testifies eloquently that black accomplish-
ment can occur despite pervasive white racism. It would be
foolhardy to consider the absence of white racists as a pre-
condition for black achievement. This is one of the most sig-
nificant morals of the Army experience.

D* Lesson Three: Be Ruthless Against Discrimination.

Formal efforts to prohibit racist expressions can be a way
of avoiding a genuine opening up of channels for black
advancement, but this realization does not imply that any
retreat from antidiscrimination should be made. Racist
behavior cannot be tolerated within the leadership of an
organization. Individuals who display racist tendencies
must not be promoted to positions of responsibility. In the
Army, racist behavior ends a person's career. That racial
remarks are rarely heard among Army NCOs and. officers,
even in all-white groups, reflects how strictly this norm is
adhered to. Whether 'formal. or informal, promotion criteria
must include sensitivity on racial matters. Shelby Steele's
proposal to criminalize racial discrimination (though not his
proposal to do away with affirmative action) has, in a man-
ner of speaking, been accomplished de facto in the military."

I'l* Lesson Four: Create Conditions so That White and Black
Youth Can Serve on an Equal Basis to Improve Tbeir
Social and Civic Opportunities.

The intense cooperation required to meet military goals
has a democratizing effect in the Army. Gordon W. Allport's
long-standing and hard-wearing "equal contact" statement
four decades ago remains a classic:
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Prejudice ... may be reduced by equal status contact
between majority and minority groups in the pursuit of
common goals. The effect is greatly enhanced if this
contact is sanctioned by Institutional supports ... and
provided it is of the sort that leads to the perception of
common interests and common humanity between
members of the two groups."

Some form of civilian national service is the only likely
means of restoring the opportunities for young people that
were reduced by the end of conscription and further limited
by the militarydrawdown. The connection between the
demise ofthe draft and the growth of an underclass is a plau-
sible hypothesis and deserves examination. The critical
point is that sharing the obligations of Citizenship will act as
a solvent for many of the differences among national servers.
That all participants will live at not much more than subsis-
tence levels and that all will be equally eligible for post-
service educational benefits underscore the egalitarianism of
the national service proposal. We encourage a public debate
about the merits of youth service in either civilian or mili-
tary capacities, whether compulsory, voluntary, or benefit-
contingent.

The GI Bill following World War II was a remarkable suc-
cess, a social experiment that led to a broad, lasting, and
most positive impact in America. National service linked to
a GI Bill principle-benefits premised on service, not need-
would result in much the same democratizing effect that has
traditionally occurred among military members. Precisely
because many young people from across the social spectrum
would participate-if not shoulder to shoulder, then at least
under one large umbrella-invidious stereotyping would be
kept to a minimum. As in the military, the emphasis must be
on the service performed and not on the server. The GI Bill
continues to serve as the best model to engender true equal-
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ity of oppor~flnity. A comprehensive sociological study com-
pleted in 1996 shows that an "away from home" experience,
as traditionally accompanies military service, coupled with
generous GI Bill benefits, dramatically improves the life
chances of the youths who were most disadvantaged prior to
entering the armed forces."

a* Lesson Five: Install Qualified Black Leaders as Soon
as Possible.

The quickest way to dispel stereotypes of black incapacity
is to bring white people into contact with highly qualified
Afro-American leaders. In the Army, this contact is likely to
occur on the firstday and to continue throughout the term of
service. Again, we stress that only in the Army are whites
routinely bossed by blacks.

Historically black colleges and universities (HBeUs) play
a large but underappreciated role in forming Afro-American
leaders in a variety of fields. These institutions of higher
education produce close to half of all black officers in the
U.S. Army. In a sociological context, HEeUs show how two
seemingly opposing goals-racial integration and strength-
ening black institutions-reflect the same movement toward
an inclusive, shared American national identity.

Without a critical mass of blacks, as exists in the Army, the
beneficial effects of equal opportunity for leadership roles are
difficult to realize. Although the number that constitutes a
critical mass cannot be specified with exactitude, the lower
range probably approximates the number of blacks in the
American population-around one in nine. It may be time t6
rethink the advisability of historically white and elite col-
leges' competing against each other for qualified black stu-
dents and faculty." Better, perhaps, would be policies for
such blacks' to accumulate in greater numbers in fewer
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selected institutions, thus building the critical mass that has
allowed historically black schools to produce a dispropor-
tionate share of high achievers. Weview affirmative action in
college admissions as one of society's mechanisms to equal-
ize opportunity, not as part of the reward system for achieve-
ment.

I'l* Lesson Six: Affirmative Action Must Be Linked to Stan-
dards and Pools of Qualified Candidates.

The Army eschews promotion quotas, but it does set
goals. These goals are based on the racial composition of the
relevant pool of qualified candidates, not on the proportion
of blacks in the entire organization, much less on general
population figures. Failure to meet goals must be explained,
but "timetables" do not exist. This "soft" affirmative action
contrasts with the quota-driven programs that have charac-
terized federal agencies." Indeed, the earlier noted promo-
tion lag of blacks compared to whites at certain levels, espe-
cially from captain to major, indicates that Army promotions
are not bound to goals.

Maintenance of common standards for promotion may
cause short-term turmoil, as it did in the Army of the 1970s,
but it also means that individuals who attain senior posi-
tions are fully qualified. Any set of standards must also take
into account, as does the Army, such "whole-person" quali-
ties as initiative, perseverance, leadership, and commitment
to organizational goals. That the Army contained few puta-
tive liberals willing to rationalize an initial drop in stan-
dards allowed blacks 'who were promoted in the early days
to become the strongest defenders of standards for their own
black subordinates. An organization that promotes the less
qualified to buy temporary peace only invites long-term dis-
affection.
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a* Lesson Seven: Affirmative Action Must Follow a
"Supply-side" Model, Not a "Demand-side" Model.

~11·

In practical terms, the Army has developed an affirmative
action program based on "supply." This contrasts with the
typical "demand" version of affirmative action, where goals
and quotas are set before attempting to enlarge the pool of
qualified people.

The Army shows that youths with deficient backgrounds
can meet demanding academic as well as physical standards.
The Army's internal programs bring young people up to
enlistment standards, enlisted .soldiers to noncommissioned
officer standards, undergraduates to officer-commissioning
standards, and high school graduates to West Point-admis-
sion standards. These programs are not targeted exclusively
to minority soldiers, but the participants are disproportion-
ately Afro-American.

Here we interject an object lesson on an affirmative action
, program-one based on the demand-side model-that seems
destined not to work. In 1995, the Navy announced a
"12/12/5" goal for the year 2000. By that date, the Navy
wants to attain an officer accession that is at least 12 percent
black, 12 percent Hispanic, and 5 percent Asian or Pacific
Islander." (In time, that figure is supposed to become the
standard for the total officer composition.) Reaching that
goal means the percentage of officer accessions in the desig-
nated racial categories would have to triple within five years.
Asked about the origin of the "12/12/5" figure, a very senior
Navy official told us it was the projected racial composition
of the United States and the "Navy should look like Amer-
ica." Toward this goal, the Navy has introduced initiatives
that allow recruiters some leeway in offering Navy ROTC
scholarships to minority applicants.» Yetthe Navy goals are
untenable unless accompanied by new programs to expand
the pool of minorities who could be raised to meet commis-
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sioning standards. Unlike the Army, for example, the Navy
has a small presence in the ROTC programs'in historically
black colleges." In the light of the Navy's insistence that
standards "will not be dropped," the Navy's "12/12/5" goals

appear unrealistic.
The lesson here is simple: diversity in and of itself is not

a rationale for affirmative action, Indeed, under the 1995
Supreme Court ruling in Adarand Construction v. Perla,
affirmative action for the purpose of reflecting racial and eth-
nic diversity for its own sake is unconstitutional. It is much
better to build up avenues of equal opportunity than to con-
coct numbers to correspond with notions of diversity based

on gross population numbers.

rl* Lesson Eight: A Level Playing Field Is Not Always

Enough.

The evaluation of programs to boost academic skills and
test scores is fraught with difficulty. But "intelligence" -as
measured by achievement tests-can be raised impressively
through programs that are well staffed, have motivated par-
ticipants, and use a military regimen. Residential programs
away from the participants' home area seem to be the most
effective way to resocialize young people toward productive
goals. As in the Army, skill-boosting programs should
emphasize mathematics, reading, and writing. These pro-
grams cost money and require a big commitment of
resources; they also visibly payoff for those who complete

them.
Good affirmative action acknowledges that members of

disadvantaged groups may need compensatory action to
meet the standards of competition. Bad affirmative action
suspends those standards. Always, the objective should be to
prepare members of a historically disadvantaged population
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to compete on an equal footing with the more privileged.
Sometimes, as in the Army's remedial programs, "throwing
money" at a social problem does solve it,

D* Lesson Nine: Affirmative Action Should Be Focused on
Afro-Americans.

, ,

The Army's racial affirmative action is geared de facto to
blacks. This principle should be generalized throughout our
society. The basic social dichotomy in our society is black
versus white and, increasingly, black versus nonblack. The
core reality is that blacks have a dual sense of identity and
grievance with America, one that is unique and far stronger
than any other ethnic group's sense of belonging or not
belonging. The confluence of race, slavery, and segregation
has created a social reality that in the American experience

, is unparalleled. (Perhaps the Native American Indian story
comes closest.) Multiculturalism ultimately trivializes the
distinct history and predicament of black Americans, The
Afro-American story is singular and of such magnitude that
it cannot be compared to the experiences of other American
ethnic groups, especially immigrant groups." American
blacks resemble neither the immigrants of yesterday nor the
ones of today.

Likewise, affirmative action based on class or income is a
chimera." Not only is it much more difficult to implement
than affirmative action based on race, ethnicity, or gender,
but the nonblack poor would soon displace blacks in affir-
mative action procedures. More to the point, we argue that
race overrides class as a source of ingrained prejudice in our
country, (Ask yourself: Would the child of a white ditchdig-
ger or that of a black physician cause more strain by marry-
ing into a white family?) Affirmative action based on class or
income, paradoxically, would work against black Ameri-
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cans, the very group for which it is most justified. Afro-
Americans already are increasingly apprehensive that the
"wide net" approach to affirmative action is another way of
excluding blacks from channels of opportunity. A policy of
class-based affirmative action would confirm these appre-

hensions.
Terminology on affirmative action is instructive. When the

issue was defined originally as focusing on Afro-Americans,
the preferred term was "equal opportunity." "Multicultural-
ism" and "diversity" as affirmative action concepts entered
the vocabulary only after nonblack groups came to be
included in the programs. The decline of Afro-Americans in
affirmative action priorities corresponded directly with
replacement of equal opportunity with the rhetoric of multi-

culturalism and diversity.

a* Lesson Ten: Recognize Afro-Anglo Culture as the Core

American Culture.

American history needs a reconstruction to stress how
much our nation's culture and moral vision derive from the
Afro-American experience. White Americans must recog-
nize the Afro-American elements in our bedrock culture;
equally, black Americans must recognize their contributions
to the common American culture and resist the lure of an
Afrocentric curriculum that too easily obscures the contri-
bution of Afro-Americans to our national heritage. In black
thought, a duality persists on whether blacks are essentially
outsiders with strong African connections or are quintessen-
tial Americans." To the question, "Are blacks Americans?"
the Army experience offers a resounding "Yes." This also
means, in the sense of shared culture, that "Americans are
part black." This may be the only way to lance the boil of a
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blah "oppositional" culture. Just as we came to recognize
our shared American religious culture as Judea-Christian in
origin, we hope for an acknowledgment of our common
Afro-Anglo heritage.

We must abandon the mindset that being "black" and
being "American" are mutually exclusive. This is a false
dichotomy, though held by many black nationalists and most
whites. Being black and being American is not an "either-or"
dichotomy but a "both-and" relationship. The titles of the
only two autobiographies by black generals are informative:
American by Benjamin-a. Davis, [r., and My American Jour-
ney by Colin L. Powell."

t1* Lesson .Eleven: Enhancing Black.Participation Is Good
for Organizational Effectiveness.

\..,

The blunt truth is that the way most Americans see it, the
greater the black proportion in an organization, the poorer its
effectiveness. The armed forces (along with historically
black educational institutions) are the welcome exceptions.
Two plain facts have profound meaning: first, the dispropor-
tionately black Army stands out as one of the most respected
organizations in American society; and second, General'
Colin L. Powell occupies the pinnacle of American esteem.
Not only has the military played a central role as an avenue
of black achievement but it has also shown that a large Afro-
American presence has been conducive to the smooth oper-
ation of amajor American institution.

Indeed, the increase in the proportion of blacks has corre-
sponded with an increase in the standing and effectiveness
of the Army. Other variables also contributed to this
improved state of affairs, but the military's early implemen-
tation of affirmative action and its enhancement of black
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achievement were necessary preconditions. Ultimately, any
race-relations program must pass a single test. In the not-so-
long run, does it improve organizational performance?

D* Lesson Twelve: If We Do Not Overcome Race, American
Society May Unravel.

The final lesson of the Army experience is political. A
society no longer united by foreign threats may discover that
its own internal racial divisions are deeper and more
intractable than anyone realized. The growing centrifugal
tensions in America could easily make national unity the
issue of the twenty-first century.

The military of the 1970s recognized that its race problem
was so critical that it was on the verge of self-destruction.
That realization set in motion the steps that have led to
today's relatively positive state of affairs. As racial division
grows in American society at large, will we come to the same

realization?


