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Two tendencies dominate the way race is talked about in
America. .One emphasizes the ways blacks and whites exist
in nearly complete isolation from each other, even inhabiting
"two nations. "1 The other is to subsume the issue ofrace into
the less sensitive realm of class. Underlying both ways of
discussing race is the paradigm of black failure. That com-
mentators attribute this failure to a diverse array of causes-
white racism, black family breakdown, cultural differences,
economic changes, public policy, and so on-does not
change the relentlessly negative picture of black America
that is the premise for most racial discussion in these wan-
ing years of the twentieth century.

One major American institution, however, contradicts the
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prevailing race paradigm. It is an organization unmatched in
its level of racial integration. It is an institution unmatched
in its broad record of black achievement.' It is a world in
which the Afro-American heritage is part and parcel of the
institutional culture. It is the only place in American life
where whites are routinely bossed around by blacks. The
institution is the u.s. Army.

A visitor to an Army dining facility (as the old "mess hall"
has been renamed) is likely to see a sight rarely encountered
elsewhere in American life: blacks and whites commingling
and socializing by choice. This stands in stark contrast to the
self-imposed racial segregation in most university dining
halls today-not to mention within most other locales in our
society. In the Army whites and blacks not only inhabit the
same barracks but also patronize equally such non duty facil-
ities as barber shops, post exchanges, libraries, movie the-
aters, and snack bars. And, in the course of their military
duties, blacks and whites work together with little display of
racial animosity. Give or take a surly remark here, a bruised
sensibility there, the races get on remarkably well.

As a rule of thumb, the more military the environment, the
more complete the integration. Interracial comity is stronger
in the field than in garrison, stronger on duty than off,
stronger on post than in the world beyond the base. Even in
the grueling conditions of deployments to the Persian Gulf,
Somalia, or Haiti, not a single racial incident occurred that
was severe enough to come to the attention of the military
police--not one.

Even off duty and off post, far more interracial mingling is
noticeable around military bases than in civilian life. Most
striking, the racial integration of military life has some carry-
over into the civilian sphere. The most racially integrated
communities in America are towns with large military
installations." These include Fayetteville (Fort Bragg) arid
Jacksonville (Camp Lejeune) in North Carolina; Killeen (Fort
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Hood), Texas; and Lawton (Fort Sill), Oklahoma. This is
happening at a time when demographers and social analysts
report increasing self-segregation of whites both in regional
geography and in private residential communities.'

Consciousness of race in a nonracist organization is one of
the defining qualities of Army life. The success of race rela-
tions and black achievement in the Army revolves around
this paradox. A story several black soldiers told us at Fort
Hood, Texas, may help illustrate this point. It seems that one
table in the dining facility had become, in an exception to
the rule, monopolized by black soldiers. In time, a white
sergeant came over and told the blacks to sit at other tables
with whites. The black soldiers resented the sergeant's
rebuke. When queried, the black soldiers were quite firm
that a white soldier could have joined their table, had one
wished to do so. Why, the black soldiers wondered, should
they have to take the initiative in integrating the dining
tables?

This story has another remarkable point: that a white
would take it upon himself to approach a table of blacks with
that kind of instruction. The white sergeant's intention, how-
ever naive or misdirected, was to end a situation of racial
self-segregation. Suppose a white professor asked black stu-
dents at an all-black table in a college dining hall to sit at
other tables with whites? This very question shows the con-
trast between race relations on campus and in the Army.

Good Race Relations, Not Perfect

In noting and celebrating the success of good race relations
in the Army, we are not blind to real and serious problems
that persist. The Army is not a racial utopia. Black and white
soldiers are susceptible to the same kinds of interracial sus-
picion and resentment that exist in civilian society.
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Although the Army stands in sharp and favorable contrast to
nonmilitary institutions, it is not immune to the demons that
haunt race relations in America.

A particularly alarming incident occurred in December
1995, when two' white soldiers stationed at Fort Bragg mur-
dered a black couple on the streets of Fayetteville. The
killings were clearly racially motivated, and local police
found Nazi flags and racist literature in the off-post mobile
horne of ane of the soldiers. Though characterized as an iso-
lated incident, Army officials immediately began an investi-
gation to see if there were any patterns of white supremacist
activity among soldiers, not only at Fort Bragg but also else-
where in the Army. According to preliminary findings, no
organized extremist right-wing groups were found to exist in
the military, but anecdotal evidence also suggested that
.small numbers of soldiers could have become involved in
such groups.'

The presence in the Army of white racist "skinheads,"
even if only a few, points to a profound and counterintuitive
lesson. The Army has focused foremost on avenues that pro-
mate black achievement rather than on the rhetoric of non-
racism, the aim being to, maximize the avenues of opportu-
nity as well as to combat overt and covert racism. But when
these two' goals come into conflict, the Army has deemed it '
better to, have blacks in substantial numbers and in leader-
ship positions in an organization with same white racists
than to have an organization with few blacks and fewer black
leaders where racial bigots are absent (or, more likely, invis-
ible).

If a trade-off must be made between, on one side, black
advancement coexisting with white racists and, on the ather,
few blacks in a putatively nonracial setting, the Army firmly
comes dawn an the side of the farmer-in contrast to the
state 'af affairs at most elite universities, where antiracism is
promulgated but where the Afro-American presence is lim-
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ited. The absence of white racists thus is not cansidered a
precondition for black achievement.

How do' whites and blacks perceive the racial climate in
the rnilitaryi= As in virtually all areas of American life, in the
Army blacks see mare racial discrimrnation than whites, bUI
differences in perception are much smaller in the Army thar
in civilian life. Blacksaldiers are twice as likely as whites tc
discern racial discrimination in the Army.' Whites are no
only less likely to see it, but when they do" they also' see it a:
reverse discriminatian. Even so, blacks are three times mart
likely to say that race relations are better in the Army than ir
civilian life. Whites are five times more likely to, say so
Black career soldiers are also' somewhat more likely (83 per
cent) than white career soldiers (73 percent) to, express satis
faction with their Army career." In a very revealing pattern,
study of military veterans found that almost twice as man
black veterans (69 percent) as white (37 percent) wishe
they had stayed in the Army. 9

A 1994 report of the Hause Armed Services Committe
reiterated the disparate readings by blacks and whites a
race relations. Though reporting an absence of overt racisr
in the military, the committee found continuing "subtl
forms of racism" that affected minority career advancemsi
and disciplinary actions as well as perception of reverse di
crimination by whites." And yet the methodalagy used i
the Hause report was problematic, for the people inte
viewed were volunteers who' had responded to, publicity j

advance of the committee staff's visit to, military install
tions. This screening method almost guaranteed a negati-
bias-people with a bane to pick are likely to see such visi
as a forum for airing their grievances. In light of the se
selection of the individual interviewees, the mildness of tl
committee's assessment of racial discrimination may be tl
report's most notable feature.

Still, whatever its racial tensions, the Army stands 01
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even among governmental agencies, as an organization in
which blacks often do better than their white counterparts.
Here is a surprising statistic. Despite the federal govern-
ment's strong commitment to establishing a good environ-
ment for racial minorities, black civil service employees are
nearly two and a half times more likely to be fired than
whites." In the Army black soldiers are 20 percent less likely
to be fired ("involuntarily separated") than white soldiers."

Any discussion of race in the military must be placed in
context. The most common topics of concern and conversa-
tion among and between blacks and whites have nothing to
do with race, but deal with the work of the Army and with
the good and the bad of military life. Friction in the Army
arises not so much between the races as between lower-
ranking soldiers and sergeants, between enlisted men and
officers, between line units and staff units.

Why Study the Army?

We focus on the Army because it is the largest of the services
and the one with by far the highest proportion of blacks. As
of1995, the 145,000 blacks in the Army constitute about half
of all blacks in military uniform, as shown in table 1.1. Afro-
Americans make up 27 percent of all Army personnel on
active duty-about double the proportion in the Navy, Air
Force, or Marine Corps. By rank, the number of blacks in the
Army divides as follows: 24 percent of the lower enlisted
levels, 35 percent of noncommissioned officers, and 12 per-
cent of commissioned officers. Relative to the other military
services, the Army stands out in the absolute and propor-
tionate numbers of blacks at all levels, especially in the
senior noncommissioned officer (NCO) and officer levels.

The large number of blacks in the Army has caused a
"peacetime benefits versus wartime burdens" dilemma, in
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TABLE1.1

Blacks in the Armed Forces, 1995
(Percentage of All Personnel)

-
Navy"? Air MarineGrade Army Force Corps

Commissioned officers
0-7 and above (generals) 7.3 2.2 2.6 00-6 (colonel) 5.2 1.8 2.1 3.20-5 (lieutenant colonel) 8.6 3.6 5.4 3.90-4 (major) 12.8 3.9 7.0 3.90-3 (captain) 12.5 5.5 5.5 4.80-2 (first lieutenant) 11.2 6.2 5.5 5.50-1 (second lieutenant) 10.7 8.7 5.1 6.8Warrant officers 12.1 11.5 nla 11.7Total officers 11.4 5.4 5.6 5.6Enlisted ranks

E-9 (sergeant major) 28.3 6.6 15.8 23.5E-8 (master s~rgeant) 32.1 8.2 18.3 23.5E-7 (sergeant first class) 36.6 10.4 19.0 25.5E-6 (staff sergeant) 38.2 15.4 18.7 27.0E-5 (sergeant) 35.4 20.4 19.6 23.1E-4 (corporal! specialist) 26.4 21.0 14.8 13.6E-3 (private first class) 23.5 20.0 13.1 13.3E-2 (private) 22.0 19.2 14.1 14.2E-l (private recruit) 24.3 21.7 17.0 13.6Total enlisted 30.3 18.4 16.8 17.1
Total personnel 27.2 16.6 15.9 14.7
nla = not applicable.
Note: Army titles given in parentheses have equivalent pay grades inother services.
Source: DefenseDepartment.
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the words of Martin Binkin and Mark Eitelberg.13 In times of
war, the presence of disproportionate numbers of blacks in
the Army is seen as inflicting high casualties on America's
most victimized group. In times of peace, these numbers are
viewed as a source of opportunity for Afro-Americans. These
benefits go beyond simple employment: an analysis of mor-
tality rates shows that black soldiers die at half the rate of
their age counterparts in civilian society. The most striking



Mayaguez (1975) 14 1 7.1 ,Lebanon (1983) 254 46 18.1

Grenada (1983) 18 0 0 r
Panama (1989) 23 1 4.3

Gulf War (1991) 182 28 15.4

Somalia (1992-93) 29 2 6.9

Total 520 78 15.0
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difference, by cause, is the markedly lower homicide death
rate for black Army men. The homicide rate for blacks is an
astounding twelve times higher in civilian life than in the

Army. 14

For many years, critics of heavy black representation in
, the Army have claimed that Afro-Americans have been used
by their country as cannon fodder, an argument that had
incredible emotional resonance during the Vietnam War. We
have conducted a thorough analysis of Vietnam casualty
rates and can report definitively that this charge is untrue
(see table 1.2). Black fatalities amounted to 12.1 percent of
all Americans killed in Southeast Asia-a figure propor-
tional to the number of blacks in the u.S. population at the
time and slightly lower than the proportion of blacks in the

Army at the close of the war.
Table 1.2 also shows racial data, for the first time in print,

on the combat deaths of American soldiers in the six combat
operations since the end of the Vietnam War-Mayaguez,
Lebanon, Grenada, Panama, the Gulf War, and Somalia.

TABLE 1.2

Blacks Killed in Action Since Vietnam

Military Operation Total Blacks Blacks as Percentage
Killed Killed of Total Killed

Notes:a. Blacks comprised 12.1 percent of 47,193 combat deaths in the Viet-
nam War,

b. Blacks are 13.1 percent of 20-34-year-old U.S. population in 1990.
c. Blacks averaged 19.1 percent of active-duty military personnel,

1975-95.
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Blacks account for 15 percent of combat deaths in these
operations. This figure is slightly higher than that for the
civilian black population of the relevant age group (13.1 per-
cent), though somewhat lower than the percentage of blacks
in the active-duty military (19:1'percent). No serious case
can be made that blacks suffer undue casualties in America's
wars and military interventions.

In this book, we examine some of the ways in which the
Army's experience-and the Army's core principles-in the
area of race relations can be transferred to the civilian sector,
despite some obvious and important differences between the
Army and nonmilitary organizations. One key difference
between the way the Army and many civilian organizations
reflect racial climate is that an officer's failure to maintain a
bias-free environment is an absolute impediment to
advancement in a military career. Most soldiers we have spo-
ken to could not conceive of an officer who expressed racist

'views being promoted. We know of many civilian organiza-
tions in which this is not true.

Another, perhaps more important, distinction is that the
Army does not lower its standards in order to assure an
acceptable racial mix. When necessary, the Army makes an
effort to compensate for educational or skill deficiencies by
providing specialized, remedial training. Affirmative action
exists, but without timetables or quotas governing promo-
tions. What goals do exist are pegged to the proportion of
blacks in the service promotion pool. Even then, these goals
can be bypassed if the candidates do not meet standards.

In this regard, compared to most private organizations, the
Army has an obvious advantage. The Army can maintain
standards while still promoting Afro-Americans at all levels
because of the large number of black personnel within the
organization. The Army's experience with a plenitude of
qualified black personnel illuminates an important lesson.
When not marginalized, Afro-American cultural patterns can
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mesh with and add to the effectiveness of mainstream orga-
nizations. The overarching point is that the most effective
and fairest way to achieve racial equality of opportunity in
the United States is to increase the number of qualified Afro-
Americans available to fill positions. Doing so is no small
task. But as an objective and basic principle, it is infinitely
superior to a system under which blacks in visible positions
of authority are presumed to have benefited from relaxed
standards, a perception that stokes white resentment.

The notion that Afro-Americans cannot succeed without
lowering standards is built on the paradigm of black failure.
The goal of eliminating that paradigm is one all decent
Americans should share, regardless of their political orienta-
tion. To move toward that goal is the purpose of this book.

\
Can We Really Draw Lessons from the Army?

Even if we grant that racial integration and black achieve-
ment have progressed further in the Army than in any other
institution, can any lessons be drawn for civilian life? Surely
the differences in formal organization and culture are so
great, say the doubters, that little can be applied from the
Army to the larger society. Critics might make three argu-
ments to disqualify the Army as a model:

• The Army commands methods of surveillance and coer-
cion unavailable to civilianinstitutions.

• Every individual in the Army has a modicum of eco-
nomic security as well as decent housing and medical
benefits for his or her family.

• Soldiers come from a segment of society that excludes
the very bottom rungs; thus, they do not bring the most
severe social problems into the Army.
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In responding to these objections, we do not deny the sig-
nificant differences between military' and civilian life.
Instead, we argue that the Army's ability to change its own
way of doing things has broadly applicable implications for
overcoming racism in America.

The Army is not a democracy-but neither are most other
organizations. To be sure, the Army relies more strongly on
round-the-clock accountability than most civilian organiza-
tions,but accountability and control cannot in and of them-
selves force good race relations. The racial situation is far
worse in prisons, where coercive authority weighs much
more heavily than in the military. Moreover, racist norms
and behavior can prevail in any large organization, including
those with quasi-military structures. We need only mention
the raw racist words on tape of retired Los Angeles' police
detective Mark Fuhrman in connection with the O. J. Simp-
son trial and the continuing controversies over racism in
local police departments. Even more telling were the racist
signs and paraphernalia at the annual "Good 01' Boys
Roundup," a Tennesseegathering offederallaw-enforcement
officials and others from around the country. 15

A more definitive rejoinder can be made to critics who
state that the unique hierarchical conditions of military ser-
vice account for its positive race relations. We must remem-
ber that the same authority structure existed in the Army of
the 1970s, when racial turbulence was endemic. Something
other than submersion of individual rights must have been
involved in the Army's move from a racially tense situation
to the relative harmony of the present period.

Concerning the second objection, it is true that soldiers
enjoy some modicum of economic well-being. Once in the
Army, not even the lowest soldier is "underclass." A private
receives base pay of $10,000 a year, in addition to room and
board, medical care, and other benefits. A master sergeant
earns about $40,000 plus medical benefits for himself and
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his family, and is eligible for a pension of half of base pay
after twenty years' service. A mid-level officer has similar
benefits with base pay of about $55,000 a year. Again, how-
ever, we must ask why the Army ofthe 1970s was so torn by
racial strife, when real earnings and benefits were practically
identical to what they are today. Likewise, why are race rela-
tions generally better in the Army than in the other services,
which all have nearly identical systems of authority and
compensation?

The solid economic status of most soldiers does not
explain the dynamics of race relations in the Army. After all,
racial tensions have sharpened in society at large at all
income levels. Indeed, the "rage" of the black middle class
in a racist American society is an increasingly dominant
theme in the current literature. 16

The most salient objection to the Army as a model for race
relations is the one least likely to be mentioned: the Army,
while excluding the very bottom rungs of American society,
does not recruit from America's elite youths either. Perhaps
the reason for the silence on a broadly based sharing of duty
is that it raises the specter ofrestoring the draft. In any event,
as measured by test scores and school credentials, the Army
effectively excludes the bottom third ofblack youths and the
bottom fourth of white youths. This is a valid point and must
be addressed seriously. After all, if it is simply the quality of
youth that matters, then all the Army's racial experiences
and equal opportunity programs are largely irrelevant.

The rebuttal to this argument is that race relations are bet-
ter in the armed forces than in institutions that presumably .
recruit the highest-quality youths in America-our colleges
and universities. By conventional standards, the quality of
young people entering these leading universities far. sur-
passes that of the Army recruits. Yet today, precisely when
the U.S. Army is held up as a model of race relations, our
campuses are divided by mutual racial isolation and, too
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often, by racial hostility. A sampling of newspaper headlines
in the 1990s includes "Apartheid on Campus," "Campus
Torn by Racial Strife," "Over 100 Arrested in Iowa Campus
Brawl," and "On 011ce Liberal Campuses, Racial Divide
Grows Wider."17

Wehave some pertinent data on this question. In 1993 we
conducted a survey on racial attitudes among soldiers as
well as among undergraduates at Northwestern University,
a highly selective school with a fairly positive racial atmos-
phere. The soldiers, both black and white,were twice as
likely to say they got along better with other races since
joining the Army than were the students since arriving on
campus. These data, to be more closely examined in chap-
ter 6, should help put to rest that argument that the quality
of recruits fully accounts for the Army's successful race
relations.

In fact, anyone could easily trot out arguments to show
why race relations should be worse in the Army than on
campus. The Army, after all, is populated overwhelmingly
by young males, the most trouble-prone group. The Army
enforces constrained living conditions, with little outlet for
private expression. Also, it sends young people into harm's
way, a likelihood that should aggravate rather than reduce
social tensions. How these negatives become positives are
the key to the Army model.

What then can be learned? We suggest a broad lesson.
Race relations can best be transformed by an absolute com-
mitment to nondiscrimination, coupled with uncompromis-
ing standards of performance. To maintain standards, how-
ever, paths of opportunity must be created-through
education, training, and mentoring-for individuals who
otherwise would be at a disadvantage. We suggest another
lesson as well: there must be enough blacks in the system.
We do not know what the magic number is, but the lower
range is probably close to the national ratio of one black for
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every nine Americans. This condition guarantees a sufficient
pool from which to recruit black leaders, allows for the
acceptance of features of Afro-American culture that
enhance the organizational climate, and ensures that whites
recognize the diversity among blacks.

Before turning to more specific lessons, let's first look at
how the Army has treated black soldiers in the past and how
they fare in the contemporary Army.
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Blacks in the
Common Defense

W hen William C. Nell, the pioneer black historian and
abolitionist, was aboutto publish his book Colored Patriots
of the American Revolution (1855), he asked his friend Har-
riet Beecher Stowe to write the introduction. As she tried to
capture the significance of black soldiers and sailors who
fought on the side of colonists, she noted: "We are to reflect
upon them as far more magnanimous," because they served
"a nation which did not acknowledge them as citizens and
equals, and in whose interests and prosperity they had less
at stake .... Bravery, under such circumstances, has a pecu-
liar beauty and merit.'"
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