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Chapter 1

A School for the Nation?

An ideological world and over half a century apart, Theodore Roosevelt
and Leonid Brezhnev had little in common, but both proclaimed the social
virtues of military service. Roosevelt and his fellow Progressives hoped that
military training would “Americanize” the mass of newcomers who had re-
cently landed on their country’s shores.1 Brezhnev similarly believed that ser-
vice in the Red Army would forge a unified Soviet citizenry committed to the
Socialist Motherland, internationalism, and “the friendship of the peoples.”2

Like many leaders before and after them, they turned to the armed forces to
create a cohesive national identity and more broadly to mold a political
community.

Implicit was a belief, whose roots stretch back to ancient Greece, that the
military was a key institution for the labeling and transmission of social val-
ues.3 Thus Machiavelli sought to banish foreign mercenaries, believing that
regular military training would rekindle the virtues of republican Rome in his
degenerate contemporaries.4 Max Weber too saw in military discipline a
means of transforming ordinary citizens into members of a heroic society.5

Particularly in Europe in the latter half of the nineteenth century, leaders
hailed the military as a “school for the nation” that would transform multi-
ethnic chaos into a cohesive national order. This European faith in the armed
forces found adherents among nation-building elites the world over: from
czarist Russia to Meiji Japan and even to Brazil, statesmen embraced univer-
sal conscription both to bolster their country’s military power and to incul-
cate national values.6

If decision makers in the twentieth century suspected that the military
would not be able to live up to this billing, they gave few indications of it:
countries across the ideological spectrum and at all levels of development
turned to the armed forces in the quest for national cohesion. The Soviet



Union assigned the Red Army the mission of creating “the New Socialist
Man”; China burdened its People’s Liberation Army with a comparable task.
In the 1950s and 1960s, in the optimistic heyday of decolonization, militaries
were widely saluted, by practitioners and scholars alike, as “modernizing”
and “nationalizing” forces that would help new countries overcome commu-
nal rifts. Early in his reign, King Hussein looked to the Jordanian military to
unite the fractious society it served,7 and, after years of civil war, Lebanon
turned to its army to wipe away traditional animosities and forge a new
Lebanese identity.8 The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) was early on—and still
is—a key institution charged with assimilating Jews from around the world
and propagating Zionist orthodoxy. Even in the United States, where mistrust
of concentrated power has long held sway, the merits of universal military
training were debated after each of the century’s major confrontations, less
because the threats from abroad were so intense than precisely because they
no longer were: in the absence of an overwhelming menace and a unify-
ing experience, many feared that ethnic, racial, religious, class, and even sec-
tional divisions would again rear their ugly heads and threaten the nation’s
cohesion.9

Debates over who serves continue to arouse passion today in part because
the military’s manpower policies are widely viewed as having important im-
plications for citizenship and national identity—arguably a polity’s most cen-
tral questions.10 With the cold war waning, and then in its wake, calls in the
United States for the draft, or at least national service, resurfaced. Advocates
have argued variously that it would dispel the supposed perils of multicul-
turalism and large-scale immigration, reinvigorate the civic-mindedness that
they believe characterized earlier generations, foster equality, and reinstill the
sense of shared mission and community that is allegedly absent. It would, in
short, remake the American nation.11

But how and under what conditions do the participation policies of armed
forces transform political communities, especially democratic ones? More
specifically, how and when do these military patterns contribute to redrawing
the nation’s outlines, to assigning membership in the nation? Surprisingly lit-
tle scholarly literature directly addresses these questions. Few sociologists, his-
torians, and political scientists have doubted that the armed forces would
dramatically reshape society, for good or for ill. Even fewer have unpacked the
underlying causal logic and evaluated these claims in light of available evi-
dence. This book takes these underexplored questions as its central concern.12

The Argument in Brief

Scholars and statesmen alike have generally shared a faith in the military as
a nation builder, but critically evaluating that belief ’s theoretical coherence
and empirical foundation requires that the very abstract notion of national
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identity be made more concrete. Following a venerable tradition in political
sociology, I associate nationhood with membership in the political commu-
nity, as reflected in the formal rules, and especially the effective practices, of
citizenship. Through continual contestation over the nature and extent of cit-
izenship, political communities define themselves and identify their bound-
aries. The most revealing struggles are those of minorities as they negotiate
and clarify their relationship with the political community. This yields the
central research question: Under what conditions and how does military 
service shape the nature and outcome of minorities’ struggles for effective
citizenship?

In answering this question, this book focuses on two complementary
causal pathways. First, especially after war, groups seeking first-class citizen-
ship may deploy their military record as a rhetorical device, framing their de-
mands as the just reward for their people’s sacrifice. This effort to exploit a
widely recognized norm has at times cornered state leaders, leaving them
without room for rhetorical maneuver. Though a weapon of the weak, “mere”
rhetoric thus has on more than one occasion proved powerful. Even a cursory
glance through the historical record, however, indicates that minorities have
often put forward such claims to no good effect. In many instances, the rea-
son is obvious: material resources, not rhetorical choices, determine the suc-
cess of claims making. How claimants frame their appeals can be crucial to
the outcome, compensating for a dearth of standard influence assets.

Why does a minority’s invocation of its military sacrifice prove successful
in some cases but not others? Why does it sometimes compel leaders to ac-
knowledge the justice of minority claims, and on other occasions draw no 
response or lead to rejection? The key lies in the interaction between the mi-
nority’s rhetorical choices and the prevailing citizenship discourse and in the
resulting possibilities for continued rhetorical play. When only republican
themes are socially sustainable—that is, when the dominant discourse ideal-
izes citizens who exemplify civic virtue—state leaders will be unable to craft
acceptable rebuttals to the minority’s demands, and a good part of the battle
will have been won thanks to such “rhetorical coercion.” Minorities excluded
from military service, however, must frame their demands in other terms, and
their claims-making may consequently prove less effective.

Second, in times of war but particularly in times of peace, the military’s
participation (or manpower) policies may constitute a strong signal of how
the state would respond to minority citizenship claims, and they may thus
shape the process of political contestation. These policies determine who
serves in the armed forces and in what capacity. Accused of disloyalty or in-
competence, communal minorities (ethnic, racial, and religious) have often
faced discrimination in military institutions. They have been segregated.
They have been limited to support units because it was believed that there
they could do the least damage to national security or were best suited by
virtue of their intellectual and physical capacities. They have been sent into
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battle as cannon fodder, with minimal training and shoddy equipment.
Hemmed in by promotion ceilings, they have been underrepresented in the
officer corps. They have, in other words, often occupied positions on the ex-
clusionary half of the manpower policy scale—when they have not been
barred from service altogether.13 At times, in contrast, militaries have pursued
more inclusive policies. They have not simply permitted minorities to serve
but have integrated them into mainstream units, opened the full range of ca-
reer tracks, provided opportunities for all assignments, and ensured qualified
members access to officer training and appointments. Between these poles lie
many positions, and armed forces have historically occupied all of them.

States rarely grant excluded minorities the full rights of citizenship with-
out a fight, and the success of the sacrifice frame is predicated on the minor-
ity’s willingness to engage in political activity. Because normally minorities
are relatively weak, states comparatively strong, and the political contest to
wrest rights costly, minorities must base their decision in part on whether au-
thorities will respond to their demands with equanimity or repression. But
the uncertainty endemic to social life prevents the minority from estimating
these probabilities with great confidence, and it will consequently often re-
frain from forceful claims-making. However, shifts in the military’s partici-
pation policy can, under conditions explored in chapter 2, serve as a potent
signal of the state’s intentions. When the signal is strong, it may shape the ob-
jectives, tactics, and timing of the minority’s challenge. These, in turn, have
implications for the form and degree of effective citizenship the minority may
attain.

Underlying both mechanisms is Western culture’s traditional intertwining
of military service and citizenship.14 As the historian Michael Geyer suggests,
citizenship, nationhood, and military service were all of a piece in nineteenth-
century Europe, where “state and society were yoked together by a mutual
bond of violence, expressed through conscription and redeemed in the rights
of citizenship,” and where “to be German or to be French always also meant
to be militarily prepared and, that is, to be conscripted.”15 In the absence of
this long-standing relationship, the military sacrifice frame would not res-
onate, and military performance would not sustain the claim to civic virtue
and citizenship. In its absence, the manpower policy signal would be incom-
prehensible, for the minority would infer nothing regarding its struggle for
citizenship from the armed forces’ policies.

Soldiers into Countrymen?

In the early 1960s, in the wake of decolonization, the armed forces were
widely portrayed as the critical institutions that would help the newly formed
states of Africa and Asia overcome parochial kinship structures and loyalties
that rendered populations largely indifferent to national politics, created in-

4 Fighting for Rights



centives for leaders to craft narrow political programs, and prevented the
emergence of stable national parties. Through this supremely modern orga-
nization, it was hoped, a national culture might emerge to bind diverse peo-
ples into a homogeneous mass.16 Scholars differed over whether military
service would remake recruits into modern men above sectional and ethnic
politics, or whether the army might more practically serve as a model for em-
ulation by society at large.17 But they shared the belief that the military would,
in part through its manpower policy, build nations.

As many newly independent states suffered military regimes that slowed
economic growth, retarded political development, and stifled democracy, dis-
illusionment replaced optimism. The next wave of research demonstrated
that military rulers were often corrupt, played ethnic and sectional politics,
and exhibited more traditional than modern characteristics.18 Some main-
tained that military service normally highlights and reinforces communal
cleavages and is, therefore, more a nation destroyer than a nation builder.19

These divergent views of the armed forces share something more fundamen-
tal, however: both affirm that the military’s participation policies are of criti-
cal importance to patterns of communal and national politics. Some find the
prospect of military norms spreading throughout society alluring, others find
it frightening—but they agree that the prospect is very real.

A third tradition suggests that the military’s capacity to shape society is
limited, since it is more likely to reflect existing social cleavages.20 The mili-
tary is a mirror of the nation, reflecting its warts as well as its beauty. The roots
of the French defeat in the Franco-Prussian War went beyond poor organiza-
tion and leadership to the corruption of the Second Empire, and seventy years
later, the French were again decisively routed in part because the army “was
so genuinely the French people in arms, . . . embod[ying] at every level the
uncertainties, the divisions and the pessimism of French society as a whole.”21

While this literature has persuasively documented the cases in which mili-
taries have paralleled their societies, it has underestimated the state’s ability
to act autonomously of social forces. History furnishes examples of armed
forces that have accorded minority groups more equal treatment than the 
latter received from society at large. The contemporary U.S. military—ac-
claimed as “an organization unmatched in its level of racial integration . . . un-
matched in its broad record of black achievement . . . [and] the only place in
American life where whites are routinely bossed around by blacks”22—is the
best known, but hardly the only, instance.

While the competing views of the military as nation destroyer and as na-
tional mirror have at times held sway over the conceptual terrain, statesmen
and scholars alike have, time and again, turned to the military as a nation
builder. But how would the military exert such effects? Implicit has been an
intuitive image: individual change wrought by military service, especially
during times of war. Deeply shaped by their time in the armed forces, indi-
viduals would reconsider their sense of selves and their attachments, bring-
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ing these into line with their personal experiences and hence with manpower
policy. As veterans, they would diffuse this definition of the nation through-
out civilian society.23 Shortly after the U.S. Civil War, the Army and Navy 
Journal observed this process: “It is easy to see that the great body of citizen-
soldiers have melted back into the great body of the people, their leaven has
‘leavened the whole lump.’”24 This conventional wisdom—that the military
transforms soldiers and officers’ basic habits, their aspirations and friend-
ships, even their deepest identity commitments—runs through military mem-
oirs, war fiction, and public opinion surveys. A German World War I veteran
vividly depicted the war as “a gash [that] goes through all our lives. . . . With
a brutal hand, it has torn our lives in two.” Across Europe, notes the historian
Eric Leed, arguments raged “over whether the veteran had been brutalized
or ennobled, infantilized or matured by his war experience; but there was no
debate over whether a deep and profound alteration of identity had taken
place.”25

Variations on this basic story are embedded in three seemingly plausible
mechanisms: socialization of the masses to military norms, the operation of
the contact hypothesis within a military context, and the military-induced
transformation of influential elites.26

Socialization

The armed forces may socialize the rank and file and officers to national
norms reflected in the military’s manpower policy. Because the military is (of-
ten presumed to be) a “total institution” and because soldiers generally serve
during their “impressionable years,” inductees may be nearly blank slates on
which the military can inscribe values, both great and small.27 While military
socialization penetrates more deeply the longer one serves, the more one’s
long-term fortunes depend on one’s performance, and the closer one comes
to actual combat, even the relatively brief periods of service typical of mass
recruitment systems may be sufficiently long to shape conscripts’ basic atti-
tudes and allegiances. Nearly a century ago, a Brazilian proponent of the draft
put it well, albeit in terms offensive to modern ears: “The cities are full of 
unshod vagrants and ragamuffins. . . . For these dregs of society, the barracks
would be a salvation. The barracks are an admirable filter in which men
cleanse and purify themselves: they emerge conscientious and dignified
Brazilians.”28

In line with this view, governments have often sought to employ their mil-
itaries to indoctrinate the populace. The imperial German mass army, like
many of its counterparts in the age of nationalism, was designed to serve as
“a great national school in which the officer would be an educator in the grand
style, a shaper of the people’s mind.”29 During the twentieth century, all 
manner of regimes pinned their hopes for national cohesion on military edu-
cational programs, as they called their indoctrination efforts. From the Red
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Army to the Yugoslav People’s Army to even the U.S. armed forces, militaries
unleashed ideological projects on their soldiers.30 Through extensive hasbara
(literally, “explanation”), the IDF still seeks to instill in its soldiers a Zionist
fervor on the grounds that Zionism constitutes the “unequivocal national
consensus.”31

Contact

The armed forces may bring together individuals of various backgrounds in
common cause and in a collaborative spirit, providing a setting seemingly
well-suited to breaking down dividing lines based on race, ethnicity, religion,
or class, as the “contact hypothesis” would suggest.32 Required to perform
common tasks in a highly structured environment and in close quarters, they
would not just interact but would learn how truly to communicate with one
another. With these tasks of vital importance to national security, one could
count on a supportive normative milieu, enforced by orders down the chain
of command. Through military service, individuals would escape the stric-
tures of parochial commitments, and they would emerge cognizant that they
were constitutive pieces of a larger project.33

This logic underpins the contention that the military can serve (and has
served) as a national melting pot. When immigrants and native born rub “el-
bows in a common service to a common Fatherland,” Assistant Secretary of
War Henry Breckinridge maintained in 1916, “out comes the hyphen—up
goes the Stars and Stripes. . . . Universal military service will be the elder
brother of the public school in fusing this American race.”34 Although these
dreams inspired but ultimately frustrated U.S. military planners during
World War I, World War II has been widely acclaimed as having brought them
to fruition.35 Americans were not alone in finding this militarized version of
the contact hypothesis attractive. From Italy to Brazil, military reformers
broke with the Prussian model of territorial recruitment in the belief that only
national recruitment could overcome their countries’ deep divides. The his-
torian John Keegan has even sought to explain the post–World War I trans-
formation in British middle-class attitudes toward the impoverished (and the
eventual creation of the modern welfare state) by observing middle-class am-
ateur officers’ “discovery” during the war of their working-class charges.36

Elite Formation and Transformation

The military experience may shape the communal orientations of future po-
litical leaders, who are particularly well positioned to set the boundaries of
nationality. Through legislation, the creation and alteration of institutions, po-
litical agitation, and rhetorical appeals, these elites, majority and minority
alike, work to shape the social categories through which the populace appre-
hends their national world. Time spent in uniform may “politicize” veterans,
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increasing their motivation to engage in political activity. French veterans of
the American Revolution were in the vanguard of their own revolution a
decade later, and African veterans of World War II were allegedly central to
their countries’ anticolonialist struggles.37 Minority veterans in particular
may be more sensitive to the political milieu, more fluent in the dominant po-
litical rhetoric, and more likely to demand the redress of inequity.38 Thus
black American veterans of World War II, infuriated by their ill-treatment
stateside, supposedly took the lead in pressing for voting and employment
rights in the immediate postwar period.39

At the same time, veterans may also enjoy access to unusual resources in
the political arena. By making possible social networks that undergird po-
litical associations of national scope, military service may help veterans 
overcome collective action problems.40 Military service, especially when dis-
tinguished, has also been viewed as a useful asset in political campaigns. Se-
nior officers may retire with well-honed skills—from expertise in crafting
rousing speeches to ease with public displays to unflappability during
crisis—that serve them well in the political arena. Veteran status may also
suggest a candidate’s devotion to civic duty and may thus reassure the pub-
lic as to her incorruptibility. Cognizant of this, veterans aspiring to political
office have exploited their military records, sometimes to good effect.41 From
their positions of influence, veterans spread the military’s image of the na-
tional community.

Theoretical and Empirical Critique

Military service, particularly in wartime, has undeniably changed individu-
als: it has exposed soldiers to new technologies, political tactics, and forms of
social and economic organization, and it has exerted profound effects on vet-
erans’ employment prospects, psychological well-being, and personal rela-
tionships. But it is unclear whether one may safely extrapolate to national
identification. Although reports that veterans were “never the same after-
ward” cannot be casually dismissed, self-evaluation is a notoriously poor
guide: individuals routinely overstate the extent to which experiences change
their beliefs and behavior.42 A healthy skepticism is thus warranted.

Both the socialization and contact mechanisms suffer from a number of
flaws, logical and conceptual as well as empirical. First, the socialization
model—and, to an extent, the contact hypothesis—problematically conceive
of soldiers as passive receivers, but cultural systems always contain enough
contradictory material so that individuals can challenge hegemonic proj-
ects.43 Not surprisingly, soldiers have rarely learned the lessons the military
would have liked,44 and “much of what appears to be the product of the train-
ing environment,” military sociologists have concluded, “is . . . a function of
what the trainee himself brought into that environment.”45 Thus the U.S.
Army found during World War II that, despite measurable effects on factual
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knowledge, its various informational programs had minimal impact on sol-
diers’ attitudes toward the war, their personal stake in it, and their more gen-
eral opinions.46

Second, even if the military were an effective inculcator of values, the mes-
sages absorbed are not necessarily portable to other social contexts. In mod-
ern societies, individuals have multiple identities, and they may well behave
as the military desires as long as they are subject to the strictures of military
life—as long as they are members of the armed forces, are in uniform, and are
on base. But identity is highly contextual, and one should not be surprised to
see soldiers adopting regional, class, gendered, religious, or ethnic perspec-
tives when they are off base or out of uniform or when they have returned to
civilian life.

The American experience with the racial desegregation of the armed forces,
often portrayed as an unadulterated success story, illustrates this point. So-
cial learning certainly took place, as black soldiers earned their white counter-
parts’ respect and admiration for their battlefield bravery. But such learning
was of a highly bounded nature, for social barriers remained intact.47 The U.S.
military has justifiably been acclaimed for its efforts, and it is today arguably
the least racist institution in American society. But its achievements have
largely been limited to the workplace. “As a rule of thumb,” two observers
conclude, “the more military the environment, the more complete the inte-
gration.”48 After hours blacks and whites have generally returned to civilian
norms of association.49

Third, even if military service could powerfully influence individuals’ fun-
damental identity commitments across social contexts, that influence need
not prove long-lasting—even though soldiers typically serve during their
“impressionable” years.50 To the extent that attitudes persist, they do so 
not because human beings are biologically programmed against attitudinal
change beyond early adulthood but because most individuals (at least in the
past) have settled down, geographically but more crucially socially, by their
mid-thirties. When social networks are stable, attitudes are stable, but when
social networks are disrupted, change is likely as beliefs are exposed to chal-
lenge.51 The implication is that the attitudinal impact of military service de-
pends on a social environment consistent with those military norms. But
veterans are not surrounded exclusively, or even mostly, by their own kind
after discharge. Reentering largely nonveteran social networks, they face
strong pressures to leave their military past behind and adapt to civilian ways.
Some veterans, both the highly self-assured and the highly alienated, will
cling stubbornly to military norms and networks, but they are the exception
rather than the rule.

This logic is consistent with empirical studies of veterans.52 Among U.S.
soldiers who had experienced combat—that is, among those for whom the
military experience would presumably have been most salient—views on nu-
merous matters, from attitudes toward adversaries and allies to the possibil-
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ity of interracial camaraderie, reverted after discharge toward the preservice
norm.53 Asimilar dynamic has been observed among African veterans of both
world wars as well.54 These effects of reintegration are reinforced by the fact
that military service is often an unwelcome intrusion, at least for conscripts.
Even in the “good war” of World War II, U.S. soldiers generally perceived
their service as “a vast detour made from the main course of life in order to
get back to that main (civilian) course again.”55 This generation was later
hailed for its unparalleled civic engagement, but that generation of civic join-
ers and doers was a product not of widespread military service per se, but of
an unprecedented concomitant: the GI Bill.56

Fourth, even sophisticated versions of the contact hypothesis are theoreti-
cally indeterminate.57 True understanding of others may just as easily con-
tribute to deadlock and the recognition of incompatibility as to commonality.
The prospect of extensive contact may even promote anxiety and suspicion,
and thereby lower the likelihood of intergroup cooperation and good feel-
ing.58 The contact hypothesis assumes that intergroup conflict is rooted in
prejudice and that prejudice is fundamentally a problem of ignorance, but in-
tergroup hostility is often caused by factors other than a lack of knowledge or
inaccurate perceptions.59 As social identity theory suggests, group member-
ship itself has prejudicial implications that additional knowledge, even if 
acquired during cooperative episodes, cannot overcome. Moreover, despite
an active research program that has flourished for decades, the causal claim
of the contact hypothesis remains unverified. Numerous studies have re-
ported a positive correlation between interaction with out-group members
and friendly attitudes toward that group, but it remains possible that these
positive views are the reason for high levels of interaction rather than the
consequence.60

Finally, and perhaps most important, these mechanisms’ shared concep-
tion of nation building is problematic. Both suggest that the boundaries of 
nationality are drawn and redrawn as individuals’ attitudes change in the
military crucible. The definition of the nation, they imply, can be apprehended
by aggregating individual beliefs. From this perspective, identity is cognitive
and subjective: it is a matter of individual consciousness and, in the case of
the nation, numerous individual consciousnesses added together. However,
identity is necessarily social, not the property of given agents; it is intersub-
jective, not subjective.61 Conceiving of large-scale social outcomes as the ag-
gregate of individual responses, these mechanisms suffer from insufficient
attention to the political contest through which nations are constructed.62

Acutely aware of what is at stake in different national configurations, actors
passionately defend their preferred position. Any satisfying account of the re-
lationship between military institutions and nationhood must bring the poli-
tics of nation building, more than its psychology, front and center.

As for the final mechanism, which claims that military service shapes the
capacities and national orientations of political elites, there are reasons for
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skepticism here as well. It has a number of virtues. It presumes that the armed
forces can broadly and permanently rework individuals’ identities, but it is
agnostic as to whether this transformation is driven by socialization or con-
tact. It does not depend on a historically rare military recruitment system:
near-universal service. It explains how those who do not serve in the armed
forces acquire a definition of the nation in line with military norms. And, al-
though it relies on a subjective and cognitive conceptualization of identity, its
vision of nation building is laced with politics and bargaining. However, a hy-
pothesis is only as strong as its weakest link, and this one depends implicitly
on claims regarding the capacity of the military to reshape basic allegiances
that have already been shown to be suspect. Moreover, its plausibility turns
on questionable empirical assertions. Is military service in fact a common, if
not ubiquitous, feature of the politician’s résumé? Does the military experi-
ence spark political and social activism? Evidence suggests that military ser-
vice is neither necessary nor sufficient for electoral victory or political activity,
though it may be of causal import in particular cases.

Rethinking the Nation

Over two decades ago Benedict Anderson felicitously described the nation as
an “imagined community.” This formulation gave voice to the intuition that,
unlike small communities grounded in face-to-face contact, the commonality
of nationhood is necessarily a creature of the imagination.63 Nationality is as-
suredly an imagined construct, but that does not imply that the mechanisms
by which its boundaries are drawn and redrawn are best grasped through
models emphasizing cognition and mental creativity.

Any adequate account of military manpower policy’s impact must begin
by situating this potentially critical variable within a larger process of con-
tention over the boundaries of nationhood. Political communities, as sociolo-
gists have long noted, regulate membership through the rules of citizenship.64

Focused on the post–cold war paroxysm of violent hypernationalism, we
tend to forget that in citizenship dwells the everyday, taken-for-granted na-
tionalism that modern nation-states regularly exercise. Citizenship estab-
lishes a permanent home for some, declares some probationary residents, and
fully excludes still others, and citizens alone are entitled to particular rights
and subject to particular duties. Debates over formal definitions of citizenship
often run hot because they are wrapped up as much with the politics of iden-
tity as the politics of interest. To challenge another’s citizenship is to challenge
his or her place in the community.

However, the most consequential battles normally occur in a realm far re-
moved from formal categories, as populations and authorities negotiate over
their effective mutual rights and obligations, over how those mutual claims are
enforced in practice.65 To cast nationality as citizenship is to bring politics to
the fore, for the boundaries of effective citizenship have been the sites of in-
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tense political struggle: as Charles Tilly notes, modern citizenship reflects “the
historical accumulation of continual negotiation.”66 This move makes possi-
ble a more social and more concrete conceptualization of identity, as a partic-
ular configuration of social ties.67 For those interested in the nexus of armies
and nations, associating nationhood with citizenship may be particularly pro-
ductive, for the history of citizenship in the West has been intertwined with
military service. It suggests a potentially rich set of research questions re-
garding the relationship between the policies of militaries and the struggle of
social groups for citizenship.

The citizenship campaigns of communal minorities in particular may be
most consequential for national identity. Definitions, whether of nations or
any other corporate group, are carved at their outer limits, and it is there that
minorities reside. These groups are liminal, both like and unlike the national
core, and “their likeness permits contemplation and recognition, their differ-
ence the abstraction of those ideal traits that will henceforth define the na-
tion.”68 Minorities are signposts indicating the nation’s frontiers, and it is
their struggles for effective citizenship that we must examine most closely. As
these groups plead for first-class citizenship, protest for equal treatment and
equal rights, demand autonomy, and even rise up in rebellion, they necessar-
ily give shape to the larger community with which they are in dialogue and
with which their relationship is ambiguous and perhaps ambivalent.69

To interrogate the relationship between military service and nation build-
ing is not to consider how the military experience might directly shape and
reshape individuals’ mental horizons. This book’s central research question
is more concrete and more tractable: Under what conditions and how do the
military’s manpower policies shape the struggles of communal minorities for
first-class citizenship?

What Is at Stake

Specialists on military affairs are not the only ones attentive to the origins and
ramifications of military recruitment systems. The nature of the military’s
participation policy is often bitterly contested, most obviously (but not only)
in developing countries, where who serves is frequently who rules. In recent
years, the question of whether gays should be permitted to serve openly in
the U.S. armed forces has featured prominently in presidential contests,
thanks to the larger “culture wars” in which this debate has been situated. In
the wake of the cold war, Europeans struggled over whether to abandon their
mass armies and build smaller professional forces—not because they worried
that reforms would undermine effectiveness ( just the opposite!), but because
universal service was widely seen as underpinning national cohesion and
democratic government. These debates have proceeded on the premise that
militaries are social institutions, shaped by but often also shaping social struc-
tures and values. And they have pivoted on claims about the social and po-
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litical consequences of military reform. Would more liberal treatment of gays
in the U.S. armed forces usher in an era in which, as supporters might put it,
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation is nearly unknown? Would
it result in societal approval of the “homosexual lifestyle,” as opponents
might claim? Or would it have nearly no impact, reflecting rather than giving
rise to broader social forces? Those who answer these kinds of questions gen-
erally do so on the basis of faith more than fact, of inspired passion more than
reasoned analysis. In this book I hope to rectify that imbalance.

The ramifications of military service have also featured in contemporary
debates about the nature of citizenship in the United States. Communitarians
blame the all-volunteer force, which replaced the Selective Service System in
1973, for many social ills. In the absence of the draft, American youth had no
shared experience, no understanding of sacrifice for the common good, no
comprehension of the national community.70 Although I am sympathetic to
the notion that a renewed emphasis on civic duty would reinvigorate Amer-
ican democracy, I question the communitarian agenda, especially in its more
militarized form. Militarized republican discourse undoubtedly created op-
portunities for some, but it constrained others, particularly women. Republi-
canism has, in practice, often had a dark side.71

In this book I also speak to larger disciplinary concerns. I take issue with
approaches that treat rhetoric as epiphenomenal, and I suggest instead that
political analysis would be richer and more realistic if rhetoric were central to
the study of politics. Building on the recent rhetorical turn, I elaborate in chap-
ter 2 a generalizable mechanism of rhetorical coercion that shows how political
contestants can rhetorically box their opponents into a corner, leaving the lat-
ter without the rhetorical resources with which to deny the former’s claims.
Political scientists have of late devoted much attention to mechanisms of per-
suasion, but persuasion is relatively rare in the political arena. Even in rhetor-
ical interplay’s more pedestrian moments, however—even when the targets
of claims-making are not persuaded of the moral rectitude or practical advis-
ability of the claimant’s preferred policies—it may critically affect outcomes.

More broadly, in this book I seek to break down the often-false divide be-
tween rationalist and culturalist modes of analysis. Many political scientists
may look askance at ascribing causal power to both rational signaling dynam-
ics and cultural framing effects. They may argue that culture and rationality
cannot be so conjoined, for the latter suggests the logic of instrumentalism
and the former the logic of appropriateness.72 Others may link them serially,
treating culture as the source of inputs such as preferences and beliefs, and
still others may invoke culture when multiple equilibria prevent any rational
resolution of the game.73 Both approaches are misguided, however. Rational-
ist and culturalist causal logics are not mutually exclusive, nor are they merely
complementary. A complete explanation necessarily depends on a deep in-
tertwining of these two touchstones of social and political analysis.

Political scientists cannot accord either rationality or culture analytical pri-
ority, for politics is incomprehensible without attention to both strategic
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choice and cultural materials.74 Although individuals or groups sometimes
engage in purely expressive behavior, political action is usually designed to
achieve some preferred end. Moreover, the complexity of social situations
would stump the unreflective servant of norms. Those who highlight the
power of culture rightly make little effort to deny the strategic component of
politics.75

Although political actors are not “cultural dopes,” they are nonetheless
deeply cultural creatures. The meaning-making practices that constitute cul-
ture render social and political action intelligible even as the context of action
“help[s] determine the range of significations that are possible and perti-
nent.”76 Culture makes political activity possible, enabling the almost dizzy-
ing exercise of creativity, and it is the stuff out of which actors construct
“strategies of action.” But culture also limits actors’ opportunities for inven-
tion, presenting them with a restricted set of symbols, narratives, and modes
of protest. Cultural “tool kits,” to borrow Ann Swidler’s image, are—at least
in the short to medium run—relatively narrow and fixed.77 Over time, cer-
tainly, their contents are not static: new tools emerge or become affordable,
old ones grow rusty or are even lost. But in any given episode, political actors
must work with the tool kits at their disposal.

My argument knits together these two elemental threads of political and
social life: interwoven and inseparable, they are neither incompatible nor
merely complementary. It is possible that both minorities and state elites 
arrive at their respective frames through something approaching a rational
calculation of the costs and benefits of the rhetorical alternatives. At the 
same time, only certain arguments are socially sustainable, thus constraining
choice. While I develop an informal rationalist signaling model to explain the
objectives, timing, and form of the minority’s mobilization for first-class citi-
zenship, culture is equally the game’s essential glue. The coherence and con-
tent of the signal hinge on cultural elements, notably the longstanding link
between military service and citizenship. Without it, the manpower policy
signal would make little sense.78 In short, like all political and social stories
worth telling, this story cannot be told properly without embracing culture
and rationality in equal measure.

The book is divided into three main sections. Chapters 1 and 2 together in-
troduce the theoretical framework that will guide the empirical discussions.
As described briefly above, chapter 2 delineates two causal mechanisms link-
ing the military’s participation policies to the struggles of communal minori-
ties for effective citizenship and explores the conditions under which these
mechanisms are operative.

The next three chapters, proceeding chronologically and thematically, ex-
plore the role of the IDF in the making of Israel. More specifically, they seek
to understand why the Druze, a small Arabic-speaking minority, have suc-
ceeded in acquiring an intermediate place in the Jewish state—well above
other Arabs and well below Jews. At least part of the answer lies in the poli-
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cies of the IDF. Chapter 3, reviewing the history of Jews and Arabs in Pales-
tine and Israel from the First Aliyah through the state’s early years, establishes
a critical baseline. Contrary to the received historical wisdom, it shows that
Druze behavior did not differ markedly from that of other rural Arabs and
that the young state, in its first decade, rarely drew meaningful distinctions
among Arabs when it came to substantive policy. Chapter 4 argues that the
conscription of the Druze in 1956 and the pointed exclusion of other Arabs
constituted a strong signal of how the state would respond to their respective
demands. Consistent with theoretical expectations, the Druze engaged in po-
litical activity earlier than other Arabs, played within the rules of the Israeli
political game (while their fellow Arabs embraced contentious politics), and
pursued integration (while other Arabs sought separation). Chapter 5 seeks
to explain why the Druze were surprisingly successful, especially compared
to their Christian and Muslim brethren, in making headway toward the first-
class citizenship they desired. In republican Israel, the Druze’s service in the
IDF bequeathed a rhetorical advantage, which other Arabs, excluded from the
IDF, lacked.

The next two chapters focus on the effects of the U.S. military’s racial poli-
cies on African Americans’ quest for civil and political rights in the twentieth
century. Throughout U.S. history, African Americans have perceived a tight
bond between military service and civil rights. When war beckoned, they
flocked to the armed forces, despite segregation and limited opportunities for
promotion. During the conflict and afterward, they contended that their col-
lective sacrifice must be repaid, that the country was compelled to grant them
first-class citizenship. Chapter 6 explores the effect of military service on
African American politics in the context of World War I. In conjunction with
postwar racial violence, African Americans’ encounter with a deeply dis-
criminatory armed forces rendered Marcus Garvey’s vision of black auton-
omy attractive and, at the same time, suppressed intense mobilization for civil
rights. The chapter also seeks to understand why white politicians could
safely ignore black Americans’ efforts to turn their military service to their po-
litical advantage. Chapter 7 takes the story forward to World War II and the
early cold war, when African Americans proved far more politically effective.
This greater efficacy can be attributed in part to the reshaping of discursive
fields thanks to the Great Depression, wartime rhetoric, and the anticommu-
nist crusade and the consequent rhetorical possibilities. African Americans’
appeals to the country’s liberal heritage played well, but their abandonment
of the traditional republican rights frame came at a cost.

The book’s conclusion, chapter 8, revisits some older themes and takes up
some new ones. It summarizes the book’s theoretical logic and empirical find-
ings, but it also demonstrates their continued relevance for contemporary po-
litical debates—notably that surrounding gays in the U.S. armed forces. It
then rebuts two arguments suggesting that this study is of historical relevance
alone.
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Chapter 2

The Power of Military Service

Statesmen and scholars alike have long asserted that the military exerts a
powerful impact on the surrounding political community—not only through
its intervention in domestic politics or its performance in war but also by
virtue of its internal design, specifically its manpower or participation policy.
This claim has often been treated as an article of faith, rather than as a propo-
sition worthy of examination and explanation. The previous chapter sug-
gested that the politics of nationality might be effectively captured by
exploring struggles over the meaning and extent of effective citizenship, es-
pecially those of minorities who figuratively reside at the border of the nation.
This draws attention to the place of military service in two sets of causal pro-
cesses: framing and signaling.

These two avenues of inquiry suggest a host of questions. First, if military
service does indeed make available a categorical claim on the state, when does
this way of framing the claim prove effective, and how might the invocation
of supreme sacrifice lead recalcitrant state leaders to acknowledge the justice
of minorities’ demands? Second, if change in the military’s policies can serve
as a potent signal of how the state would respond to appeals for citizenship
rights, when does such a policy shift constitute a strong signal? And what 
specific consequences would such a signal have for the political activity of
communal minorities? This chapter is devoted to unpacking the causal rela-
tionship between military service and the political processes through which
citizenship is continually renegotiated and thereby to developing a theory of
military institutions as shapers of nations.



Blood and Belonging

Militaries are more than war-fighting machines: they are important sites of so-
cial and cultural power and contestation. More specifically, military institu-
tions and military service have, in the popular imagination, long been linked
with citizenship and nationhood.1 Militaries thus occupy a relatively distinc-
tive place among state institutions as central national symbols, repositories of
mythical constructions of the past and embodiments of the nation’s aspira-
tions. Few other institutions can as credibly claim to promote the interests not
of a particular few or of a given class but of the nation as a whole.2

The place of the armed forces in the sociocultural complex is undoubtedly
rooted in their association with war. For those whose lives are touched by it,
their political or ideological stance aside, war is at times a source of immense
energy, even a thrill.3 Wars may be deeply divisive, but they also possess an
unparalleled capacity to unify: William James analogized war to “the gory
nurse that trained societies to cohesiveness,” and he therefore saw “martial
values” as “the enduring cement.”4 War, and consequently the armed forces,
are central to the stories peoples tell about themselves, to tales of national ori-
gins and of struggles for independence.5 It is no accident that the symbols and
rituals surrounding festivals of national independence and unification have
traditionally been interwoven with martial imagery.6

The link between military service and citizenship can be traced back to the
republican city-states of ancient Greece and to ancient Rome.7 It was pre-
served in medieval European militias, and while the salience of this tradition
has at times waned, it has been continually reborn over the centuries. Machi-
avelli drew on it when he discovered in military virtù the highest form of civic
virtue, in military discipline the training ground for the citizen attentive to the
common good, and in the willingness and ability to bear arms the test of 
individual autonomy.8 Hegel too saw military service as the “ultimate ex-
pression of the individual’s recognition of his membership [in] the ethical
community of the state.”9 Nearly thirty years after the United States aban-
doned the draft, “the ideal that citizens should bear arms in their country’s
defense . . . remains an essential ingredient of citizenship.”10

Participation in the armed forces has, at least in the nation-state system,
been depicted as a sign of one’s full membership in the political community
as well as evidence of one’s worthiness for membership. As Otto Hintze put
it, “Whoever puts himself in the service of the state must logically and fairly
be granted the regular rights of citizenship.”11 And it is still viewed that 
way. In July 2002, as President George W. Bush announced that the thousands
of noncitizens serving in the U.S. armed forces would immediately be eligi-
ble for naturalization, he proclaimed military service “the highest form of
citizenship.”12

Not surprisingly, veterans have exploited the rhetoric of sacrifice in ad-
vancing their claims for benefits. The Republic and every subsequent regime
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acknowledged the “sacred debt” owed veterans of France’s Revolutionary
and Napoleonic Wars, who were “by far the state’s most favored ward[s].”13

Across early nineteenth-century America, property requirements for suffrage
gave way before the onslaught of propertyless veterans demanding the
vote.14 Europe’s former soldiers were, after World War I, key figures in the
“economy of social guilt,” and, after World War II, Australian veterans cam-
paigned effectively for benefits by stressing “duty, obligation, sacrifice, and
debt.”15 For veterans, the rhetoric of sacrifice has come seemingly naturally,
and it has been a regular feature of their claims-making.

Even those who have not themselves donned a uniform have invoked
these themes when making claims on behalf of a collective whose ranks in-
clude veterans. The leaders of communal groups relegated to second-class cit-
izenship have time and again contrasted the reality of entrenched political
and social inequity to their people’s unassailable record of loyalty and sacri-
fice—at times to good effect. So strong has been their faith in the power of this
argument that they have counseled strongly against draft evasion during
times of war and have even urged their followers to enlist. African Americans
came forward in droves for the Union Army in the U.S. Civil War and
wrapped their postwar demands in the bloody flag: as Frederick Douglass
complained, “If [the black man] knows enough to shoulder a musket and to
fight for the flag, fight for the government, he knows enough to vote. . . . Shall
we be citizens in war, and aliens in peace?”16 In independent India, opposi-
tion to the demand for Punjabi Suba—a separate state dominated by speak-
ers of Punjabi and perceived by the center as effectively a Sikh entity—broke
down in 1966 in large part because the Sikhs had fought valiantly on India’s
behalf in the 1965 victory over Pakistan.17 Similarly, the bloody War of the
Triple Alliance (1864–1870) reportedly accelerated slavery’s demise in Brazil,
as the valor of the largely black, mulatto, and mestizo forces “called attention
to the country’s archaic social and political system.”18

By invoking their collective military record, groups have sought to exploit
a widely recognized norm, raise consciousness among both the aggrieved 
and their oppressors, draw attention to an imbalance in the equation of rights
and obligations, and ultimately trap leaders in their own rhetorical com-
mitments.19 When such claims framed around military sacrifice have been
granted, the reason has not been an epiphany on the part of the authorities.
Concessions have instead come when the authorities have found themselves
without access to suitable rhetorical materials for crafting a sustainable re-
buttal—when they have fallen victim to “rhetorical coercion.” The point here,
however, is that such claims-making draws on a long-standing Western tra-
dition linking national citizenship and military sacrifice.

Among the reasons state authorities have imposed discriminatory man-
power policies and resisted liberalizing reforms is that they too have recog-
nized the strength of the discursive link between the rights and obligations of
citizenship, between full participation in the political community and service
in the armed forces. For leaders who are committed to and profit from the ex-
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isting social and political order, subjecting groups at present excluded from
the political system to military service is unattractive because it may bolster
their claim for inclusion in the polity. For advocates of liberalization, the
prospect of inclusion is a virtue, not a vice. Bestowing on a group the tools
with which it could effect its emancipation might ensure its allegiance. The
British adviser to the Hashemites argued in vain after 1948 for the induction
of Palestinians, from both the East and the West Banks, into the Jordanian mil-
itary: “We must make them feel trusted, and the first sign of trust was to arm
them.”20

Service, Sacrifice, and Rhetorical Coercion

In the wake of war, minorities eager to receive their just deserts and those (in-
side and outside government) equally eager to deny them commonly engage
in intense disputes over the former’s recent performance under fire. As they
seek respectively to establish and to discredit the group’s military record, they
struggle to impose meaning on the past, for the present and the future are at
stake: who wins this competition over memory may determine whether the
minority can effectively turn its sacrifice on the field of battle to its political
advantage. While service in segregated or minority-dominated support units
does not preclude framing a claim in terms of the preeminent obligation of
citizenship, the frame will seem more apropos the more heavily—even the
more disproportionately—the group is represented in the armed forces, es-
pecially in combat units, and the more impressive its record.

But why would those in control of the state cower before mere words, be-
fore rights claims framed around military sacrifice? For those who see rhetoric
as a way of cloaking the material power resources that really matter or of com-
municating the ideas that move agents to action, this outcome is mystifying.
Those who view rhetoric as possibly persuasive are on the right track in ac-
cording it causal status, but true persuasion is rare, particularly in the politi-
cal arena. I suggest that we might more productively think of rhetoric in this
case, and perhaps more generally, as potentially coercive. Much of politics in-
volves neither powering nor puzzling,21 but framing—that is, strategic efforts
to force debate onto favorable rhetorical terrain. Such maneuvering aims to
deprive opponents of rhetorical options, of materials out of which they might
construct a socially sustainable rebuttal. Consequently, how claimants craft
their demands must be added to the list of potentially consequential political
resources.

Rethinking Rhetoric

Many, if not most, political scientists disparage rhetoric as epiphenomenal.
The very phrase “mere rhetoric” captures this view: what counts is not the
language people use or even the ideas they espouse but the material power
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resources on which they can draw. How claimants frame their appeals mat-
ters hardly at all to the outcome of political contest, for, more often than not,
they have framed their agenda in a misleading fashion, and others know it.
In short, talk is cheap. This perspective is shared by realist writers on politics,
and it accords with a well-established understanding of political power.

Political scientists disenchanted with strictly materialist approaches have
sought to harness the power of ideas. Many have invoked beliefs and culture
to supply inputs (preferences, beliefs, and information) and to serve as focal
points in games with multiple equilibria.22 Political psychologists have long
argued that belief structures, cognitive maps, scripts, and schemata influence
how actors interpret evidence and sift through information. Students of col-
lective action have suggested that principled commitment can motivate par-
ticipants in social movements and render them unusually insensitive to the
costs of protest.23 But even scholars with an ideational bent have typically rel-
egated talk to the margins. For them, rhetorical deployments matter only in-
sofar as they reveal actors’ true motives. Statements made behind closed
doors are thus more informative than public pronouncements, but they have
no independent causal power. Public rhetoric is at most of consequence only
from the top down, as leaders deploy resonant rhetorics to mobilize mass sup-
port.24 While devotees of “interests” and “ideas” vigorously debate the rela-
tive power of their favored variables, both traditions have little use for public
rhetorical contestation. As Michel Foucault lamented, albeit with regard to a
different but related object, they generally have sought to “ensure that dis-
course should occupy the smallest possible space between thought and ac-
tion” and appear as no more than “a thought dressed in signs and made
visible by means of words.”25

However, the struggles of actual political actors, weak and strong alike,
suggest that their rhetorical formulations are not merely fat surrounding the
meat of politics.26 The universal human need for meaning and narrative or-
der renders political activity impossible in the absence of an interpretive con-
text. Political contestants “frame” their stances and actions, explaining the
purposes to which material power is put: they advance “a central organizing
idea or story line that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of events, weav-
ing a connection among them.”27 Those holding the reins of power recognize
that the acquisition and maintenance of rule ultimately hinge as much on le-
gitimacy as on physical coercion and that such legitimacy can be established
only through rhetorical action. Those without a hold on the reins would agree
with the leader of the Zapatista rebellion that “the word is the weapon.”28

Thus in the United States, marginal groups have routinely employed “rights
talk” out of the unshakeable conviction in the normative but also the strate-
gic value of devoting resources to constitutional struggles.29 Proponents of in-
tervention in cases of genocide have believed that “Holocaustizing” works,
at least in raising awareness.30 More germane to our substantive concerns, mi-
norities have repeatedly braved the bullets so that they might credibly craft a
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more powerful claim for first-class citizenship rights. These actors clearly be-
lieve that talk matters: it is troubling that so many social scientists do not.31

Their rhetorical contests should be at the center of the study of politics.
Rationalists and political psychologists might both protest that they have

done precisely this. The former have pointed out that talk is not always cheap
and that leaders who renege on their public rhetorical commitments may bear
substantial domestic and international costs.32 The latter have demonstrated
that how an issue is framed is critical to both elite decision making and mass
opinion.33 While the rationalist insight informs the model of rhetorical coer-
cion developed below, rationalist accounts have facilitated the formal model-
ing of public rhetoric by flattening rhetoric into a purely informational tool, a
way of efficiently revealing whether one is a high-cost or low-cost actor. While
political psychologists have usefully drawn attention to the power of fram-
ing, nearly all framing experiments have abstracted far from the reality of 
politics and have exposed subjects to just a single issue frame.34 Recent ex-
ceptions exploring the consequences of frame competition have concluded
that the framing effect disappears when targets are exposed to competing
frames from equally credible sources.35 Both rationalist and even sophisti-
cated psychological accounts have thus rendered the intense rhetorical con-
tests familiar to all observers of politics both peripheral and baffling. They
yield only limited insight into the framing battles that often accompany mi-
norities’ struggles for citizenship and into minorities’ abiding faith in military
sacrifice. Powerful frames can and do emerge, however, and the rhetorical in-
terplay itself is as much a part of the story as the target’s predispositions or
the speaker’s credibility.36

Athird approach, rooted in the constructivist literature in international and
comparative politics, has productively brought rhetoric back in. Among the
universe of mechanisms through which political actors develop “shared un-
derstandings” and embrace new norms, and arguably occupying pride of
place, is persuasion.37 The targets of persuasive rhetorical moves do not
grudgingly comply but, rather, sincerely internalize new beliefs and conse-
quently adopt new identities and preferences. Through persuasion, “agent 
action becomes social structure, ideas become norms, and the subjective be-
comes the intersubjective.”38 Persuasion—and consequently rhetoric—has
emerged as the coin of the constructivist realm.39

How and under what conditions does persuasion occur? Some have drawn
on well-grounded psychological findings to generate hypotheses.40 Yet these
frameworks typically emphasize how characteristics of the source, the recip-
ient, and the setting can strengthen or undermine a message’s persuasive
power. Even “message variables” normally boil down to attributes of the re-
cipient rather than of the message itself.41 In short, such approaches to per-
suasion have much to offer, but rhetoric itself receives scant attention, for the
causal work is done elsewhere.

Others have turned to Jürgen Habermas’s model of communicative action
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to explain the persuasive potential of rhetoric.42 These scholars acknowledge
that actors often engage in narrowly goal-directed (teleological) action, but
they also affirm the prevalence of rational dialogue—in which actors leave
power and rank at the door and embark on open-minded deliberation in the
quest for truth. They seek to persuade others and, perhaps most crucially, are
themselves open to persuasion as they strive for mutual agreement. For
Habermas, politics (at least in its ideal form) is less about contest than con-
sensus, less about powering than puzzling, and argumentation consequently
takes center stage.43

This emphasis on the dynamics of public deliberation is welcome, but it
does not do sufficient justice to the realities of power. Habermas’s “ideal
speech situation,” which encapsulates the conditions necessary for rational
deliberation, is, as the term implies, an ideal type. In reality, power and rank
are omnipresent in the political realm: actors do not speak from behind the
veil of ignorance, and they do not use language unadulterated by earlier
rounds of teleological political contest. As Foucault has stressed, discourse is
never wholly free but is always structured: rules of exclusion and employ-
ment dictate what arguments can be proffered, under what conditions, and
by whom.44 Insofar as constructivists invoke “communicative action” to ex-
plain real-world processes, it is fair to ask whether rational deliberation char-
acterizes actual political debate, for only when it does can Habermasian
discourse ethics yield empirical insight into political contestation. But the
higher the stakes, presumably, the less political interaction approximates that
“ideal speech situation.” The politics of citizenship are often so intense pre-
cisely because the stakes are so high—for both the distribution of material re-
sources and the identity of the political community. As political theorist Mary
Dietz concludes, “Those who rely upon the consensuality of communicative
rationality must necessarily come to grief among so many who are not com-
municative or, more accurately, always and inevitably strategically commu-
nicative and communicatively strategic.”45

True persuasion undoubtedly takes place in the political realm, but it re-
mains relatively rare. Cognitive structures are stubborn, and those of politi-
cal elites are more rigid, precisely because this stratum tends to be better
informed, more self-consciously reflective, more beholden to well-developed
and complex beliefs, and therefore more adept at reconciling discrepant 
information.46 Cognitive psychologists have argued that people abandon
deeply held views only when the external pressure is great and the contrary
evidence overwhelming and clear47—which it rarely is in matters of poli-
tics. Democratic politics is better characterized by irresolvable contest and 
unbridgeable chasms than by collaboration and consensus. The “logic of ar-
gumentation” or the psychology of persuasion may help explain those ex-
ceptional times when political actors embrace new values and beliefs, but
rhetoric can exert substantial causal effects even in more mundane moments.

In contrast to materialist and ideational accounts, I argue that language has
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a real impact on political processes. In contrast to deliberative (or liberal) con-
structivists, I am skeptical that actors can regularly transcend the workings of
power. Actors’ rhetorical moves can nevertheless affect political outcomes,
even when all are cynical political operators with little interest in genuine de-
liberation. It often does not matter whether actors believe what they say,
whether they are motivated by crass material interests or inspired by sincere
commitment. What is important is that they can be rhetorically “hemmed in
and left without a move,” as Adeimantus complained to Socrates.48 When
state authorities accede to minorities’ demands for citizenship rights, it is not
necessarily because they have turned over a new leaf—though that is possi-
ble. Such concessions often have less to do with persuasion than with coer-
cion, for governments may see themselves as having little alternative given
prior commitments and attentive audiences.49 Rhetorical coercion is a politi-
cal strategy that seeks to twist arms by twisting tongues.

Rhetorical coercion captures a process alluded to by scholars rooted in a
range of intellectual traditions. Students of norms and transnational activism
have drawn attention to the “mobilization of shame.”50 Others have intro-
duced such terms as “argumentative self-entrapment,”51 “heresthetics,”52

and “rhetorical action.”53 Similar processes have been highlighted by schol-
ars informed by sociological role theory, social network approaches, Jean-
Francois Lyotard’s narrative analysis, and the later Wittgenstein’s language
games.54 Drawing on and extending these diverse perspectives, I explore how
rhetorical coercion works in general and examine how it would operate
within the particular context of the struggle of minorities for first-class citi-
zenship rights.

How Rhetorical Coercion Works

Rhetorical coercion is possible because of two key facts of social life. First, po-
litical actors cannot typically advance policy positions without justifying their
stances and behaviors—in short, without framing. Politics may entail coercion
or distribution, but at the same time it involves the struggle over meanings.
Meanings, however, cannot be imposed unilaterally or through the exercise of
material power alone: they are, by their very nature, intersubjective. The effort
to forge shared meaning necessarily implicates some public audience in the
process, and thus all parties continually strive to legitimate their positions in
the eyes of the public.55 Framing is “strategic dramaturgy”—performed be-
fore an audience with a political objective in mind.56

Second, and related, rhetoric is not infinitely elastic: speakers may not say
just anything they would like in the public arena. The “civilizing force of
hypocrisy” ensures that even egoistic actors must couch their claims in the
language of the public good rather than that of self-interest.57 But the 
constraints on speakers do not end at interest’s edge. Every community of dis-
course shares a number of rhetorical forms that enable and constrain rhetor-
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ical possibilities.58 Although speakers are free to weave these together in cre-
ative, and consequently somewhat unpredictable, ways, they are not free to
deploy utterly novel formulations in the course of contestation. In any par-
ticular bounded episode, the existing rhetorical arrays constitute the “bound-
ary condition” of political contest, forming “the limits within which cultural
action occurs.”59 While such public semiotic codes reflect relations of power,
they do not shut off the spigot of change, for the existing order’s defenders
and challengers must both draw on them.60 No social actor, no matter how
powerful, can stand outside the web of culture.

Political rhetoric is sometimes characterized as so stylized and predictable
as to be banal, and while this claim is hyperbolic, it does contain at least a
grain of truth.61 The Federalists, in arguing for centralized power and the U.S.
Constitution, “had to reach back into the sources of the received tradition, . . .
take these ideas and apprehensions apart and where necessary rephrase
them, reinterpret them—not reject them in favor of a new paradigm, a new
structure of thought, but reapply them and bring them up to date.”62 Students
of national and transnational activism have likewise concluded that ways 
of framing claims cannot be fabricated out of whole cloth but must at least
draw on existing themes and “graft” them on to new concerns.63 Public semi-
otic codes constrain social actors regardless of whether they truly “believe”
in these codes’ content.64

Rhetorical innovation, while possible and even inevitable in the long run,
is far less likely in the short run for two reasons. First, while rhetorical uni-
verses are continually being reworked, coherent political action would be im-
possible if they were in a state of continuous flux. Relative rhetorical stabilities
constitute a language game within whose rules strategic maneuver is possi-
ble.65 Second, imagining, formulating, and disseminating a new rhetorical
form requires an unusual level of commitment on the part of a claimant—in
terms of material resources, time, and effort. Deploying existing forms is ob-
viously far less costly. Campaigns to reconfigure the rhetorical terrain, to
transform that which is fresh and unusual into that which seems common-
place, are of necessity lengthy and uncertain.66 Actors engaged in political
contest, who normally possess shorter time horizons, will generally refrain
from such innovative action.

Rhetorical contestation consists of parties attempting to maneuver each
other onto more favorable terrain and thereby to close off routes of acceptable
rebuttal. Rhetorical coercion is successful when one deprives one’s opponent
of materials out of which to craft a reply that falls within the bounds of what
the public will accept. This audience patrols the temporarily stable bound-
aries of sustainable rhetoric, privileging some formulations and placing 
others beyond the pale, and it thus limits the policy stances that can be legit-
imated. Sentences, as Wittgenstein argued, are not logical pictures of facts but
are socially sustained.67 Political actors are naturally free to say anything they
would like, but they run the risk either of not being understood or of being
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punished for a breach of the rules of argumentation.68 “Someone who proph-
esies without troubling himself with the reactions of those who hear him,”
Chaim Perelman colorfully suggests, “is quickly regarded as a fanatic, the
prey of interior demons, rather than as a reasonable person seeking to share
his convictions.”69 Thus interpreters of the law “are constrained by their tacit
awareness of what is possible and not possible to do, what is and is not a rea-
sonable thing to say, what will and will not be heard as evidence, in a given
enterprise.”70

Opponents may end up endorsing (or at least acquiescing in) one’s stance
regardless of whether they believed the words they uttered. The alterna-
tives—enduring punishment for stepping beyond the existing contours 
of rhetorical contestation or investing resources in creating new common-
places—may be prohibitively costly and time consuming, and actors conse-
quently have incentives to play the game of politics within such limits.71 One
of the most effective means of rhetorical coercion, therefore, involves draw-
ing attention to inconsistencies between the existing state of affairs and pre-
viously articulated commitments.72 When done skillfully, “opponents are left
vulnerably speechless: their words have been taken out of their mouths and
return to mock them.”73 These considerations are most apparent when
claims-making is public, but they can influence even private negotiations—
as long as the claimant can credibly threaten to bring the audience into the
conversation. In short, persuasion is not necessary to command rhetorical
assent.74

When a communal minority approaches government authorities, charges
them with discrimination, and demands first-class citizenship, several av-
enues of response are possible. The government may issue a denial that any
offense has occurred. It may submit a justification: claim that the act or its con-
sequences are not as negative as the minority suggests while admitting re-
sponsibility. It may offer an excuse: admit a negative outcome but deny full or
partial responsibility for the act or its consequences.75 Finally, it may grant a
concession: acknowledge that the offense has occurred, assume responsibility
for the transgression, and perhaps even express regret or apologize.76 Which
of these avenues is available and attractive cannot be analyzed outside of a
given episode of contestation.77

Nevertheless, the logic of rhetorical coercion suggests that two key vari-
ables explain when it has causal impact. First, is the public a party to the
claims-making? As long as the claimant can credibly threaten, implicitly or
explicitly, to bring the audience in on its side, its opponent is compelled to ac-
knowledge and respond to its demands. However, if such a threat cannot be
credibly made, then the target can safely ignore these appeals, no matter how
they are framed. We can readily imagine circumstances under which the 
public would not be relevant. Perhaps the public simply cannot hear the
claimant—because the latter is being repressed or because it lacks sufficient
material resources to publicize its message. Perhaps the claims regard mis-

The Power of Military Service 25



deeds that transpired far from the public eye, as when the target is a govern-
ment whose decisions are implemented by a large, complex, and secretive bu-
reaucracy. Finally, in some social contexts, explanations are not required.
Superiors often do not explain their logic to subordinates, and exasperated
parents often tell children, “Just do as I say!”78 If audiences capable of im-
posing substantial costs are not engaged, targets often need not respond at all
and certainly need not be consistent. The prevalence of justificatory behavior
in the political arena suggests, however, that audiences are, more often than
not, listening intently—or at least so the actors believe.

Second, how constrained is the universe of rhetorical commonplaces? A
skeptic might argue that it is nearly always expansive, especially in the polit-
ical realm: verbal appeals are multivocal, and those on both sides can nor-
mally express themselves in the same terms.79 Thus French elites have often
couched conservative stances in the language of the Left: critics of gay mar-
riage have accused gays of displaying bourgeois tendencies, and defenders of
the ban on the Islamic head scarf in public schools have justified it on femi-
nist, not nationalist or religious, grounds.80 One legal scholar has similarly
concluded, “Americans of all political stripes have . . . used the language of
rights to support their various causes, and all of the greatest political conflicts
in American history have involved, and been spoken about as, conflicts of
rights.”81 If the skeptics are correct, striving for rhetorical coercion is a fool’s
errand.

This position, however, overstates the flexibility inherent in language.
Even a rhetoric as capacious as that of rights in the American context has ren-
dered some arguments unsustainable. The individualistic terms of certain
constitutional amendments have undermined the legal efforts of those seek-
ing to protect the rights of collectives such as families. “Using the inherited
categories of rights talk as a way of articulating grievances, wants, and
hopes,” one historian has noted, “disciplines the speaker. Not all wants can
be posed as rights.”82 Rhetorical universes are never so narrow as to shut
down political debate, and the meaning attached to signifiers is the subject of
continual play. But as long as some conceivable arguments are excluded from
the permissible realm, rhetorical coercion remains possible. Keith Sawyer’s
study of improvisational theater is suggestive in its conclusion that the space
for coherent and consistent moves shrinks as the dialogue proceeds.83 On
those occasions when the target is backed into a rhetorical corner, it is driven
forward “by the imperatives of the argument, almost regardless of [its] de-
sires, character, or convictions.”84

Even skilled rhetoricians, however, cannot always succeed in rhetorical co-
ercion, for the degree of slack is variable. When such structures are loose, nu-
merous rhetorical strands are available, ensuring that the target can almost
always put forward a meaningful rebuttal. In such circumstances, the terms
of debate are hardly constraining. When these structures are relatively re-
stricted, rhetorical coercion is more easily achieved, as the target has less
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rhetorical “wiggle room”—that is, fewer socially plausible ways of rebutting
the claimant.

No matter how plausible, this theoretical analysis seems somewhat empty
in its current form. Students of conversation and argumentation from the dis-
ciplines of anthropology, communications, sociology, philosophy, and psy-
chology have vigorously argued that context is unusually crucial to their field
of study.85 To generate more powerful hypotheses, the context of claims-mak-
ing must be entered into the equation, and it is, therefore, time to return to
military sacrifice, civic virtue, and claims to citizenship.

Talking about Citizenship

Communal minorities have often demanded first-class citizenship on the ba-
sis of their performance of military obligations. Even if a broad audience is
party to the discussion, authorities do not necessarily buckle before such
claims-making. The nature of the prevailing citizenship discourse—that is,
the principal ways of speaking about the qualifications for citizenship and the
origins of rights—is equally important. Successful claims-making connects
the cause with these idioms and plumbs the disjunctures between social and
political ideals and reality. Appeals to broaden the political community are
destined for failure when the political system is explicitly justified on the ba-
sis of inequity, for then the major rhetorical practices provide little room for
expansion. The lower classes would make little headway in an environment
dominated by the doctrine of the elect. Strictly ethno-national definitions of
the community similarly would offer little room for minority progress. In
such circumstances, appeals premised on just rewards for public service fall
flat.

At the same time, arguments invoking military sacrifice will have little ef-
fect when liberal talk about citizenship is the norm. Liberalism, devoted to
maximizing individual liberty, conceives of such liberty as freedom from in-
terference.86 From the liberal perspective, all law, all state action, necessarily
infringes on liberty, except when it corresponds to citizens’ freely chosen pref-
erences, and liberals imagine the state largely as a neutral forum in which
rights-bearing actors bargain. Liberal citizenship thus consists of a bundle of
rights, and it consequently lacks a persuasive basis for civic obligation. Lib-
eral citizens may of course perform civic functions and actively engage in pol-
itics, but they would not accede to binding commitments that would limit
their freedom of action.87 Liberalism thus envisions the citizen primarily as
the holder of a status, and while liberal theorists have disagreed over who
counts as a subject, all ground citizenship in who an individual is, not in what
an individual does.88 Thus liberalism “carries within it not the seeds of its de-
struction, but the seeds of its expansion,” for leaders cannot easily harmonize
its individualist language with group inequality.89 In the postwar era, African
Americans invoked the liberal discourse of universal human rights to bolster
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their citizenship claims, and white American politicians increasingly had dif-
ficulty rebuffing those demands, in part because the racist tropes on which
they had so often relied in the past were decreasingly available. A liberal mi-
lieu may prove receptive to claims that seek to rectify inequities, but appeals
crafted around military service as evidence of civic commitment will carry no
special weight.90

The frame of “military sacrifice and its just rewards” proves most effective
when only republican ways of speaking about citizenship are socially sus-
tainable. Republicans share with liberals a focus on individual liberty, but
they conceive of such liberty as the absence of domination—that is, the lack
of the capacity to intentionally interfere in an arbitrary fashion in the choices
of others. Republicans are consequently more tolerant than liberals of (nonar-
bitrary) state interference “provided it is properly constrained,” but they are
less tolerant of both relations and structures of domination, even when acts
of domination are infrequent.91 Although republicans, like liberals, believe
that the state must remain neutral with respect to conceptions of the good,
they are more open to civic obligation.92 Moreover, the republican tradition
has long emphasized the critical importance of civic virtue in sustaining re-
publican institutions by fostering identification with the larger polity. Re-
publicans thus see great value in active participation in democratic politics
not because—as in the Aristotelian “positive liberty” or Rousseauian populist
republican tradition—it is an end in itself, but because it fosters the public-
spiritedness that promotes a political culture hostile to domination and pro-
tective of liberty.93

Republican citizens prove their virtue through their contributions to the
common good, and the community’s “test of full membership, . . . by which
the individual becomes a citizen, is performance of the duties of the practice
of citizenship.”94 The republican tradition has historically treated military
service as the preeminent civic obligation and identified the good citizen as
one willing to die on the battlefield for the political community.95 The mili-
tary sacrifice frame thus embodies the republican logic of rights. When state
authorities are bound to a civic republican citizenship discourse, when as-
criptive justifications for citizenship practices are not available, wrapping
one’s rights claims in the bloody flag may leave the powers that be without
an acceptable way to justify exclusionary policies. This frame was the center-
piece of the Druze’s political strategy in Israel, and, as a consequence, they
proved surprisingly successful in achieving their aims. Faced with two unat-
tractive options—broadening membership in the political community or
opening themselves to potential punishment—state elites may find the for-
mer to be the lesser of two evils.

State leaders may accede to a minority’s demands for first-class citizenship
because the latter possesses some conventional political resource they desire
or fear. But, when a minority invokes the equation of military service and cit-
izenship, they may also yield because they lack the rhetorical means with
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which to deny the minority’s claim. When republican forms of citizenship talk
are dominant, the prospects for rhetorical coercion based on the military sac-
rifice frame are brightest (represented in the bottom half of figure 1).

Mobilizing Manpower, Mobilizing Politics

States face difficult choices with regard to minority military service, but mi-
norities confront equally severe dilemmas. Rights are rarely granted without
struggle with central authorities, and claims-making, particularly when ag-
gressive, may bring repression. Although actors in “identity-driven” social
movements are often willing to endure high expected costs, even they typi-
cally engage in loose calculation and wait for an opening in the political op-
portunity structure.96 Writing in his journal in 1964, in the wake of the
disappearance and suspected murder of three civil rights workers in Missis-
sippi, voter-registration volunteer Stuart Rawlings projected the chances of
his death at one in fifty.97 Rawlings and many others stayed the course that
Freedom Summer, but they were aware of the possible costs and drew up
back-of-the-envelope estimates, implicitly weighing these against the gains to
civil rights if they persevered. An activated identity may shape the calcula-
tions that underlie action, but it does not supplant them or render them otiose.
Presumably, had Rawlings placed the risk at one in two, he might have had
second thoughts. As Donald Horowitz puts it in his study of communal riots,
“Angry or aroused people are not necessarily heedless of risk. . . . Passion has
its calculus.”98

The minority’s predicament can be captured in a simple incomplete-infor-
mation “trust game.”99 The minority must decide whether to mobilize or re-
main quiescent,100 and the costs of each strategy depend on how likely the
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state is to grant citizenship rights and how likely it is to crush the movement.
In other words, as in any trust game, the behavior of player 1 (in this case, the
minority) is in large part a function of its estimate of player 2’s (the state’s)
“type.” Two further calculations are also in principle critical: (1) the costs if
the state were to opt for repression in the case of minority mobilization (the
size of the “sucker’s payoff”); and (2) the benefits if the minority were to
achieve first-class citizenship (the size of the reward for mutual cooperation).
In this context, both costs and benefits are likely to be quite high, present-
ing the minority with substantial incentives as well as disincentives for
mobilization.

In short, this problem is rooted in the uncertainty that inheres in social life.
If the minority could be sure of the state’s response, its dilemma would dis-
appear, but in real politics actors very rarely can be positive as to others’ types,
because key pieces of information are both private and valuable. Actors, how-
ever, are not entirely without recourse, for strong signals can provide at least
rickety bridges over these informational chasms. By revealing actors’ likely
behavior in a variety of settings, they can reduce uncertainty and render mu-
tual cooperation more probable.

Because of their historical association with citizenship, the military’s man-
power policies can serve as such a strong signal. There are at least three rea-
sons states may liberalize the conditions of military service: to resolve a
pressing manpower need, to respond to domestic or international political
pressure, or to secure the minority’s loyalty.101 Since the minority is not privy
to confidential policy discussions and can observe only the change in policy,
it will often not know the reason for reform. For the minority, however, this is
crucial, as it may indicate how the authorities would respond to citizenship
demands. Two questions follow. First, what features of the shift in manpower
policy allow the minority to infer the reason for the policy change, and what
are the key components of signal strength? Second, presuming that the signal
is strong, what are the consequences for the minority’s political behavior and
for the ensuing bargaining?

The Components of Signal Strength

Strong signals are credible, clear, and available. The first hurdle over which any
signal must jump is credibility. Actors of one type at times have incentives to
pretend to be the opposite, and they consequently design signals to yield that
impression. Targets, suspicious of deception, are highly sensitive to “cheap
talk” and therefore interrogate the sincerity of the signal. Perhaps, minority
leaders may fear, state elites have revised the manpower policy to tempt them
into protesting their group’s subordinate status and thereby giving the au-
thorities an excuse to clamp down. Perhaps government decision makers are
merely courting international audiences, pretending to a liberalism that res-
onates abroad but that they have no intention of implementing at home. Per-
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haps state leaders are responding to domestic political pressure but would
prefer not to reform the larger society. Wary of decision makers’ motives, the
leaders of minority groups seek to separate the credible signals from the cheap
talk. The credibility of a signal is a function of its costliness, its reversibility,
and the likelihood of involuntary defection.

Costly signals distinguish true actors from pretenders. In a sense, costs in-
here in whatever manpower policy states put in place. At one extreme, po-
tentially rebellious minorities may be allowed to serve in the most sensitive
units and positions, imposing substantial expected costs.102 Discriminatory
policies imply their own costs, however, for they lead to the suboptimal allo-
cation of resources. Assigning ethnic troops, regardless of their individual tal-
ents, to menial and support duties deprives intelligence and combat units of
valuable members. After World War II, civil rights activists highlighted the
demonstrated inefficiency of racial segregation in the U.S. armed forces.
Widely dispersing armies, so as to avoid concentrations of troops of any sin-
gle ethnicity, seems like a reasonable precaution, but it significantly slowed
Russia’s mobilization before World War I and bolstered Germany’s belief that
the Schlieffen Plan was feasible. Finally, fully excluding minorities from mil-
itary service obviously limits mobilizable manpower. However, not all man-
power decisions are equally costly. The inclusion of minorities that have
incentives to betray the state—such as those whose hostile ethnic or coreli-
gionist fellows live just across the border—entails higher expected costs than
the inclusion of minorities with few options.103

Policies of minority exclusion from military service are typically relatively
low in cost, but they are also less likely to lack credibility. The inclusion of an-
tagonistic minorities could in theory sharply undermine military effective-
ness: if the traitors were to turn their guns on their countrymen or provide the
enemy with classified information, they might supply the crucial difference.
In contrast, exclusion generally nibbles at the margins. With forces employed
in suboptimal ways, the distribution of power would have to be tight for the
outcome to hang in the balance. The complete exclusion of minorities would
prove decisive only when prevailing doctrines and technologies rendered ad-
ditional increments of manpower critical and when minorities were present
in sufficiently large numbers to compensate for manpower shortfalls. Estab-
lishing the credibility of exclusionary policies is nonetheless not difficult, for
one is hard pressed to conceive of what the state would stand to gain from a
deceptive exclusionary signal.

Aside from such strategic costs, reform of the military’s participation poli-
cies can also entail high political costs, and thus civilian-initiated reform is
more revealing.104 Military leaders care most deeply about preserving their
autonomy,105 and they would intensely resist any civilian interference with
internal policies, especially standards for who can be soldiers and officers.
Militaries may be particularly effective in parrying pressure because they en-
joy an expertise their civilian masters do not possess and they can exploit a
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rhetorical trump card: national security. The armed forces may also mobilize
their civilian protectors to hound the executive into abandoning reform.
Given such daunting potential costs, civilians who nevertheless expend sub-
stantial political resources in liberalizing manpower policy credibly signal
their willingness to widen the boundaries of the political community. Such
costs are of course absent when the military transforms itself, unprompted by
civilians.106

A signal’s credibility hinges not only on its cost but on the likelihood of “in-
voluntary defection”—that is, the probability that the state or its agents will
fail to uphold their end of the military service bargain, even if their sincerity
is not in question. Two hypotheses follow. First, a costly shift in manpower
policy would be less credible in a political system with a high rate of leader-
ship turnover. Current leaders can only with great difficulty credibly bind
their successors and prevent future defection. Second, the more centralized
the state, the less likely involuntary defection is to occur. While the central
state presumably controls manpower policy, other actors in a decentralized
political system retain coercive resources that may be brought to bear should
the minority mobilize. Because minorities are uncertain about the views of
these other powerful and germane actors, even costly manpower signals will
typically have but weak effects when the state is organized along federal lines
or when the central government itself is divided.

Finally, a signal’s credibility also depends on its reversibility: the more eas-
ily inclusion can be converted back into exclusion, the weaker the signal. Two
hypotheses again follow. First, shifts in manpower policy during crisis are less
credible than those undertaken in peacetime. On the one hand, the expected
costs of signaling inclusion are higher during war, for the very survival of the
state may be at stake. Moreover, war typically brings about an expansion of
the central state, lowering the likelihood of involuntary defection.107 On the
other hand, if the state is in dire straits, the military may readily accede to lib-
eralizing service, reducing the costliness of the signal. Most important, war-
time institutions are typically fragile. While the capacity of the postwar state
has typically exceeded that of the prewar state, it does not begin to approach
that of the wartime state.108 In fact, minorities have often been called upon
during times of national emergency only to find themselves unwanted at the
conflict’s conclusion. When policy is transparently driven by the exigencies
of the moment, the signal has little impact.

Second, such signals will prove less easily reversed when state elites find
that their hands have been tied by the expected costs of reversing course, even
though they might prefer to renege. Domestic or international audiences may,
for principled or instrumental reasons, threaten to punish the state should it
fail to follow through on its pledges. Powerful bureaucratic interests may
have arisen that, for their own parochial purposes, oppose a return to the past.
From the minority’s perspective, these are third-party enforcers ensuring a
credible commitment. The minority then no longer fears that it is subject sim-
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ply to the whim of state elites, and its concerns about the reversibility of the
policy fall away.

Beyond credibility, a strong signal must exhibit clarity, for credibility pro-
vides no guarantee that the signal and its meaning are apparent.109 Three fac-
tors contribute to the clarity of the manpower-policy signal. First, the more
highly centralized the state, the clearer the signal. In decentralized political
systems, multiple actors wield coercive power, and targets must consequently
be attuned to numerous senders. Faced with a babel of voices, often speaking
at cross-purposes, the observer comes away with no distinct impression ex-
cept that of noise. Second, a military-led reform is also far less clear than a
civilian-driven shift, for a move initiated by the military leadership need not
reflect broader political currents. When, however, the overlap between mili-
tary and civilian elites is so great as to render the spheres indistinguishable,
decisions justified on military grounds alone, although not necessarily costly,
may nonetheless indicate the receptivity of national elites as a whole. Third,
recruitment systems marked by high levels of conscription are somewhat
clearer signals than are highly selective or all-volunteer forces. Militaries’
policies toward minorities are often not explicitly stated but must be inferred
through observation. While the pattern of minority representation is clear un-
der a relatively nonselective draft, the signal is more muddy under other cir-
cumstances, in that an evolving applicant pool or shifting entry standards
could plausibly account for the change. The recruitment system is, however,
only of limited import for signal strength, as politically relevant shifts in
group representation will often coincide with, and be highlighted by, episodes
of civil-military strife.

Finally, credibility and clarity are insufficient and must be joined to con-
tent: any signal must be culturally available if it is to have an impact.110 As
Robert Jervis has pointed out, “while behavior may reveal something impor-
tant about the actor, often it is not clear exactly what is being revealed, what
is intended to be revealed, and what others will think is being revealed. . . .
Knowing that the behavior is costly, then, tells us little about what inferences
observers will draw.”111 Thomas Schelling playfully suggested, for example,
that kidnapping another country’s ballerinas would not prove effective retal-
iation for espionage.112 If the signal made any impression, it would likely vi-
olate an intuitive sense of appropriateness. One could well imagine other
societies, however, in which a tighter interconnectedness reigned and in
which ballerinas were consequently fair game. Not all signals will resonate
with their targets, at least not as the sender intends. Thus we must explore the
conditions under which a shift in the military’s manpower policy will be an
available signal—that is, one that targets will notice, respond to, and associ-
ate with the political opportunity structure and citizenship.

Manpower-policy signals are available under three conditions. First, and
most important, in societies in which republican rights talk is prevalent, the
link between military service and citizenship will be particularly salient. Sec-
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ond, militaristic societies—that is, those in which the armed forces are “es-
sential to the social experience and collective identity, . . . [and] rank as one of
the collectivity’s central symbols”113—will be more sensitive to such signals.
When the policies and place of the armed forces constitute a central reference
point, we are dealing with a militaristic political culture.114 Third, for citizens
who have recently taken part in a major war, even from the relative safety of
the home front, military manpower signals will also have special meaning.
Societies that have recently emerged from a brutal conflict understand more
clearly the sacrifice citizenship can entail. As veterans come home demand-
ing their due, and as politicians proclaim the nation’s gratitude to its fallen
and to the survivors, such societies grow particularly conscious of the rela-
tionship between citizenship and service.115 Finally, these three factors may
not be entirely independent of one another. Polities that have recently sur-
vived the horrors of war may be more likely to employ republican rights talk.
Republican societies may more often exhibit militaristic tendencies. However,
even the few cases examined in this book suggest that if such relationships do
exist, they are loose.

Although signals are ubiquitous in social life, not all will shape a minor-
ity’s political behavior. The preceding section has laid out several hypotheses
regarding the conditions under which the manpower-policy signal will prove
strong (see table 1).

The Consequences of Signaling

When the military manpower-policy signal is strong, it exerts important 
effects on the objectives, the tactics, and the timing of minority political mo-
bilization.116 I hypothesize that inclusive manpower policies encourage mi-
nority elites to pursue “integrative voice,” while exclusive policies foster
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TABLE 1
The components of signal strength: Hypotheses

1. Credibility—manpower signaling is more credible when:
• minorities are perceived as more likely to defect (costliness)
• the policy change originates with civilian leaders (costliness)
• rates of leadership turnover are lower (involuntary defection)
• the state is more highly centralized (involuntary defection)
• reform occurs during peacetime (reversibility)
• the authorities’ hands are tied by opposed bureaucratic or other interests (reversibility)

2. Clarity—manpower signaling is more clear when:
• the state is more highly centralized
• the policy reform originates with civilians
• the basis for military recruitment approaches universal service

3. Availability—manpower signaling is more available when:
• the prevailing citizenship discourse is republican
• the surrounding society is relatively militaristic
• the polity recently concluded fighting a major war



“separationist quiescence.”117 The meaning of these terms and the causal
logic of the hypotheses are elaborated in the passages that follow (and are rep-
resented in the top half of figure 1, p. 29).

When considering the problem of military service for minorities who pose
a threat either to national security or to the prevailing social and political or-
der, state elites have a wide range of options, with exclusionary and inclu-
sionary ideal-types at either end of the continuum. For minorities weighing
mobilization, however, the precise position of the manpower policy matters
less than the trend. Imagine a group barred from service in the armed forces
and confronting widespread discrimination in other social, political, and eco-
nomic arenas. Should the state then decide to subject this minority to military
service, even on discriminatory terms, the minority would, faced with the im-
position of full duties, seek the other half of the citizenship bargain: equal
rights, or complete integration. Imagine now a minority group already serv-
ing in the armed forces but in a discriminatory arrangement. Should the state
liberalize its manpower policies—by sending minority units on combat mis-
sions they had previously been denied or by opening professional opportu-
nities to minority specialists and officers—the minority would again pursue
the objective of integration, believing that this goal was now achievable.

In principle, the minority fully excluded from military service would pre-
fer to continue paying none of the costs of citizenship while receiving the full
complement of rights. But in most cases this option is simply a nonstarter, and
the minority consequently adjusts its ambitions to the next best option: sepa-
ration. By developing autonomous institutions—such as, among others, 
labor unions, colleges and universities, political parties, and cultural and
charitable organizations—the minority reduces its dependence on the state
and mainstream society. Consider now the case of a minority group that once
tasted something approaching equality in the armed forces but then observes
retrogression in the military’s manpower policy. For this group as well, sepa-
ration may be attractive, for the military manpower policy suggests that any
broader social and political change is far off. Separation does not, however,
necessarily imply separatism—that is, an independent political unit. Sepa-
ratism is not normally feasible unless the minority is geographically concen-
trated, but separation is more flexible, capable of accommodating a more
widely dispersed social and economic network.

Strong manpower-policy signals shape not only the minority’s objectives
but also the timing of mobilization. When state leaders refashion policies in
an inclusive direction, they signal that the balance of power has shifted in fa-
vor of those who welcome incorporating the minority into full citizenship.
Aware of new political possibilities, minority elites update their estimate of
the costs of agitation and mobilize their populations to achieve equality.
When structural shifts render established orders vulnerable to challenge, and
when groups awaken to these new realities, contentious collective action en-
ters the realm of possibility. Manpower policy can help mediate between “ob-
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jective” structural conditions, such as economic depression or demographic
change, and groups’ perceptions of the net costs of action.118 An inclusive mil-
itary participation policy thus encourages minorities to exercise “voice,” and
successful minority efforts to achieve effective citizenship recast the ties link-
ing minorities to both state and nation. Such voice is integrative, for it seeks
not to create deeper lines of division but to demand formal and informal
equality, including the minority within the unifying bonds of citizenship.

Manpower policies that exclude minority groups, however, signal that the
opportunity structure remains closed, that the dominant powers oppose ef-
forts to widen the boundaries of citizenship. Confronted with state-led resis-
tance to its claims-making, and fearing repression, the minority is likely to opt
for quiescence, tolerating its subordinate status and rarely protesting its po-
sition. However, the excluded are silent, not mute. Their acquiescence is lim-
ited and calculated, for they will voice their discontent when their fears of a
repressive response have been alleviated—either because the state no longer
seems to possess the will to repress or because the minority is sufficiently
powerful that challenging even a repressive state seems less costly. The ex-
cluded minority thus waits for other signs that the opportunity structure has
cracked open, but when the excluded minority does mobilize, its objectives
will differ greatly from those of the included minority. Convinced that inte-
gration is impossible, the minority creates exclusive ethnic spheres free of dis-
crimination and develops separate institutions to represent its interests.

Even when the military’s manpower policies are strong signals, they at
most generate incentives for or against mobilization. Because minority groups
draw on numerous sources to ascertain whether the political opportunity
structure is open or closed, other factors may overwhelm the military man-
power signal. Because minorities have different exogenous levels of moti-
vation, included minorities may be reluctant to mobilize while excluded
minorities may shrug off the signal and demand first-class citizenship re-
gardless. Theoretical analysis alone cannot specify a priori either the relative
importance of the manpower-policy signal or the strength of the minority’s
inclinations. It does, however, yield expectations of how an included or ex-
cluded minority would behave, all else being equal.

Finally, included and excluded minorities employ different political tactics.
As befits a minority confident that its appeals will receive a fair hearing in the
halls of power, the included group exerts pressure through that system’s stan-
dard avenues—through “conventional” politics. Its mobilization is less likely
to take the form of mass protest or violence; it does not seek to achieve its ends
by threatening the state with disorder. Minorities with substantial standard
political resources at their disposal utilize them, while weaker minorities in-
voke the sacrifice of their young men (and less commonly young women) in
the hope of rhetorical coercion. In contrast, the excluded minority eventually
mobilizes not because it believes that its appeals will be heartily welcomed,
but because it perceives chinks in the discriminatory armor. With no faith in
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the state’s openness to its demands—in fact, just the opposite—the minority
adopts more radical modes of mobilization. Challenging the standard rules
of the political game, it engages in “contentious” politics.119 This is consistent
with the suggestion that there is a curvilinear relationship between the inci-
dence of protest and the structure of political opportunities: protest activity is
minimal at the extremes of repression and responsiveness and is most com-
mon when structures are partially open.120

In short, when the manpower-policy signal is strong, one would expect to
observe three differences between included and excluded minorities, with
corresponding implications for the form and degree of effective citizenship
they may achieve. First, the two groups should develop divergent objec-
tives—integration and separation—which imply very different future rela-
tionships with the surrounding political community. Second, the included
minority should mobilize relatively early in response to the signal, while the
excluded minority opts for silence in the short to medium term. The earlier a
minority mobilizes, the sooner it places pressure on the state to redress
wrongs, and, ceteris paribus, the greater its progress toward effective citizen-
ship. In the long run, however, these gaps in minorities’ degrees of effective
citizenship may shrink, in part because the late mobilizer will have learned
from the early mobilizer’s mistakes, allowing it to make up for lost time, and
in part because the final barriers to effective citizenship are often both deeply
entrenched and well concealed, rendering them particularly resistant to change.
Third, the included minority should generally obey the accepted rules of the
political game, while the excluded minority should embrace contentious pol-
itics. Different tactics may, in a more contingent fashion, prove more or less
effective in winning concessions (see figure 2).

The Power of Military Service 37

Figure 2. Manpower policy and mobilization



Assumptions of the Signaling Model

These hypotheses regarding the effects of manpower-policy signaling hinge
on a number of assumptions. First, only those minorities whose behavior is
contingent—neither unconditionally irreconcilable nor unconditionally pli-
ant—will shift their objectives based on the signals. This scope condition does
not, however, greatly limit the universe of germane cases. The ubiquity of
communally heterogeneous political units combined with the relative rarity
of large-scale communal violence suggests that few groups are truly unwill-
ing to compromise. At the same time, the prevalence of intercommunal ten-
sions indicates that groups are protective of their unique identities and will
not readily concede.121

Second, this informal signaling model speaks to only an intermediate
phase in the development of communal cleavages. On the one hand, it leaves
aside cases in which minorities have yet to think of themselves as such or in
which social stratification is nonexistent. Many residents of Brittany, for ex-
ample, discovered only in the twentieth century that they were Bretons, and
only then did regional ethnic organizations arise.122 On the other hand, at
times group conflict is so intense that only separation or partition is accept-
able, and military inclusion could not possibly improve matters.123 For in-
stance, were Israel today to draft Christian and Muslim Arab citizens for the
first time, it would accomplish nothing other than to infuriate these alienated
groups and provoke widespread civil disobedience and even violence. In
such situations of “lock-in,” inclusion would lead not to conventional mobi-
lization for integration but to contentious resistance in the service of a sepa-
rationist agenda.

Third, the model holds only when populations perceive themselves as cit-
izens, not as subjects.124 Implying that ruling authorities and populaces have
mutual obligations, citizenship enables claims-making. Relatedly, the state
must be engaged in a national, not an imperial, project. The latter is typically
a nonconsensual arrangement, and imperial subjects rarely presume that they
can gain anything more than a subordinate position as long as they remain
within the empire.125

The model rests on four additional analytical assumptions. First, the eth-
nic/racial/religious majority controls the institutions of the central state.
While minority-dominated states are hardly rare (contemporary Syria,
apartheid-era South Africa, Sunni-ruled Iraq) and are not necessarily short
lived, they do represent the exception rather than the rule. Second, the mi-
nority is subject to social, political, and/or economic discrimination in society
at large. Minorities that enjoy a substantial degree of effective citizenship ei-
ther have lacked a reason to mobilize along communal lines or, alternatively,
mobilized in an earlier period to achieve their gains.

Third, the state moves first, revising its manpower policy before the mi-
nority mobilizes. However, the symbolic import of the armed forces has his-
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torically rendered discrimination within them a target for minority activists.
If the minority is already mobilized, measuring subsequent effects on the level
and nature of its activity will be difficult. Moreover, if the new policy was
largely the product of political pressure, this raises the question of endo-
geneity. In the United States, for example, because women and gays have been
politically organized for well over a generation, any liberalization of military
policies would presumably be more the result of these groups’ efforts than the
trigger for further activism. Such cases do not falsify the hypotheses, but they
do prompt two methodological points. First, cases must be selected to avoid
the taint of endogeneity, focusing preferably on situations in which the mi-
nority has not yet elected to mobilize. Second, tracing the sequence of events
is unusually important.

Finally, inclusion of the minority in the military must pose a dilemma for
the state. If arming this group does not somehow threaten the state or at least
the social order, the signal will not be credible. Consequently this model can-
not speak to cases in which such dilemmas have been absent but in which
state decision makers have still worried about national cohesion. Thus, while
the framework has relevance for Israel’s relationship with its Arab minorities,
it cannot yield insight into either the consequences of service for Jews of North
African descent or the ramifications of widespread exemptions for the ultra-
Orthodox.

Research Design and Case Selection

To assess the plausibility of these hypothesized dynamics, I examine the ef-
fects of military service on the citizenship struggles of minorities in two mul-
tiethnic democracies, Israel and the United States. Both countries have long
been treated as “exceptional” by country and area experts, but each is also in-
creasingly being brought into fruitful comparative dialogue. This work pro-
ceeds from the premise that there is a basis for productive comparison.126

Both Israel and the United States are “settler” societies that have historically
been defined around their central communal groups (Jews in Israel, whites in
the United States) and in opposition to present Others (Arabs in Israel, African
Americans and Native Americans in the United States). Both nations’ rhetor-
ical spaces have also contained diverse strains, ranging from the most civic to
the most exclusive. Both have historically excluded certain communal groups
from military service, and for both the eventual turn to a more inclusive pol-
icy was costly, though in different ways.

The claim is not that Israel and the United States constitute “most similar”
cases, for they obviously do not. The United States is among the largest coun-
tries in the world, in terms of both population and landmass, while Israel is
among the smallest. For much of its history, the U.S. homeland enjoyed rela-
tive freedom from insecurity, while Israel faced an existential threat at least
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through the 1970s and arguably beyond. Israel’s political structure is uni-
cameral and highly centralized, and a single political party dominated its po-
litical system between 1948 and 1977; U.S. politics is marked by a separation
of powers, a federal structure, and a high rate of party turnover. The Israel De-
fense Forces occupy a central place in the country’s symbolic fields, while
through at least World War II the U.S. military resided in the hinterlands,
physically and symbolically. The claim rather is that these two “macro” cases
are similar enough to permit comparison but different enough and in the right
way—as they are situated at opposing poles with regard to several critical in-
tervening variables—so that one may explore and illustrate the full range of
their framing and signaling dynamics.

These countries are also particularly useful as case studies because they
supply revealing comparisons across time and across claimant groups. Stu-
dents of collective action as well as area experts have emphasized how mod-
ernization prompts political activity by creating capabilities and sociopolitical
awareness; how larger, wealthier, better-educated, and better-organized groups
have greater capacity and incentives to mobilize; and how the long-standing
preferences of minority groups determine the objectives for which they 
strive. The “structured-focused” comparisons127—Druze versus other Arabs;
African Americans during and after World War I, World War II, and the Ko-
rean War; African Americans versus women (after World War I) and Japanese
Americans (after World War II)—counter these alternative arguments re-
garding the processes and outcomes of group political mobilization. These in-
tracase comparisons also yield insight into the power and limits of rhetorical
coercion, as these groups have framed their rights claims in different ways
and advanced them in different discursive milieus.

Yet such comparisons are by themselves insufficient, for only by exploring
the processes through which the causal mechanism actually operates can one
make a more than circumstantial case. Charles Tilly has urged social scientists
to move beyond conducting correlative tests and positing merely plausible
mechanisms by “breaking down big events into causally connected sequences
of events, and examining each link in the chain.”128 Tilly’s advice is particu-
larly relevant to this book, given the dual threats of endogeneity and epiphe-
nomenality. On the one hand, a skeptic might argue that that which explains
the origins of manpower policy might also account for its political conse-
quences; for example, the state may demand military service only of minori-
ties it perceives as loyal, and this assumption may further explain why the
state is relatively responsive to certain claimants and unyielding to others. On
the other hand, a skeptic might also argue that military participation policies
are more the product than the cause of citizenship struggles. Given these con-
cerns, the above hypotheses are particularly sensitive to sequence and con-
text and demand the careful tracing of causal processes. A rigorous analysis
requires rich historical research, and the case studies draw on primary sources
ranging from published works to archival collections to oral histories and
interviews.
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An analysis structured around mechanisms has a further advantage.129

While the earlier theoretical discussion treated the two mechanisms as if they
were largely independent, it is obvious that they are in practice often related.
But there is no consistent or systematic relationship. Some minorities, in-
spired by an inclusive military participation policy to mobilize intensely, may
devote their energies to rhetorical contestation centered around the perfor-
mance of the supreme civic duty: this was, and still remains, the Druze way
in Israel. Other groups, despite massive mobilization, may shy away from em-
phasizing their battlefield experience: despite their service in the recent world
war, African Americans in the late 1940s rarely invoked their collective sacri-
fice to prick white Americans’ consciences. In contrast, in the wake of World
War I, some African American leaders, notably those affiliated with the
NAACP, sought to take advantage of blacks’ service to press their case, even
though they lacked mass support and failed to mobilize intensely. In short,
while I treat the mechanisms themselves as generalizable, I expect that dif-
ferent cases will display different configurations of mechanisms. I favor an
epistemology that aims not at the discovery of covering laws, but at “the iden-
tification of causal chains consisting of mechanisms that reappear in a wide
variety of settings but in different sequences and combinations, hence with
different collective outcomes.”130

Theories require simplification, which the complexity of history naturally
resists. Like all models imposing order on an untidy world, my own theoret-
ical framework represents a stylized version of messier actual events. Real hu-
man beings often do think strategically, but they also react emotionally. Rarely
presented with single moments of decision, they often improvise and inno-
vate. Alfred North Whitehead once said, rightly, “There is only one difficulty
with clear and distinct ideas. When we finally achieve them, we can be sure
that something has been left out.”131 However, large questions of past and
present are intractable without analytical categories and stylized narratives.

Case studies, however, are a different beast. They must not be so analyti-
cal that they simply retell the theory with proper names substituted for more
abstract concepts,132 and they must do justice to contingency while high-
lighting critical variables. Case studies should exceed theory’s grasp and raise
questions that theory did not anticipate. The chapters that follow demonstrate
not only the value of the theoretical framework but also the deviations from
its idealized, too neat presentation of the politics of citizenship and military
service.
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Part I

The IDF and the Making of Israel

The Jewish State and Its Arab Minorities



Introduction

On May 14, 1948, David Ben-Gurion, the longtime head of the Jewish Agency,
proclaimed the establishment of the State of Israel.1 This was to be not just a
political entity with a Jewish majority or a haven for oppressed Jews but, in
the words of the new state’s Declaration of Independence, a Jewish state. Its
soul was forged in the pogroms of Eastern Europe and Russia and was fur-
ther steeled by the Holocaust. It looked backward, rooting its central concerns
in the tragedies of Jewish history and learning its lessons from the passivity
of the traditional Jewish leadership. And it simultaneously looked forward,
celebrating Jewish self-help and sporting an aggressive pride in military
prowess and in “making the desert bloom.” Palestine, and later Israel, became
a magnet for Jewish refugees—Jews from Europe (Ashkenazim), whose eyes
had seen what they would not speak, and Jews from North Africa and the
Middle East (Mizrah� im), whose habits and ways the state’s Ashkenazi lead-
ers disparaged. At its birth, Israel pronounced itself a liberal democracy and
promised equal rights for all the country’s inhabitants, regardless of class, eth-
nicity, or religion. But its ethno-religious character overwhelmed its liberal
assurances.2

Today numbering well over a million and amounting to nearly 20 percent
of the country’s population, Israel’s Arab citizens3 are divided by religion and
tradition, with the Muslims, the Christians, and the Druze being the three
largest groups.4 A secretive religious community that began almost one thou-
sand years ago as an offshoot of Islam and whose members are today dis-
persed across Syria, Lebanon, and Israel, the Druze account for under 10
percent of Israel’s minority population and live primarily in mountainous 
redoubts in the country’s north.5 The entire Arab community has, since its in-
corporation into Israel, made great socioeconomic strides relative to Pales-
tinians in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and to Arabs throughout the



Middle East. Yet, despite possessing basic civil and political rights, they have
suffered discrimination at the hands of the state and the majority Jewish pop-
ulation.6 Israel is a Jewish state, and thus Jews, no matter what their country
of origin, are favored in countless ways, while non-Jews are consigned to sec-
ond-class citizenship. This tension is neatly encapsulated in the contrast 
between the country’s modern-secular name—the State of Israel (medinat yis-
rael)—and its still widely used historical-religious title—the Land of Israel
(erets yisrael).7 While “democratic Israel” can effortlessly accommodate a sub-
stantial Arab minority, “the Jewish state,” embodying the Zionist impulse for
a purely Jewish homeland, casts all Arabs as a threat. In the struggle of Israel’s
Arab citizens for full citizenship, in their insistence that Israel abide by its lib-
eral democratic commitments, lies the battle over the meaning of Israel and
the nature of Israel’s democracy.

Although Israel’s ethno-religious ethos has unquestionably driven the
country’s policies and priorities, the experience of the country’s Arab citizens
has not been uniform. Exclusion is often a matter of degree, and the Druze no-
tably have succeeded in winning an intermediate place in the polity—above
other Arabs, well below Ashkenazim, a notch below Mizrah� im.8 The fact that
Jewishness and Zionist ideology have been embedded in state institutions
cannot account for such variation.9 How did this Arab minority group come
to acquire a distinct status? The most persuasive existing argument suggests
that Israel co-opted the Druze, offering them individual and communal ben-
efits in exchange for their quiescence, in the hope of fragmenting the Arab
community and limiting its political potential.10 Although co-optation was
certainly part of Israeli policy, it was limited to occasional symbolic gestures.
In the state’s early years, the Druze generally confronted levels and forms of
discrimination that were equivalent, more or less, to those faced by other
Arabs, and when the Druze demanded equal treatment, the state resisted sub-
stantial concessions. In short, Israel did not pursue a systematic strategy of
co-optation, and the Druze by no means behaved like a model co-opted
minority.11

States may attempt to dictate the nature of citizenship, to impose socio-
political and socioeconomic arrangements, but populations often resist: citi-
zenship emerges from continual negotiation between populations and
authorities. Consequently, explaining citizenship regimes requires examining
the political process in which the contending articulations (as well as the pref-
erences and power) of states and populations are brought to bear. From this
perspective, four puzzles come into view. Why did the Druze mobilize earlier
than the larger, wealthier, and better-educated Christian and Muslim com-
munities? Why, given their similar grievances, did the Druze not join forces
with their fellow Arabs? Why did the Druze adopt a more moderate set of po-
litical tactics than their Christian and Muslim neighbors? Why were the au-
thorities more receptive early on to Druze than to Christian and Muslim
claims? At least part of the answer lies in the manpower policies of the IDF.
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Israel’s male Druze citizens have been subject to mandatory conscription
since 1956, and over the succeeding decades barriers to equal service in the
IDF have steadily crumbled. Christian and Muslim citizens have been exempt
from the draft since it was first instituted in 1950.12 Comparing the political
pathways of Israel’s Arab minorities, this case study illustrates the difference
that military service can make.

If the design of the armed forces is to shape the politics of citizenship any-
where, it should be Israel. Despite a raging debate in the Israeli academy and
even the public sphere over whether Israel can be classified as militaristic,13

there is general agreement that who has and who has not served in the IDF
has been and remains critical to setting the boundaries of effective citizenship
and nationhood in Israel. “Participation in the national security effort,” one
scholar notes, “defines the extent to which an individual is ‘in’ the social-eval-
uative system of Israel—a system whose boundaries are not identical to those
of the formal political system.”14 This perspective is shared by more critical
observers who, even as they emphasize (and seek to promote) the voices of
dissent undermining the dominant ideology, acknowledge that the IDF is “the
central arena for the inculcation of citizenship and membership.”15 Even
though—or perhaps because—this claim underpins much scholarship and
public discourse in Israel, it is more often unreflectively invoked than argued.

The theoretical framework elaborated in the previous chapter can help
shed light on the divergent patterns of Arab political activity and on the role
of the IDF in bounding the Israeli political community. The decision to draft
the Druze and then gradually to open increasing professional opportunities
to Druze soldiers and officers was a strong signal—by virtue of its credibility,
clarity, and cultural availability—of how the Israeli state would respond to
Druze demands for equal rights. Although the Druze, like other Arabs, had
suffered discriminatory treatment, only they had been welcomed into the cen-
tral institution of Israeli society. They consequently no longer felt as con-
strained by their minority status, no longer as apprehensive that the Israeli
security apparatus would respond with repression. Thanks in part to their in-
clusion in the IDF, the Druze grew increasingly politically active, but they
sought integration into Israeli society and played by the accepted rules of the
political game.

In contrast, the rest of the Arab population, with but minor exceptions, was
exempt from mandatory service, and, on those occasions when some sought
to volunteer, they were typically rebuffed. Israel’s resistance to including
Christian and Muslim Arabs within the bonds of military service, even when
it had evidence that younger Arabs were eager to prove their loyalty to the
new state, powerfully signaled that the political opportunity structure re-
mained closed and that the state would not countenance Arab demands for
full citizenship. Christian and Muslim Arabs thus hunkered down, refraining
from overt challenge and waiting for a more opportune moment. Their even-
tual mobilization in the mid-1970s—after they were rejoined with their Pales-
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tinian brethren as a consequence of the 1967 war, after Israeli society had been
rocked by social upheaval in the early 1970s, and after the debacle of the 1973
war—bore, in its objectives and tactics, the imprint of their exclusion from the
IDF: Christian and Muslim Arabs favored autonomy, and they engaged in
mass, at times violent, protest. In short, the included Druze mobilized earlier
than other Arabs, pursued integration into Israeli society, and employed con-
ventional political tactics, while their Christian and Muslim neighbors grew
politically active later, espoused separationist aims, and embraced conten-
tious politics.

Moreover, despite their lack of conventional political resources, the Druze
have proved a potent force in Israeli politics. As Druze activists invoked their
community’s military sacrifice in framing their demands for rights, Jewish-Is-
raeli leaders were bound by the terms of Israel’s narrowly republican citizen-
ship discourse and lacked the rhetorical materials with which to rebut the
Druze’s claims. Exempt from the draft, other Arabs couched their appeals in
liberal terms. They thus left Jewish politicians with a republican escape hatch:
Arabs deserve less because they have not been willing to endure the greatest
of sacrifices for their fellow Israelis. Today the Druze dream of first-class cit-
izenship still remains unfulfilled, for formal and informal discrimination
against minorities is entrenched.16 Nonetheless, the Druze’s achievements,
made possible by their service in the IDF and the power of republican forms
of argument in Israel, have been remarkable. As Virginia Dominguez in-
sightfully observes, it is not accidental that Israelis refer to the Druze popu-
lation as an edah—a term meaning “community” that is typically reserved for
Jewish groups. The Druze, she suggests, are an “internalized other,” “on the
margins of the Israeli Jewish collective self and with a special relationship to
Jews and Judaism.”17

For schematic representations of these claims, layering the details of these
Israeli cases onto the basic theoretical framework, see figures 3 and 4. These
figures should not be interpreted as implying that decisions regarding mili-
tary service are entirely determinative of the fate of Israel and its various Arab
minority groups. No single factor could bear such causal weight. State poli-
cies in other domains, processes of modernization, and cultural practices un-
doubtedly played a role, and they receive due consideration in the historical
narrative. But the policies of the IDF rarely make such a list. Widely viewed
as critical to welding together the Jewish community in Israel, the IDF’s poli-
cies vis-à-vis the Arab minorities are generally portrayed as at most mirror-
ing the state’s exclusionary nature. The comparison between the Druze and
other Arabs, however, suggests that the military institution may also shape—
not just reflect—the politics of citizenship.

In many respects, this account is consistent with the literature published
over the past two decades on Israel’s relationship with its Arab minorities.
Scholars, both Jewish and Arab, have uncovered much evidence of discrimi-
nation against Israel’s Arab citizens, and they have laid at least part—and of-
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ten the bulk—of the blame at the feet of the central state. However, whereas
this conventional wisdom treats the Druze as culturally exceptional, manip-
ulated, or even passive, I accord the Druze meaningful agency: they are nei-
ther cultural dopes nor the puppets of an omnipotent state. Whereas the
conventional wisdom frames the subjection of the Druze to the draft as purely
reflective of the state’s will, in this book I treat that move as productive of Druze
political behavior and identity. Whereas the conventional wisdom identifies
Muslim and Christian exclusion from the IDF as just another instance of ex-
clusion from the Israeli polity, I suggest that their exclusion was of far greater
import.

In these chapters I argue that Israel missed an opportunity in the 1950s and
1960s to win over its Christian and Muslim citizens. Had Israel drafted Chris-
tian and Muslim Arab youth, inequities would undoubtedly have persisted,
and resentment would still likely have bubbled over. But the counterfactual
suggests at least the possibility that Israel could have forged a relationship
with Christians and Muslims akin to that which it has developed with the
Druze. Rare is the Druze politician today who expresses sympathy for those
engaged in attacks on Israeli civilians; among other Arab politicians, in con-
trast, this is all too common. Counterfactuals of this nature are essentially con-
tested, and, in the midst of the second intifada, this one is not likely to resonate
with either Jewish or Arab citizens of Israel. Perhaps, however, in calmer mo-
ments, such a dose of historical perspective could help the parties achieve 
mutual understanding, prompt changes in state policy, and even heal some
wounds.
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The Israeli case presents scholars with intriguing puzzles, but conducting
research in Israel on sensitive questions can be immensely frustrating. Occa-
sionally, relevant data simply does not exist. For example, the Central Bureau
of Statistics did not generally break down information on the Arab minorities
by religious affiliation until the 1972 census. Whatever data does exist is of-
ten inaccessible. At the State Archive, files from the most relevant offices re-
main partly or entirely classified—notably the Office of the Adviser to the
Prime Minister for Arab Affairs (fully classified) and the Department of Mi-
norities in the Ministry of the Interior (classified after 1960). At the IDF
Archive, documents from before 1956 have been systematically declassified,
but only very partially: an archivist confided to me that only 1 percent of the
documents associated with the military administration (mimshal ha-zva’i) that
governed Israel’s Arab citizens from 1948 through 1966 has been declassified.
An equivalent to the U.S. Freedom of Information Act has had little impact
because it includes a national security exemption, which the authorities have
interpreted broadly.

As closed files are gradually declassified and exposed to public scrutiny
over the coming decades, histories of Israel’s relations with its Arab minori-
ties will have to be rewritten. The claims advanced here are therefore neces-
sarily somewhat tentative. However, revealing documents have slipped into
the archives’ open files, offering a glimpse into the richness of the full docu-
mentary record,18 and key Jewish policy makers in the Arab sector have dis-
closed much information in interviews and public forums.19 Thus the broad
outlines of Israel’s policies are known, providing a solid foundation for the
arguments put forward in the chapters to come.
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Chapter 3

Confronting a Land with People

It was hardly inevitable that the Druze would carve out a distinctive path
toward citizenship, separate from their fellow Arabs, in the new state of Is-
rael. The Druze had long exhibited particularistic tendencies, but there was
no “natural” alliance between the Zionists and the Druze. It is true that the
Druze did not, by and large, join in either the Arab Revolt of the late 1930s or
the 1948 war, and some sought alliance with the Zionists as early as the 1930s.
But Druze behavior did not, on the whole, differ markedly from that of many
other rural Arabs to whom the language of nationalism was still alien as were
its urban, educated adherents. Most rural Arabs were residents of Palestine
but not Palestinians: unmoved by the nationalists’ appeals, they were at most
passive supporters of the cause who ultimately cared less about who ruled
than about being able to plant their crops and tend their fields.

Despite earlier Zionist efforts to exploit communal cleavages among
Arabs, the State of Israel did not, in its first decade, systematically draw dis-
tinctions between Druze and other Arabs when it came to substantive policy.
As Arabs, all ran afoul of the Zionist vision, all fell victim to the young state’s
priorities and prejudices, and all remained suspect from a security perspec-
tive. They shared common grievances—the expropriation of land, subjection
to military rule, rigidly enforced restrictions on travel, societal penetration by
the General Security Services (GSS),1 exclusion from the giant labor federa-
tion (the Histadrut), and unequal access to water resources. Some Druze vil-
lages, notably the two on Mount Carmel above H� aifa, were spared the worst
of these oppressive measures. But, for the most part, Christians, Muslims, and
Druze occupied the same (Arab) social space in the Jewish state, and all had
much about which to be resentful during Israel’s early years.



Jews and Arabs under the Mandate

The early Zionist settlers lived more or less—at times, much less—in peace
with their Arab, largely Muslim, neighbors. They typically founded their set-
tlements in uninhabited and swampy areas; they depended heavily on Arab
labor; and their numbers remained small. But, with the second great wave of
Jewish immigration shortly after the turn of the century, Zionist-Arab tension
intensified. Mostly from Eastern Europe and Russia, the new arrivals came in
larger numbers and with a more ambitious vision. Driven by nationalist
ideals, they developed a flourishing agricultural economy and incipient in-
dustry while refusing to hire low-wage Arab workers.2 In the late 1920s and
1930s, Jewish immigration skyrocketed, presenting the Arab inhabitants of
Palestine with a multidimensional threat. The Zionist pioneers and European
refugees were often skilled laborers and had access to foreign capital. They
threatened the almost uniformly Arab character that Palestine had retained
through the centuries. And, as Jewish individuals and agencies bought large
swaths of Arab-owned land and evicted the current tenants, they embittered
displaced Arabs and fed the emerging nationalist movement. Arabs sought to
stanch the Jewish inflow, in part by periodically threatening the public order,
but they were never successful for very long. British restrictions on Jewish im-
migration, imposed in response to the violence, were either evaded or even-
tually rescinded.

To Zionist leaders, the Arabs of Palestine were an obstacle, regardless of re-
ligion. Zionist propaganda regularly described their enterprise as settling a
people without a land in a land without a people, and many Jewish immi-
grants were surprised to discover that Palestine was not nearly as empty as
they had been led to believe.3 But leading Zionist thinkers recognized early
on that the most desirable areas of Palestine were teeming with human life,
and they understood that territorial conflict was inevitable, that it would have
a zero-sum character, and that a negotiated solution would be impossible.
David Ben-Gurion warned the governing body of the prestate Jewish com-
munity (the yishuv) in 1919, “Everybody sees a difficulty in the question of re-
lations between Arabs and Jews. But not everybody sees that there is no
solution to this question. . . . We, as a nation, want this country to be ours; the
Arabs, as a nation, want this country to be theirs.” And the revisionist Ze’ev
Jabotinsky similarly concluded that “the tragedy lies in the fact that there is a
collision here between two truths. . . . The Arab is culturally backward, but his
instinctive patriotism is just as pure and noble as our own; it cannot be
bought, it can only be curbed by . . . force majeure.”4

Publicly, however, most Zionist spokesmen argued that the Jewish immi-
grants posed no threat to the native population but would bring education,
modern industry, and prosperity to all. Zionism would simultaneously make
the Jews into a “normal” nation and civilize the Arabs. In recognition of their
common class interests, Arab peasants might even join forces with Jewish la-
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borers against the effendi (land-holding urban notables). Before various in-
ternational bodies, Zionists affirmed that the Arab citizens of a future state of
Israel would enjoy the full range of civil, political, social, and economic rights.
When pressed on the tension between his nationalist and liberal commit-
ments, Ben-Gurion offered only elusive platitudes: “I am unwilling to forego
even one percent of Zionism for ‘peace’—yet I do not want Zionism to in-
fringe upon even one percent of legitimate Arab rights.”5 Aware that their
movement’s fate hinged on international opinion, Ben-Gurion and his fellow
Zionists denied that there was any potential contradiction.

Privately, in contrast, Zionists recognized the intractability of the conflict
and even toyed with population transfer.6 In general, most Zionist leaders dis-
missed critics who questioned them about the “Arab problem”: as one put it
bluntly in 1925, “Listen, is it because you’ve already solved the Jewish prob-
lem that you pester me with the Arabs?”7 While Pinh� as Lavon, a rare excep-
tion, envisioned Arabs working together with Jews even in the military, his
colleagues in the dominant political party, Mapai, rejected his proposals to
open the Histadrut to Arabs and to create a joint school system. In private set-
tings, they candidly maintained that the future state would be premised on
preference for Jews, not equality; at the same time, they conveniently as-
sumed away problems, asserting that few Arabs would ultimately choose to
remain in the new state or that whichever Arabs did stay would eschew inte-
gration.8 Most refused to extend their gaze beyond the establishment of a ma-
jority Jewish state, and they devoted little concentrated thought to the sizable
Arab minority that would reside within that state’s borders.9

Both Zionist and “revisionist” histories—in an unusual point of agree-
ment—have portrayed the Arab population as unremittingly hostile to Jew-
ish settlement, with the notable exception of the Druze. Their alliance with the
Zionists was predictable, for the two groups faced a common Muslim threat.
In this vein, one standard text asserts that the Druze, “traditionally the per-
secuted victims of Moslem Arabs, . . . accepted their new Israeli rulers with
gratitude and assurances of ironclad loyalty.”10 There is some evidence to
support this view. Some Druze, notably a handful of h� amula (clan) leaders in
Ussafiya and Daliyat-al-Carmel near H� aifa, had enjoyed close relations with
Jews since the 1930s. When, during the Arab Revolt at the end of the decade,
insurgents murdered two Carmel h� amula chiefs who refused to toe the na-
tionalist line, more Druze joined the Zionist camp. Some ten years later, as the
British prepared to leave Palestine in the spring of 1948, several dozen Carmel
Druze joined the mainstream yishuv military force, the Haganah, and fought
alongside Syrian Druze who had defected to the Zionists after their unit in the
Arab Liberation Army (ALA) had been defeated. By June 1948 the IDF had
enough Druze soldiers to form two platoons, which participated in the liber-
ation of the Galilee. The Druze cast the conflict in religious (Muslim-Jewish)
rather than nationalist (Arab-Jewish) terms: they consequently sympathized
with the Zionists, and few were attracted to the Arab nationalist movement.
Or so many historians would have one believe.11
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But this conclusion extrapolates too readily from the Druze who lived near
H� aifa to the larger Druze population, which lived in the central and upper
Galilee and was very much a part of an almost exclusively Arab world.12

Many Druze opposed closer links with the Zionists, and some took up arms
alongside their fellow Arabs during the Arab Revolt and then again in 1948.
Even during the revolt, the Druze atop the Carmel remained deeply split.13

In 1936 Yosef Nah� mani of the Jewish National Fund (JNF) sought to persuade
Druze shaykhs (religious and political leaders) to prevent further attacks, at-
testing to significant Druze participation in the Arab Revolt.14 As the 1948 war
approached, many Druze made common cause with the larger Arab popula-
tion. In the winter of that year, the Haganah noted that indigenous Druze
gangs had carried out raids on Jewish convoys, and a Druze wing sprang up
under the auspices of the Arab National Committee. When the ALA’s Syrian
Druze battalion swept into Palestine that spring, it was welcomed even on the
Carmel, and many local Druze flocked to it and were killed in battle with
Zionist forces.15 Some Druze brokered deals with the advancing Israeli forces,
but no communitywide consensus emerged in the summer of 1948, leading
to the failure of an IDF operation that had targeted the Galilee; and in August,
two Druze villages permitted the ALA to position its soldiers there. Only in
September and October 1948, as the Israelis’ military superiority became ap-
parent to all, did the Druze generally allow their bloodless conquest by the
IDF.16

In the 1930s and 1940s, most Druze at least passively identified with their
fellow Arabs and the nationalist cause. The Druze’s neighbors were not co-
religionists, but they shared a culture, historical experiences, and social ties.17

Neither of the Carmel h� amulas allied with the Zionists was a major force in
Druze politics before 1948, and when, at the Zionists’ request, the two clan
leaders embarked on a tour of the Druze villages in 1946 with the aim of es-
tablishing a Jewish-Druze friendship association, they were not well received.
Shaykh Amin Tarif was the recognized leader of the Druze community in
Palestine: he maintained a position of strict neutrality and was, by some ac-
counts, inclined to support his fellow Arabs in the battle against Zionism and
its encroachment on Arab land.18 As Ezra Danin, the Israeli Foreign Ministry’s
senior adviser on Arab affairs, observed in July 1948—in response to another
official’s complaint that, as the IDF’s forces entered the Galilee, “Druzes and
Christians are seen as ‘kosher’ and Muslims as ‘non-kosher’”—“we have not
ignored for a moment our previous experience and knowledge of the Druze
and the Christians. They are not different from the Muslims and perhaps they
are even worse.”19 Once Israel had clearly gained the upper hand, many
Druze flocked to the Israeli side, but among such actors guided by realpoli-
tik, no pact is a “steadfast alliance.”20

Zionist (and later Israeli) leaders sought to fragment Arab unity by culti-
vating relationships with religious and ethnic minorities across the Mus-
lim-Arab Middle East.21 As part of this strategy, prominent Zionist figures 
advocated close relations with the Druze of Palestine, if only as a vehicle for
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approaching the larger Druze communities of Syria and Lebanon. Represen-
tatives from the Jewish Agency and the Haganah seized whatever opportu-
nities arose to nurture trust, and the Zionists time and again showered the
Druze with favors and even intervened with the British on the Druze’s behalf.
During the 1948 war, they continued to pursue this strategy, and Christians
and Druze received better treatment at the hands of the IDF than did Mus-
lims.22 While the Druze appreciated Jewish assistance with the British au-
thorities, there is little evidence that the strategy won their loyalty. As late as
August 1948, although some Israeli observers claimed to be confident that the
Druze’s “friendship and alliance with us are sincere and stable,” even they ac-
knowledged that “outwardly [the Druze] appear neutral or even pro-Arab.”23

Although the strategy called for the co-optation of Arab minorities, it was
often superseded by the goal of clearing the land of Arabs—Druze as well as
Christians and Muslims—so that future generations of Jews might comfort-
ably settle. From a Zionist perspective, even the small Druze community was
problematic. In the late 1930s, largely in response to the Peel Commission’s
proposals,24 Abba H� ushi (then secretary of the Workers’ Council in H� aifa and
later the city’s longtime mayor) sought to drum up support for transferring
the Druze of Palestine to Syria. Chaim Weizmann, then president of the Zion-
ist Organization and later the first president of Israel, endorsed the plan, en-
couraged H� ushi to persist in his negotiations, and provided him with monies
to tempt local Druze to sell their land and to promise to their Syrian hosts as
settlement assistance. After several frustrating years, H� ushi had still made lit-
tle progress. Funds dried up with the outbreak of World War II, and the plot
was dropped.25

A religious minority within the Arab majority, the Druze of Mandatory
Palestine bore no great love for their Muslim neighbors, but neither were they
the Jews’ natural allies. The Druze were typical of Palestine’s rural Arab pop-
ulation. While rural Arabs grew increasingly politically conscious during the
1930s and 1940s, their primary allegiance remained to the h� amula. Largely iso-
lated from national affairs, they recoiled from nationalism after the Arab Re-
volt, in part because of the Mandate’s harsh suppressive tactics and in part
because roving insurgents had imposed a brutal discipline on all villagers.26

As one historian puts it, before 1948 “politics and the national struggle were
remote, playthings of sophisticated city folk. . . . Much of the Arab population
had only an indistinct, if any, idea of national purpose and statehood.”27 For
the Druze, as for other rural Arabs, Zionism was a threat but usually an ab-
stract one. Some Druze joined in combating Jewish encroachment; the major-
ity remained neutral, although their sympathies likely lay with their fellow
Arabs; and some wisely placed their bets on the Jewish horse. Zionist efforts
to sway the Druze to their side were less than successful. One cannot read the
later Druze relationship with the Israeli state back into the time of the Mandate.

In the winter and spring of 1948, after the United Nations General Assem-
bly approved the partition of Palestine, the conflict escalated. Yet rural Arabs
often displayed little interest in fighting the Zionists: some villages, whether
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dominated by Christians or Muslims or Druze, approached their Jewish
neighbors to design strategies for peacekeeping, and many engaged in more
passive forms of cooperation. Many of these feelers came to naught because
of the Haganah’s suspicion of all Arabs—a source of great frustration to the
Arab Division of the Jewish Agency’s Political Department, which asserted
that there was a “possibility of distinguishing between good and bad Arabs.”28

As Israel extended its reach over the Galilee in the summer and fall of 1948,
many Arabs, including Muslims, sued for peace and stayed on their land, par-
ticularly in the far north, which had been spared much of the war. Rural
Arabs, regardless of their religious commitments, often had greater priorities
than hewing to the nationalist agenda.29

While the Druze shared much with other rural Arabs, they were neverthe-
less unusual in discerning relatively early that the momentum had shifted to
the IDF, that Israel would not be easily eliminated in a second round of fight-
ing, and that holding on to their land required accommodation. They, there-
fore, tendered uncommon levels of cooperation with the advancing IDF, and,
unlike the Muslims in particular, hardly any Druze fled in fear of retribution
from the Israelis.30 But the Druze leadership did not make a conscious strate-
gic choice to ally with the Jews against the Muslim majority with which the
Druze had long had tense relations. Rather, the Druze were simply more as-
tute (or perhaps just more lucky) in their reading of the political tea leaves and
were as a community more capable of coordinated action.

The big winners in the 1948 war were of course the Jews, and the biggest
losers were the local Arabs. Eighty percent of the Arab population of Pales-
tine had emigrated, fled, or been expelled, and the first to leave were the in-
tellectual, political, and religious leaders, followed by the rest of the educated
classes.31 The vibrant Arab civil society—newspapers and magazines, politi-
cal parties and federations, unions, clubs—collapsed. War was, as ever, dis-
ruptive to Druze life, but the Druze could have done much worse. Unlike
many urban residents and Christians and especially Muslims, few Druze had
abandoned their homes or land and thus they could not be assigned the legal
(if bizarre) status of “present absentees”—a tactic that permitted Israeli au-
thorities to confiscate much Arab-owned and Arab-occupied land. During the
summer of 1948, Israeli officials usually allowed Druze farmers in areas un-
der their control to harvest their crops, while Muslims were often prohibited
from leaving their villages.32 And, in a (short-lived) concession to Druze
pride, the Druze were initially permitted to keep their weapons, as long as
they registered them.33 Nevertheless, the Druze too soon found themselves
the victims of the discriminatory policies of the new Jewish state.

Democracy and Discrimination, 1948–1957

On May 14, 1948, David Ben-Gurion, surrounded by the leaders of the yishuv
in the Tel Aviv Museum, announced the establishment of the State of Israel.
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Although the declaration repeatedly proclaimed Israel “the Jewish state,” it
also promised that the new country would promote the welfare of all who
lived within its boundaries:

The State of Israel . . . will foster the development of the country for the
benefit of all its inhabitants; it will be based on freedom, justice and
peace as envisaged by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure complete
equality of social and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of
religion, race or sex; it will guarantee freedom of religion, conscience,
language, education and culture; it will safeguard the Holy Places of all
religions; and it will be faithful to the principles of the Charter of the
United Nations.34

Although the document lacked legal standing, it did possess moral authority,
as an expression of the bedrock principles on which the state had been
founded. Israeli diplomats regularly invoked it in countering Arab states’ ac-
cusations that the Arab citizens of Israel were the targets of persecution and
discrimination.35

Although Israel’s leading figures rarely wavered publicly from the liberal
creed, in practice the new state waffled between treating the Arabs—Druze,
Christians, and Muslims alike—as a “fifth column” and as a minority de-
serving full equality. Even apparently sincere advocates of the latter position
occasionally mused about the dangers posed by the Arab citizens, and, in pri-
vate, many expressed views and recommended policies that bore little re-
semblance to their public pronouncements.36 Ben-Gurion, for example, who
tirelessly defended Israel as a democratic state that safeguarded the rights of
its minorities, opposed granting citizenship to the Arab residents of the so-
called Little Triangle, an all-Arab region transferred to Israeli authority under
the terms of the 1949 armistice agreement with Jordan: “These Arabs should
not be living here. Anyone who thinks that the Arabs have the right to citi-
zenship in the Jewish State is saying that we should pack our bags and
leave.”37 Contradictory state policy was in part the consequence of bargain-
ing among Jews, but it also resulted from a tension between the desire to in-
tegrate the country’s Arab citizens and the pressing need to control them.38

The minority communities’ standard of living improved dramatically un-
der Israeli rule, an achievement that Israel’s propaganda organs never tired
of touting.39 Health clinics were established throughout the Arab sector, pro-
ducing an almost instantaneous decline in mortality. The educational system
was revamped and vastly expanded.40 Isolated villages became accessible by
paved roads and were attached to the national electricity grid; water towers,
wells, and other public works were built by the central government as well.
Arab agricultural productivity increased thanks to the introduction of new
seed strains, increased irrigation, and farm machinery—all facilitated by gov-
ernment loans and grants.41 Although Arab laborers were not permitted to
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join the Histadrut, which controlled access to jobs and provided a host of so-
cial and economic benefits, separate affiliated Arab trade unions were orga-
nized, and labor exchanges were established to distribute local jobs.42

In the political arena, Arabs enjoyed full suffrage, and often a greater pro-
portion of Arab than Jewish citizens turned out to vote.43 In January 1949
three Arab representatives entered the Knesset, elected either through Arab
lists affiliated with Mapai or through the Communist Party, Maki; when the
left-leaning Zionist party Mapam welcomed Arab citizens into its ranks in
1954, yet another avenue was opened.44 Although it never achieved the sta-
tus and ubiquity of Hebrew, Arabic was an official language for the purposes
of communication with government offices and in the courts. It was the lan-
guage of instruction in the state-sponsored Arab school system, and official
publications appeared in both tongues.

But that is only half the story. Throughout the 1950s infiltration along Is-
rael’s borders was widespread, as refugees sought to return to homes now oc-
cupied either by other Arabs or more often by new Jewish immigrants, and
groups supported by the Arab states regularly wreaked havoc on the civilian
Jewish population. Israelis and Arabs alike anticipated a second war, and, in
this tense environment, Israeli leaders feared “their” Arabs would serve as an
intelligence network for Israel’s Arab enemies, harbor terrorists and return-
ing refugees, and conduct guerrilla activities.45 Ben-Gurion, as usual, did not
mince words: “The IDF seeks to deter the external enemy, and the [military]
administration seeks to deter the internal enemy. Do you really believe the in-
ternal enemy does not exist? . . . I see three dangers to the Jewish people in its
land: the armies of Nasser, the refugees, and the Arabs in Israel.”46 A year
later, he told the Knesset that “at the moment, the internal danger is greater
and must take priority.” The Arab citizens, he maintained, “should be judged
according to what they might do, and not according to what they have
done.”47 Guided by that standard, Israeli policy toward its Arab minority was
in equal parts repressive and well meaning. Uri Lubrani, the prime minister’s
adviser on Arab affairs, indicated which of these values took precedence: “If
there were no Arab university students, it would have been better. If they had
remained woodcutters, maybe they would have been easier to control.”48

Fear of Arab betrayal was no doubt real,49 but the Israeli government also
put in place measures that were only tangentially linked to legitimate secu-
rity concerns. The responsibilities of the military administration (MA), estab-
lished over nearly all areas where Arabs lived, included not only keeping
“dangerous elements” under surveillance and foiling cross-border infiltration
but blocking Arabs’ use of state lands and absentee properties designated for
Jewish settlement, preventing the reestablishment of abandoned Arab vil-
lages, thwarting Arab laborers from capturing labor markets intended for
new (Jewish) immigrants, preparing land for cultivation by Jewish farmers,
and encouraging the industrial development of the Galilee and the absorp-
tion of ( Jewish) immigrants.50 The military governors also worked closely
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with the GSS to inhibit political activity among the country’s Arab citizens,
especially by hampering the Communist Party (Maki).51 They sought to un-
dermine all independent Arab organization, viewing it as an instrument of
“nationalist agitation.”52

These various missions could not be defended on narrow security grounds.
In 1962 the head of the IDF General Staff ’s research department admitted as
much: “From 1949 until today, there has been no evidence that the Arab states
have prepared to exploit the Arab minority in Israel for the sake of military
missions . . . during war or approaching the outbreak of war.” Arabs were 
occasionally recruited for spying, but “information and espionage did not 
receive high priority in the Arab intelligence services with regard to the allo-
cation of monetary resources, professionals, or technical equipment.”53 By the
mid-1950s only a broad definition of security—so broad that it appeared co-
extensive with the interests of the regime and its Jewish constituents—could
justify the administration.

Military governors exploited an extensive system of permits to ensure
compliance. The most onerous were the limits on travel, ostensibly designed
to identify and capture dangerous Arabs but also actually intended to protect
immigrant Jewish labor from Arab competition. Initially, with the region di-
vided into forty-five zones, most Arabs could hardly get beyond their own
villages without permits, which the governor tightly controlled. Over the
years, the number of zones was reduced, restrictions were eased, and permits
were distributed more freely, so that by 1966, when the MA was finally dis-
solved, few Arabs were constrained.54 For much of the 1950s, however, these
regulations exerted a powerful effect. Moreover, all economic activity in the
Arab sector required the permission of the governor, and the GSS burrowed
into every nook and cranny of Arab life. Sometimes the governor distributed
these permits himself, in consultation with the GSS, but often, particularly in
later years, he delegated this task to the mukhtar (village chief). Thus was es-
tablished a chain of debt and obligation running from the villagers to the
mukhtar to the governor.55

The government’s public defense of the MA against charges of discrimi-
nation was disingenuous.56 It asserted that the administration was estab-
lished in certain areas not because the residents were largely Arab but because
this was where infiltration was most likely and where the security concern
was greatest; when Jews came under its jurisdiction, the government claimed,
the rules were applied equally strictly.57 In practice, however, Jews did not
have to wait in humiliating lines at the governor’s office or approach the
mukhtar for a permit. Jews did not worry that their requests to open shops or
factories would be denied. Just the opposite: Jewish settlements within the
MA were priorities for development, and special funds were allocated to
rapidly industrialize and Judaize the Galilee.58

By the late 1950s, a political figure as prominent as former prime minister
and Mapai leader Moshe Sharett could openly declare the MA “such a mon-
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ster that it is worthwhile killing.”59 Yet it survived for another decade. This
was partly because it was self-sustaining. “The need for the Military Admin-
istration,” said one Knesset member, “springs largely from the Military Ad-
ministration itself.”60 Periodically the prime minister would ask the IDF chief
of staff whether the MA was still necessary, and he would in turn ask the mil-
itary governors, who would naturally confirm that indeed it was.61 Second,
the MA served Mapai’s partisan interests.62 The administration’s powerful
levers were often applied to undermine the challengers to Mapai’s left and to
ensure high voter turnout for Mapai.63 By the late 1950s parties across the
spectrum recognized that the MA had given Mapai a huge advantage in tap-
ping Arab electoral potential, and they banded together in opposition.64

The MA was, however, only the tip of the discriminatory iceberg. Using
cleverly designed legal instruments, the young state seized the bulk of Arab-
owned and Arab-controlled land and eventually turned much of it over to
Jewish immigrants.65 The amount of land thus expropriated cannot be pre-
cisely ascertained, but the total clearly climbed into the millions of dunams (1
dunam � approximately one-quarter of an acre).66 Officials in the govern-
ment and in quasi-public institutions like the Jewish National Fund cared lit-
tle for fine distinctions among the Arab religious communities, as all fell
victim to the state’s ravenous hunger for land.67 Some Druze villages lost as
much as 60 percent of their holdings. Even in Daliyat-al-Carmel and Ussafiya,
the laws were applied without mercy.68 Jewish protectors of “loyal” commu-
nities could rarely save them from their legal, if unjust, fate.

These land seizures aimed at furthering yehud ha-Galil, the “Judaization of
the Galilee,” and they were underpinned by a mélange of considerations.69

Security, narrowly construed, was one: in 1948 Jews owned little land in the
central Galilee, and that region, one officer reported in the mid-1950s, “re-
mains today the only area in the state in which there exists a continuous and
dense concentration of the Arab population, almost all of whom are hostile to
the State of Israel.”70 But planners were also jealous of the region’s fertility
and were eager to transform it into “the primary supplier of our fruit bas-
kets.”71 Finally, they were also inspired by the Zionist vision of an Arab-free
Israel, which Ben-Gurion stated succinctly in 1960:

The trees whose fruit we eat, the roads on which we travel, the houses
we live in, the factories where we work, the schools where are our chil-
dren are educated, the army in which they are trained, the ships we sail
in and the planes in which we fly, the language we speak and the air we
breathe, the landscape we see and the vegetation that surrounds us—all
of it is Jewish.72

The most straightforward way to advance this program was to establish new
Jewish settlements along the northern border and at critical nodal points, but
that required land. In addition to legal expropriation, the authorities pre-
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vented Arab cross-border and internal refugees from returning to their homes
and expelled individuals as well as entire villages.73 They even explored re-
settling Israel’s Arab citizens in Argentina.74 IDF Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan
defended his forces’ aggressive action against infiltration on such grounds:
“There will perhaps be another opportunity to transfer these Arabs from Eretz
Israel in the near future, and as long as this possibility exists, we must do noth-
ing to foreclose it.”75

Many discriminatory measures, however, bore only the most indirect re-
lationship to security concerns. Compared to their Jewish competitors, Arab
farmers faced severe water and electricity quotas. They were excluded from
powerful marketing, credit, and purchasing cooperatives, and they received
poor loan terms. When the state did compensate them for the land it had
seized for “public purposes,” they received between one-fourth and one-fifth
of what the state paid to Jewish owners.76 Employment officers favored Jews
and shunted educated Arabs into poor-paying low-skilled work. As Abba
H� ushi acknowledged in the early 1960s, “The claims regarding discrimina-
tion in work and business are largely justified. . . . There is no shortage of
work among Arab workers, but there is discrimination regarding places of
work, types of work, and profession.”77 Finally, public and private compa-
nies and institutions declared military service a criterion for jobs or benefits,
thus excluding Arab citizens.78 As early as 1953 some officials voiced their
misgivings:

We are not upholding the principles of democracy, the equality and pa-
tience of which we always speak, among our Arab residents. . . . I sus-
pect that we have not done all we can in this area—and especially
regarding those points that are more obvious, more emotional, more in-
furiating, and sometimes they are particularly the issues that are not impor-
tant from a security perspective.79

Not only were Israel’s policies toward its Arab minorities in the state’s first
decade deeply discriminatory in numerous areas, but they were, as a rule, ap-
plied without regard to religious affiliation. Although some officials, includ-
ing Ben-Gurion and his advisers on Arab affairs, inclined toward the older
Zionist practice of showing preference for the Druze and other minorities
(thereby fragmenting the Arab population), this did not carry over much into
practice. When Israeli decision makers spoke of Arabs, they usually meant the
Druze as well; the Arab Departments of the ministries and the Histadrut, and
the Office of the Adviser to the Prime Minister for Arab Affairs, were the ad-
dresses for Druze appeals. With the exception of the two villages on the
Carmel, the Druze were subject to the same restrictions on movement as other
Arabs until the late 1950s. Their land was expropriated with the same legal
mechanisms and to the same extent, and, even through the 1970s, develop-
ment plans failed to differentiate between the Druze and other Arabs. While
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the Ministry of the Interior and others supported the establishment of Druze
local councils, those responsible for security—the MA and GSS—dominated
decision making, and they opposed all independent political activity in Druze
villages.80 Israeli decision makers did draw distinctions between “positive”
and “negative” individual Arabs, between those who had shown themselves
worthy of trust and those who had sided with Arab nationalism. The former
not surprisingly received preferential treatment, but whether an Arab was
Druze or Muslim mattered less than his stance on Arab nationalism and Is-
raeli rule.81

In short, the fundamental policy baseline for the Druze and other Arabs
was, in practice, the same.82 While Ben-Gurion repeatedly and seemingly sin-
cerely said he wished to close the gap between Jews and Druze, his under-
lings consistently refused to implement his broad policy guidelines. As the
historian Shimon Avivi summarizes Israeli policy toward the Druze from in-
dependence through the late 1960s, “Government officials failed, in many
cases, to distinguish between Druze and Arab [sic]: they looked the same,
spoke the same language, lived next to each other, and had the same names.
These similarities made the Druze seem to them like an Arab, and so they
treated him.”83

The Arab population was, after 1948, in no position to protest its mistreat-
ment. The war had deprived it of its religious and political leadership as well
as of its intellectual and business elites—that is, of all those who might have
mounted a challenge to Israeli rule. An urban population that would have to-
taled nearly three hundred thousand without the 1948 war amounted by 1951
to under just forty-five thousand. The remaining Arabs were, according to
Ben-Gurion’s adviser on Arab affairs, “like a headless body.”84 Only the
h� amula chiefs could take the reins, and these traditional local leaders were
easily co-opted.85 The Arab Knesset members (MKs) affiliated with Mapai
were, through the 1970s, typically wealthy notables with a vested interest in
the status quo. They mobilized electoral support for Mapai, voted with the
party, and avoided all criticism of the government. Arab Mapam representa-
tives were more independent, and those of Maki still more so, but they, like
the parties to which they belonged, were marginal.86 Muslim religious insti-
tutions had been decimated, and the new Muslim authorities were indebted
to Israel for their positions. However, Archbishop George Hakim, the high-
est-ranking Greek Catholic (or Melkite) prelate in the country, was an articu-
late spokesman for his flock’s plight and a thorn in Israel’s side, although
some thought him insufficiently assertive.

Without a national leadership, political activity among Israel’s Arab citi-
zens was in these early years occasional and brief. This was particularly true
of the Druze, the most rural and least educated of the Arab groups. Accord-
ing to the 1961 census, the first that carefully examined the Arab population,
91 percent of Druze continued to live in rural areas, compared with 83 per-
cent of Muslims and just 39 percent of Christians.87 There are no statistics re-
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garding literacy and education among the various Arab communities before
1961, but in 1957 Christians (around 20 percent of the Arab population) con-
stituted 46 percent of all teachers in government-sponsored Arab schools,
Muslims (70 percent) accounted for 40 percent of teachers, and the Druze (10
percent) contributed a mere 5 percent of educators. Of 214 Arabs in govern-
ment service in June 1953, only 7 were Druze (3 percent), compared with 117
Christians (55 percent) and 88 Muslims (41 percent).88 The lack of education
left the community not only impoverished but also firmly in the grip of the
traditional leadership, which was as pliant as (but not more so than) that of
other rural Arab communities. Those few Druze who did come politically of
age by the mid-1950s identified fully with the pan-Arabist discourse common
among the Arab intellectual classes, and they faced the same Israeli-imposed
barriers to political organization.89

This first decade was, for the Arab community, marked by the slow pro-
cess of communal reconstruction and reorganization. Despite occasional 
outbursts, flashes of resentment, and insecurity, the Arab community was
generally quiet and obedient. With a dependent and relatively uneducated
leadership at the helm, and with Israeli state policies designed to reinforce the
h� amula and religious heads’ dependency, quiescence reigned.

Military Service for Minorities?

In the fall of 1949, the Knesset took up the question of the draft, and in 1950
it approved an unusually universal conscription law. Technically neutral with
respect to both gender and ethnicity, it called on men and women, Jews and
Arabs, to defend their country. But the law also authorized the defense min-
ister to grant exemptions, and, despite the insistence of the Communist
Party’s Knesset delegation that the law be fully applied, the entire Arab pop-
ulation was not—and, with the exception of the Druze, has never been—
drafted.90

But the question of conscripting Arabs would not go away. The most seri-
ous effort came in 1954 when Defense Minister Pinh� as Lavon ordered the reg-
istration of minority youth. According to a ministry official, this was to be
“part of the process of freeing the Arab population from the feeling of 
discrimination by extending rights and obligations to all the residents of Is-
rael.”91 With Prime Minister Sharett’s support, the Ministry of Defense an-
nounced in July that registration would commence imminently, and Lavon’s
experiment even received the public endorsement of Reuven Barakat, the
head of the Histadrut’s Arab Affairs Department. During November and De-
cember 1954, a lively debate erupted in the Hebrew-language press, but the
process ground to a halt when Lavon was forced to resign in February 1955
for unrelated reasons. Sharett invited Ben-Gurion to return as defense minis-
ter, and Ben-Gurion’s predictable opposition, joined with that of the IDF
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General Staff and the h� amula leaders, compelled the suspension of Arab
registration. It was never again to receive anything more than passing con-
sideration.92

Lavon’s experiment did not last long, but it was, in a sense, a surprising
success. Since January 1950, when Maki’s Tewfik Toubi had on the floor of the
Knesset demanded the inclusion of Arabs in mandatory military service, the
party had not raised the issue in a public forum, sensing little popular en-
thusiasm. Yet, when summoned, young Arabs flocked to the registration sta-
tions—perhaps, Jewish observers thought, because they found the prospect
of battle exciting, perhaps because they were attracted to military drill and
discipline, perhaps because they saw military service as a way to escape stul-
tifying village life, perhaps because they truly believed that equal obligations
would bring equal rights.93 Many expressed strong preferences regarding
their unit of choice and asked how they could ensure entry into it. Many over
the age of twenty, who had been exempted from registration, showed up any-
way, hoping somehow to slip in, and others who were too young sought to
register as well. Like draftees the world over, some resorted to absurd tricks
to evade service, but the feedback from the Arab youth was overwhelmingly
positive. Despite poor coordination between the IDF and the Ministry of the
Interior, around 90 percent of the Arabs subject to the order had been regis-
tered within two months—a success by any standard.94

In contrast, older Arabs and clan leaders were from the first opposed to
Lavon’s program and sought to undermine it at every turn.95 They raised eco-
nomic, political, and social concerns. Conscription would interfere with their
sons’ ability to contribute to the family livelihood, and it would ruin the com-
munity’s standing with fellow Arabs across the border. But, in seeking to per-
suade their sons, they primarily argued that military service would force
young men to delay marriage. The unspoken, but palpable, fear among the
older generation was that patriarchal Arab society would never survive con-
scription. After their exposure to secular, modern Israeli society, Arabs drafted
to the IDF would return prepared to rebel against the existing power struc-
ture centered on the family patriarch and the h� amula. The local leadership of
Maki, despite the party’s official support, sided with the forces of tradition,
as did Archbishop Hakim. To Israeli promises, they replied, “Without rights,
there is no draft.”96 But in Israel, dominated by a republican citizenship dis-
course, such a declaration seemed the opposite of civic virtue and was con-
sequently fated to have little impact.

Among Lavon’s opponents on this issue, as on many others, was the pro-
fessional military. As late as the summer of 1954, the commander of the 
Minorities Unit refused to accept Muslims even as volunteers, and a 1955 re-
jection letter explained to a Muslim applicant that “until now the IDF has not
mobilized Muslim youth.”97 In September 1954 Dayan expressed annoyance
and dismay that the question of registering Arabs had been raised first not
with the General Staff but with a civilian body, the Supreme Council for Arab
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Affairs. Dayan further informed Lavon that “the general atmosphere in the
[General] Staff (and this was also my first reaction) is against the establish-
ment of Arab units in the IDF.”98 He argued that the Muslim minority was too
great a security risk, but this position conveniently complemented the IDF’s
interest in maintaining its autonomy. Lavon was at loggerheads with the IDF
throughout his tenure, as he sought to impose strict civilian control over a mil-
itary to which Ben-Gurion had often given free rein; and in the wake of the
botched sabotage operation by Israeli agents in Egypt that led to his resigna-
tion—the first stage of the so-called Lavon affair—the entire country became
aware of the crisis in civil-military relations.99

The conventional wisdom is that the Druze uniformly welcomed military
service while other Arabs uniformly opposed it, but the record does not sup-
port that conclusion. At the end of the 1948 war, most Druze serving with the
Minorities Unit left the IDF. Those who remained were generally Syrian
Druze who could not return home and had few other ways of earning a liv-
ing. The Minorities Unit was woefully undermanned, and Druze volunteers
rarely came forward to fill the ranks. Just twenty-five Druze from villages in
Israel volunteered for service between January 1950 and June 1953.100 Low
pay and the unit’s assignment in the country’s south, far from the Druze’s
homes in the Galilee, made service unattractive, but many were also dis-
suaded by the opposition of religious and h� amula leaders. These recruitment
problems were not a passing phase: they persisted until conscription began
among the Druze in May 1956. The unit’s commanding officer even sought
the help of the Galilee’s military governor, requesting that he make life diffi-
cult for Druze who did not volunteer. Druze notables now and then inter-
ceded and raised limited numbers of troops, but they always exacted a price
for their assistance.101

In 1953 the authorities announced the imposition of mandatory reserve
duty, but the religious leadership, with the exception of MK Shaykh Salah�
Khnayfes, resisted such recruitment. Shaykh Amin Tarif not only feared the
younger generation’s exposure to Israeli culture and suspected that the Druze
would be exploited as cannon fodder but he was reluctant to burn the Druze
community’s bridges to its fellow Arabs in Israel and neighboring states.
Tarif ’s vociferous opposition raised questions about his loyalty in the minds
of Israeli officials, who were generally inclined to support him and other tra-
ditional leaders.102 In short, the Druze were not as willing servants of the state
as they have usually been portrayed.

Although Israeli officers and officials often asserted that the Druze, unlike
other Arabs, were trustworthy, their treatment of the Minorities Unit belied
that claim.103 At first, in 1949, the Minorities Unit operated in the north coun-
tering infiltration, but it was soon transferred to the Negev to patrol the south-
ern border.104 The purpose was clear: to prevent the largely Druze Minorities
Unit from confronting Syrian or Lebanese Druze in battle and to shield the
Druze from the temptation to betray Israel. As Amnon Yanai, the commander
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of the Minorities Unit, observed in 1953, “Their permanent work in the Negev
seems to them—and justly so—discriminatory compared to the Jewish sol-
diers that serve only for short periods in the Negev and on a rotation basis.”
Nor were Druze permitted to serve outside the Minorities Unit. This policy
was the joint product of paternalism and continuing distrust: Yanai argued
that the Druze soldier “suffers from feelings of inferiority and from suspicions
that he would not be able to overcome were he to serve in a single unit with
Jewish soldiers,” and his blunt successor defended the segregated status quo,
maintaining that “it is also desirable, for security reasons, that there should
be separate units to improve supervision of them.”105 Discrimination against
the Druze was rampant: numerous specialties remained closed to them, few
became officers, and the Minorities Unit did not see combat again until 1967.
In his diary, Ben-Gurion swore to solve this problem—“We must firmly up-
root all discrimination. We must allow every Druze to progress like the
Jew”—but it persisted nonetheless.106 Until the mid-1970s the Druze served
in a very different army than did their Jewish counterparts, but at least they
served.

In May 1956 mandatory conscription of Druze youth commenced. The of-
ficial version is that the Druze leaders requested that the military service law
be applied to their community.107 But enough documentation has surfaced to
warrant the conclusion that the initiative lay with the Israeli government. Im-
mediately after the 1953 reserve recruitment, the commanding officer of the
Minorities Unit proposed obligatory conscription for Druze males. In late
1954, Druze MK Jabber Mu‘addi met with Dayan and requested that the
Druze be drafted. A year later, in November and December 1955, Druze lead-
ers dispatched a wave of stilted formal requests for conscription to the Mi-
norities Unit, the minister of defense, and the adviser to the prime minister
for Arab affairs. Written in an identical tone and nearly identical language,
nearly all invoked the equation of rights and obligations, and most indicated
that the letters had been composed at Mu‘addi’s request—a sure sign that the
state had solicited the letters to ensure a proper paper trail.108 Army plans for
drafting the Druze, however, appeared as early as February 1955 and were
discussed in the IDF throughout that year, long before any Druze request
(other than Mu‘addi’s) appears in the records. By late November 1955, as the
first Druze requests flowed in, IDF officials had already decided how many
Druze were to be drafted in each wave in the coming year.109

To the extent that the authorities’ motives can be discerned, domestic and
international political interests—not strategic or ethical concerns—appear to
have been paramount.110 Conscription of the Druze, they believed, would
forestall nationalist mobilization among Israel’s Arab citizens by fragmenting
the Arab citizenry and would effectively counter foreign critics of Israel’s mi-
nority policies.111 Although the Druze were small in number, admitting them
to the IDF would assuage Jewish Israelis’ consciences and, even more impor-
tant, neutralize those at home and abroad who claimed that the state perse-

Confronting a Land with People 65



cuted Arabs without cause.112 The Druze would serve as evidence of Jewish
liberalism and of the perfidy of other Arabs whose irreconcilability had un-
fortunately deprived them of full citizenship. No one, however, ascribed
much weight to the Druze’s military contribution. Only political considera-
tions during the state’s first decade had saved the Minorities Unit from re-
peated efforts to disband it on grounds of inefficiency. Even in 1949, one
official from the Ministry of Religion commented that, despite the publicity
attached to the Druze unit, “as far as numbers and military importance are
concerned, they do not amount to much.”113

Concerns about the social and political consequences of military service
sparked vigorous opposition to conscription among the Druze, and protests
began before the first class had been drafted. There were even unconfirmed
rumors that some religious leaders would not participate in the feast of the
prophet Shu’ayb—a traditional Druze religious festival held at the supposed
tomb of Moses’ father-in-law, Jethro (in Arabic, Shu’ayb), which soon after
1948 had been infused with Israeli nationalist content and transformed into a
militaristic quasi-official ceremony in which the Minorities Unit figured cen-
trally—and were instead declaring it “a day of mourning, not a holiday, since
the conscription law is unacceptable to the Druze religion.” The Interior Min-
istry’s regional representative reported that “a state of tension prevailed re-
garding the mandatory conscription.”114 Opposition intensified in late 1956
and early 1957, as the restive religious leadership organized demonstrations,
appeals to the press, meetings with Knesset members, and the distribution of
leaflets. Shaykh Farhud Qasim Farhud of Rama arranged a mass protest, and
some three hundred shaykhs traveled to Jerusalem to protest the draft across
from the Knesset. Petitioners from Abu Snan argued that the new policy “had
been motivated by the political considerations of leaders who sought to be 
rewarded by the authorities.” In February 1957 residents of Ussafiya—a town
known for its strong relationship with the Israeli establishment—held
protests against the draft in H� aifa, across from the American Consulate, the
British Consulate, and the Mobilization Office. With rare exceptions—for 
example, Druze from Shfar‘am who argued that they were part of the Arab
nation—Druze who opposed conscription appeared to be motivated by 
local economic, political, and social calculations, not deeply held nationalist
commitments.115

The Israeli authorities leaned heavily on the traditional leadership and the
resisters.116 Although Israeli intelligence reported that the consensus in the
Druze community was that Mu‘addi’s efforts had been for his own gain, rel-
atively few shaykhs were willing to oppose the draft publicly, and Shaykh
Amin Tarif in particular, who had led the opposition in 1953 to reserve re-
cruitment, worked to undercut the vocal opponents of conscription. Non-
compliance with draft orders was initially widespread, even in the Carmel
villages, but levels soon improved.117

By mid-1957, only a whisper of protest could be heard, for the state had ap-
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peased religious authorities with two concessions. The first was a system of
exemptions for Druze who had committed themselves to religious study, to
joining the select group of ukkal. Shaykhs who had feared that mandatory ser-
vice would dilute their authority and reduce the number of religious adher-
ents were now reassured. Over time, this system has, with some shaykhs’
approval, been exploited by Druze seeking to avoid military service for what-
ever reason. Second, the Druze had long sought recognition as a millet, an au-
tonomous religious community. This standing, which carried with it the right
to supervise communal religious endowments (waqf )—usually farmland
whose revenues finance houses of worship and study and religious schools—
and to maintain religious courts in matters of personal status, had been de-
nied the Druze under the Ottomans and the British, and it does not seem ac-
cidental that they were granted their wish in 1957. Ben-Gurion had apparently
considered Druze religious autonomy “a magnificent idea” as early as 1948,
but nothing had come of it over the next decade. Over the course of sev-
eral years, the Druze waqf was institutionalized, a personal status law was
adopted by the Druze, and Druze religious courts were set up and judges 
appointed. The religious leadership now had behind it not just the force of
tradition but the power of a legal institution.118 Given the only partial de-
classification of documents, such horse-trading remains speculative, yet it is
intuitively persuasive.

Both traditional and revisionist historians have maintained that the Druze
were, from well before 1948 and certainly thereafter, more accommodating to
the Zionists (and later to the Israelis) than were their Christian and Muslim
neighbors and that they were compensated accordingly. Some explain the
Druze anomaly as a product of the Druze’s vulnerability as a small group des-
perate to survive and retain a shred of autonomy. Others suggest that the
Druze identified with the locally dominant Jews as a fellow minority among
the regionally dominant Muslims. Both reasons have been advanced to ex-
plain why the Druze were targeted for military service and why they came to
occupy an intermediate position in the Israeli polity.

The conventional wisdom is based on a selective reading of the compli-
cated and often contradictory historical evidence, however. Zionist leaders
certainly did seek to fragment the local Arab population in Palestine, but they
pursued this objective fitfully at best. After the establishment of the state, of-
ficial policy was less than consistent, but it generally continued to emphasize
the importance of distinguishing among the various Arab communities, and
the Druze occasionally benefited from the authorities’ petty favors. On the
whole, however, the Druze suffered similar forms and levels of discrimina-
tion, manipulation, and oppression in the young ethnic democracy. While
Ben-Gurion differentiated between Druze and other Arabs, many other offi-
cials did not set the Druze apart—either rhetorically or substantively: they
cast all Arabs, including the Druze, as a security threat, and they designed
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uniform and universal policies based on that presumption. The record of Arab
military service in the 1950s suggests that the most important cleavages were
less communal and religious than generational. With the exception of a hand-
ful of committed nationalists, younger Arabs, regardless of religious affilia-
tion, generally welcomed military service; the traditional leadership opposed
military service because it threatened their status within the village’s patriar-
chal political and social system. In the first decade after Israel’s independence,
the Druze were not the beneficiaries of unusual state largesse in the arenas
that mattered most, they did not escape suspicion despite their service in the
IDF, and they did not differ much from their rural Christian and Muslim coun-
terparts in their attitudes toward the state.

The chapters that follow systematically trace differences that emerged by
the mid-to-late 1960s, in the wake of the imposition of military service, be-
tween the Druze and other Arabs. By demonstrating that Israel’s policies to-
ward the Druze did not differ radically from its policies toward other Arabs
and by showing that the Druze did not differ radically from other rural Arabs
in their attitudes and stances toward the Zionists and later the new state, this
chapter has laid the critical foundation for the ensuing analytical narrative. It
has established an essential baseline from which to measure the difference
that military service can make.

68 Part I. The IDF and the Making of Israel



Chapter 4

Two Roads to Jerusalem

The newly formed State of Israel and its Arab citizens eyed each other war-
ily after 1948. The young state was surrounded by adversaries, and it doubted
the loyalty of nearly one-fifth of its population. During the war, the IDF had
proven itself, but it remained undermanned, undertrained, and under-
equipped. Conscripting Arab youth would alleviate the manpower shortage,
but it would also entail risk, providing a possibly irreconcilable minority with
military training and arms. The Arab citizens, on the other hand, had to grap-
ple with their own questions. Israeli officials spoke of equality, and the state
funneled resources into the Arab sector. But such talk seemed Orwellian, as
Arabs found themselves subject to military rule, restrictions on travel, land
seizures, and exclusion from the major political parties. Every Arab leader,
and even potential participant, must have estimated how the state would re-
spond to political protest, to efforts to hold it to its promises of meaningful
citizenship. Would it grudgingly concede, admitting the injustice of its poli-
cies? Would it deny Arab claims? Or would it use Arab demands as a pretext
for broadening the expulsions and land expropriation, for rooting out agita-
tors, even for ridding Israel of its Arab minority? Both sides wrestled with
these complex calculations.

Military manpower policies can serve as strong signals of the state’s intent,
helping cautious minorities sort through contradictory data. In the early 1950s
Israel considered drafting its Arab citizens, but a bungled covert operation
and its political fallout stopped this plan in its tracks. In 1956, however, Druze
males became subject to the draft, and in welcoming the Druze into the mili-
tary, Prime Minister Ben-Gurion invoked the familiar equation of rights and
duties. Should Israel’s manpower choices have proven powerful signals ca-
pable of shaping the political behavior of Druze and other Arabs, or should
they have seemed weak and been ignored? As we have seen, strong signals



display some combination of credibility, clarity, and availability, and Israel’s
manpower choices exhibited all three. They therefore should have had a sub-
stantial impact on the timing, goals, and tactics of Arab citizens’ political ac-
tivity and ultimately on the degree and form of effective citizenship they
achieved. And, in fact, they did. The strong Israeli manpower-policy signal
helps explain why the (included) Druze mobilized earlier than did other (ex-
cluded) Arabs, why the Druze employed conventional political tactics while
other Arabs embraced contentious (in addition to parliamentary) politics, and
why the Druze consistently pursued integration while other Arabs were reg-
ularly attracted to separationist aims.

Signaling in Context

The manpower-policy signal was certainly available in Israel in the 1950s and
beyond because Israeli society has been deeply militaristic. Such militarism
has not manifested itself in the usual ways: through glorifying violence, ro-
manticizing the military lifestyle, or emulating military customs.1 But the IDF
has inhabited a central site in the country’s cultural complex, notwithstand-
ing challenges to its sterling record after 1973.2 Most Jewish Israelis have seen
military service not only as an essential rite of passage but as the crucible of
citizenship, as the primary institution through which individual and collec-
tive identities are formed.3 The link between service and citizenship is so of-
ten articulated that it has become rhetorically ritualized. Claims to citizenship
were, and still are, buttressed by military service—whether one served, in
which unit, and how greatly one was decorated.4

Israel’s political and social structures have imparted clarity to the man-
power-policy signal. First, Israel’s political system in this period spoke with
one voice. The executive and legislative branches normally moved in lock-
step, and local councils and municipalities possessed little coercive authority.
Most important, Mapai dominated the political scene for nearly three dec-
ades, until it was finally displaced by the Likud in 1977. Its partisan concerns
penetrated all levels of the bureaucracy, and its supporters and opponents
alike viewed party, government, and state as nearly indistinguishable.5 The
centralization of the state structure, the stability of Mapai’s rule, and the
party’s firm grasp on the bureaucracy bolstered not only the signal’s clarity
but its credibility, for there was little room for involuntary defection.

Second, like other militarist polities, Israel has historically lacked a bright
line dividing the military and civilian spheres.6 Revisions in the military’s
manpower policies have consequently suggested not the preferences of a nar-
row segment but a broad bulwark of political support. Before and especially
after the 1973 war, Israel had a single integrated economic, political, and so-
cial network: senior officers were swiftly absorbed into civilian life, and mil-
itary rank tended to translate into civilian status.7 At the mass level, the
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reserve system, organized along the regimental model, served a similar func-
tion, for reservists often lived near one another and socialized outside of
miluim (reserve duty). The result was that—as Yigael Yadin, the IDF chief of
staff who designed the system, famously put it—the Israeli civilian was a sol-
dier on eleven months’ annual leave.8

Third, the nature of the Israeli recruitment system further boosted the sig-
nal’s clarity. A rarity among contemporary states, Israel still conscripts the
majority of its male citizens, and until relatively recently nearly all Jewish men
in each cohort were called to active duty.9 Although a small number of indi-
viduals were declared unfit, members of an ethnic or religious group could
not be systematically excluded without the message coming across loud and
clear.

Finally, the Israeli manpower-policy signal appeared credible. With the ex-
ception of the few Druze who condemned conscription because it separated
the Druze from the broader Arab community, most appear to have taken Is-
raeli officials at their word, believing that citizenship rights would follow the
fulfillment of military obligations. Although in retrospect Israeli leaders ap-
pear to have had no intention of conceding much of consequence, the new
manpower policy had qualities that suggested that Jewish politicians were
sincere and that offered recourse to the Druze even if they were not. First,
while the inclusion of the Druze does not appear to have met much resistance
within the IDF and thus was not politically costly, it was costly in a more ba-
sic strategic sense. Like other Arabs, the Druze had reason to be dissatisfied
with their lot under Israeli rule, and their feelings toward the new state were
mixed at best. Moreover, their coreligionists were important actors across the
border, and several even served in the Syrian high command. Given the Is-
raeli fear of Arab betrayal, the expected costs of drafting the Druze were plain
to see. As late as 1966 Amnon Lin warned that “all the training given to young
Druze in the army, all the weaponry, all this is likely to prove dangerous to
the state if the young Druze do not know why they must support the state.”10

Second, the public nature of the Israeli commitment created potential do-
mestic and especially international costs to defection. Pinh� as Lavon percep-
tively predicted in 1948 that “this state will in some ways be a glass house,
and every time we yawn, and anything that we do, big or small, will be pho-
tographed by the entire world.”11 Nearly a decade later, the Foreign Min-
istry’s Walter Eytan confirmed Lavon’s insight and complained that the MA
undermined Israel’s international position: “If we are to wave the banner of
democracy, they want us to be a true democracy. Any deviation from the prin-
ciples of democracy makes a poor impression, especially because the world
expects something different from us.”12 Israel’s diplomats at the United Na-
tions parried the fusillade of criticism by portraying the country’s Arab citi-
zens as a potential threat to the state and by demonstrating that these groups
had, despite their antagonism, made great strides since 1948. But the former
argument was, after 1956, not sustainable publicly with regard to the Druze.
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For other Arabs, excluded from service in the IDF, questions as to the cred-
ibility of the signal were less salient, for there was no possible deceptive mo-
tive. The events of the mid-1950s—when Ben-Gurion’s return to power had
doomed Lavon’s plan to extend conscription and when the Druze alone had
been drafted—settled any niggling doubts about the Jewish core’s deep dis-
trust of the Arab minority. However, Christian and Muslim Arabs had been
excluded from numerous Israeli institutions: Why ascribe much causal power
to the IDF in particular? The critical role for the manpower-policy signal in
shaping Christian and Muslim politics emerges out of the comparison with
the Druze. The Druze shared a great deal with their fellow Arabs—from a
common culture and socioeconomic structure to a shared experience of op-
pression at the hands of the Israeli authorities—but their political path had
nevertheless diverged substantially from that of their neighbors by the mid-
1960s. The Druze’s inclusion in the IDF, and Christians and Muslims’ exclu-
sion from that central Israeli institution, proved to be the difference.

Slouching toward Integration: The Druze in the Jewish State, 1957–1995

Mobilization Delayed, 1957–1965

For several years, notwithstanding the inclusive signal, Druze politics un-
derwent little change. With Jewish patrons supporting h� amula leaders,13 the
extended kinship group remained the basic unit of political affiliation and
mobilization.14 The Druze MKs were h� amula heads who had cultivated ties
to the central government and upheld the status quo. And officers’ billets
were typically bestowed on Druze from prominent families, who had little in-
centive to challenge the traditional power structure.15

The first wave of conscription came and went in May 1956, but the state
took no substantial steps toward granting the Druze first-class citizenship.
Druze villages were still subject to the rule of the military governors and the
oversight of the GSS, the local councils and schools suffered from inadequate
and unequal funding, and most travel restrictions remained in place. Ex-sol-
diers also found themselves excluded from full membership in the Histadrut
and Mapai and deprived of many benefits to which they were legally entitled.
The Arab Departments of the ministries continued to be assigned the task of
serving Druze communities.16 What followed conscription was consequently
inconsistent with systematic co-optation, which would have dictated an over-
haul of the state’s policies.

The Druze did win some limited gains in the first decade after the draft.
The establishment of official Druze religious institutions solidified the power
of the shaykhs, but it also satisfied the popular Druze desire to escape Mus-
lim religious control.17 In February 1957 most Druze were granted long-term
travel passes, and Druze veterans could, by presenting evidence of reserve
status, travel freely, alleviating the MA’s greatest burden. That same year, they
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were admitted as full members into the Histadrut.18 Finally, in 1962 all
Druze—veteran and nonveteran alike—were exempted from the MA’s travel
regulations. The price: Druze had to abandon official identification with their
fellow Arabs by replacing “Arab” as the “nationality” option on their identity
cards with “Druze.”19 But the practical import of this new policy was limited.
While strict enforcement of the MA’s rules had prevented Arabs from inte-
grating into the national economy for many years, the system had become
more permissive by the early 1960s. The vast majority of Arab citizens could
travel at will during the day to major urban centers, and long-term overnight
permits were readily dispensed. In 1962, a classified government review ob-
served that “if in the past travel permits were issued only after investigation,
today they are given almost automatically to anyone who requests one—ex-
cept elements known to be dangerous to national security.”20 Once again, the
authorities had tossed the Druze but a crumb, seeking to satisfy them with
petty gains while refraining from more substantive concessions. With regard
to economic development, for example, the Druze continued to be lumped in
with other Arabs in five-year plans approved in both 1962 and 1967.21

What little Druze political activity there was took two forms. First, univer-
sity students and graduates protested, sometimes in league with other Arabs,
against discriminatory state policies. Given the small number of educated
Druze, their membership was necessarily diverse, and settling on a common
agenda was a difficult, at times impossible, task. United in youthful rebellion,
they were unable to agree on the basic elements of their vision—integration
vs. separation, Druze particularism vs. Arab nationalism. In the late 1950s and
early 1960s, however, the leading figures typically celebrated the Druze’s
Arab identity and struggled against particularist Druze tendencies and the Is-
raeli policies that nurtured them, especially military service. As one Israeli of-
ficial recalled, when Christian and Muslim students “engaged in nationalistic
activities, it was difficult for the Druze to stand on the sidelines, because they
did not want to appear to be traitors. . . . The Druze very quickly joined the
choir of Arab nationalism.”22 Internal discord combined with the opposition
of the established Druze leadership and of the authorities to undermine these
organizations’ political capacity. Second, Druze veterans formed local associ-
ations to lobby for the democracy and equal rights they had been promised.23

Although they rarely addressed the deeper questions of identity that exer-
cised and fractured their university-educated coreligionists, even their faint
calls for reform posed a threat to the h� amulas and the state, which sought to
weaken their cohesion, appeal, and exposure. Generally relatively unedu-
cated, the ex-soldiers were incapable of creating lasting institutions that
would transcend the locale or the moment.24 Both groups, however, remained
politically marginal.

Despite the inclusive manpower-policy signal, the Druze did not immedi-
ately mobilize. The shaykhs were well acquainted with the politics of personal
patronage that had served them and prior generations well under the Ot-
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toman Empire and the British Mandate, but they were unfamiliar with pres-
sure-group tactics and were therefore poorly equipped to navigate Israel’s
democracy. Moreover, they had little incentive to challenge the status quo.

By the middle of the 1960s, however, a new generation of leaders—better
educated, better acquainted with the Israeli political scene, more knowledge-
able about Israeli society, more aware of their political advantages, and better
prepared to exploit an opening in the opportunity structure—was ready to
demand the Druze community’s rightful place in the polity. Emboldened by
the manpower-policy signal, these Druze paved the way for their fellow
Arabs. In the words of one well-known Druze, “When the Druze did some-
thing, the Arabs came after. We were like the laboratory for the others.”25 One
military governor recalled, “The Druze started shouting first . . . and slowly
the others joined up too.”26 Service in the IDF nurtured expectations of mem-
bership in the Israeli political community: the Druze had integration in their
sights, while their fellow Arabs, hopelessly excluded, embraced separationist
goals. The Druze, moreover, were more confident that their political protest
would be efficacious and would not be met with repression. According to one
Druze mayor, military service empowered the Druze: “The moment you have
greater awareness of your needs and rights, you demand more. And Druze
demand more than Arabs.”27 As a prominent Druze editor put it, “Service in
the military gave us a feeling of power. Perhaps this was an illusion, I do not
know. . . . We proceeded, perhaps under an illusion, that we would attain
equality of rights.”28

A New Generation Awakens, 1965–1975

In the latter half of the 1960s, inspired by Druze military service, a concerted
effort to forge an active Druze political presence took off. During the 1965
Knesset elections, the dysfunctional alliance between Druze radicals and
moderates (or, if one prefers, Arab nationalists and Druze integrationists) fi-
nally collapsed, and the two groups went their separate ways. While the 
former lobbied the Druze electorate on behalf of the new Arab-dominated
Communist party, Rakah� , and embraced its nationalist agenda, the latter fo-
cused more narrowly on the status of the Druze community. Even in this early
incarnation, they framed their demands in terms of their people’s loyal ser-
vice in the IDF and pressed for integration and equal rights—not for the en-
tire Arab population, but just for the Druze. The following year, further land
expropriations triggered a wave of protest that swept across the Druze vil-
lages of the northern Galilee. Perhaps its most important legacy was the new
vehicle to which it gave rise: the Druze League.

Although the leadership of the newly formed organization consisted
largely of educated Druze associated, professionally or otherwise, with the
authorities, they were hardly the stooges of Israeli officials. Calling for real
equality with Jewish citizens, the league’s spokesmen most often articulated
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two concrete demands.29 First, they called for the mainstreaming of the Druze
within Israeli public institutions, for their removal from the custody of the
Arab Departments of the ministries and of the Office of the Adviser to the
Prime Minister for Arab Affairs. Partly a matter of principle, this insistence on
full administrative integration had more instrumental roots as well: these de-
partments’ lower ranks were staffed largely by Christian and Muslim Arabs,
who, the Druze believed, were less sympathetic than Jews to Druze pleas for
special consideration on the basis of their collective military sacrifice.30 Sec-
ond, they sought to highlight the imbalance in central government invest-
ment in Jewish settlements and Druze villages. Even when both were located
in rural regions, the former were far more likely to be connected to the na-
tional electricity grid and water system, to have a functioning sewage system,
and to be awarded the status of a “development town,” which made it more
attractive to private industry. These forms of discrimination were subtle com-
pared to the inequities in central government funding: Jewish settlements re-
ceived more money per capita than did similarly situated Arab, including
predominantly Druze, villages. The Druze League insisted that equal devel-
opment resources be channeled into the “Druze sector.” After Israel’s stun-
ning victory in 1967, in which Druze soldiers had played a major combat role
for the first time since independence, the Druze League intensified its criti-
cism of the state’s policies—while fully playing within the rules of the Israeli
political game and refraining from challenging the Jewish character of the
state. Lacking conventional political resources, it crafted resonant public ap-
peals, exploited the sympathy of the Jewish media and masses, and dared
Jewish politicians to lay bare the ethno-national basis of their discriminatory
policies.31

Israeli officials should have welcomed the rise of the Druze League, which
even sought a new school curriculum stressing the historical ties between the
Jewish people and the Druze and which at times adopted a radically particu-
laristic stance denying the Druze’s Arab identity. But the relevant officials
were by and large ambivalent, when they were not simply opposed. The po-
lice and the prime minister’s adviser on Arab affairs were eager to distance
the Druze from Arab nationalism, as was the more powerful GSS, but the GSS
opposed any but local Arab (including Druze) political organization, fearing
that such institutions would ultimately be put to rebellious purposes.32

Parochial bureaucratic interests no doubt played a role, but GSS officials also
feared that concessions to the Druze would signal weakness to the far larger
but still quiescent Christian and Muslim populations and prompt a more rad-
ical and organized minority politics than Israel had yet confronted. Finally, by
empowering the individual and thereby weakening the h� amula, integration
threatened to undermine the reigning system of control.

In 1968, reflecting this view, Amnon Lin of the Labor Party recommended
rejecting Druze demands to join the party. Acceding to the Druze would strike
Christians and Muslims as an affront, Lin argued, and would undermine the
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party’s standing among those populations. More important, Lin charged all
politically active Druze reformers with “incitement.” He labeled as “radicals”
those who protested “(a) a separate Druze unit in the IDF; (b) discrimination
in the educational field; (c) refusal to grant them equal membership in the La-
bor Party; (d) the lack of development in the villages.” But the demands of
such alleged radicals were in fact those of the relatively moderate Druze
League.33 Lin’s report was unusually explicit, but its thinking was typical of
the state’s specialists on Arab affairs who viewed Druze moderates and rad-
icals as equally dangerous.34 These officials sought to harness the power 
of the h� amulas against the young rebels, warning the clan heads that the
league’s success would come at their expense.35 Amnon Lin apparently was
persuasive, for the party decided to continue to restrict membership to Jews.

Despite the Druze League’s largely elite membership and relatively small
size, it succeeded in garnering attention from mainstream Hebrew-language
media outlets. The activists skillfully hammered at the injustice of the Druze’s
predicament: performing the same duties as other citizens of the state of Is-
rael, the Druze were manifestly not treated equally. A resistant government
finally conceded not long after the conclusion of the June 1967 war.36 In Oc-
tober, Prime Minister Levi Eshkol announced that, as a consequence of their
brave service on the battlefield, the Druze would henceforth be fully inte-
grated into Israel’s public institutions and that they would, for better or
worse, be treated just like Jewish citizens. Linking the fate of the two peoples,
Eshkol declared “kamonu kamokhem”—as it is with us, it will be with you.37

The Druze League praised this “positive historical step,” but it noted that
Eshkol had failed to make any commitments regarding the more important
and costly measures on the league’s agenda. It also observed that Eshkol had
delivered these assurances not to representatives of the league but to those of
the traditional religious and clan leadership, which had played no role in the
campaign. Concerned that the government had little intention of following
through on its pledges, the league set a one-year deadline for substantive
progress.

Their skepticism proved warranted, as one year came and went with little
forward movement. The Druze League was true to its word. It mobilized its
youthful cohorts to campaign for immediate integration and sent out a flurry
of letters and appeals to government ministries and the media. To its original
program, it added an additional demand: the desegregation of the IDF—that
is, allowing Druze to serve in the unit and service arm of their choice. As the
campaign for integration intensified, coordination suffered; egos, historical 
rivalries, and intense personal animosities hampered the Druze’s capacity to
exert concentrated political pressure. But the disorganization served only to
emphasize the larger lessons: the clans were no longer capable of containing
discontent, the Druze demanding integration would not be placated with fine
words, and this new generation promised to be politically formidable. These
events constituted the first round in what became a cyclical pattern. The
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young Druze protested, Jewish politicians issued promises, bureaucrats
dragged their feet, and the Druze grew ever more noisy.38

The 1969 Knesset elections shook Israeli officials out of their complacency.
Although most Druze continued to vote for the mainstream Zionist parties
and their affiliated lists, Rakah� made unprecedented inroads that year among
the Druze and the Arab population as a whole. Blaming the state and its dis-
criminatory policies for Rakah� ’s success, the Druze moderates came forward
with renewed vigor, promoted their cause in the Hebrew and Arabic press,
and raised awareness of their people’s plight.39 At first, the government
sought to stem the tide by appointing Druze to prominent posts: Faris Falah�
was named the first Druze judge in the secular legal system, and Kamal Man-
sour was dispatched by the Foreign Ministry to the United States on a lecture
tour. But such gestures failed to satisfy the increasingly restive Druze. In May
1969 Amnon Lin reversed his position and publicly endorsed Druze mem-
bership in the Labor Party, arguing that political considerations should not
override the imperatives of justice “when Druze are fighting shoulder to
shoulder with Jews in defense of the homeland.” One year later, while the War
of Attrition degraded Israeli defenses across the Suez Canal and continued to
eat away at the nation’s morale, Lin’s views had not changed: “Especially now
we must emphasize to those who have tied their fate to us that they are our
partners. Brothers are equal in everything.”40

In 1970 Prime Minister Golda Meir felt compelled to reaffirm her prede-
cessor’s pledge, and she declared that the Druze would be “administra-
tively . . . Israelis in every respect.” Where Eshkol had publicly ignored the
Druze League, Meir pointedly acknowledged that the locus of power among
the Druze had shifted. But her announcement brought little change in policy.
Druze demands mounted in the early 1970s, and as the trail of promises made
and broken grew, it played into the Druze’s capable hands. They continued
to demand membership in the Labor Party, they publicized the fact that neigh-
boring Jewish municipalities received much larger government grants than
did their local councils, and they called for the inclusion of Druze villages in
the “development zones” through which the state directed large transfers of
public funds and substantial investments of private capital to underdevel-
oped areas. They insisted that their coreligionists in the Knesset work to re-
solve the question of land expropriations, remedy the inequity in grants and
loans to local councils, and equalize agricultural prices for Jewish and Druze
cooperatives.41 At all times the Druze activists reminded their Jewish audi-
ences that their people regularly made the supreme sacrifice for the political
community.

Unyielding Druze pressure did lead to some preferential treatment in the
early 1970s. Thanks to the “protracted struggle of the Druze youth,” the Druze
were collectively declared eligible for membership in the Labor Party, in con-
trast to Muslims and Christians, who were admitted only on an individual
basis: because the military obligation was framed collectively, the corre-
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sponding civic right had to be extended to all.42 Government and private in-
vestment in Druze villages increased, and a disproportionate number of the
factories established in the Arab sector in those years were in predominantly
Druze villages. A government committee discovered in 1973 that the Interior
Ministry was giving twice as much, on a per capita basis, to the local councils
of mainly Druze villages as to mainly Christian and Muslim villages, al-
though that still amounted to between only one-sixth and one-half the funds
granted per capita to Jewish villages and towns. Access roads were built, wa-
ter pipes laid, health clinics launched, the electric grid extended, and new lo-
cal authorities established.43

The 1973 Knesset elections confirmed that these halting steps had been in-
sufficient. With the government continuing to stall, the radicals’ appeal grew
and the moderates’ tone became more strident, particularly after April 1974.
That month Palestinian guerrillas snuck into Israel and killed Jewish civilians
in Kiryat Shemona, near the Lebanese border. Coming not long after the Oc-
tober 1973 war, the deadly attack signaled Israel’s vulnerability and led to re-
criminations in the Knesset. But, from the perspective of the Druze, it was the
events following the raid that were most troubling. On the assumption that
local Arabs were sympathetic to and perhaps had even abetted the terrorists,
the town’s Jewish residents took out their frustration and anger on nearby
Druze from the Golan as well as on Druze soldiers in uniform who happened
to be present.

This incident threatened to drive discouraged moderates into the radical
camp, and the authorities moved swiftly to prevent that outcome.44 Later that
year, two government-sponsored bodies were established to investigate the
community’s problems and grievances. One was a Knesset committee com-
posed entirely of Jewish MKs and chaired by Avraham Schechterman. The
other brought together a well-known Jewish expert on the Druze, Gabriel
Ben-Dor of the University of H� aifa, and two prominent Druze activists under
the auspices of the Office of the Adviser to the Prime Minister for Arab 
Affairs. Both groups’ recommendations largely paralleled the agenda that
Druze moderates had articulated over the last decade. Both rejected demands
to abolish mandatory conscription in the Druze community. Both recom-
mended removing the Druze from the ministries’ Arab Departments, fully in-
tegrating Druze soldiers and officers into mainline IDF units, providing equal
benefits for Druze veterans, displaying flexibility and even sympathy for
Druze in addressing land disputes and illegal construction in the overpopu-
lated villages, sponsoring a new Druze settlement in the Galilee, and supply-
ing increased development funds for the Druze villages. Significantly, both
cast their proposals as the Druze’s just recompense for their willing sacrifice—
mirroring the Druze’s claims-making frame, justifying preferential treatment
relative to other Arabs, and reinscribing the dominant republican citizenship
discourse.45 The Druze integrationists were on the verge of seeing their
dreams become concrete realities, but celebration was premature. The gov-
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ernment’s endorsement of these recommendations had a pro forma ring to
it.46 Much would depend on their implementation.

Moderate activists dominated the Druze political scene, mobilizing rela-
tively effectively by the mid-1960s—that is, just a few years after mandatory
conscription had commenced. After a somewhat greater lag, smaller groups
at either extreme responded to the opening in the political opportunity struc-
ture. In 1973 Yusuf Nassr-al-Din founded the Druze-Zionist Circle, but over
two decades it never attracted more than a handful of Druze adherents. For
most Druze, loyalty to the State of Israel was one thing; Zionism, which
seemed to imply that the Jewish people had a right to Druze land, was quite
another.47

More popular and certainly more troubling to the government was the
Druze Initiative Committee (DIC), founded in 1972. Backed by Rakah� , its
leaders argued that the Druze were a religious, not a distinctive ethnic, com-
munity and thus were fully part of the Palestinian nation, along with Mus-
lims and Christians. The DIC gave voice to the entire panoply of Druze
complaints, but its distinctive centerpiece was its opposition to conscription,
which it portrayed not as a blood covenant, but as a blood tax. It exploited a
groundswell of resentment toward military service: young Druze increas-
ingly saw the draft as hindering their social and economic prospects, partic-
ularly relative to Muslim and Christian young men who could complete an
undergraduate degree or learn a craft while the Druze performed his military
duties. As one discontented Druze told a journalist, “If I require assistance
from a government agency, does my twelve years of service help me in any
way? The answer is no. Can I get farming loans? No! Can I find useful work?
No! Do I have any advantages over the same Arabs who are sworn to the de-
struction of Israel? No!”48 In the attempt to avoid military service, some DIC
members have even renounced their Druze affiliation and converted to Islam:
by one estimate, they accounted for one-quarter of all Druze conversions to
other religions between 1952 and 2002, and over three-quarters eventually re-
quested that they be readmitted to the Druze community.49

In 1974 the DIC hijacked the festival at the tomb of Nabi Shu’ayb, which
had for two decades served as an annual ritualized renewal of the Druze-
Jewish covenant. The Minorities Unit was always a key element of the cere-
mony, and new recruits were initiated there. The young radicals insisted that
their leader, Shaykh Farhud Qasim Farhud—who had opposed conscription
twenty years before and who had founded the DIC when his son came of draft
age—be permitted to address the audience, but Shaykh Amin Tarif refused.
The DIC vanguard was, however, in no mood to take no for an answer and
seized the stage from Prime Minister Yitzh� ak Rabin, placing Farhud at the
podium in his stead.50 The effectiveness of the DIC as a social movement cli-
maxed that year, and afterwards it fell victim to typical movement growing
pains, eventually merging with Rakah� .51

Although the organization succeeded in attracting the authorities’ atten-
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tion, the Druze public was not generally receptive to its message, and the in-
tegrationists have long appeared to have had their finger closer to the pulse
of the Druze populace.52 During Arab protests in 1961 against the MA, most
Druze—though equally subject to its oppressive whims—refused to join, for
nationalist demands had been grafted onto the quest for first-class citizen-
ship. While Druze university students railed in the early 1960s against the
state’s efforts to fragment the Arab minority, local branches of their organiza-
tion more closely identified with the struggle for equality. Druze voting pat-
terns have tended to resemble those of Jews more than other Arabs, as far
larger numbers of Druze shunned the Communist Party.53 Finally, data on
Druze opinion are consistent with the conclusion that the DIC spoke to a nar-
row subset of the Druze community. In the late 1970s, when Arab opinion in
Israel began to be regularly surveyed, Druze fell closer to Jews on most ques-
tions—ranging from Israel’s right to exist to the equation of Zionism with
racism to support for independent Arab national political parties—than to
other Arabs. In 1976, though 10 percent of the Arab population, the Druze ac-
counted for over 20 percent of the “accomodationists” identified in one sur-
vey, and around 75 percent of Druze fell into categories associated with
integrationist aims. Ten years later, nearly 80 percent of polled Druze contin-
ued to endorse integrationist aims and policies.54

Pressure from Within and Without, 1975–1995

To oversee the implementation of the Ben-Dor and Schechterman Commit-
tees’ recommendations, a permanent committee composed of the directors-
general (the highest-ranking unelected ministry officials) was formed in
October 1975. Although incapable of direct action, this group (hereafter,
CDG—the Committee of the Directors-General on Druze Affairs) required
ministries to explain discrimination and inaction in a quasi-public forum,
urged them to speed development efforts in the Druze villages, and ulti-
mately compelled them to devote resources they might otherwise have with-
held. At its meetings, the ministries typically fell over one another in their
eagerness to take credit for the favors showered on the Druze and in their will-
ingness to acknowledge and promise to rectify failings. Thanks to the CDG,
the Druze came to occupy a middle position in this ethnic democracy, lagging
behind their Jewish counterparts but clearly better off than their Christian and
Muslim neighbors. This, however, had substantial costs: working within the
state bureaucracy, the Druze retreated from the arena of public contestation
and stopped employing the claims-making strategy that had served them so
well.

Although bureaucratic resistance continued to undermine substantive re-
form, the CDG was a boon to the Druze in three ways.55 First, it empowered
the new generation of Druze leaders, replacing the politics of patronage with
a more institutionalized form of political activity. By giving Druze civil soci-
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ety and the local councils an address of their own, separate of either the Arab
Departments or the MKs, it conferred legitimacy, fostered independence from
the traditional leadership, and pressured the h� amula heads to adopt a more
forceful style of claims-making.56 Second, the committee served as a clear-
inghouse for the grievances of local Druze veterans’ organizations, the in-
creasingly assertive Druze local councils, and the rest of Druze civil society—
with which it maintained a vigorous correspondence.57 It forwarded these de-
mands to the appropriate ministry with the imprimatur of the bureaucracy’s
highest-ranking officials and also often arranged meetings between local
Druze political leaders and Jewish politicians and officials. Third, the CDG
created pressure for change by drawing attention to the Druze’s plight within
an institutional framework that encouraged reform and provided oversight.
Even after the Likud came to power in 1977, the CDG continued to serve as
the linchpin of a system of accountability—by serving as a forum within
which ministry representatives had to demonstrate progress toward their
stated objectives or account (quasi-)publicly for the lack thereof.

The CDG’s accomplishments were not insubstantial. Its efforts resulted in
increased funds for Druze schools, the allotment of new land for Druze vil-
lages, a vast building initiative in the Druze sector, the resolution of Druze
land claims, the full integration of Druze across the IDF, greater employment
opportunities for Druze veterans, countless public welfare projects, and so on.
But progress still came at a snail’s pace. The ministries faced some real im-
pediments, but—guided by inertia and ethno-national priorities—they also
stalled. Faced with such opposition, the Druze community had little recourse.
Their turn from public protest to internal lobbying had undercut their chief
political asset: their ability to mobilize the sympathies of the Jewish masses
and rhetorically put Jewish politicians in a difficult spot. A cynic might claim
that this was precisely the purpose of the CDG, but there is no evidence of
such conspiratorial intent. The Druze learned that sometimes one should be-
ware what one wishes for.58

Although the Druze’s position rose relative to that of other Arabs, they re-
mained far behind their Jewish neighbors. In the villages of the upper Galilee,
sewage and water systems remained inadequate through the early 1990s.
Even though most Druze villages had completed development plans by the
early 1980s, approval was slow in coming, and thus nearly all construction in
the villages was deemed illegal. Despite the effort to build schools in the
Druze sector, the budgets were never sufficient to meet the ministries’ own
goals. Retired army officers continued to have difficulty finding appropriate
work, and the same was certainly true of other educated Druze. Few Druze
occupied senior government positions. Finally, the Interior Ministry’s grants
to equivalent Druze and Jewish settlements were obviously not equal, and
Druze villages could not access special development funds as well as those
monies disbursed by quasi-public institutions such as the Jewish Agency.59

Despite the CDG’s achievements, many Druze perceived a persistent, and
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even widening, gap between themselves and their Jewish fellow citizens. The
government’s internal documents frankly admitted that “the noticeable dif-
ference in the levels of development, on the one hand, and the system of ben-
efits, on the other, creates a feeling of serious discrimination in the Druze and
Circassian communities, whose sons serve in the military.” Zeidan Atashe, a
Druze first elected to the Knesset in 1977 as a member of Dash (the Demo-
cratic Movement for Change), was among those who gave voice to the frus-
tration of the Druze leadership. In 1985 he wrote to Prime Minister Shimon
Peres that “the covenant of blood and shared fate between the [Druze] com-
munity and the Jewish people . . . is in danger.” After reviewing the Druze’s
complaints, Atashe warned, “If steps are not taken and solutions suggested,
the community will see itself as free from any obligation that does not promise
full rights and will leave to the free will of every Druze the question of
whether he wishes to volunteer for the IDF.”60 The Druze community re-
mained relatively quiet during the first intifada. But in the early 1990s, per-
haps inspired by the Palestinian uprising and sensing an opportunity in the
easing international situation, the Druze community abandoned the quiet
hallways of government and returned to the public arena.

The local leadership initiated this new wave of public political activity in
1991 in the Galilee, and it culminated in a 1995 sit-in across from the prime
minister’s office. The mayors were eventually joined by the Druze MKs and
by the religious leadership. On the one hand, their rhetoric bore the signs of
the changing times: “The rift between our communities and the state is widen-
ing. Before us stands the danger of an intifada that nobody wants.” But it also
invoked the older motifs of military sacrifice and civic virtue, implicitly rec-
ognizing why the broader public continued to listen and why the authorities
would ultimately concede. As MK Salah� Tarif put it in 1994, “The Druze have
been fooled for too long. We cannot and will not put up with any more empty
promises and hollow gestures in return for the blood of our sons.”61 After
much political maneuvering, the government finally committed to providing
five years of increased development funds and to equalizing grants to Druze
and Jewish villages and towns.62 These supplementary budgets are univer-
sally acknowledged to have tremendously reduced (though not eliminated)
the gap between Israel’s Jewish and Druze citizens.

Druze Mobilization and Manpower Signaling

Druze political behavior is puzzling, especially compared with that of the rest
of Israel’s Arab population. “So long as you are a tender young plant,” one
older Druze advised, “you must protect yourself against every gust of wind.
But once you grow strong and strike roots in the soil, you need not fear even
the gales of winter!”63 Under 2 percent of Israel’s total population, without
access to conventional political resources, and the target of discriminatory
policies, the Druze initially resembled that seedling, but by the late 1960s they
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were acting more like a firmly planted cedar. With regard to the timing of po-
litical activity, the Druze began to mobilize in the mid-to-late 1960s, nearly a
decade before other Arabs. When politicians’ pledges remained unimple-
mented, the Druze engaged in increasingly strident protest, confident that the
state could not and would not silence them. With regard to their objectives,
the Druze put integration at the top of their agenda. With regard to their tac-
tics, the Druze played by the rules of the Israeli political game; they did not
threaten the state with disorder, but rather invoked their history of military
service. The Druze’s tactics resembled those of Jewish immigrant interest
groups in Israel who similarly have sought formal contacts with government
officials, exploited personal relationships with decision makers, and brought
their grievances to the media.64 Their political activity reflected the liberal-
ization of the IDF’s participation policies—beginning with the conscription
of the Druze in 1956 and culminating in their eventual integration into nearly
all units and service branches. Jewish politicians had their own motives, but,
for the Druze, the extension of the draft was a powerful signal as to how the
Israeli state and its Jewish majority would respond to demands for equal
rights.

Scholars often argue that the moderate objectives and tactics of mainstream
Druze political activity reflected that population’s co-optation by the Israeli
regime. Relatively uneducated, poor, and politically weak, the Druze were
fertile soil for the authorities’ gestures, and given its small size, the group
could be incorporated into the polity without fundamentally challenging its
character. Druze who identified with the Palestinian cause have leveled sim-
ilar allegations, deriding the proponents of integration as “new props, look-
ing younger but carrying the same registered trade-mark” as the traditional
leadership, a group of “shaky wooden pillars . . . which have been infested by
woodworm and need to be replaced.”65

But this charge and, even more important, this interpretation were off the
mark. Israeli officials wanted a subdued and subordinate population, but
these Druze refused to strike an obsequious tone. They drew attention to in-
equities and contradictions in Israel’s ethnic democracy, and they continually
presented Jewish decision makers with uncomfortable dilemmas. Not only
had the experience of military service failed to ensure their quiescence, it had
in fact inspired them to press for true equality. Although the Druze politician
Kamal Mansour often kowtowed to the authorities, he fully grasped Druze
frustration and its source: “The Druze veteran does not compare his lot with
the neighboring Arab—that would be too simple. His framework for com-
parison is provided by the Jews with whom he served and fought. . . . How
can you be equal one day and less equal the next?”66 Or as the Druze jour-
nalist Rafiq H� alabi put it, “The Druze may have earned the moral right to de-
mand equality, but in actuality they found it hard to dispel their feeling that
they were ‘Jews’ when it came to obligations and ‘Arabs’ when it came to
rights.”67 One MK in the late 1970s warned his colleagues, “We may not mea-
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sure the progress [in Druze villages] by comparing it to current levels in Arab
countries. . . . The problems emerge from the comparison with the state’s
Jews.”68

Unlike other Arabs, the Druze were confident that their political voice
would not be silenced, that they could effectively protest their subordinate
status—albeit within the standing rules of the Israeli political game. This was
not the way a co-opted minority would speak, and it was hardly what the au-
thorities envisioned when they compelled the Druze to serve. One influential
decision maker recalled that the activities of these Druze were “not always
comfortable for us. You know that when you occupy the seat of power, you
want them to do exactly as you wish. Here the problem was that at times they
did not do [what we wanted].”69 Nor did the state systematically seek to co-
opt the Druze. Symbolic gestures were common, but the truly substantive ad-
vances the Druze achieved were the product of their struggle, not Israeli
largesse.

Radicalism Unbound: Christians, Muslims, and the State, 1957–1995

Foundations, 1957–1973

Although 1956 brought the draft to the Druze, for Christians and Muslims,
life went on as before. The young state was democratic but hardly liberal, and
most Arabs fell into line. Sustained efforts to challenge the state were few and
far between, and those that did emerge were crushed. As Druze political ac-
tivity was growing increasingly intense, one foreign journalist observed that
the Arab citizens of Israel were “an inarticulate minority in an alien society. . . .
There are no powerful champions of the Israeli Arabs, neither within their
own ranks nor in foreign capitals, near or far. No one takes up their cause;
they have produced no rebels.”70 Co-optation and repression no doubt con-
tributed to Christian and Muslim quiescence, but both featured (though the
latter to a lesser extent) in state policy vis-à-vis the Druze. The most obvious
difference in these communities’ experiences lay in the realm of military ser-
vice. While it does not seem plausible to place the full weight of explanation
on Christian and Muslim exclusion from the IDF, the military’s policies pro-
moted quiet within the Arab community even as they planted the seeds of the
mobilization that would burst on the scene in the mid-1970s.71

Arab protests against the MA and other restrictions erupted only intermit-
tently. In the 1950s and 1960s, Arabs accounted for just 4 percent of demon-
strations in Israel, far below their proportion of the population.72 Yet beneath
the surface calm lay radicalism in gestation. On those occasions when Arabs
did protest, they framed their demands not in the language of integration but
in the nationalist pan-Arabism current outside Israel.73 In 1961 five young
Arab citizens were shot by an Israeli border patrol as they sought to cross 
illegally into the Egyptian-held Gaza Strip, triggering four days of mass
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demonstrations. In Nazareth, the largest exclusively Arab city in Israel, the
crowds were kept manageable only by roadblocks. Several thousand school-
boys crowded into Nazareth’s central square, shouting slogans such as
“Down with Ben-Gurion and his government of murderers!”, “Long live
Nasser!”, and “May Israel be destroyed!” In Acre, Arabs marched toward the
Jewish quarter chanting “Death to Ben-Gurion” and “Palestine is Arab.”74 As
an Israeli diplomat ruefully observed, “It is clear that these Arabs wish to live
physically in the state, but from a spiritual perspective, they live with ‘the
Arab side,’ with the enemies of Israel.”75 It is hard to believe that, less than a
decade before, the younger generation of Arabs had enthusiastically wel-
comed the draft.

Whatever institutionalized politics existed in the Arab sector reflected such
nationalist leanings. Well into the 1970s, nearly all organization of conse-
quence among Israel’s Arab citizens occurred under the aegis of the Com-
munist Party. Maki’s largely Jewish leadership, sensitive to the constraints of
Israeli politics, opposed pan-Arabism and continued to embrace at least ele-
ments of Marxist-Leninist internationalism.76 But the same cannot be said of
the Arabs who constituted the overwhelming majority of Maki’s and later
Rakah� ’s supporters. As a GSS representative noted of Maki in 1962, “The fact
is that its activities among the Arab population are not communist activities
from a socialist perspective, but national-Arab activities, and often extremist.
The emphasis is not on equal pay for the Arab worker or his acceptance into
Histadrut; the struggle is national-Arab.”77 The Israeli establishment not sur-
prisingly saw Maki and later Rakah� as hostile not only to the state’s Jewish
character but to its very existence.78 The Communist Party’s status shielded
it from overt repression, but Communist-backed organizations enjoyed less
legal protection. Several efforts to establish an all-Arab political party, from
the early 1950s through the mid-1960s, ended in failure, in large part because
the authorities took steps, coercive and co-optive, to undermine them.79

The official line was that, if not for the conflict between Israel and the Arab
states, all of Israel’s citizens, regardless of ethnic or religious origin, could live
in harmony.80 Public opinion surveys suggested, however, that ethno-reli-
gious antipathy was deeply rooted. In the wake of the Holocaust, most Jews
had little sympathy for Arabs who denied the legitimacy of the Zionist cause
and proclaimed the Israeli state grounded in injustice. In the late 1960s over
three-quarters of Jewish Israelis, both Mizrah� im (Jews of North African and
Middle Eastern descent) and Ashkenazim (Jews of European descent), agreed
that “every Arab hates Jews,” and well over 90 percent thought “it would be
better if there were fewer Arabs.” Social prejudice was also intense, with clear
majorities objecting to some extent to having an Arab as a neighbor, let alone
as a son-in-law. Anti-Arab sentiment grew even more prevalent after the 1967
war.81 Surveys of Israel’s Arabs conducted just before the war revealed a gen-
erational divide that boded ill for the future: Arabs who had been born or
come of political age in Israel—and were therefore more likely to be sensitive
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to its exclusion of them—were far more likely than their parents to voice hos-
tility toward the state.82 Over half of younger Arabs reported feeling more “at
home” in one of the Arab states, which few had visited, than in Israel, and
close to three-quarters either denied or expressed reservations about Israel’s
right to exist. Some 81 percent of Arab high school students preferred to be “a
separate but equal people” within Israel, and 13 percent favored a separate
state entirely.83 These were the seeds from which the later mobilization would
grow.

Israel’s conquest of the West Bank and Gaza Strip in 1967 rejoined its Arab
minority with fellow nationals, among whom a Palestinian identity had taken
hold and among whom political activism was rife. In 1970 even moderate Is-
raeli Arab leaders felt compelled to at least pretend to grieve when Nasser
died; thousands turned out in Israel’s Arab villages, towns, and cities to
mourn the leader of pan-Arabist nationalism. Meanwhile, increasing, though
still very small, numbers of Israel’s Arab citizens began to take part in terror-
ist activity.84 This remained the largely uncoordinated behavior of motivated
individuals, but it reflected the nationalistic tendencies Israel had nurtured
among its Arab citizens.

Politicization, Palestinization, and Mobilization, 1973–1995

On Israel’s northern border, two humble Christian Arab villages, Ikrit and
Berem, had welcomed the invading Israeli forces in 1948, and their residents
had willingly evacuated the area at the request of the IDF, which promised
that they would be allowed to return once it had ceased military operations
there. But the IDF reneged, even ignoring a Supreme Court of Israel ruling
upholding the villagers’ petition. Invoking emergency regulations, and this
time supported by the court, the army continued to turn the former residents
away. During the appeals process, it leveled the villages. When, twenty years
later, Defense Minister Moshe Dayan suggested that the closed security zones
along the borders might be opened, the villagers came forward and de-
manded the right to return to the rubble they still called home. For several
months in 1972, they protested their ill-treatment while averring their loyalty
to the state and playing on Israeli guilt. Jewish liberals flocked to their cause,
and a sympathetic press aired their case. The government was divided, but
Prime Minister Golda Meir, decrying the “erosion in Zionist faith,” gathered
enough support to reject the villagers’ claims. They failed to achieve their im-
mediate aims, but the villagers, with their powerful charges against the qual-
ity of Israeli justice, seized the political agenda and helped pave the way for
further Arab mobilization.85 The fractured Jewish Israeli response indicated
to other Arabs that—as Meir rightly feared—the consensus was beginning to
crack.

The pointed exclusion of Christian and Muslim Arabs from military ser-
vice in the 1950s had signaled that the state would reject their demands for
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first-class citizenship, employing repression if necessary. Under such circum-
stances, vocal claims-making was out of the question. In the absence of strong
reasons to revise their estimate of the costs of agitation, Israel’s Arab citizens
would likely have remained quiet. But three events combined in the early
1970s to signal that the opportunity structure was inching open. First, and
perhaps most concrete, was the very public and tortured debate over the past
and present of Ikrit and Berem. Second was the political awakening of the
Mizrah� im, who in the early 1970s gave voice to their own discrimination and
cultural marginalization at the hands of the dominant Ashkenazi elites. By
launching a vigorous challenge to Israel’s prevailing social and political hier-
archies, the self-labeled Black Panthers demonstrated that rebellion was pos-
sible and inspired the country’s Arab citizens. Finally, and arguably most
powerful of all, was the social upheaval and disillusion that followed the 1973
Yom Kippur War. Widely known in Israel as the meh� dal (the blunder), the war
marked the end of the country’s innocence and shattered its unity. With these
events as the backdrop, Israel’s Christian and Muslim citizens raised their col-
lective voice in the mid-1970s. They mobilized for separationist objectives and
engaged in contentious politics—outcomes consistent with a powerful ex-
clusionary military-manpower signal. This signal cannot account for the tim-
ing of Christian and Muslim protest, but it deeply influenced the character of
Arab political activity—that is, the objectives they pursued and the tactics
they employed.

Abandoning the politics of caution, Israel’s Arab citizens became more as-
sertive in the mid-1970s. Arabs had engaged in protest in fewer than two
events a year before 1972, but between 1973 and 1979 that figure rose to an av-
erage of over nine events annually; there were seventeen Arab protests in Is-
rael in 1979 alone. Between 1950 and 1975, Arabs accounted for just over 3
percent of all protests in Israel, but in the following decade they organized
nearly 11 percent. These protests have more than twice as often entailed vio-
lence against property or persons than have demonstrations involving mainly
Jewish citizens.86 In opinion surveys, Arabs have, particularly in the 1980s,
expressed both confidence in the efficacy of parliamentary politics and en-
thusiasm about extraparliamentary strategies, with large majorities endors-
ing without reservation licensed demonstrations and general strikes and with
a somewhat slimmer majority supporting boycotts.87 Arabs did not abandon
“conventional” politics, but at the same time they increasingly ardently took
up “contentious” politics in its various forms.88

The period from the mid-1970s into the 1980s also witnessed an institu-
tional explosion among Israel’s Arab citizens.89 As early as 1970 the heads of
Arab local councils in the Galilee had banded together, irregularly and infor-
mally, to lobby the government. In 1974 these local leaders formed a more 
lasting body, the National Committee of Heads of Arab Local Authorities. Ini-
tially nurtured by the government as a counterweight to Rakah� , the commit-
tee early on revealed an independent streak. It began with exclusively local
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matters, but after 1976 it expanded its scope of concern and ratcheted up the
level of activity. Through meetings with top-tier officials as well as mass ac-
tion, its representatives demanded recognition of the Arab citizens as a na-
tional minority, strengthened ties with Palestinians in the Occupied Territories,
expressed support for the Palestinian nationalist struggle, and protested land
seizures as well as discrimination in government allocations and employ-
ment. To sustain the campaign, the committee created several substantive fol-
low-up committees—in such areas as education, health care, social services,
and agriculture—staffed with professionals as well as political figures. By the
early 1980s it had seized the mantle of nationalist leadership from Rakah� and
was widely viewed as the “parliament of Israel’s Arabs.”90 The committee
was typically responsible for organizing the largest demonstrations and gen-
eral strikes among the Arab population, with a particular focus on citizenship
and national questions.91

Beyond the committee, Arab civil society was reborn in the mid-1970s.
Arab student associations sprang up at all the universities, and a national stu-
dent union took shape as well. After 1980 Arabs increasingly founded non-
governmental organizations, with the pace picking up particularly in the
1990s.92 New political parties, notably the Progressive List for Peace, came
into being a few years later and cut substantially into the Communists’ elec-
toral base. The PLP’s 1984 platform called for national and civil equality for
Arab citizens, the separation of church and state, and a written constitution;
affirmed Palestinian refugees’ right to return; and demanded negotiations
with the Palestine Liberation Organization. Far more radical groups came out
of the woodwork as well. The Sons of the Village emerged at the local level,
and a few years later the National Progressive Movement, which eventually
folded into the PLP, came on the scene. Both identified fully with the Pales-
tinian national movement, rejected the legitimacy of Israel as a Jewish state,
and called for a binational secular state occupying the entire territory of
Mandatory Palestine. Denying the relevance of the Green Line—the bound-
ary designated in the armistice ending the 1948 war—to national identity,
these organizations all but declared themselves wings of the PLO—then
viewed by most Israelis as a terrorist entity unsuitable as a negotiating
partner.93

Finally, capitalizing on popular frustration with Arabs’ stagnating material
standard of living, the Islamist movement surged after the 1979 revolution in
Iran. At first it took the form of a paramilitary unit waging a jihad against both
the Jewish state and secularism among Israeli Muslims. Penetrated by the GSS
in 1981, its leaders were sentenced to long prison terms, but, just a few years
later, Islamism resurfaced. The new Islamic associations preached nonvio-
lence and strict religious observance, combined with a message of self-help:
promoting local action for social and economic development, their motto was,
“If the state is not ready to help us, we shall help ourselves.” By the late 1980s
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the Islamist movement had grown into a major force in local politics, winning
over 30 percent of the seats in local elections in the Little Triangle.94

The critical turning point in Arab political practice came after the Israeli
government announced a series of land expropriations in February 1976.
Most of the land seized this time was slated to come from Jewish owners, but
the move nevertheless triggered an explosion of long-repressed resentment
over the state’s land policies. Rakah� took the lead in forming the National
Committee for the Defense of Arab Lands, which designated March 30 “Land
Day” and called for a general strike. In the chaos of the day, Israeli security
forces killed six Arab citizens. The six became martyrs, and their deaths be-
came a focal point for the Arab community: nearly every March 30 since then
has been commemorated on both sides of the Green Line, but especially the
Israeli side, as Land Day—often with a general strike and mass demonstra-
tions, expressions of Palestinian nationalism, and the occasional burning of
the Israeli flag. As the 1980s wore on, and especially during the first intifada,
Israel’s Arab citizens regularly engaged in strikes and large-scale protests
with the aim of addressing both their own grievances as well as those of the
Palestinian nation as a whole.95 Sensing the shifting political winds, even
Arab politicians affiliated with Zionist parties began to adopt more indepen-
dent stances, especially on questions related to Palestinian national aspira-
tions. The Labor MK ‘Abd al-Wahhab Darawsha was typical in describing
himself as “Palestinian by nationality and Israeli by citizenship.”96

Evidence of separationist objectives among Israel’s Christian and Muslim
Arab citizens has been available in abundance and takes three forms.97 First,
the agendas of the most popular political parties and figures have been 
explicitly or implicitly separationist. In the mid-1970s Rakah� and its non-
Communist nationalist competitors moved from the margins to the center of
Arab politics. In 1975 a Communist-led list won the municipal elections in
Nazareth for the first time. This startling local development heralded national
trends. For much of the 1960s, the Communist Party had received between 20
and 25 percent of the Arab vote in national elections, but it jumped to 37 per-
cent in 1973 and to 50 percent in 1977. After the 1979 Camp David accords,
which temporarily tripled Arab support for the Labor Party, the two Arab-
dominated parties, the DFPE (the Democratic Front for Peace and Equality,
which succeeded Rakah� ) and the PLP, recovered in 1984 to win half the Arab
vote. At the same time, the Arab lists affiliated with Labor went into terminal
decline.98

A separationist political program has, in one form or another, been central
to the Arab nationalist agenda from the state’s earliest days. Not long after
1948, Maki abandoned its call for an independent Arab state and instead ad-
vocated the Arab citizens’ “autonomous management of their national, polit-
ical, and economic affairs.”99 After Rakah� ’s formation in 1965, it adopted a
new objective: ridding Israel of its Jewish character and transforming the
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country into a secular binational “state of all its citizens.”100 Many Jewish Is-
raelis have feared that this civic rhetoric is but a trimming hiding fundamen-
tally national branches, and their concern may be well founded. When Azmi
Bishara, a leading proponent of this vision, complains that “here in Israel you
can have individual rights, but not collective rights,” he invokes a language
of collectivities that is very much in tension with the liberal ideals of a secu-
lar binational state.101 He has called for the recognition of Israel’s Arab citi-
zens as a national minority—including an elected council that would run the
Arab population’s educational system, oversee its media, and supervise its
economic development. In the absence of a binational solution to the larger
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Bishara insists that “Israeli Arabs will have to run
their affairs by themselves.”102

Other Arab leaders have espoused separation equally openly. As early as
1984 the PLP endorsed a wide range of separate institutions, and its 1990 pro-
gram was still more explicit:

Our Arab masses demand . . . their rights as a national minority, which
is distinct nationally, culturally, and in way of life. . . . We have to con-
duct our special life by forming cultural, social, and political institu-
tions, to administer our own educational and cultural affairs, to launch
an Arab university for strengthening our national Arab-Palestinian
identity.

The leading PLP MK argued that “we must give up the demand for unat-
tained equality and call instead for self-rule.”103 The electoral performance of
the PLP and similar parties suggested the popularity of the separationist vi-
sion. Today, Bishara’s party, Balad (the National Democratic Assembly), de-
mands the Arab minority’s “self-rule in matters that distinguish it from the
national majority,” especially education and the media.104

Those who advocate separation, in principle and in practice, typically also
press for civic equality, but the latter is at best a secondary theme. As the
scholar As’ad Ghanem, hardly hostile to the Palestinian cause, points out,
whatever emphasis there has been on equality has been “tactical”: “The strug-
gle for equality was only an avenue for helping the Arabs in general, and the
nationalists in particular, reach the ultimate strategic solution to the Pales-
tinian problem.” The competition for local support has, however, over time
compelled even the nationalists to devote more attention to improving the cir-
cumstances of life on the ground for the Palestinian citizens of Israel—and
therefore to achieving civic equality.105

Second, separation has lain not just in the realm of aspiration, as part of an
abstract political program, but from the 1970s rapidly acquired the status of a
fact on the ground. Even liberal Hebrew media have portrayed the National
Committee of Heads of Arab Local Authorities as the foundation for Arab in-
stitutional autonomy, and they noted that its substantive follow-up commit-
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tees bore a marked resemblance to the yishuv and its “state in the making.”106

The Zionist movement in Mandatory Palestine had, in response to a variety
of constraints, sought “to insulate Jews from Arabs and create islands of po-
litical and infrastructural autonomy.”107 Similarly, seeking to carve out spaces
free of Jewish discrimination and mirroring the ethnoreligious shape of the
surrounding public sphere, Arabs have since the mid-1970s been building au-
tonomous institutions in the social, economic, and political arenas. The Is-
lamist emphasis on Arab self-help has reinforced that trend since the 1980s,
even if Islamist leaders studiously avoided endorsing separationist ideas.108

Collective rights emerged as a central element in the Arab citizens’ political
consensus, and autonomous institutions have been both the manifestation of
that desire and the means to that end.109 Whether Israelis—Arabs or Jews—
admit it openly or not, the Arab mobilization beginning in the 1970s, em-
bodying a “strategy of segregation,” laid the institutional groundwork for
autonomy.110

Third, polls of Arab public opinion have captured both increasing Arab
alienation from Israeli society and the increasing desire for autonomy. Since
1967 Israel’s Arab citizens have steadily downgraded the Israeli component
of their national identities and highlighted the Arab and Palestinian ele-
ment.111 Moreover, “whereas the terms ‘Palestinian’ and ‘Arab’ denote senti-
mental or affectively loaded identities, . . . ‘Israeli’ denotes for Israeli Arabs an
identity limited to instrumental concerns such as equal rights and material
improvements.”112 In the words of one Palestinian citizen, “I belong to the
State of Israel only in the geographical sense. . . . But in the spirit, in soul, I be-
long to the Palestinian people.”113

Surveys have also found direct evidence of the popularity of a separationist
agenda among Israel’s Arab citizens. Large majorities of Arabs—typically in
the vicinity of 70 percent, and reaching as high as 90 percent—have consis-
tently expressed skepticism that Arabs can ever achieve equality in Israel as
long as it remains a “Jewish state.” They have supported Arab control over
their educational system and over the Arab Departments in the ministries as
well as the formation of an independent Arab trade union, press, university,
and political party. When asked in 1985, 65 percent agreed that Arabs should
organize independently, like ultra-Orthodox Jews, to advance their interests.
These numbers would be significantly higher if one excluded Druze and
Bedouin from the sample.114 Israel’s Arab citizens have wanted to be central
players in the nation’s politics, and they have grown increasingly powerful.
But their political program has very little in common with the integration that
the Druze have sought.

Explaining Arab Political Activity

A largely quiescent minority during the country’s first quarter-century, Is-
rael’s Arab citizens suddenly impressed themselves upon the nation’s politi-
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cal consciousness in the latter half of the 1970s. That first Land Day in 1976
was just the opening bell in a period of intense Arab political mobilization that
regularly took the form of general strikes, noisy and sometimes violent
demonstrations, and even rioting.115 Although the stated goal was equality,
Arab leaders and demonstrators did not envision integration on Israel’s terms
but rather sought to design the state anew—as a secular de-Judaized entity.
Uninterested in linking their fortunes to a future Palestinian state in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip, they also did not wish to link their fortunes to the Israeli
polity any more than necessary: over the course of the 1970s and 1980s, they
developed a wide range of autonomous social, economic, and political insti-
tutions to satisfy their needs without reliance on the state. Their aims were
not usually secessionist, but they were nonetheless separationist; they did not
turn to terrorism to further their political ends, but they did adopt a strategy
of mass protest that stretched the rules of the game. What explains the polit-
ical objectives, timing, and tactics of Israel’s Arab citizens?

The comparison with the Druze reveals the importance of military partic-
ipation policy in shaping Christian and Muslim political activity. From 1956
on, the Druze were subject to mandatory military conscription, while their fel-
low Arabs were rarely accepted into the IDF even as volunteers. The Druze
mobilized relatively early, struggled within the rules of Israeli politics, and re-
mained committed to integration. In contrast, Christians and Muslims, point-
edly excluded from this central Israeli institution, mobilized about a decade
later, embraced a more radical political agenda, and engaged in mass, at times
violent, protest. Exclusion from the IDF signaled to Christian and Muslim
Arabs that they were outsiders in the Israeli polity, compelled their silence un-
til later events suggested that mobilization would be safe and possibly bene-
ficial, and drove them toward autonomy and contentious politics.

Israel’s Arab citizens, however, rarely drew particular attention to military
exclusion. When they protested their treatment at the hands of the state dur-
ing its first two decades, they normally pointed to the military administration,
land expropriations, unequal allotments of government assistance, or contin-
uing inequities in the labor exchanges.116 Yet these same issues would have
appeared on any Druze’s list. Only very occasionally did Arabs identify their
exclusion from obligatory military service as something that rankled, and the
authorities, perhaps self-servingly, typically viewed such complaints merely
as attempts to score propaganda points.117

There are several reasons that military exclusion would rarely make an
Arab’s top-ten list of oppressive state policies, even if it critically shaped his
or her political perspective. First, the most commonly named Israeli misdeeds
were the stuff of everyday life, policies that confronted Arabs as they plowed
their fields and gathered their crops, as they traveled to their workplaces far
from home, as they visited Jewish towns and cities and compared the infra-
structure and services to their own villages. Second, Arabs were understand-
ably more likely to list things the Israelis did to them (they seize our land, they
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give us the jobs they do not want, they assign us to positions inappropriate
for our skills, they compel us to wait in humiliating lines) than things they did
not do (they did not draft us to defend the state). Third, the sources typically
consulted to compile such lists, informants and newspapers, were the least
likely to mention exclusion from military service. The co-opted traditional
leadership, which often served as a valuable source of information, feared
that conscription would undermine its capacity to exercise influence and that
support for military service would render it vulnerable to charges of betrayal.
At the opposite end of the spectrum, the nationalists, who published the most
widely read independent newspapers, ideologically opposed service in the
IDF. In short, neither of these groups was a likely candidate for mentioning
mass disappointment at exclusion from conscription.

While inclusion led the Druze to believe that the state would not refuse
their demands and thus prompted early mobilization, exclusion stifled Chris-
tian and Muslim political activity. Whereas the Druze thought that they could
count on the Jewish public for support, their fellow Arabs had to wait for
other signs that the political opportunity structure had opened. Only after the
political awakening of the Mizrah� im, the public outcry over the plight of Ikrit
and Berem, and the “defeat” in the 1973 war would Israel’s Arab population
mobilize politically. Patterns of military inclusion and exclusion cannot ex-
plain why Israel’s Arab citizens finally summoned the courage to organize in
the 1970s, but they can help us understand why they did not in the mid-
1960s—when the military administration was on its last legs, when the edu-
cational system was producing large numbers of educated and frustrated
young people, and when the Druze began to bombard the Israeli media and
political establishment with their demands. Patterns of military inclusion and
exclusion cannot, therefore, account fully for the timing of Christian and Mus-
lim mobilization, but they can help explain the goals for which these Arabs
strived and the tactics which they embraced.
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Chapter 5

Military Rites, Citizenship Rights,
and Republican Rhetoric

Long neglected and often manipulated, Christian and Muslim citizens
made some headway in the 1980s because they controlled a critical asset:
votes. After the Likud unseated Labor in 1977, the Jewish Israeli electorate
was severely divided. By the early 1980s, the mainstream Zionist parties were
for the first time competing intensely over this last remaining bloc of uncom-
mitted voters. This explanation of how Israel’s Arab citizens acquired influ-
ence is consistent with a well-established understanding of political power in
democratic regimes.

The success of the Druze in securing attention, promises, and ultimately
policy change from central decision makers is, in contrast, curious. The usual
calculus of political resources is of little help in accounting for this outcome.
The Druze’s potential voter base has been tiny; their per capita income has re-
mained relatively low; they have historically eschewed violent confrontation
with the authorities; and they have often had difficulty creating and sustain-
ing effective organizations. Yet the Druze have proven surprisingly effective,
in large measure because they have plied their rhetorical trade in a welcom-
ing milieu. Relying on the power of ethical argument and Western citizenship
norms, they have framed their demands for equality around their history of
military service. Faced with such claims, Jewish politicians could not follow
their ethno-national inclinations without contradicting the civic republican
conception of citizenship that they themselves had endorsed and without
consequently running afoul of key domestic and international audiences.1

Whether their desire to integrate the Druze was sincere or not, Jewish politi-
cians lacked sustainable ways of rebutting Druze demands for first-class cit-
izenship. In short, the Druze found success by engaging in rhetorical coercion.

Despite their superior numbers, their higher levels of education, income,
and wealth, and their greater organization, Christians and Muslims con-



fronted an imposing rhetorical barrier. Excluded from mandatory conscrip-
tion and the concomitant claim to military and civic virtue, they could not
credibly invoke republican rhetoric to bolster their claims-making. Rather, in
challenging the state’s policies, they insisted that Israel abide by its commit-
ment to liberal democracy. While this liberal citizenship frame also drew on
Israeli commonplaces, it left Jewish politicians with room for rhetorical ma-
neuver. They justified discrimination against Christians and Muslims by in-
voking the inverse of the Druze claim: those who do not perform civic duties
cannot lay claim to equivalent public rights and benefits. In short, the history
of Arab claims-making in Israel nicely illustrates the power and limits of
rhetorical coercion.

“Shaveh H� ovot, Shaveh Zekhuyot”

Since 1956 the Druze, both traditional leaders and their challengers, have con-
sistently framed their demands around their people’s military service.2 The
Druze League naturally gravitated to this rhetorical mode, complaining that
“we still do not enjoy full equality with our fellow citizens who fulfill the same
obligations, and we perceive this as injurious to our rights.”3 As one member
recalled, “We give without receiving; equality of obligations deserves equal-
ity of rights. This was our motto.”4 In 1967 the League circulated widely a sim-
ilarly framed appeal: “Since we have done our duties [i.e., military service] . . .
and see in the lack of equality . . . an infringement and denial of our rights, we
urgently demand correction of this wrong.” Three years later, it proclaimed
that among the state’s foundational principles was that “equality of obliga-
tions obligates equality of rights.”5 In the same vein, Kamal Mansour called
for a Druze deputy minister in 1971: “When one speaks of residents who serve
in all the security services, who sacrifice their blood and strength for the se-
curity of the State of Israel—are they not worthy of a position of leadership?”6

The secretary of the Bet Jan local council similarly complained, “We fulfill all
the state’s obligations—and willingly. But when it comes to our rights, we are
not the top priority. In all matters related to budgets and grants, we have se-
rious problems.”7 Surveying Druze claims-making, one scholar noted that
“injustices to individual Druzes are usually attacked as ingratitude toward a
man who was willing to shed his blood for his country, but now his country
turns against him.”8

When the Druze turned once again to public claims-making in the 1990s,
their preferred frame remained the same. According to two observers, they
“usually denounce[ed] the Israeli government for its broken promises, and
stress[ed] the price paid by the community in the form of hundreds of Druze
soldiers killed during their service in the Israeli army.”9 The Druze mayors
that initiated these protests were less likely than their predecessors to contin-
ually affirm their loyalty to the State of Israel, but they still resisted an alliance
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with their fellow Arabs, and they continued to invoke their military service
to explain why they deserved preferential treatment.10 Even the minority that
has objected to mandatory conscription has accepted these basic terms. As
Mohammed Naffa, a Communist Druze MK, has argued, “If this is a blood
covenant, then give us the feeling that we are living in our state, in our home-
land, with full rights like all citizens. . . . And if there is to be no equality of
rights, then do not demand equality of obligations, and allow Druze to
choose—to serve or not to serve in the IDF.”11 Among Druze, the Hebrew slo-
gan shaveh h� ovot, shaveh zekhuyot—the performance of equal obligations de-
serves the bestowal of equal rights—is axiomatic. It often seems that no Druze
can even casually discuss his citizenship status without uttering this phrase.

The Druze, however, did not invent this equation of obligations and rights.
Not only did it reflect a norm of citizenship deeply rooted in Western culture
but it has been regularly reinforced over the decades by Jewish politicians. Ex-
plaining the Histadrut’s decision to admit only Arab (typically Druze) veter-
ans as full members, one policymaker argued, “Those who elected to identify
themselves with the state by serving in the armed forces deserve the rights of
full citizenship, and that includes the right of membership in the Histadrut.”12

In December 1963, at the swearing-in ceremony of the Druze court of first in-
stance, President Zalman Shazar similarly greeted the three newly appointed
judges:

The State and its institutions have the sacred duty to pay special atten-
tion to your community . . . since the members of the Druze community
have willingly undertaken all civic obligations, including service in the
Israel Defense Forces, and are thereby making a considerable contribu-
tion to the security of the state. This is the supreme sign of civic loyalty.13

Four years later, Prime Minister Levi Eshkol announced the administrative in-
tegration of the Druze, pointedly praising the Druze contribution in the 1967
war.14 As a senior IDF officer put it at a public ceremony honoring the Mi-
norities Unit, “The covenant between the Druze and the Jewish nations is not
written only on a piece of paper. It has been sanctified in the blood of Druze
fighters.”15 Similar claims might be heard every Memorial Day at the Druze
military cemetery in Ussafiya and, through the 1970s, at the annual festival of
the prophet Shu’ayb.

Rights, Obligations, and Israeli Political Culture

The discourse of citizenship in Israel contains multiple strands, ranging from
an exclusive ethno-national strain to a maximally inclusive liberal one.16 For
much of the country’s history, first-class citizenship in Israel has, however,
been rooted less in the liberal notion of citizenship as a bundle of rights than
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in the republican conception of citizenship, with its greater emphasis on pub-
lic obligation and civic virtue.17 Thus Christian and Muslim Arabs enjoy ba-
sic civil and political rights, but, denied the opportunity to perform their civic
duty, they remain otherwise consigned to second-class status. They are within
the state but outside the political community.18

The prevailing republican citizenship discourse has roots stretching back
at least to the prestate Jewish community, the yishuv.19 Although participa-
tion in the yishuv was necessarily voluntary, the essence of h� alutsiyut (liter-
ally pioneerism) was individual and group commitment to the public good,
defined as the historical mission of the Jewish people to rebuild the Land of
Israel and epitomized by the kibbutz movement.20 The new state preserved
this emphasis on civic commitment as the basis for membership, grafting a
statist ideology (mamlakhtiyut) onto the earlier discourse. The sacrifice of in-
dividual wants to communal needs continued to be prized, but now it was
the state that constituted the relevant community.21 In an early Knesset de-
bate over the place of women in the IDF, Ben-Gurion gave voice to the essence
of the Israeli republican tradition: “There are no rights without obligations.
And above all is the obligation of security, the obligation of defending our ex-
istence, our freedom, our independence, and our growth.”22 Later that year,
in a Knesset debate over a written constitution, Ben-Gurion expressed him-
self in characteristically blunt terms: “In a free state like the state of Israel there
is no need for a bill of rights. . . . We need a bill of duties . . . duties to the home-
land, to the people, to aliyah [the Hebrew term for the immigration of Jews to
Israel, literally ‘ascent’], to building the land, to the security of others, of the
weak.”23

This republican discourse on citizenship established itself as hegemonic.24

In the late 1980s, a survey of Israeli interest groups found that their leaders
generally believed that material resources were far less determinative of suc-
cess in Israel’s political system than was “a group’s social contribution.” The
reason, it was suggested, was that “devotion to the collective is highly legit-
imized” in Israel.25 Even dissidents have protested within the terms of this 
discourse: one conscientious objector from the 1982 Lebanon War defined cit-
izenship as “military service, paying taxes, and obeying the law. . . . That is
what makes you a citizen and makes you eligible to enjoy the defense and the
fruits that [the state] equally distributes.”26

This civic republican tradition has long sat uncomfortably alongside a sub-
stantial ascriptive component in the definition of the Israeli political commu-
nity. Laws (e.g., the Law of Return), policies (e.g., the close relationships
between the state apparatus and quasi-public institutions like the Jewish
Agency and the Jewish National Fund), and official discourse (e.g., the Dec-
laration of Independence’s repeated references to “the Jewish State”) have
clearly indicated to Israel’s Arab minorities their liminal place. At one level,
“Jewish ethnicity is a necessary condition for membership in the political
community, while the contribution to the process of Jewish national redemp-
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tion is a measure of one’s civic virtue.”27 Yet this formulation ignores the po-
tential contradictions between these discourses. Such tensions are muted
when only Jewish citizens are drafted; then Israeli leaders can publicly em-
brace civic republicanism while preserving ethno-religious priorities. But the
inclusion of the Druze and their claims-making framed around their collec-
tive military sacrifice challenged the peculiar Israeli amalgam that Yoav Peled
calls “ethno-republican” citizenship. The Druze confronted Jewish Israelis
with an uncomfortable choice: the latter either had to acknowledge their ex-
clusive definition of the political community or had to open (grudgingly) the
community’s doors. Returning repeatedly to the equation of obligations and
rights, the Druze have plumbed the republican depths of Israel’s soul.

Israeli political culture has been not merely republican but militarist, so
that “civic virtue has been constructed in terms of and identified with mili-
tary virtue.”28 Initially the province of elite groups in the yishuv, militarism
spread among the masses as an integral component of mamlakhtiyut. Ben-
Gurion turned especially to the IDF, among state institutions, to overcome the
ethnic and class divisions among Israel’s immigrants and build the new Is-
raeli nation. Certainly the instrument of national defense, the IDF was also the
first option of choice for numerous “nonmilitary” tasks, from road building
to remedial education.29 In the early 1950s, one minister of education told a
conference of teachers that the new Israelis must be “a nation of soldiers,” an
image far removed from the biblical vision of “a nation of priests.”30 Over
time, military service became “the single most important test . . . for individ-
ual and group acceptance in[to] the mainstream of Israeli society governed by
[the] Zionist civil religion.”31 Even after the army’s prestige had declined in
the wake of the Yom Kippur War and, especially, the invasion of Lebanon,
even after Lebanon and the first intifada had made conscientious objection a
recognizable element of the Israeli political scene, the IDF lost little of its
politico-cultural centrality.32 Only in very recent years has the IDF’s social sig-
nificance begun to wane.33

Militarism has so deeply pervaded Israeli society that the armed forces’ in-
fluence can be spotted in nearly all spheres—politics, the economy, even the
arts.34 Debates over group exemptions from service still exercise the Israeli
public, and the refusal of the h� aredim (the so-called ultra-Orthodox) to serve
was central to Ehud Barak’s successful campaign for the premiership in 1999.
Moreover, as in other militaristic environments, the boundary between the
military and the civilian spheres has been highly permeable.35 From the very
beginning senior officers have moved smoothly into key political posts, many
negotiating with political parties while still in uniform. These trends intensi-
fied in the 1960s and 1970s, and there was little public outcry: in fact, just the
opposite, as some criticized parties that hindered officers’ efforts to penetrate
the political system.36 Finally, one critic noted in the 1950s that “one has only
to mention the word ‘security’ for all protests to be silenced. ‘Security’ is the
Holy of Holies, and nothing connected with it can be criticized.”37 Exploiting
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Israel’s siege mentality, the country’s leaders have deployed the rhetoric of se-
curity to justify substantial deviations from the rule of law. Only in recent
years has the public begun to question such an expansive definition of
security.38

The armed forces have also been the focus of many of Israel’s public ritu-
als. Well into the 1970s, the highlight of the annual Independence Day cele-
bration was a parade that displayed Israel’s military might and technological
sophistication. Popular expressions and banners cast the IDF in the role of
God: “The guardian of Israel neither sleeps nor slumbers”; “Israel trust the
IDF, it is your help and defender”; “In the beginning the IDF created the sol-
dier, and the IDF created the nation.”39 The metaphor not only suggested the
infallibility of the army but implied that it was more responsible than any
other institution for the nation’s fate. Nearly every Israeli town has a monu-
ment to its war dead, and the annual memorial day is commemorated ac-
cording to a set of relatively fixed rites. Nor is it coincidental that Israel’s
memorial day immediately precedes Independence Day and that the official
ceremony opening the latter is at the same time the closing ceremony of the
former.40

Naturally, Israel’s militarized republican citizenship discourse was not the
only terrain on which claims-making might be conducted, nor did it go un-
challenged. Dissenters abounded—from Christian and Muslim Arabs and
leftist Jews inspired by liberal visions of citizenship to Jews on the right who
eschewed ethnically neutral terms—for republicanism always competed
with other citizenship discourses. But this was a lopsided competition, for the
alternatives had less traction.

“Our Ears Were Open”

With few conventional political resources at their disposal, the Druze citizens
of Israel had little choice but to place their bets on the power of the military
sacrifice frame. Ideally, Jewish politicians would be persuaded by their ethi-
cal argument, but the Druze understood that this was unlikely in Israel’s eth-
nic democracy. They recognized that few Jewish decision makers would, if
left to their own devices, pay much attention to the Druze’s condition.41 In
fact, while the Druze squeezed concessions out of Israeli officials beginning
in the late 1960s, there is no evidence that their appeals were persuasive: the
limited and incremental nature of Israeli concessions, as well as the grudging
manner in which they were offered, is not consistent with a narrative centered
around persuasion. Rather, the Druze hoped to twist Jewish politicians’ arms
by forcing their tongues, to fashion a frame that had coercive potential in ad-
dition to persuasive possibilities. Such a frame might force Jewish politicians
to endorse the Druze program against their will and their better ethnic
judgment.
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Faced with Druze claims, Jewish leaders could have (a) admitted openly
the discriminatory nature of “the Jewish state,” (b) claimed that the Druze
were not relatively disadvantaged, or (c) argued that the Druze community’s
problems were of their own making. The first alternative was unappealing:
aside from the likely international repercussions, it would have contradicted
both Israel’s self-proclaimed status as the sole democracy in the Middle East
and its dominant way of speaking about citizenship.42 The second put for-
ward a claim widely known to be false. The third possible response, while per-
haps plausible with regard to general questions of economic development,
could not justify administrative segregation. This was, whether cleverly or
serendipitously, among Druze activists’ first targets,43 and it was, by some ac-
counts, that which most rankled the Druze in the late 1960s and early 1970s.44

There was, however, a fourth option: Jewish politicians could simply have
refused to reply. If relevant audiences were unaware of the Druze’s plight, the
Druze could not credibly threaten to bring those audiences into the struggle
on their side, and Jewish politicians would consequently have felt no pressure
to accede to Druze demands. The Druze’s capacity to engage in rhetorical co-
ercion was consequently dependent on garnering attention from the Hebrew-
language media. As a general rule, the Hebrew press only rarely covered the
Arab population, for its readers and writers were almost entirely Jewish.45 But
unlike the politicians, the Jewish public and, more important, the media were
basically sympathetic to the Druze’s principled arguments, which were
couched in terms consonant with the dominant republican rhetorical practice.
As one Druze editor observed:

No one gets anything in Israel without pressure: not the Sephardim [a
broad category encompassing Jews of Southern European, North Afri-
can, and Middle Eastern descent], not the ultra-Orthodox, not the im-
migrants. If you just sit on your chair, you will get nothing. But, in truth,
there are those, particularly in the broad public, who believe that the
Druze deserve without pressure . . . ; there are those who believe that
they have obligations to the Druze and search for ways to give.46

When the Druze made noise, the press amplified it, helping the Druze com-
pensate for their lack of political clout and ensuring a hearing in the halls of
power.47 In news stories, reporters would often implicitly endorse the Druze’s
complaints and demands and sometimes even give voice to them in the first
person.48 As the Druze began to mobilize in the mid-1960s and broadcast their
appeals to a wider audience, this marginal minority succeeded in command-
ing a place on the government’s agenda.

In short, the Druze trapped Jewish leaders in a rhetorical cul-de-sac: there
was no sustainable response at their disposal. The Druze unquestionably ful-
filled the same obligations as other citizens, and thus it was not clear how their
claims could be denied. Wary of calling forth punishment either from sym-
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pathetic Jewish domestic audiences or from international audiences eager to
find fault, Jewish leaders believed they had little choice but to concede, at least
publicly. The Druze thus found that concessions from the Israeli leadership
came relatively easily. When Druze complaints garnered media coverage,
Jewish politicians readily adopted the frame the Druze had deployed and ac-
knowledged the justice of Druze claims, appearing to grant them because
they seemed “objectively justified.”49 According to a long-serving adviser to
the prime minister, “When the Druze demanded something, the ears were
much more open.”50 The Druze themselves recognized this to be the case: “It
is impossible to argue: you are right that you give like any Jew, so why do you
get less? So, they cannot tell you [the Druze] that you are not right. There is
no reason, and therefore, in general, they give support.”51

Despite the Druze community’s electoral insignificance, cases of alleged
discrimination against individual Druze received attention even at the level
of the Knesset.52 The Druze demand in the late 1960s for full membership in
the Labor Party was ultimately irrefutable: as a prominent Labor Party func-
tionary wrote in a major newspaper, “How can we explain to that Druze, Cir-
cassian, or Arab that he is good enough to endanger his life for the state but
that he is not good enough to be a member of the Labor Party?”53 Confident
of the frame’s efficacy, the Druze have invoked it year after year. In the words
of one local elected Druze official, “The Druze will not be able to determine
whether [Ehud] Barak becomes prime minister, but they can say we serve, we
are brothers, we ate out of the same ration plates.”54

For all their skill at extracting promises from Jewish politicians, the Druze
have found realizing them a greater challenge. Their influence has been great-
est when they have waged their struggles publicly, but implementation comes
about through mastery of bureaucracy’s byways. Years have sometimes
passed before these pledges acquired substance. Prime Minister Eshkol, for
example, affirmed his commitment to the Druze’s administrative integration
in 1967, but there was little real progress until the mid-1970s. As late as 1974,
one journalist observed that the only change had been the addition of the
word “Druze” to the title of the prime minister’s adviser on Arab affairs.55 A
1987 government decision to equalize the grants to Jewish and Druze villages
and towns had limited practical import until further Druze pressure several
years later. As Shmuel Toledano recalled, “To say that if the ears were open,
things were done—there is a difference.” Or as Salman Falah� put it, “My im-
pression . . . is that everything that was accepted by Jewish public opinion and
by the government authorities, everything related to the Druze, was accepted
willingly. . . . But between such acceptance and operational policy lies a great
gap.”56 Noting the persistent chasm between promises and action, many
Druze believed that Jewish Israeli leaders had paid only lip service to their
concerns.57 But even a sincere politician might not be able or willing to ex-
pend the political capital necessary to ensure implementation in the face of
bureaucratic resistance and in the absence of substantial outside pressure.58
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The problem the Druze faced was that as the reform process moved into the
bureaucracy, journalists typically lost interest. Once the government had to
all appearances put into motion an apparently just process, there seemed to
be little to report. Moreover, the prosperous economy and continuing gov-
ernment initiatives rectified many infrastructural weaknesses, thereby ap-
pearing to gainsay charges of discrimination. To make headway, the Druze
needed to return to the public arena, where they enjoyed a comparative ad-
vantage and where they could put Jewish leaders on the rhetorical defensive.

On balance, were the Druze’s efforts at rhetorical coercion all for naught?
The Druze have certainly not thought so. Certain that their rhetorical re-
sources have bequeathed disproportionate influence, they have been reluc-
tant to join forces with Christians and Muslims: an alliance with other Arabs
would bring the strength of numbers, but the Druze would also no longer be
able to deploy the military sacrifice frame. As Kamal Mansour has noted,
“There is one overriding difference that no one can overlook—we have totally
empathized with the State of Israel and we’ve proven our loyalty on the bat-
tlefield.”59 Former MK Zeidan Atashe, who early on publicly embraced his
Arab ethnicity, related a typical dialogue with his fellow Arabs: “The Arabs
were criticizing me, ‘Why do you speak about the Druze, [and not] the Arabs?
We are proud that you are representing our case in the Knesset, but why do
you specify the Druze?’ . . . I replied, ‘I am an Arab. I spoke for you always.
But I have some distinctions. My people serve in the army.’”60 Even those
Druze otherwise critical of Israel’s policies have normally supported contin-
ued conscription so that this frame would remain available.61 They would
point to even the partial implementation of these commitments as proof of
their strategy’s success. But they would also argue that these rhetorical suc-
cesses are themselves of immense value, for they create a solid foundation for
further claims-making.

Falling on Deaf Ears

Exempt from the draft and as a general rule excluded from the IDF, Christians
and Muslims could not provide compelling evidence of civic virtue and thus
could not frame their claims in the republican terms that the Druze had found
so effective. Political contestation, however, is impossible in the absence of
framing, and they consequently turned, for the purposes of political struggle,
to the language of liberal democracy.62 Christians and Muslims challenged 
Israeli officials to live up to their own commitments, dating back to the very
beginning of the Zionist enterprise. Ben-Gurion and his colleagues often
promised that citizenship, not ethnic or religious identity, would be the chief
determinant of rights, and that Arabs could expect a fair shake in the Jewish
state. After the establishment of the state, Israeli diplomats upheld this claim
against persistent Arab allegations to the contrary. While this frame was
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hardly alien to Israelis, Arab efforts to engage in rhetorical coercion were
bound to fail because Jewish politicians had rhetorical options.

First, Israeli leaders often argued, especially in international forums, that
conditions in the Arab sector had developed rapidly under Israeli sponsor-
ship, and they invited comparisons to either the Arab world or Mandatory
Palestine. Abba H� ushi of Mapai responded in this vein to the Arab activist
Elias Koussa:

You complain about the lack of legal equality, of rights and obligations?
I do not want to say that our government is all perfect and never makes
a mistake and has never done any evil, but try to compare the condition
of the masses in Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and Jordan to that of most Arabs in
Israel. . . . The Arab citizens of Israel are in the Garden of Eden compared
to the condition of Arabs in lands under the rule of Nassers.63

Given the backward state of the Arab population, they maintained, patience
was required, for an advanced society and economy could not emerge over-
night or even over a couple of decades.

Second, particularly for Israeli domestic consumption and occasionally for
outsiders, they retreated into a republican defense: Arab rights were not
sacrosanct, for those who did not fulfill their civic obligations deserved less
than those who had made the supreme sacrifice. In seeking to convince a wa-
vering Knesset member to support the military administration, Ben-Gurion
invoked the usual formula: “I have recognized all these years that rights are
dependent on obligations, except for children and the aged who have only
rights and no duties. . . . I do not understand why I may limit the freedom and
steal the time of young Jewish men and women when they are in the army,
but why it is forbidden to limit much less the freedom of those who do not
serve in the army.”64 A decade later, writing in a popular newspaper, Amnon
Lin justified the exclusion of Arabs from the Labor Party on similar grounds:

I asked them [close Arab friends] how they could sit in the party central
committee . . . next to a bereaved father or mother, next to a party mem-
ber who had just returned from the front, next to a member who stands
ready to leave the next day for reserve service, while they still do not
fulfill this obligation. I asked them, ‘What would you say to a bereaved
mother, a member of your party’s central committee, and how would
you console her while you do not participate in this war?’, and they low-
ered their eyes.65

Decades later, this rhetorical move continued to frustrate Arab efforts to at-
tain first-class citizenship. In the late 1980s, a proposal to subject Arab citizens
to military and/or national service sparked a vigorous debate. A former ad-
viser to the prime minister for Arab affairs, Ra‘anan Cohen, claimed that he
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and his colleagues had “regularly recommended that Arab Israelis be put to
the test. If they are interested in equality of rights, they must fulfill all the ob-
ligations, like other Israeli citizens.” He predicted that they would refuse to
serve and thus would “establish that they are not ready to fulfill all their ob-
ligations to the state.”66 More recently, one Arab activist complained, “They
are trying to link our rights as citizens to performing military service. That’s
not how a real democracy works.”67 Never mind that Jewish Israelis have
never been supportive of extending the draft to the Arab population. The bluff
has been a safe one: Arab citizens have, at least since the 1970s, vociferously
opposed conscription, and nearly half have objected even to mandatory non-
military national service.68 Nevertheless, to parry Jewish politicians’ rhetori-
cal moves, Arab leaders have continually considered encouraging masses of
Arabs to volunteer their services and skills to the army.69

With this standard republican response so readily available, Christians and
Muslims, unlike the Druze, could not control the terms of debate, and their
demands consequently met with greater resistance. As one observer has
noted, explaining the Arabs’ lack of effective citizenship, “Equal to the Jews
in political rights and before the law, the Arab communities are unequal both
in obligations . . . and in effective claims on public resources.”70 A second rea-
son, however, lay in the difficulty Israel’s Arab/Palestinian citizens had
squeezing their calls for collective rights into the individualistic language of
liberalism. Although liberal principles required redress of individual Pales-
tinian citizens’ grievances, liberalism provided little succor to Palestinian cit-
izens’ demand that they be recognized and dealt with as a national minority.
Drawing on older Zionist themes,71 “Palestinian individuals are often treated
leniently, in accord with the ethos of personal equality and meritocracy; when
it comes to The Palestinians as a collective, the application of these values is ar-
rested.”72 Since the 1970s, Arab citizens’ demand that they be accorded equal
treatment has increasingly gone hand in hand with the assertion of their
Palestinian identity, the struggle for an independent Palestinian state, and the
recognition of their collective rights. Yet whereas the former can be framed
comfortably within the terms of liberalism, the latter cannot. Israeli officials
have thus been free to paint the entire canvas of Palestinian citizens’ demands
with a broad brush. The protests and strikes organized by the National Com-
mittee of Heads of Arab Local Authorities, even those focused on local mat-
ters, have generally been cast by the government as “unjustified, needless,
and politically motivated.”73

Although Christians and Muslims could not control the rhetorical playing
field, they did make significant gains in the mid-1980s thanks to their raw po-
litical power. As Arab citizens increasingly identified with the Palestinian 
national cause after 1967, Jewish Israelis grew nervous about their loyalty. Un-
comfortable or not, however, Israeli politicians, on the left and the right alike,
began to cozy up to the Arab population. After the breakdown of Labor Zion-
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ism’s stranglehold on the political system, the Jewish electorate was fractured,
and national unity governments became the norm. As the electoral competi-
tion tightened, all sides scrambled for whatever advantage they could muster,
and the Arab population was actively wooed.74 The Labor Party disbanded
its affiliated Arab lists after the 1981 elections, and by the mid-1980s its Arab
candidates were no longer selected by its “experts” but by the Arab delegates
to the party’s central committee. In recognition of Arabs’ growing political
strength, in 1982 the Likud established an Arab Department for the first time.
Candidates from across the political spectrum stumped in Arab villages, each
seeking to outdo the other in demonstrating his or her commitment to im-
proving the Arabs’ lot.

Demographic and economic trends also contributed to Zionist parties’
courting the Arab vote. Over three-quarters of the Arab population was Mus-
lim at that time, and their fertility rate exceeded that of all other social groups
except h� aredim and the Druze. Arabs constituted no greater a portion of the
population than they had immediately after the 1948 war, but, despite the
waves of Jewish immigration since, they were no smaller either. And projec-
tions suggested that, the annexation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip aside,
the future of Israel as a Jewish state was, at least demographically speaking,
bleak. In addition, Arabs within the Green Line had climbed up a notch on Is-
rael’s socioeconomic ladder, increasingly working in skilled and professional
jobs. Unskilled workers, as the Palestinians from the Occupied Territories dis-
covered during the first intifada, could easily be replaced with foreign labor,
but Israeli industry was ever more dependent on its Arab citizens.

Both short-term and long-term political and economic interests thus dic-
tated greater receptivity to Arab demands. Arab MKs forged an alliance with
the Labor opposition in the early 1980s to reverse discriminatory university
fees and to defeat a bill linking suffrage to military service. Land seized in the
past from Arabs for Army training grounds was returned; orders to demolish
illegal buildings in Arab towns and villages were frozen. The National Com-
mittee of Heads of Arab Local Authorities was accepted informally as the
population’s representative, and its leadership met regularly with top gov-
ernment figures. By the early 1990s Arab parties had wrung further commit-
ments from fragile governments—including promises to grant Muslims
autonomy in the management of the religious endowment, to accord mu-
nicipal status to unrecognized Arab settlements, and to close the gap in ex-
penditures for social services—and there was a relatively high level of
implementation. The ethno-religious rules of the Israeli political game have
prevented the formal inclusion of Arab parties in the governing coalition, but
they have not prevented narrow Labor governments under Shimon Peres and
Ehud Barak from depending heavily on Arab parliamentary support. And the
realities of Israeli politics have compelled Jewish politicians from Labor and
the Likud alike to pay increasing attention to Arab demands.75 Resonant
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rhetoric—the Druze way—is naturally not the sole means of placing one’s
concerns on the agenda: occupying a critical site in the Israeli political system
after 1977, Arabs have acted at times as spoilers and as kingmakers.

Back to the Future?

Over the past twenty-five years, Israeli culture has undergone a sea change.
The republican ideal of nondomination has gradually given way to the liberal
vision of non-interference; the emphasis on collective sacrifice and the com-
mon good has been replaced by the primacy of the individual. The economy
has been liberalized, the once all-powerful Histadrut has been transformed
into a far weaker trade union, universal social services have been challenged
by proposals for means-testing, and the sale of public land to private owners
has found its way onto the agenda. That distinctive Israeli collective, the kib-
butz, has entered a state of seemingly terminal decline, and those kibbutzim
that remain viable have survived by abandoning collective living and social-
ist values—in short, by deviating, often quite far, from the kibbutz ideal.76 A
new generation of academics and intellectuals has challenged the Zionist nar-
ratives of their intellectual mentors, and their “revisionist” or “post-Zionist”
versions of Israeli history were the basis for a highly controversial television
series marking (but not entirely celebrating) the fiftieth anniversary of Israel’s
establishment; post-Zionism also found its way into the latest editions of the
state-run educational system’s textbooks.77 And, in the surest sign of a po-
tential changing of the country’s ideological guard, these struggles within the
academy have burst into far more public forums, both in Israel and abroad.78

Reflecting this cultural shift, there have been major attitudinal changes
with regard to military service. Through the 1980s over 90 percent of male
Jewish Israeli high school students routinely reported that they looked for-
ward to enlistment and would serve even if there were no draft. After years
of anecdotal evidence suggesting cracks in the consensus, by the mid-1990s
public opinion surveys revealed that only three-quarters of Jewish males now
embraced military service, and even the normally tight-lipped IDF admitted
that motivation to serve had declined 2 percent per year since 1992. As IDF
Chief of Staff Amnon Lipkin-Shah� ak worried, “We are witnessing a prefer-
ence for the individual over the collective in the age of liberalism.”79 The in-
creasing cultural influence of liberalism has also been reflected in Israel’s
popular music. Whereas Israel’s Top 40 had once reinforced the Zionist con-
sensus, it now came to be dominated by songs calling for draft evasion or
yearning for freedom from responsibility.80

As these two traditions squared off in Israel’s culture wars, the standard
republican reply to Arab claims became increasingly untenable. Ever larger
numbers of male Jewish Israelis were either opting out of military service or
finding that the IDF did not want them.81 At the same time, the growing po-
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litical power of the h� aredim resulted in a redistribution of resources toward
a population that not only refused to defend the state but typically ostracized
those of its number who did. With fewer Israelis donning a uniform than ever
before, invoking the equation of rights and obligations strained the bounds of
credibility, and Arab demands for equal treatment could no longer be dis-
missed out of hand on republican grounds. At the same time, the Druze found
that their rhetorical tactics were no longer as effective. Druze local and na-
tional leaders complained that the left-wing Meretz Party—a crucial member
of Ehud Barak’s governing coalition—denied that they deserved special con-
sideration on the basis of military service. As a result, the Druze asserted, they
failed at the end of the 1990s to win renewal of the five-year disbursement of
additional development funds that had begun in 1995.82

The second intifada, which began in the fall of 2000, at least partly reversed
some of these trends. Support for negotiations with Yasir Arafat or any other
likely Palestinian leader plummeted. Jewish Israelis remained desperate for
peace but increasingly despaired of achieving it. Israel’s Left was eviscerated,
and unilateral withdrawal and defensive measures drew broad and deep sup-
port.83 Perhaps most important, Jewish Israelis again openly spoke of the
country’s Arab citizens as a fifth column—IDF Chief of Staff Moshe Ya‘alon
called them a “cancerous threat”—and at least one government minister pro-
posed stripping Arab suspects of their citizenship and demolishing their
houses, as Israel routinely did in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.84 Sym-
pathetic (and at times violent) demonstrations by Israel’s Arab citizens, 
evidence that Arab citizens had occasionally abetted terrorists, and Arab
politicians’ public stances that seemed to encourage violence against Jewish
civilians even within the Green Line all contributed to a collapse of Jewish un-
derstanding for the plight of Israel’s Arabs. In 2002, a startling 31 percent of
Israelis (up from 24 percent in 1991) favored “transferring” the country’s Arab
citizens, and three-quarters or more of those surveyed questioned Arab citi-
zens’ loyalty, opposed including Arab parties in a coalition government, and
thought that Arabs had no place participating in crucial national decisions
(such as those regarding the country’s future borders)—substantial increases
over 2000 and incremental increases over 2001. Revealingly, in 2002 only 10
percent believed that Israel was solely or mostly accountable for the Arab cit-
izens’ situation, while 43 percent thought that the Arabs themselves were
solely or mostly responsible.85

Less clear are the cultural consequences of this political backlash and how
long it will last. The second intifada has not rekindled in Israelis an old-time
Zionist fervor, and Israeli youth do not seem suddenly enthusiastic about
serving in the IDF. Perhaps just the opposite, as conscientious objection has
been on the rise. The upheaval has damaged Israel’s formerly thriving high-
tech sector, but it has hardly dampened the zeal for capitalism and privatiza-
tion. The continual terrorist attacks have not led to massive emigration, and
they do not appear to have prompted enduring cultural shifts. Although there
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is some evidence that Israeli opinion on security has begun to pull away from
the extremes of 2002, it is overall quite mixed. On the one hand, there was sub-
stantially more support for abandoning all but the largest settlement blocs in
the West Bank and even Arab neighborhoods of Jerusalem in the framework
of a peace agreement in 2003 and 2004. On the other hand, Israelis were in
2004 equally pessimistic that a peace treaty was truly workable, and slightly
lower numbers thought that a Palestinian state should be, or was likely to be,
established.

Yet there is also evidence that relations between Israel’s Arab and Jewish
citizens were more than superficially harmed and may even have been poi-
soned. Despite the population’s more optimistic and conciliatory mood in
2003, greater or at least equal numbers thought the government should “en-
courage the emigration of the Arabs from Israel,” supported the transfer of
the country’s Arab citizens, and opposed Arab participation in crucial na-
tional decisions. By 2004, more Israelis objected to the inclusion of Arab par-
ties in a governing coalition and believed Arab citizens to be disloyal. Perhaps
most important, nearly half of all Israelis in 2003 thought that the Arabs were
solely or mostly responsible for their troubles, with only 11 percent ascribing
to Israel sole or predominant blame; by 2004, the latter number had fallen to
just 7 percent.86

No one can prophesy with confidence when Israel and the Palestinians will
negotiate a permanent arrangement, but the current instability is unsustain-
able in the long run. As in the past, such instability will eventually be followed
by periods of relative peace. When that happens, Israelis will have to come to
terms with unresolved questions about their country’s identity as a democ-
racy and as a Jewish state. And it seems likely that such debates will transpire
on a terrain that is increasingly dominated by a liberal discourse of citizen-
ship. Even if the effects of the second intifada prove lasting, even if relations
between Israel’s Arabs and Jews never fully recover, continued discrimina-
tion against the country’s Arab citizens would likely be difficult in such a
context.

However, this is only one arrow in the Arabs’ well-stocked political quiver.
Although the recent Russian and Ethiopian immigrations have slowed the
“Arabization” of Israel, they have not rendered it a mirage. The underlying
demographic trends are the same, particularly because the Russians, like
other Jews of European descent, reproduce at levels below the replacement
rate. Given the growing strength of Arabs’ conventional political resources,
isolating the effects of their frame is impossible: they enjoy a happy conflu-
ence of favorable demographic, organizational, and cultural developments.
Arabs may not ultimately prove successful in making Israel into a “state of 
all its citizens.” But, regardless, Arab claims-making will likely increasingly
powerfully shape the Israeli political agenda.
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Conclusion

Israel undoubtedly remains a Jewish state in the deepest sense of the
word.1 Its central symbols—from the menorah that is the state’s official em-
blem to the Star (or Shield) of David that is pictured on the national flag to
“Ha-Tikvah” (The Hope) that serves as the national anthem—are drawn from
and speak to the heritage of the Jewish people. To be an Arab in Israel is nec-
essarily not to feel entirely at home. Arab citizens playing for Israel’s national
team kept the country’s World Cup hopes alive in March 2005 by scoring late
goals and temporarily became heroes to Israel’s soccer-crazy public. Just
weeks before, however, cries from the stands of “no Arabs, no terrorism”
greeted one of these new heroes every time he touched the ball, and the fol-
lowing week, in league play, Jewish fans hailed him with a large sign pro-
claiming, “Abbas Suan—you do not represent us.”2 Even in the mid-1990s,
when many were still hopeful that the Oslo process would bear fruit, Israel’s
Jewish citizens showed little inclination to include the Arab minority sym-
bolically, socially, institutionally, or even economically and politically. A large
majority believed that the state should show preference for Jewish over Arab
citizens, opposed any modification in the major national symbols, and was
unwilling to live in a religiously mixed neighborhood. Half treated “Israeli”
as synonymous with “Jewish.” Substantial minorities thought that only Jews
should hold civil service jobs and favored the expropriation of Arab land to
further Jewish development.3 Such views have only hardened and grown
more extreme since the outbreak of the second intifada.4 Yet, despite the prej-
udice woven into Israel’s very fabric, the experience of the country’s Arab mi-
norities has varied dramatically.

In Israel’s complicated relationship with its various Arab minorities lies a
controlled comparison demonstrating the difference military service may
make. The subjection of the Druze to military conscription in 1956, and the



gradual subsequent liberalization of the IDF’s participation policies, sparked
early Druze mobilization, encouraged the Druze to pursue integration, and
led the Druze to play within the rules of the Israeli political game. In contrast,
Christians and Muslims were exempt from the draft. Permitted to volunteer
but rarely accepted, they remained politically quiescent well into the 1970s:
the IDF’s policies had signaled that repression, or at the very least the cold
shoulder, would greet Arab political agitation. When Israel’s Christian and
Muslim citizens did finally come forward to demand their due, they pursued
separationist goals and employed more aggressive tactics. If the Druze battle
cry was “Integration Now,” other Arabs opted for “Separate but Equal.” Fur-
thermore, despite the Druze’s dearth of conventional political resources, they
proved surprisingly effective actors on the Israeli political stage. Operating
within discursive fields dominated by republican conceptions of citizenship,
the Druze put their sacrifice in uniform to their political gain and compelled
reluctant Jewish politicians to concede Druze claims. Christians and Muslims,
however, could employ only a liberal rights frame, and Israel’s politicians de-
nied their demands by retreating into republican rhetorical forms. Christians
and Muslims did eventually make headway, but only when they came to oc-
cupy a critical electoral position.

My emphasis on signaling and framing challenges conventional explana-
tions of Israel’s relations with its minorities. Both alternative accounts of the
timing of Arab political activity fail the comparative test. First, some point to
processes of modernization that created a minority capable of challenging the
state.5 However, the Druze—the most rural, least educated, and least wealthy
Arab subgroup—enjoyed the fruits of development no more, and possibly
even less, than did other Arabs, yet they mobilized earlier. A second popular
explanation argues that the Arab minority remained politically quiescent for
nearly thirty years because of Israeli policies that prevented united Arab po-
litical action, generated dependence on the Jewish economy, and co-opted
groups and individuals.6 However, according to this argument, the Druze
were the most prominent co-opted Arab subgroup, and one would therefore
have expected the Druze to be the last to challenge the discriminatory system,
not the first.7

The scholarly literature suggests four explanations for the Druze’s more
moderate goals and tactics, though again all are lacking in one way or another.
First, many have argued that Arabs’ political attitudes were forged by state
predation, exploitation, and suppression.8 Although this is doubtless true, it
cannot be the whole story, for the Druze also suffered from oppressive poli-
cies, precisely in that early period that many have considered a critical junc-
ture. Second, and closely related, others have argued that the Druze pursued
a different path because, unlike other Arabs, they had been co-opted. But 
the Druze faced nearly equivalent discrimination, and, except for token ges-
tures, the state resisted granting them the first-class citizenship they craved.
Whether because state policy was bedeviled by incoherence or because offi-
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cials believed the Druze could be kept quiet with less, Israel failed to pursue
a systematic strategy of co-optation. While a co-opted minority would have
been content with the favors the state bestowed, the Druze became dissatis-
fied with their status and continually presented Jewish politicians and offi-
cials with uncomfortable choices. The Druze may not have been as aggressive
as their fellow Arabs would have liked, but their behavior was not consistent
with that of a co-opted minority.

Third, others have attributed the Druze anomaly to their predilection for
taqiyya, or the art of concealment. Long viewed as heretics by their Muslim
neighbors, the Druze had shielded themselves from persecution by hiding
their religious observances. Inclined to adapt to powerful majorities, the
Druze adopted an ultrapragmatic political doctrine that prescribed neutrality
when possible and bandwagoning—allying with the expected victor—when
necessary.9

This argument has some merit, but it is ultimately not satisfying. One
would thus have expected the Druze generally to have avoided challenging
stronger parties, but in fact the Druze displayed a rebellious streak during Ot-
toman and European colonial domination of the region. Despite a long his-
tory of tension with both Christians and Muslims in Lebanon, the Druze made
common cause with their fellow Arabs in the struggle for Lebanese autonomy
early in the twentieth century. During a 1908 confrontation between Lebanese
notables and the Ottoman governor-general, the latter refused even to meet
with the delegation until local Druze issued a not-so-subtle threat by sur-
rounding his palace. Those Arabs plotting rebellion usually assumed that
they could count on the support of the Lebanese and Syrian Druze commu-
nities. In 1915 Sultan al-Atrash—one of the leaders of the Jabal al-Duruz, the
“Druze mountain,” in Syria—promised Druze assistance in an Arab revolt
against the Ottomans, and he renewed that pledge the following year despite
a less favorable distribution of power. During World War I, when the long-
planned revolt finally began, the Druze played a key role in the final assault
on Damascus.10 In the mid-1920s, frustrated that one foreign ruler had 
simply replaced another, al-Atrash initiated a nationalist revolt against the
French—with disastrous consequences.11 The Druze were not protonational-
ists, but they were at times willing to set aside intra-Arab differences and rebel
against stronger parties, compelling one to ask why they did not cast their lot
with other Arabs in Israel in the decades after 1948. Taqiyya is obviously of
little help in answering this question, for it lacks analytical bite. The doctrine
is so flexible that it is less an explanation for Druze behavior than a tidy de-
scription of it.12

A different version of the cultural argument, which Druze and Jews alike
have relished, argues that the two peoples are natural allies as fellow non-
Muslim minorities. Shaykh Jabber Mu‘addi, the longtime Druze MK, ex-
pressed this view: “From the beginning we felt a rapport with the Jews. They
were a small, persecuted people, and so were we. They were vulnerable to the
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Moslem majority, as were the Druze. They gave the world the Ten Com-
mandments, and we cherished these laws. The Jews created no problems for
the Druze, and we wished to live in peace with them.”13 Yet while the Druze
have long been a community apart in a Middle East dominated by Muslims,
the assertion of a natural Jewish-Druze affinity is propagandistic rhetoric that
has, since the founding of Israel, served the interests of both Israeli officials
and Druze leaders.14 Druze religious texts are typically dismissive of other re-
ligions, and while particularly disparaging of Islam, they are hardly admir-
ing of Judaism. Consider that, in the allocation of curses, Shiites are to receive
fifty, Sunnis forty, and Christians thirty, but the Jews still are to receive twenty.
These texts may display less venom toward the powerless Jews, but there is
little indication of any particular affection or respect.15 Nor was a Jewish-
Druze alliance in any way foreordained. Many Druze, including from the vil-
lages atop Mount Carmel, joined the Arab nationalist forces in 1948, and the
Druze in the central and upper Galilee were at best neutral and probably sym-
pathetic to the nationalist cause. Jewish decision makers continued to view
the Druze as a security threat well into the 1960s, even after conscription to
the IDF had commenced.

Finally, a “realist” might argue that process variables, like signaling and
framing, were less important than structural factors. Precisely because the
Druze were so small, so weak, and so moderate, Israel could countenance
their inclusion in the IDF and grant them a modicum of effective citizenship
without threatening these institutions’ or the state’s Jewish character. Because
the Druze were a minority within a minority, nationalism was beyond their
reach; Christians and Muslims could dream nationalist dreams—and did.
Had the Druze’s population been as large as Israel’s Christian or Muslim com-
munities, concessions would have been unthinkable. Relatedly, others might
argue that the Druze occupied a different social space in the new Israeli polity:
regardless of whether the Druze were truly of a different nature than the coun-
try’s other Arabs, Israel’s Arabists had long emphasized the political as well
as the religious distinctiveness of the Druze community.16

The Druze’s small size presumably did make them an attractive target for
co-optation. But if this argument were correct, the state should have flung its
doors wide open, for the costs would have been negligible and the propa-
ganda advantages substantial. Yet the Druze had to fight for every small step
of progress they achieved: Israeli decision makers resisted acting on their
rhetorical concessions and grudgingly offered only small increments of mean-
ingful citizenship. Moreover, such an account would not have expected Chris-
tian and Muslim youth to register enthusiastically for the draft in 1954, and it
would not have anticipated the opposition among Druze religious and
h� amula leaders to the extension of reserve duty in 1953 or to the draft in 1956–
1957. This evidence suggests that, at least early on, religious divides in 
the Arab community were perhaps less politically salient than other cleav-
ages, notably generational divides. Size figures in the story, but it is not
determinative.
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Moreover, there are good reasons to doubt how unique was the place 
the Druze occupied in the Israeli sociopolitical system during the periods 
explored here. Like other Arabs, the Druze threatened the Zionist project,
which had nearly from its inception been centrally concerned with Jewish
ownership of territory.17 The dominant security authorities—the military ad-
ministration and the GSS—were ever reluctant to grant the Druze special dis-
pensation and often crafted policies implying that the Druze posed as great a
security threat as did other Arabs. Even in matters of development, at least
for the state’s first quarter century, policy was designed for Druze and other
Arabs alike. The Druze have, over the decades, carved out an unusual space
in the Israeli social imaginary, but this has been the product of their framing
work, enabled by their service in the IDF.

The policies of the IDF were then not only reflective of Israel’s citizenship
regime but productive of it as well—for Arabs as well as Jews. Although the
army’s minority policies did not emerge from a vacuum, they nevertheless
had an independent causal effect, as the comparison between the Druze and
other Arabs has suggested. Israel may then have missed a golden opportu-
nity in the 1950s and 1960s to forge a very different relationship with its Arab
citizens. As the longtime Communist MK Tewfik Toubi once told Ben-Gurion,
had Arabs been granted first-class citizenship and even been drafted to the
IDF, “the Arabs in this country would have felt themselves partners with
equal rights in the creation of state institutions [and] the life of the state.”18

Today, as Arab MKs regularly approach and increasingly cross the line of ac-
ceptable dissent, Israel finds itself coping with a problem of its own making.

Suddenly reversing course and demanding that Arab citizens serve in the
armed forces is not the solution, however. Some conservatives suggest doing
precisely that, though one suspects that they are interested less in promoting
a just society and a more inclusive Israeli identity than in scoring political
points and demonstrating Arabs’ ostensible disloyalty.19 After enduring a half
century of discrimination, however, Arabs would not flock to the armed
forces to display their allegiance but would protest vigorously, and even vio-
lently, against a new effort to exploit them without giving them the equal
rights of citizenship. Although the Druze have made headway in Israeli soci-
ety, even they have grown so frustrated with the pace of change that the first
Druze cabinet member, appointed to his post in 2001, urged fellow Druze not
to serve in the IDF until the state followed through on its promises.20 While
the elimination of all vestiges of discrimination in public policy and the rig-
orous enforcement of laws prohibiting discrimination in the private sector
must be a top priority, that alone will not achieve the desired effect.21 The
problem of Israel’s Arab citizens is today deeply intertwined with the broader
Israeli-Arab and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts. In the 1950s Israel could have
won over its Arab citizens even in the absence of those conflicts’ resolution.
Today that is not possible.
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Part II

The Perpetual Dilemma

Race and the U.S. Armed Forces



Introduction

As the U.S. Civil War came to a close, black and white Americans alike rec-
ognized that their relations had been radically reshaped by the war and, more
specifically, by blacks’ service in the Union army. In 1864 one U.S. senator ob-
served that the “logical result” of blacks’ military role was that “the black man
is henceforth to assume a new status among us.” A black delegate to the 1868
Arkansas Constitutional Convention defended his people’s right to the vote
by invoking their spilled blood: “Has not the man who conquers upon the
field of battle, gained any rights? Have we gained none by the sacrifice of our
brethren?”1 Nearly eighty years later, Walter White, the longtime executive
secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP), was among those leading the charge for racial equality in the
armed forces during World War II. After investigating the conditions of
African American service, White noted, “At times it is evident that some
Americans have a mortal fear lest, given an opportunity to prove his mettle
as a soldier, the Negro do so.”2 He did not need to explain to his audience why
racist Americans would not want to see blacks succeed on the battlefield.

Throughout U.S. history, black leaders have perceived a tight bond be-
tween military service and civil rights. They have usually urged their fellow
blacks to volunteer and to obey the call to the colors—even though the United
States, both North and South, has violated the most basic terms of the social
contract. Whenever war beckoned, African Americans flocked to the armed
forces, despite segregation and limited opportunities for promotion. During
the conflict and afterward, they contended that their collective sacrifice must
be repaid, that the country was obligated to grant them first-class citizenship.
Informed by the theoretical framework, in Part 2 I pose two central questions.
First, how did blacks frame their citizenship demands during and after the
twentieth century’s two great wars, and what role, if any, did those frames



play in the success or failure of their claims-making? Second, did the U.S. mil-
itary’s racial policies shape African Americans’ quest for civil and political
rights in the twentieth century?

To explain why blacks proved more influential after the Second World War
than after the First, most accounts stress their greater electoral strength due
to interwar and wartime migration. However, the interaction between the
frame of black claims and the U.S. discourse on citizenship deserves a place
in the narrative (see figure 5). After World War I and well into the 1920s, blacks
sought to turn the fact of military service to their political advantage by im-
plicitly or explicitly invoking the classic equation of obligations and rights.
But they made little headway. Black leaders astutely identified the centrality
of republican strains in U.S. citizenship discourse, but they failed to grasp that
this was a racialized republicanism that left them outside the republic of vir-
tuous citizens. Black claims-making thus failed to find a sympathetic ear
among the majority white populace, and white politicians could safely ignore
black demands. African Americans confronted imposing barriers to first-class
citizenship in the first decades of the twentieth century, so imposing that 
their failure might seem overdetermined. But their political strategy might
have been more effective in a different environment. To build plausibility for
this counterfactual, in chapter 6 I compare African Americans and women.
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Women did not generally serve in the military, but their participation in the
war effort—on the factory floor, in nurses’ uniforms, and in other ways—un-
dermined the common republican rebuttal to the suffragists’ demands and
helped pave the way for passage of the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S
Constitution.

Although African American political leaders and newspaper editors again
employed the military sacrifice frame during World War II to mobilize their
followers and readers, they abandoned it in favor of a liberal rights frame in
the war’s aftermath. Black activists rarely invoked their people’s history of
service on the nation’s behalf but appealed instead to America’s liberal her-
itage, the principles of freedom and equality of opportunity for which the
country had fought in the recent war, and the emerging global competition
with the Soviet Union. Their efforts bore some, not entirely satisfying, fruit:
although Southern senators blocked far-reaching legislative proposals, civil
rights became a central accomplishment of the Truman administration. The
Great Depression, the war against Nazi Germany and imperial Japan, and the
anticommunist crusade effected a deep and lasting change in U.S. political
culture, laying the foundation for the dominance of a liberal citizenship dis-
course and for an expanded conception of the federal role. At the same time,
however, the rhetoric of the cold war compelled black leaders to emphasize
their anticommunist credentials and to avoid pressing for the socioeconomic
changes many believed were necessary to address the race problem (summa-
rized in figure 6). Chapter 7 further suggests counterfactually that had African
Americans employed a republican rights frame after the war, they might have
felt less pressure to narrow the scope of their claims.

The second angle of inquiry focuses less on the efficacy of blacks’ claims-
making than on its pattern. Did exclusion from the armed forces lead African
Americans to refrain from loudly demanding their rights and to embrace a
separationist program after the First World War, as one might expect? I an-
swer yes, but with qualifications. The encounter with a deeply discriminatory
armed forces during and after World War I powerfully reminded blacks in the
service and on the home front that they remained less than fully American
and signaled that the state would not respond favorably to black demands for
full citizenship. With the exception of some highly educated and highly mo-
tivated African Americans, most blacks opted for a quiescent political pos-
ture—even in this age of the “New Negro.” At the same time, the military’s
policies drove many into the arms of Marcus Garvey and far from the fledg-
ling NAACP (see figure 5). The racist policies of the armed forces cannot claim
exclusive credit for these outcomes, however, for equally important were the
postwar white-initiated racial violence and the authorities’ passivity in the
face of such violations of the rule of law.

The second case jumps forward to the early cold war. Did Truman’s sup-
port for the desegregation of the armed forces spark the vast civil rights mo-
bilization that erupted within a decade? Here, contrary to the conventional
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wisdom, I answer no. While the civil rights movement came on the heels of
military desegregation, it was plotted not from above, by those who might
have been sensitive to signals embedded in national policies, but from below,
by Southern blacks attentive primarily to local conditions. The theoretical
framework helps us understand why this purported link lacks explanatory
power. Although Truman’s stance was politically costly, the decentralized
structure of the U.S. political system curbed the signal’s strength. With the le-
gitimate means of violence shared by federal and state governments, and with
the former divided into three independent branches, African Americans were
well aware that, no matter how costly this inclusive signal, it revealed at most
how the federal executive might respond to their demands. The opposition of
the Congress and the Southern state governments was only too clear. The
causal relationship between military desegregation and the civil rights move-
ment is spurious (see figure 7).

In their sweeping analysis of African Americans’ quest for civil rights,
Philip Klinkner and Rogers Smith suggest a “theory” of the ebbs and flows of
race reform that differs in important respects from the perspective presented
here. They point to three factors as historically important for racial progress:
a large-scale war that created white dependence on black manpower, a
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wartime mobilization rhetoric that was inclusive and egalitarian, and the ex-
istence of well-developed black protest movements. Thus they argue that
blacks’ appeals fell on deaf ears during and after World War I because it was
not a large-scale war requiring substantial mobilization of the black popula-
tion, its rhetoric was more often racist than inclusive, and the black protest ve-
hicles of the time were elitist. In contrast, they would paint World War II as
the best-case scenario for race reform: a total war marked by inclusive rhetoric
and during which organizations such as the NAACP, the Urban League, and
the March on Washington Movement developed mass memberships.3

Though persuasive, this account leaves a number of questions unan-
swered. First, some important moments of civil rights progress, such as dur-
ing the Truman administration, did not come during total war. Second, in
such cases, wartime rhetoric per se mattered less than the postwar rhetorical
context. Furthermore, while Klinkner and Smith divide the universe of citi-
zenship discourse into inclusive (liberal) and exclusive (racist), the fate of
African American claims-making can be understood only if one is sensitive to
the differences within the inclusive category—that is, between liberalism and
republicanism. Third, their account lacks a systematic explanation for the pat-
tern of black protest, leaving open the possibility that whatever explains the
emergence of well-developed protest vehicles also accounts for blacks’ polit-
ical influence.

In the following chapters, I do not seek to replace one grand narrative of
the African American struggle for civil rights with another. Rather, drawing
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on the theoretical framework developed in chapter 2, I focus more narrowly
on the role that military service has played in African Americans’ quest for
first-class citizenship during and after the twentieth century’s two world
wars. Whereas the Druze case highlights the possibilities created (and, to a
lesser extent, the limits imposed) by that Arab minority’s service in the Israeli
armed forces, black Americans’ experience with military service is, for the
most part, a more sobering one. African Americans’ sacrifices on the battle-
field did not yield the civil rights they sought, but those failures are them-
selves instructive.
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Chapter 6

Great War, Great Hopes, and the Perils 
of Closing Ranks

Woodrow Wilson’s election in 1912 marked the return of the South to the cen-
ter stage of American politics. Born in Virginia and raised in Georgia, Wilson
had been president of Princeton University, a bastion of the Southern elites,
and he counted four Southerners among his closest advisers. Although Wil-
son had early on identified more closely with the Union than with his native
region, he had embraced the South as his political prospects grew bright.1

Nevertheless, Wilson had garnered substantial support from black leaders
during the election, largely on the strength of a handful of discreet statements
promising a fair deal for African Americans and of growing black frustration
with Republican hypocrisy.2

But black Americans were soon disappointed. Like other post–Civil War
presidents, Wilson suffered from a case of the “slows” when it came to Amer-
ica’s race problems.3 Not only did he fail to use the powers of his office to en-
sure that blacks received the fair treatment he had promised but he presided
over the expansion of segregation in the federal government.4 During his ad-
ministration, new policies—from the denial of traditional patronage posts to
the introduction of applicant photographs—further limited blacks’ employ-
ment opportunities in federal agencies.5 In a 1913 meeting with Monroe Trot-
ter, the fiery black editor of the Boston Guardian, Wilson pleaded for patience:
“Things do not happen rapidly in the world, and prejudices are slow to be up-
rooted. We have to accept them as facts, no matter how much we may deplore
them in their moral and social consequences.”6

Americans entered World War I acutely conscious of the challenges of na-
tion building. The country’s leading intellectuals had for years vigorously 
debated how the immigrant hordes could be purged of alien values and trans-
formed into true Americans, and the impending conflict only intensified those
concerns.7 Yet, for all the Progressive hand-wringing over immigrant assimi-
lation, they paid little attention to the problem of race, and Wilson refrained



from publicly addressing the issue throughout his presidency. As the war ap-
proached, even Booker T. Washington observed, “I have never seen the col-
ored people so discouraged and bitter as they are at the present time.”8

In 1912 W. E. B. DuBois was ambivalent about Wilson, but he ultimately
concluded that the Democratic nominee held out the best hope because he
was a “cultivated scholar” from whom blacks might expect “farsighted fair-
ness.”9 Woodrow Wilson may have been erudite, but African Americans
should not have expected much while he sat in the Oval Office. Neither Wil-
son’s personal inclinations nor, more important, the political environment
boded well for racial reform. The new Southern presence in the nation’s cap-
ital reflected the reintegration of the South into the political system as part of
a grand sectional bargain.10 Even if Wilson had been a sincere advocate of
racial justice—which he was not—he would have had to adjust to a political
milieu deeply inhospitable to reform.

Gambling with Loyalty

For activists on behalf of African Americans’ rights, the central problem was
how to move from the country’s blind spot into its field of vision, and with
the decision to enter the war, they thought they had found the way. Most well-
known African Americans urged their fellow blacks to join the war effort
without reserve, so that they might prove their worthiness for full citizenship.
Black newspapers reported on Liberty Loan drives, loyalty day parades, Red
Cross work, and food conservation, and gave abundant space to inspiring 
stories of patriotism. When the board of directors of the recently founded
NAACP—at the time considered radical agitators—discovered that the mil-
itary had no intention of drafting blacks, it urged young men to enlist vol-
untarily. Those stalwart integrationists even endorsed a segregated officers’
training camp. Although DuBois bemoaned the “perpetual dilemma,” in the
end he reasoned that the benefits of black representation in the officer corps
warranted the sacrifice of principle.11

Underpinning black elites’ support for the war effort was their belief that
their loyalty would be amply repaid at the war’s conclusion.12 Blacks, wrote
the NAACP’s James Weldon Johnson, really had little choice: “To perform the
duties and not demand the rights would be pusillanimous; and to demand
the rights and not perform the duties would be futile.” In 1918, before a
Carnegie Hall audience, he roared, “The record of black men on the fields of
France gives us the greater right to point to that flag and say to the nation:
Those stains are still upon it; they dim its stars and soil its stripes; wash them
out! wash them out!”13 The link between citizenship and military service was
seen as incontrovertible: “Wearing the uniform of a Federal soldier,” declared
NAACP cofounder Mary White Ovington, “is prima facie evidence of citi-
zenship.”14 Those who served in the armed forces, whether they volunteered
or were drafted, saw themselves as the vanguard of the fight against dis-
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crimination at home. The NAACP’s William Pickens imagined that “when a
black American shot a German in France he hoped he saw a lyncher die a spir-
itual death in the United States.”15 “Our second emancipation,” the Texas
grand master of the Negro Masons foresaw, “will be the outcome of this
war.”16 Black college students and graduates flocked to the controversial of-
ficers’ training camp, and by the end of the war even the camp’s critics were
proudly touting the accomplishments of black officers and soldiers.

Endorsing Wilson’s declaration of war, DuBois characterized the Allies as
the more benign imperialists—that is, the lesser of two evils. Like many, he
saw the war as an opportunity to reshape the American (and the interna-
tional) political, social, and racial order.17 DuBois was hardly alone, especially
after the United States officially joined the battle. The Baltimore Afro-Ameri-
can, which just four months earlier had excused blacks’ reluctance to volun-
teer and had predicted that the war would set back the cause of racial equality,
urged its readers to contribute any way they could: “Help—or by not help-
ing handicap your boy at the front.” The Chicago Defender, the most widely
circulated black weekly, similarly affirmed, “It matters not what reasons we
may harbor for withholding our support, they pale into insignificance when
compared with the reasons why we should go into this struggle . . . with our
whole heart and soul.”18

But this was where the consensus ended. Many wanted to combine partic-
ipation with pressure; they hoped to exploit the state’s reliance on black man-
power and achieve gains during the war, before their collective sacrifice had
become a distant memory. DuBois continued to attack racial discrimination,
violence, and inequity in his usual manner. Meeting with Secretary of War
Newton Baker in 1917, he implied that blacks’ loyalty was contingent:

It must be remembered that Negroes are human beings, that they have
deep seated and long continued grievances against this country; that
while the great mass of them are loyal and willing to fight for their coun-
try despite this, it certainly will not increase their loyalty or the spirit in
which they enter this war if they continue to meet discrimination which
borders upon insult and wrong.19

Byron Gunner, the president of Trotter’s National Equal Rights League, wrote
to DuBois that “now, ‘while the war lasts,’ is the most opportune time for us
to push and keep our ‘special grievances’ to the fore.”20

Others maintained that the cause would be best served by a posture of
greater accommodation. The editor of the Chicago Defender put it well in May
1918:

In common with white American citizens let us put our shoulders to the
wheel and push with might and main to bring this war to a successful
conclusion. If we have any grievance at home—and we have many of
them—we will set about the task of solving these after the greater task
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of winning this war is over. . . . The colored soldier who fights side by
side with the white American in the titanic struggle now raging across
the sea will hardly be begrudged a fair chance when the victorious
armies return.

Most surprisingly, DuBois, who had been so critical of Booker T. Washington’s
willingness to accept halfway measures, notoriously advised blacks in the
summer of 1918 to “forget our special grievances and close our ranks shoul-
der to shoulder with our white fellow citizens and the allied nations that are
fighting for democracy. . . . We make no ordinary sacrifice, but we make it
gladly and willingly with our eyes lifted to the hills.”21 This editorial touched
off a bitter controversy, in which DuBois was accused of having abandoned
his own principles to obtain a military commission. In Trotter’s estimation,
DuBois was “a rank quitter in the fight for equal rights” who had “weakened,
compromised, deserted the fight, betrayed the cause of his race.”22

These disputes should not, however, obscure the more fundamental point
of agreement: black elites were united in the strategy of earning rights after
the war by earning America’s gratitude during the war. The black masses,
though, were another matter, for many deemed this a “white man’s war.”
More interested in winning democracy at home than in securing it abroad,
many blacks would have agreed that “since [whites] weren’t willing to accept
us as civilians, then let them fight it. It was something that didn’t concern Ne-
groes.”23 Apathy prevailed, creating a ripe audience for those who counseled
blacks to evade service. That the black draft delinquency rate was two-and-
a-half times that of whites may have indicated greater ignorance, illiteracy,
and migration—as government officials claimed—but it may also have re-
flected the true sentiments of black citizens.24

As mainstream black leaders traded military service for citizenship, dis-
senters accused them of “criminal incompetence and cringing compromise”
and derided them as “mental manikins and intellectual lilliputians.” A. Philip
Randolph, then on the radical fringe, branded DuBois a “hand-picked, me-
too-boss, hat-in-hand, sycophant, lick spittling” Negro. Chandler Owen, Ran-
dolph’s colleague at the socialist magazine the Messenger, ridiculed the notion
that participation might lead to full citizenship: “Did not the Negro fight in
the Revolutionary War with Crispus Attucks dying first . . . , and come out to
be a miserable chattel slave in this country for nearly one hundred years af-
ter?”25 From the moment Congress declared war, however, these voices, as-
serting the bankruptcy of the dominant strategy, were solitary ones. That
truth would ultimately be on their side was little consolation.

Fighting to Fight

African American leaders expected that the postwar battle for civil rights
would be fierce, but they did not anticipate the hurdles that would be placed
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before their very entry into the army. “It is beginning to look,” one com-
mented, “as if the Negro will, as a burglar, have to break into this War.”26

Southern congressmen, fearing the implications for their region’s social, po-
litical, and economic order, sought to exclude blacks from Selective Service.27

Secretary of War Baker, relatively liberal by the standards of the day, squashed
these efforts, but his priority was getting the best army to France, not meet-
ing the demands of racial justice. While the military on occasion accommo-
dated the NAACP, it generally indulged white racial prejudice so as to avoid
undermining the war effort. When not in dialogue with race activists, how-
ever, Baker often whistled a different tune. In 1917 he wrote to the House Ju-
diciary Committee chairman, who was a Southerner, that the riots in Houston
by black servicemen had revealed that “these elements of our population did
not have the necessary capacity for the high service of military duty, the re-
spect for constituted authority, and the due appreciation of the obligations of
a soldier.”28

Some 380,000 African Americans ultimately entered the U.S. armed forces
in World War I, but they hardly enjoyed anything approximating equality.
Draft cards instructed registrants to indicate their “African descent” by tear-
ing off one corner. Various branches—notably the artillery, the aviation corps,
and the U.S. Navy—remained almost entirely off-limits to blacks. Few made
it into combat; most were relegated to engineer, quartermaster, or pioneer
(construction) battalions. Just forty-two thousand were assigned to combat
units, and half of these saw action only as part of the French Army. Though 9
percent of the U.S. Army and 8.15 percent of the American Expeditionary
Force (AEF), blacks were only 2.87 percent of the army’s combat strength. In
the navy, blacks accounted for just 1 percent of all sailors.29 Most black vol-
unteers and draftees remained stateside, however. Under the “Work or Fight”
laws enacted across much of the South beginning in 1918, many were put to
work as manual laborers on large plantations to alleviate labor shortages.

After the Armistice, the racism that was part of the normal order in the U.S.
military returned with a vengeance. While the black troops of the Ninety-sec-
ond and Ninety-third Infantry Divisions awaited their return home, Jim Crow
was imposed at the request of the U.S. Army all over France. Black soldiers
were prevented from socializing with the local population, especially the
women, and they were almost sequestered in their camps. DuBois, on a post-
war investigative mission, discovered a galling French memorandum, issued
with U.S. approval, that instructed French forces to “prevent the rise of any
pronounced degree of intimacy between French officers and black officers. . . .
We must not eat with them, must not shake hands or seek to talk or meet with
them outside of the requirements of military service.” They were warned not
to praise black troops and were ordered to keep the local population from
“spoiling” the black American forces.30 Matters became still worse as the mil-
itary downsized. Although a survey of the Army War College’s students and
staff found them relatively open to assigning blacks to combat branches and
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technical arms, the army pursued every available means to limit the enlist-
ment of blacks, shrink the size of the legally mandated black regiments, and
consign those forces to demeaning duties.31

During the postwar debates over universal military training, some mem-
bers of Congress, particularly from the South, opposed the plan, less because
they feared the spread of societal militarism or an unbearable fiscal burden,
than because the large-scale conscription of blacks threatened to undermine
their familiar world and their interests.32 NAACP chairman Oswald Garrison
Villard gave credence to such fears:

I hear it said that there is no longer time for patience and humility; that
where the Ku Klux walks, there blood shall flow; that where the colored
soldier has learned how to fight, he shall fight against his compatriots
who do him wrong; that he has come back from the shores of France in
a fighting mood, that like a lion’s cub, having tasted blood once, he will
taste it again.

Even racial moderates like Joel Spingarn, who had championed the segre-
gated officers’ training camp and worked hard from within the military to en-
sure a modicum of racial fairness, confessed that when he read of the wave of
postwar lynchings, he said to himself, in the heat of the moment, “By God,
there is only one way to deal with these people: the only thing to tell the black
to do is to arm and defend himself.” Spingarn’s wife calmed him down, but
he was nonetheless “very glad that two or three hundred thousand black men
have had the soldier’s discipline and learned to use weapons.”33

Sacrifice, Race, and Resonance

Germany accepted the Allies’ terms on November 11, 1918. Race activists in
the United States wasted no time seeking to reap the political advantages of
their sacrifice. Within a year, at least three books appeared extolling African
Americans’ contributions to the national cause, and DuBois too had begun a
multivolume history of the black soldier in the Great War. “Negro leaders in
all parts of the country recognized at once,” wrote Emmett Scott, who had
served during the war as a special assistant on racial matters in the War De-
partment, “that the national crisis demanded . . . that, without bargaining,
there must be a pledge on the part of the Negro of his undiluted and unfal-
tering loyalty.” He continued:

Negro editors, with but few exceptions, rallied to the Nation’s call and
wrote in a martial spirit; the Negro clergy put on the whole armor of pa-
triotism and awakened the Negro laity to a sense of its duty, opportu-
nity, and responsibility; Negro educators in all sections taught loyalty as
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a cardinal virtue and representative Negro public speakers sought dili-
gently to maintain a healthy morale among the rank and file of colored
Americans.

Their reasoning was clear: “The moment the American Negro failed to per-
form all the duties of citizenship, he immediately abdicated the right of claim-
ing the full privileges of citizenship.”34 These early postwar writings exuded
optimism. Inspired by Wilson’s rhetoric, Kelly Miller hailed “the new demo-
cratic spirit” that was taking hold and asserted that the “gallant part” played
by black Americans would help “liberalize [white] feeling and sentiment.”35

Through these works and countless articles and speeches, black elites hoped
to shape collective memory, to mold how the public perceived and remem-
bered African Americans’ part in the Allied victory. They shared an unshake-
able belief that the fate of their struggle hinged on the success of these efforts.
As DuBois wrote to the NAACP board during his fact-finding trip to France,
“The greatest and most pressing and most important work for the N.A.A.C.P.
is the collection, writing, and publication of the history of the Negro troops in
France.”36

Debates over African Americans’ record in uniform raged into the mid-
1920s.37 Senior military personnel charged their black soldiers, and especially
officers, with cowardice and ineptitude, implying that they had thereby
proven themselves unworthy of citizenship.38 One white officer reportedly
confessed that “there was a concerted action on the part of the white officers
throughout France to discredit the work of the colored troops in France,
and . . . everything was being done to advertise those things that would re-
flect discredit upon the men and officers, and to withhold anything that
would bring to them praise or commendation.”39 The NAACP and its allies
mounted a vigorous defense, alleging that “the colored soldier’s own white
countrymen not only stole all possible opportunity for distinction from him,
but actively sought to poison European and American public opinion against
their brothers in black.”40

Over the next decade, race activists tried to bolster their claims-making by
alluding to blacks’ military sacrifice and consciously invoking the classic re-
publican frame. Countless addresses at NAACP annual conferences from
1917 on framed blacks’ demands in terms of their contributions to the com-
mon good, particularly in World War I and earlier conflicts. With the war over,
Emmett Scott declared, “those who have fought and sacrificed in the Com-
mon Cause” had a rightful place in America: “We have met the high expecta-
tions of American citizenship. Our men have fought, bled, and died for the
Stars and Stripes on foreign battlefields ‘to make the world safe for democ-
racy’. . . . I think we have the right to demand that democracy shall also be
made safe for the world.” Moorfield Storey, the NAACP’s white president,
proclaimed that “nothing more imperatively requires attention in this coun-
try than the demand of twelve million American citizens, who are taxed as

128 Part II. The Perpetual Dilemma



citizens, called to arms as citizens and made to perform all the duties of citi-
zens[,] for the rights of citizens.” The educator Mordecai Wyatt Johnson
sounded this same note:

The Negro people of America . . . have cut our forests, tilled our fields,
built our railroads, fought our battles, and in all their trials until now
they have manifested a simple faith, a grateful heart, a cheerful spirit
and an undivided loyalty to our nation that has been a thing of beauty
to behold. . . . They ask for the bread of liberty, of public equality, and
public responsibility. It must not be denied them.

Most clearly and simply, the NAACP declared in 1919, “The country has re-
cently called on us to perform unusual duties; we demand that we have the
usual rights of American citizens.”41

This republican rights frame found its way into more popular forums as
well during and after the war. One uneducated soldier complained to the
NAACP, “We are out here for the same purpose [white soldiers] are out here
for, so why is it that we cannot be treated like men.” A black lieutenant ex-
plained to a journalist:

If we can’t fight and die in this war just as bravely as white men then we
don’t deserve equality with white men, and after the war we had better
go back home and forget about it all. But if we can do things on the front;
if we can make ourselves felt; . . . then I am sure it will be the biggest
possible step toward our equalization as citizens.

At the war’s close, newspapers sympathetic to black claims also adopted this
frame. The Chicago Post editorialized, “It will be a great pity if our black
Americans do not receive their full share. They have earned it by their con-
duct as soldiers. . . . When [the Negro soldier] comes home it is to be hoped
that his valor will be remembered to his credit and that some of the rough
places along his path will be accordingly smoothed.”42

Blacks across the political spectrum justified their rights claims in this fash-
ion. Robert R. Moton, who had succeeded Booker T. Washington as principal
of the Tuskegee Institute, sought to inspire an audience of white servicemen
to embrace race reform:

These black soldiers, officers and men, have with you willingly and
gladly placed their lives at the disposal of their country. . . . What a won-
derful opportunity you have therefore, and what a great responsibil-
ity[,] for you to go back to America resolved that as far as it in your
power lies, you are going to see that these black men and the twelve mil-
lions of people whom they represent in our great country, who have
stood so loyally by you and America in peace and in war, shall have a
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fair and absolutely equal chance with every other American citizen,
along every line—this is your duty and sacred obligation.

Even Monroe Trotter, who had opposed black participation in the war, em-
ployed such arguments. In a September 1919 telegram to Wilson, Trotter ar-
gued that the country’s black soldiers would have “died in vain” unless
Wilson would “grant to their kin and race at home protection of right and life”
and urge Congress to make lynching a federal crime.43

Invoking the equation of obligations and rights, race activists hoped to
leave their opponents without a sustainable way of refusing blacks’ citizen-
ship claims. At the same time, however, they threatened that blacks would no
longer feel the weight of these obligations if the country failed to hold up its
end of the bargain. After cataloging the disparity between blacks’ recent sac-
rifices and “poor schools, Jim Crow methods of travel, little or no justice in
courts or in things economic,” the NAACP warned that disappointment
would invite blacks “to grasp the hands which the Bolsheviks, the I.W.W., and
other kindred organizations hold out to him.” A favorite expression of Moor-
field Storey was that the country was “sowing dragon’s teeth.” He elaborated:
“Can we afford to cultivate just discontent in our midst? These twelve million
men must seek friends elsewhere if the governments under which they live
and the men among whom they dwell deny them justice and safety.”44

Though no frame was deployed as frequently as the republican one, black
claims-making wove together other threads from the country’s discursive
quilt.45 Drawing on America’s liberal tradition, blacks routinely invoked the
language of natural rights and the equality of man. Race reformers also seized
on the very ideals with which Wilson had mobilized the nation for war. As-
sailing the United States for its hypocrisy, James Weldon Johnson had little
patience for “holding up our hands at German ‘atrocities’ . . . while the whole-
sale murder of American citizens on American soil by bloodthirsty American
mobs hardly brings forth a word of comment.”46 But the hypocrisy frame
could not long outlast the war, and liberal arguments were bound to fall flat
in a country that had, in its wartime treatment of German-Americans, proved
willing to abrogate the rights of those it deemed potentially disloyal.47

Black leaders were astute observers of the country’s cultural and political
scene, and their choice of a republican rights frame was wise. The first decades
of the twentieth century witnessed a vibrant public debate over the meaning
of citizenship, with some four hundred articles on the subject published in
leading magazines between 1900 and 1918. “This public discourse about citi-
zenship,” historian Kimberly Jensen notes, “focused, above all, on participa-
tory citizenship by emphasizing the duty and the privilege of citizens to act
in support of the nation.”48 The Great War reinforced these trends. Americans
were urged to tighten their belts for the good of their boys fighting overseas,
the country, and even Western civilization, and those who did so freely were
touted as heroes. Grounded in the vast U.S. network of voluntary organiza-
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tions, a coercive program took shape to compel reluctant citizens to do their
part on the home front, creating a paradoxical milieu in which people were
obliged to volunteer.49 President Wilson sought to reconcile these themes by
suggesting that, if the United States was to win the war, “it needs each man,
not in the field that will most pleasure him, but in the endeavor that will best
serve the common good.” The draft, he continued, was “in no sense a con-
scription of the unwilling; it is, rather, a selection from a nation which has 
volunteered in mass.”50 Many Americans tried to evade their wartime com-
mitments, but this in no way undermined the power of the republican 
citizenship ideal. It is not accidental that opponents of anti-immigration leg-
islation regularly made mention in the mid-1920s of the wartime contribu-
tions of newcomers from Southern and Eastern Europe.51

Blacks advanced appeals framed in republican terms on what should—at
first glance—have been a favorable discursive terrain, but they were rebuffed.
In the summer of 1919, as white veterans returned home and competed for
work with blacks who had migrated to the North, riots broke out nationwide
in more than twenty-six cities, and more than one hundred blacks were killed.
But the federal government was silent. Presented with a petition protesting
attacks in the District of Columbia, Wilson dismissively replied that the mur-
derous mobs were a lesser priority than the League of Nations. As Storey rue-
fully observed, rampant lynching and mob violence were tolerated: “Silence,
indifference, acquiescence prevail. No one approves the barbarism and injus-
tice . . . but few indeed are the men who condemn it.” But that same summer
also gave blacks reason for optimism, for presidential aspirant Warren Hard-
ing, greeting the NAACP’s annual conference, hoped that “the splendid part
played by the colored citizenship of America, in the winning of the great
world war, will bring to full appreciation, in all sections of our common coun-
try, their capacity for citizenship and their indisputable rights to all the priv-
ileges which American citizenship conveys to any of our people.”52

In the years that followed, black Americans were as politically impotent as
ever, notwithstanding their wartime sacrifice: the military service gamble had
failed.53 In February 1920 the NAACP circulated a survey among seventeen
prospective presidential candidates, requesting their views on questions of
concern to blacks. Only three, Harding among them, replied at all, but none
offered a substantive answer.54 When the NAACP’s James Weldon Johnson
met with Harding during the 1920 campaign, he found the nominee pleasant,
even cordial, but without a strong commitment to racial justice. Harding
agreed “as a matter of principle” with nearly all the NAACP’s demands but
retreated behind a pragmatic logic in refusing “to make campaign issues of
any of them,” with the exception of Haiti. When Johnson tried to play politi-
cal hardball, asserting that blacks held the decisive vote in several Northern
states, Harding bluntly replied that “the injection of the details of the Negro
question into the campaign would lose the Republican Party more votes than
it would gain.” The most Johnson could report was that the visit “was not an
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entirely lost effort.”55 While Johnson did succeed in securing an appointment
with the president in April 1921, this meeting was perfunctory.

President Harding’s public pronouncements initially gave heart to politi-
cally aware blacks—Johnson commended them as “the most practical, the
most concrete and at the same time the strongest ever made”—and, in his first
State of the Union address, he called on Congress “to wipe the stain of bar-
baric lynching from the banners of a free and orderly, representative democ-
racy.”56 But Harding took no action on a promised interracial commission,
refused to put the weight of his office behind antilynching legislation, ap-
pointed few blacks to public office, and countenanced the extension of racial
segregation in the federal government. By 1922 Johnson, who had spent many
an hour roaming the halls of Congress lobbying for the Dyer antilynching bill,
was frustrated: “Each time I get up to talk on the subject of lynching . . . it be-
comes more and more difficult. . . . I find that my vocabulary has about run
out. I have damned and double damned lynchers until there are no more
words with which to do it.” “Sometimes,” he later recalled, “my heart was as
sore and weary as my feet.”57

Harding’s premature death brought Calvin Coolidge to office, but Cool-
idge was even less willing than his predecessor to speak publicly on racial
matters. Outside of brief condemnations of lynching in his State of the Union
messages, Coolidge suggested that the federal government’s role was neces-
sarily limited: “These difficulties,” he told the nation, “are to a large extent 
local problems which must be worked out by the mutual forbearance and hu-
man kindness of each community. Such a method gives much more promise
of a real remedy than outside interference.” And, as presidents would for
many decades, he blamed the lack of progress on Senate Democrats.58 When
it came to African Americans, Silent Cal lived up to his nickname.59

Black activists learned that they would never make progress by placing
their faith in ethical argument alone. Just after the war, they adhered to the
following dictum: “Base your appeal to those in authority on grounds that
will arouse their indignation, as it has yours, and you’ll get a response.” Now,
however, Johnson asserted that “no change has ever come about except
through a force of some kind. . . . Acause may be just and a cause may be right,
but it does not win merely of its justness and righteousness. . . . A right is not
a thing issued out on a silver tray and that you can put in your pocket like you
can a gold piece.” As the editor of the New York Call put it, “There is only one
virtue in any race that is worthy of respect and that is power, power, power,
and the only power that is worth anything is organized power; and when you
stop asking, when you stop protesting, when you organize for political power,
your problems will be solved.”60

But why had the claims advanced by African American activists failed to
move white politicians? Their arguments were unassailable on republican
grounds, and they tapped into the dominant language of citizenship. What
had gone wrong? Unlike Jewish politicians in Israel who deflected Christian
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and Muslim complaints by denying or even justifying discrimination, white
politicians in the United States only occasionally resorted to such moves.
African Americans’ problem in the 1920s was more basic and more severe, as
leading politicians rarely felt compelled to publicly address their concerns at
all. Although blacks’ sacrifices in uniform had bequeathed them a rhetorical
advantage, they could not surmount the initial hurdle. Jewish politicians in
Israel did not have the option of ignoring the Druze, who enjoyed the sym-
pathy of the Hebrew-language media, but American white politicians in 
the 1920s for the most part could and did ignore African Americans. Whereas
the Druze effectively plumbed the contradiction between Israel’s civic re-
publicanism and exclusionary ethno-nationalism, African Americans worked
within the terms of a racialized, noncivic republicanism. Unlike the Druze,
African Americans could not credibly threaten to bring critical audiences into
the struggle on their side, and white politicians were free to pay their protests
little heed. The result was that African American grievances were simply
rarely on the agenda. Had African Americans held the electoral balance, been
represented by an organization with mass backing, or enjoyed greater wealth,
they might have warranted a hearing. But such conventional political re-
sources were equally beyond their grasp.

Racial categories grew increasingly prominent in American academic and
popular discourse in the latter half of the nineteenth century. By the 1890s the
nation’s egalitarian ideals had come to seem increasingly antiquated, and
many were attracted to social Darwinism, which articulated a clear racial hi-
erarchy and associated the “darker races” with savagery.61 In the wake of the
1898 Spanish-American War, the United States acquired an overseas empire
populated by such “darker races.” U.S. imperialism was interpreted and jus-
tified not in terms of national power but as the responsibility of a superior An-
glo-Saxon nation shouldering the white man’s burden.62 By the turn of the
century, even the “party of Lincoln” had grown comfortable with the lan-
guage of white supremacy.63 As John Higham puts it, American politics after
1890 became obsessed with “fears of impurity, pollution, corruption, and
depravity.”64

In the years before the First World War, labor unions embraced republican-
ism, but they often excluded African Americans, contending that blacks had
failed to give “evidence of a possession of those peculiarities of temperament
such as patriotism, sympathy, sacrifice etc. which are peculiar to most of the
Caucasian race, and which alone make an organization of the character and
complicity of the modern trade union possible.”65 At the same time, national
reconciliation, which had begun to take shape in the 1890s, reached its full ma-
turity, as all sections shared in a racist and nationalist popular culture.66 De-
spite universalistic elements in Wilson’s rhetoric, World War I was fought
largely as an Anglo-Saxon campaign against the vicious Huns, further rein-
forcing the culture of race. And, in the war’s aftermath, the boundaries of the
nation were hardened. Court rulings in the early 1920s declared Japanese im-
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migrants ineligible for citizenship and upheld state laws forbidding Japanese
resident aliens from owning property. Congress, committed to keeping the
country racially “superior,” and fearful of admitting anarchists and Commu-
nists, passed a series of laws restricting immigration from Southern and East-
ern Europe and from Asia.

This melding of republicanism with race prevented African Americans
from making gains toward first-class citizenship equivalent to those achieved
by the Druze in Israel. Druze claims, framed in terms of military sacrifice, res-
onated with the Jewish majority. Once the media amplified Druze demands
and compelled policymakers to respond, the Druze’s claims could not be
gainsaid. In contrast, African Americans lost the battle over how their war-
time service would be remembered. Racialized republicanism created rhetor-
ical possibilities for white politicians, furnishing them with a sustainable
counternarrative with which to parry African Americans’ appeals. Embedded
in a racist popular culture, whites were predisposed to believe the worst about
blacks’ capabilities, courage, and record, and thus the efforts of white military
commanders to portray blacks as shirkers, cowards, and/or incompetents
found a receptive audience.67 If necessary, white politicians likely could have
with impunity deployed explicitly racist rationales for exclusion, but they
rarely had to play the race card. Rather, because white Americans did not give
blacks the same boost that Israel’s Jewish majority gave the Druze, U.S. politi-
cians could continue ignoring their black citizens’ plight.

A skeptic would contend that African American weakness after World War
I, not America’s racist culture, was the most powerful factor hindering blacks’
political prospects. There is some truth to this, and had African Americans
possessed conventional political strength, they would in fact likely have
earned a place on the national agenda. But this would have been neither nec-
essary nor sufficient for meaningful progress toward first-class citizenship.
Even if African Americans had succeeded in securing more attention from
white politicians, the latter had rhetorical resources at their disposal with
which to turn black demands aside. And, as the example of the Druze sug-
gests, minority groups can compensate for a dearth of standard influence as-
sets when the rhetorical stars properly align. This also proved to be the case
for another U.S. group of this era outside the national core of white males:
during and after the First World War, American women also sought to exploit
the rhetoric of sacrifice to bolster their citizenship claims.

World War I, Civic Virtue, and the Nineteenth Amendment

Suffragists saw in the Great War an opportunity to change minds—that is,
men’s minds—about the capacities of women to exercise citizenship. At the
very least, they hoped through their work for the war effort to counter an ar-
gument long invoked by their opponents.68 Historically, the association be-

134 Part II. The Perpetual Dilemma



tween military service and citizenship had prevented women from enjoying
full membership in the civic life of the nation. Speaking of the early American
republic, Linda Kerber has observed that “the connection between the repub-
lic and male patriots—who could enlist—was immediate. The connection be-
tween the republic and women—however patriotic they might feel themselves
to be—was remote.”69 In the nineteenth century, suffragists typically framed
their claims around the liberal tradition of individual rights, but their adver-
saries had little difficulty rebuffing these arguments by drawing on republican
rhetorical forms. As a delegate to the 1879 California constitutional convention
clearly stated, “What is political sovereignty? It is the fruits of the sword,” and
women, he noted, had not taken up weapons in the nation’s defense.70

Before the turn of the twentieth century, many activists shifted gears, clev-
erly invoking essentialist arguments and stressing the unique sensibility
women would bring to the public sphere.71 The vision of a “maternalist com-
monwealth” promised to rid politics of corruption and bring renewed atten-
tion to social welfare, education, and public health. This politics as “extended
housekeeping” accepted that women had distinct social roles and broke with
the protofeminist spirit of Seneca Falls. Despite this conservative turn, the suf-
frage movement remained stymied, unable to counter effectively the repub-
lican arguments that opponents advanced.72

World War I, however, created an unprecedented opportunity for women
to contribute to the common good, rendering implausible republican rebut-
tals—and women seized it.73 Rather than transform the paradigm of citizen-
ship, most women associated with the largest and best organized group, the
National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), worked within
that republican framework. They created home defense organizations, learned
to fire rifles, sold bonds and thrift stamps, knitted clothes, and distributed
food; others joined the AEF, typically as telephone operators and nurses.
Some one million women worked in the war industries and claimed equal
participation in the war effort. President Wilson himself had buttressed suf-
fragists’ claims, even as his gendered language excluded them from the mil-
itarized nation: “In the sense in which we have been wont to think of armies,
there are no armies in this struggle, there are entire nations armed. Thus, the
men who remain to till the soil and man the factories are no less a part of the
army that is in France than the men beneath the battle flags.”74

Although the postwar reality fell far short of feminists’ aspirations re-
garding women’s place in the public sphere and the industrial economy, the
suffragists did finally succeed in securing the vote with congressional passage
of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1919 and its ratification the following year.
Their turn to a republican frame played no small role in helping to bring about
that favorable outcome. During and after the war, suffragists regularly stressed
their wartime record, and Wilson became a convert to the cause, personally
intervening when the proposed amendment came before the Senate and again
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during the ratification process.75 Wilson portrayed the extension of the vote
to women as part and parcel of the war:

We have made partners of the women in this war; shall we admit them
only to a partnership of suffering and sacrifice and not to a partnership
of privilege and right? This war could not have been fought, either by
the other nations engaged or by America, if it had not been for the ser-
vices of the women—services rendered in every sphere—not merely in
the fields of effort in which we have been accustomed to see them work,
but wherever men have worked, and upon the very skirts and edges of
the battle itself.76

The suffragists’ republican rhetoric did not sweep away all opposition, and
the battles in the Senate and for ratification were long and hard fought. But,
if not for the war and the republican rhetoric it made available, it might have
been many more years before they enjoyed this triumph. Women’s war work
precipitated a major shift in public opinion on the suffrage question in the
United States and in Britain.77 As the historian David Kennedy concludes, the
Great War was for American suffragists “the final push over the top.”78

This brief account in no way seeks to diminish the essential role of NAWSA
and other suffragists in winning passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. Un-
der the leadership of Carrie Chapman Catt, NAWSAwas increasingly well or-
ganized, well funded, and politically sophisticated. Suffrage was—thanks to
the adoption of moderate tactics, the sanitization of the movement’s past, and
a narrowing of NAWSA’s agenda—no longer associated with a radical femi-
nism that sought to reshape the entire gendered division of labor. At the same
time, NAWSA cultivated an impressive network of state organizations that
coordinated their activities with national headquarters, and it brokered an al-
liance with the Progressive movement, apparently profiting from public sup-
port for that broader agenda.79 But until the United States entered the war,
the association had enjoyed few successes in passing state legislation giving
women the vote, in generating pressure on antisuffrage federal representa-
tives and senators, and in getting a federal constitutional amendment out of
committee. The war had given suffragists a powerful citizenship claim, and
they had exploited it, proving more effective than their material power base
alone would indicate.80

NAWSA differed in fundamental ways from the NAACP. The latter was a
much younger association with a smaller and less geographically diffuse con-
stituency, a less focused agenda, less secure funding, less coordination with
local branches, and less experience with pressure politics. These differences
in the organizations’ circumstances help explain why suffrage was on the po-
litical agenda even before the United States entered the war, whereas African
American concerns received little play. But there were important similarities
as well. Both, before the war, saw little prospect of imminent success. Both
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threw themselves into the war effort. Activists in both were divided over
whether to continue to agitate for their respective causes as long as the war
raged. And both sought to engage in rhetorical coercion. But the outcomes dif-
fered dramatically. Despite blacks’ service in the armed forces, most white
Americans held them to be unworthy of full citizenship, and their claims were
consequently turned aside. Suffragists’ war work was rewarded with a surge
in public support and a growing sense that victory was inevitable.81

Military Discrimination and the Lure of Garvey

The policies of the U.S. armed forces during and after World War I combined
with postwar racial violence to puncture the optimism with which African
Americans had joined the war effort and to nurture the economic, social, and
political environment in which the black leader Marcus Garvey would achieve
great popularity. The treatment of black soldiers and veterans signaled that
the U.S. political community was still defined in racial terms. As one observer
noted two decades later, “The Negroes’ hope in a better future as a conse-
quence of an allied victory dissipated soon after the war and gave way to la-
tent cynicism and overt despair.”82 Garvey was a skilled showman, but he
would never have acquired a mass following without the deep postwar dis-
illusionment. As the theoretical framework would anticipate, a strong exclu-
sive manpower-policy signal led many African Americans to embrace a
leader who espoused separationist goals.

During and immediately after World War I, African Americans looked to
the military’s treatment of black soldiers as an indication of how the country
would respond to their citizenship demands. “Did the Negro Soldier Get a
Square Deal?” asked Emmett Scott. “That is the thing, I think, that is in the
minds and . . . the hearts of the colored people throughout this whole coun-
try.”83 If the military’s policies were diagnostic of the health of the nation’s
liberal ideals, however, the prognosis was not good. Blacks had reluctantly
reconciled themselves to segregation in the armed forces, but they had not
foreseen that black soldiers would be virtually excluded from combat, that the
few black combat units would be used like cannon fodder, that Jim Crow
would be reborn in Europe, that the postwar military would recommit itself
to the prewar racial norm, or that the black troops’ record would be viciously
attacked. At the NAACP’s 1919 annual conference, protests against discrimi-
nation in the military, especially “the campaign of lies” smearing black offi-
cers and enlisted men, surfaced repeatedly. To many, these events revealed the
stark truth about their country for the first time. With the end of the war, wrote
Mordecai Wyatt Johnson, “the Negro’s faith in the righteous purpose of the
Federal Government has sagged.”84 Some, such as Rayford Logan, who
would later become a distinguished historian, were so disturbed that they 
became at least temporary expatriates.85
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What made this signal so powerful? First, the credibility of such exclusion-
ary military participation signals is rarely in question: it is hard to imagine
what state interest such a deception might further. Second, the signal was also
relatively clear. The U.S. armed forces were generally open about the racial ba-
sis of their policies regarding the recruitment and deployment of African
American troops. This was reinforced by DuBois’s postwar investigations and
by testimony from returning soldiers about those racist practices the army
had sought to conceal. That these policies were approved by civilian, and not
just uniformed, decision makers was hardly in doubt. The efforts of Southern
congressmen to prevent blacks from enlisting in the first place had been only
too public, as had been their concerns about the ramifications of black mili-
tary training for the South’s postwar social, economic, and political fabric. Fi-
nally, U.S. military participation policy was available as a signaling device. The
United States was not a deeply militaristic polity like Israel, but, as we have
already seen, republicanism was the dominant mode of citizenship talk in this
era. Moreover, the war had been the country’s most intensive military en-
gagement in half a century.

After the collapse of Reconstruction, blacks had confronted a wide range
of discriminatory institutions and practices, and black nationalists, most no-
tably Bishop Henry Turner, again won some backing. But no black national-
ist before the twentieth century—including David Walker, the Reverend
Henry Highland Garnet, and Martin Delany—had acquired a truly mass fol-
lowing.86 Before Marcus Garvey burst onto the scene, such figures had at-
tracted “little more than tepid support.”87 A charismatic figure, with a flair for
ritual and pomp, Garvey succeeded in creating a movement with mass ap-
peal less because of blacks’ accumulated resentment or his own prodigious
talents than because of blacks’ recent experiences, particularly in the armed
forces. Critics charged that his United Negro Improvement Association
(UNIA) was a predominantly West Indian phenomenon,88 but this allegation
was probably off base. Although the organization’s leadership was dispro-
portionately Caribbean in origin, the rank-and-file members were typically
native born from the middle and working classes. At the height of its popu-
larity, the association spanned the nation with seven hundred branches, 60
percent of them in the South, which had little Caribbean presence. The circle
of sympathetic admirers was no doubt larger. When Garvey visited Los An-
geles in 1922, nearly half of southern California’s black population turned out
to see him—ten times the membership of the local UNIA branch. His news-
paper, the Negro World, had a circulation that, at its zenith, was exceeded
among black publications only by the Chicago Defender.89 Garvey’s drawing
power lay not only in his personal magnetism but in an environment that had
been primed for his message. As Winston James concludes, the betrayal by
the United States of the military service–citizenship bargain is the key to un-
derstanding the Garvey movement: “The time was ripe for Garveyism; Gar-
veyism was ripe for the times.”90
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Perhaps the clearest sign of Garvey’s popularity lay in the vitriolic attacks
other black leaders launched against him. They found Garvey’s methods dis-
tasteful, his ideology unappealing, and his praise of the Ku Klux Klan repug-
nant. But they would not have let fly such ad hominem broadsides if they had
believed Garvey marginal. DuBois, for example, ridiculed Garvey’s appear-
ance (“a little, fat black man, ugly, but with intelligent eyes and a big head”),
assailed his integrity (“a demagogue, a blatant boaster who with monkey-
shines was deluding the people”) and his qualifications (“Garvey had no thor-
ough education and a very hazy idea of the technic of civilization”), and
disparaged his character (“he was inordinately vain and egotistic, jealous of
his power, impatient of details, a poor judge of human nature”). If Garvey’s
base had been small, DuBois would not have expressed so much concern
about the havoc “the Demagog” would wreak: “He will gather large follow-
ings and then burst and disappear. Loss and despair will follow his fall until
new false prophets arise.”91 Surely individuals with little else in common,
from avowed socialists at the Messenger to bourgeois officials at the NAACP,
would not otherwise have joined forces and urged the U.S. attorney general
to deport Garvey and to “disband and extirpate” his “vicious movement.”92

Disabused of their dreams of a new postwar racial order, again aware that
white America would never welcome them as full citizens, many African
Americans found Garvey’s vision appealing.93 Drawing on Booker T. Wash-
ington, Garvey emphasized self-help, but, more so than Washington, Garvey
was an economic nationalist. He spurned white investment, and he founded
the UNIA as the jewel in the crown of an all-black economic empire that
would end black dependence. Garvey warned that “the Negro is living on
borrowed goods.” He envisaged “a self-contained world of Negro producers,
distributors, and consumers who would deal with or be independent of the
rest of the world as necessity and circumstances dictated.”94 His emphasis on
autonomous black institutions was not itself distinctive, for historically blacks
had of necessity developed an elaborate “counterpublic sphere” in response
to racial segregation.95 But Garvey was unusual in making this necessity of
black life into a virtue and in hardly concerning himself with African Ameri-
cans’ citizenship status.

Garvey’s separationist ideology, rooted in a deep pessimism about the pos-
sibility of racial harmony, extended beyond the economy to the entire realm
of social relations. In 1921 Garvey congratulated Warren Harding not for his
defense in the South of blacks’ political and civic equality but for his stand
“against every suggestion of social equality.” Obsessed with racial purity,
Garvey even praised and made common cause with the Ku Klux Klan. De-
spite withering criticism from within the black community—A. Philip Ran-
dolph bestowed on him the moniker the Honorable Black Kluxer—Garvey
refused to apologize for meeting with the Klan and instead hailed it for its
honesty: “I was speaking to a man who was brutally a white man, and I was
speaking to him as a man who was brutally a Negro.”96
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Garvey’s association with the Klan put him beyond the pale, his populism
had always rubbed black elites the wrong way, and questions dogged his
business practices. But his ideas were, in and of themselves, not offensive.
Even leading figures in the NAACP found Garvey’s aims more attractive than
they usually cared to admit. DuBois’s confrontation with the military’s racism
so profoundly disappointed him that he was initially complimentary of Gar-
vey. The Jamaican leader, he wrote, was “a sincere, hard-working idealist”
who propounded “worthy industrial and commercial schemes.” DuBois crit-
icized Garvey’s penchant for “bombast,” but commended the substance of his
plans:

What he is trying to say and do is this: American Negroes can, by accu-
mulating and ministering their own capital, organize industry, join the
black centers of the south Atlantic by commercial enterprise and in this
ultimately redeem Africa as a fit and free home for black men. This is
true. It is feasible. It is, in a sense, practical.

Two years later, in the middle of an anti-Garvey screed, DuBois still described
the program as “in many respects original and alluring.”97 And once Garvey
had disappeared from the scene, DuBois would confess that they had had
much in common. The latter’s authoritative biographer has concluded that
the dispute had less to do with contending ideas than with the struggle for
leadership. In the end, writes David Levering Lewis, “it came down to the
threat posed by the messenger, rather than to the crux of the message.”98

What made Garvey’s program “practical” in the eyes of DuBois was the
truth, revealed by the war and its aftermath, that racial integration was but a
pipe dream. Four decades later, DuBois’s writing still throbbed with fury:

With the Armistice came disillusion. I saw the mud and dirt of the
trenches; I heard from the mouths of soldiers the kind of treatment that
black men got in the American army; I was convinced and said that
American white officers fought more valiantly against Negroes within
our ranks than they did against the Germans.

DuBois’s postwar pessimism was increasingly at odds with the integrationist
ideal he had long cherished. The program of attaining first-class citizenship,
he concluded in 1933, “has failed—flatly and decisively failed.”99 By the early
1930s DuBois proposed that blacks engage in “voluntary segregation” and
form a cooperative economy in response to the Depression—though he waf-
fled on whether this was tactical or principled, whether the ultimate goal was
integration or autonomy. He now believed that the “thinking colored people
of the United States must stop being stampeded by the word segregation.”
Rather than “beat futile wings in an impotent frenzy” protesting their exclu-
sion from American society, African Americans had to focus on building their
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“nation within the nation.”100 As Mark Tushnet has concluded, DuBois now
“defined equality primarily as black autonomy.”101

Out of step with the NAACP leadership, DuBois was forced to resign as
editor of the Crisis in 1934, but his personal ideological journey was hardly
atypical in the decade after the First World War. As Joel Spingarn wrote to
NAACP Secretary Walter White, “Self-imposed ‘segregation’” was “a strong
contemporary trend” among “most of the Negro intelligentsia.”102 This was
apparent at the 1933 Amenia Conference, which brought together the bright-
est stars among the younger generation of African Americans. The final re-
port and recommendations reflected the conferees’ Marxist leanings but
ultimately converged on a program for black economic independence that
would supplement, if not supplant, the traditional NAACP agenda.103

Spingarn, DuBois’s close friend and NAACP colleague, underwent a sim-
ilar, if less complete, transformation. He too had been disillusioned by his ex-
periences in France. There he had confronted for the first time the callousness
of wealthy Southern white officers and the resentment of poor Southern white
enlisted men. But what made the deepest impression on him was the lack of
training and equipment given to the black Ninety-second Infantry Division,
which he interpreted as a deliberate effort to undermine its performance:
“Who were the traitors that betrayed their country, who would rather see it
lose in battle than have any social change at home? . . . Everywhere white of-
ficers seemed to care more about social changes at home than efficiency in the
field, when black men were concerned.” So ingrained was the racism and so
deep seated was the belief that black achievements on the battlefield would
translate into equality at home that, in Spingarn’s view, there had emerged a
“conspiracy among all the men of the American Expeditionary Force to
blacken the record of the colored soldier.” Spingarn’s sense of injustice was
compounded on his return home, where gruesome tales of lynching awaited
him. “Never was any deed done by our foes in Europe and Asia,” he railed,
“more cruel or treacherous than is being done to-day to black men in our own
South.”104 In 1934, when the controversy erupted over DuBois, Spingarn de-
fended the editor, writing to White that segregation “has become a sort of
shibboleth.” Once the board had endorsed White’s rigid stance, Spingarn reg-
istered his opposition, sarcastically arguing that the organization must hence-
forth oppose all black institutions in the South, deny them funding, and even
break off relations.105

Even William Pickens, the association’s field secretary in the early 1920s,
was generous in his assessment of Garvey. He admired Garvey’s efforts to gal-
vanize the masses, and Garvey’s assault on integration struck a chord. “Is not
that like the Ku Klux Klan?” Pickens asked rhetorically. But it was not, for “the
only thing wrong about the Klan is its lawlessness, its secret judgments and
executions, its assumption of the functions of the state, and the exercise of au-
thority over the conduct of people who are not members.” The racial divide
was here to stay, and blacks must make the best of it. Within six months, how-
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ever, Pickens broke with Garvey over the latter’s association with the Klan.106

Prominent figures, black and white, did not object to Garvey’s separationist
vision per se, but rather to the irresponsible management of his enterprises,
the threat this posed to black investors, and—the final straw—his praise of
the Klan. Most of all, though, they objected to his audacious bid for power 
in the black community.

Although the military’s exclusionary policies pushed African Americans
toward separation, blacks, at least at first glance, did not adopt a quiescent
posture, as the theoretical framework would lead one to expect. DuBois, for
one, returned from France more militant than ever. He rallied his readers to
the cause:

By the God of Heaven, we are cowards and jackasses if now that the war
is over, we do not marshal every ounce of our brain and brawn to fight
a sterner, longer, more unbending battle against the forces of hell in our
own land. We return. We return from fighting. We return fighting. Make
way for Democracy! We saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah,
we will save it in the United States of America, or know the reason
why.107

More generally, the end of the war ushered in the era of the “New Negro”—
determined to resist oppression “with stiffened back bone, dauntless man-
hood, defiant eye, steady hand and a will of iron.” The war, it was thought,
had inspired young blacks to return “erect and straight like free men. They
had a new light in their eyes, a new vision in their souls and instead of the tra-
dition[al] fear, they had courage in their hearts. They had taken their own
measure and realized that they were men.”108

But the New Negro, for all his public acclaim, represented just the thinnest
slice of black society, just a portion of even the “talented tenth” that DuBois
had identified as the future leadership of the African American community.
Intellectuals and artists who participated in the Harlem Renaissance and pub-
lished in the Messenger might welcome the New Negro with open arms, but
the perspective of the Old Negro still dominated the black masses and the
NAACP’s officials, who remained highly sensitive to the costs of protest.
Acutely aware of the state of tension in the South, Moorfield Storey recom-
mended that executive secretary John Shillady not pursue a particular case
legally because “our attempt to employ counsel might result in the death of
our client and the death of his counsel, and simply add to the horrors of the
situation.”109 With normalcy returning and disillusion spreading, most blacks
once again lost interest in the larger world and even the cause of civil rights.110

The Crisis, whose circulation had skyrocketed in the months after the United
States entered the war, saw a fall nearly as dramatic after the war’s end.111 The
same period had witnessed an explosive rise in the NAACP’s membership,
followed by a rapid decline after the Armistice.112 Prewar African American
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political action had been strikingly elite centered, and postwar black politics
was nearly equally so. The NAACP had made little effort even during the war
to organize the black masses, and although Garvey’s UNIA made substantial
strides in that direction, one should not exaggerate the depth and breadth of
its mass support.113 Among African Americans in the 1920s, quiescence re-
mained the norm. Political action was too narrowly based to warrant count-
ing it as “mobilization”—particularly in comparison to the far deeper and
broader mass involvement that was to come during and immediately after
World War II and then again during the civil rights movement. In short, the
pattern of African American mobilization after World War I was generally
consistent with a strong exclusionary military manpower-policy signal.

As the United States readied itself to join the Great War, most African
American leaders thought they had come upon a unique opportunity: if
blacks proved their worth on the battlefield, the white majority would be
hard-pressed to deny their citizenship claims. After the Armistice and well
into the 1920s, blacks framed their appeals in classic republican terms, stress-
ing their historical contribution to building the United States, their young
men’s recent sacrifices in uniform, and the entire community’s part in the war
effort.

Given the dominance of a republican citizenship discourse, one might have
expected (based on the theoretical framework presented in chapter 2) that
such claims would be well received, but they fell flat. Unlike the appeals of
female suffragists in the United States or the Druze in Israel, those of African
Americans were usually ignored. Blacks were typically unable to secure a
place on the agenda—not only because of their political weakness, measured
by conventional metrics, but also because of the intertwining of republican-
ism with race in early twentieth-century America. The Druze exploited Israeli
leaders’ commitment to civic republicanism to make gains despite ethno-re-
ligious preference. But that option was foreclosed to African Americans, who
struggled within an environment that was marked by republican common-
places but was hardly civic. These racist strands in American citizenship dis-
course were rarely treated by white politicians as an escape hatch, much as
Israeli politicians eager to deny Christian and Muslim Arab citizenship claims
had turned to republican commonplaces. Rather, although racist discourse
might have facilitated such rhetorical possibilities, it also meant that white
politicians were free, more often than not, to disregard black pleas for justice
and first-class citizenship. Recall that efforts at rhetorical coercion can succeed
only when the claimant can credibly threaten to bring some public into the ar-
gument on its side. For African Americans after World War I, that was simply
not an option. White politicians did not have to proffer explicitly racist argu-
ments to defend the citizenship status quo because they felt little pressure to
respond in the first place.

Blacks were to be disappointed during the war, as discrimination pervaded
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the military charged with making the world safe for democracy, and after-
ward as well, as the armed forces reverted to the prewar racial norm. Such ex-
clusion was a powerful signal that the postwar United States would not
tolerate black mobilization, and it should, in line with theoretical expecta-
tions, have resulted in “separationist quiescence.” And that is what one ob-
serves. Many blacks found Marcus Garvey’s separationist agenda attractive,
and the vast majority, rather than being energized by the war, returned to their
quiescent ways.

For two reasons, however, one cannot attribute the timing and goals of
African American political activity in the 1920s to the manpower-policy sig-
nal alone. First, prior to World War I, blacks overwhelmingly lived in the rural
South and backed Booker T. Washington’s accommodationist approach. Un-
like Northern black elites, they knew firsthand the dangers of protest, and
they grasped that “the desire to protest had to be tempered by a disciplined
caution.”114 Quiescence was prevalent before, during, and after the war. Sec-
ond, even as details drifted back home in the summer of 1919 regarding the
treatment of blacks in the armed services, whites across the country went on
a rampage. Racial violence engulfed nearly every city that had seen sizable
African American inflows during the war. Such physical coercion may have
dwarfed the implications of the army’s racial policies, though the violence
was even more galling to blacks because newly returned veterans were often
its consciously chosen targets.115 Postwar violence followed too closely on the
heels of military discrimination for either observers at the time or historians
after the fact to clearly distinguish their impact. At the very least, however,
the military’s participation policies were an important factor that led African
Americans to return to their quiescent ways and that rendered Garvey’s vi-
sion appealing.

The armed forces’ discriminatory policies engendered great bitterness
among African Americans, and it lingered. Fifteen years later, Emmett Scott,
“as one who recalls the assurances of 1917 and 1918,” admitted to “a deep
sense of disappointment, of poignant pain that a great country in time of need
should promise so much and afterward perform so little.” He was representa-
tive. “Besides angering DuBois,” Bernard Nalty has written, “the treatment of
black soldiers angered the ‘talented tenth’ for whom he served as spokesman,”
and their disenchantment reshaped their political identities and behavior.116

As another European war loomed in the late 1930s, blacks recalled the pre-
vious conflict as a cautionary tale. On behalf of the NAACP, attorney Charles
Houston, whose brush with the military during World War I had deeply
soured him, wrote to President Franklin D. Roosevelt that the Negro popula-
tion would “not again silently endure the insults and discrimination imposed
on its soldiers in the course of the last war.”117 African American leaders
swore that they would not call on the black masses to “close ranks,” as DuBois
had in 1918. Yet they continued to believe that they could not expect to receive
the fruits of first-class citizenship unless they were willing to bear its burdens,
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and they continued to embrace a faith in the power of military service. African
Americans’ behavior during World War II was surprisingly similar to their
behavior during World War I, despite the palpable anger and frustration that
had been the latter’s legacy. But their postwar political activity departed dra-
matically from the earlier pattern: their claims-making was more vibrant,
more committed to integration, and more engaged with the grass roots, and
it usually adopted a liberal, rather than a republican, rights frame.
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Chapter 7

Good War, Cold War, and the Limits 
of Liberalism

What E. H. Carr famously called the “twenty years’ crisis” ended in Sep-
tember 1939.1 Europe was again at war, and it would not be long before the
United States intervened in that conflict and before the building tensions with
Japan came to a head. World War II was a defining experience for Americans.
With its truly global stage, greater military commitment, deeper state pene-
tration of society, more intense mobilization of national resources, longer in-
volvement, and ultimately more prominent location in the nation’s collective
memory, the Second World War outstripped the First in its impact on the
American home front. For African Americans, however, the legacy of the
“good war” was more mixed.

First, while African Americans encountered discrimination within the
armed forces and on their return home during and after both world wars, they
embraced an assertive politics aiming at integration after World War II (an
outcome that runs counter to theoretical expectations). Second, African Amer-
ican claims-making met with greater success after World War II. The advances
of the late 1940s have often been attributed to shifting demographics, in-
creased black electoral strength, and the cold war. Although such factors were
important, rhetorical coercion was also at work in compelling the Truman ad-
ministration to embrace civil rights. Third, many have credited the desegre-
gation of the military with contributing to, if not sparking, the civil rights
movement of the late 1950s and 1960s, yet I maintain that military desegre-
gation’s long-term impact has been inflated.

The Puzzle of Postwar Mobilization

As the United States geared up for war, it became clear to blacks that their role
in the war machine would be as limited as it had been two decades before.



Since Versailles, the black presence in the regular army and navy had been
steadily reduced. As late as 1940, when blacks constituted nearly 10 percent
of the population, they accounted for less than 2 percent of the ranks and a
tiny proportion of the office corps.2 The Selective Service Act of 1940 assured
blacks a place in the expanding military, but it neither guaranteed a combat
role nor challenged segregation. During a 1940 meeting with African Ameri-
can leaders, President Roosevelt had expressed enthusiasm for military inte-
gration. But less than two weeks later, the War Department declared, with the
president’s explicit approval, that segregation had proven “satisfactory” in
the past and that any change would be “destructive to morale and detrimen-
tal to the preparations for national defense.”3 This belief would underpin the
military’s racial policies for the duration of the war.

The military defended segregation much as it had during World War I.
Army Chief of Staff George Marshall characterized desegregation as an “ex-
periment . . . in the solution of social problems” that was necessarily “fraught
with danger to efficiency, discipline, and morale.” Rectifying inequities
within the armed forces took a backseat to winning the war, and thus the mil-
itary had to abide by the terms of “the social relationship between Negroes
and whites which has been established by the American people through cus-
tom and habit.”4 Military officials simply could not fathom blacks’ obsession
with this matter. “I do not think that the basic issues of the war are involved
in the question of whether colored troops serve in segregated units or in
mixed units,” wrote Assistant Secretary of War John McCloy to William
Hastie. More important, cautioned McCloy, “if the United States does not win
this war, the lot of the Negro is going to be far worse than it is today.”5

To placate restive African Americans, Hastie, a black attorney and later fed-
eral judge, had been appointed civilian aide to the secretary of war, but he was
hardly the restrained voice the War Department had desired. His 1941 as-
sessment of the military’s racial policies repudiated the military’s logic, con-
cluding that the armed forces’ acceptance of “the traditional mores of the
South” had undermined the mobilization effort. He warned that black sol-
diers were increasingly of the opinion “that since they have been called to
fight they might just as well do their fighting here and now.”6 Frustrated by
stonewalling, Hastie resigned in January 1943, half a year before racial vio-
lence erupted—between black and white soldiers, between black soldiers and
white military police, and between black soldiers in Southern training camps
and local townspeople—and compelled the military to address discrimina-
tion in the ranks.7

Despite the efforts of Hastie, other black appointees to federal posts who
advised the administration on racial matters (the so-called Black Cabinet),
and activists outside government, most blacks found little of redeeming value
in their military experience. Dispatched to the South for basic training, North-
ern blacks confronted rigid formal segregation for the first time. They were
subject to the worst of Southern racism when they went off base, and their
uniforms offered scant protection against slights, slurs, and bodily assault.
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Sent overseas, they typically labored in service units under white officers. In
1945 African Americans made up 20 percent of the engineering corps, 33 per-
cent of the transportation corps, and 44 percent of the quartermaster corps.
The war years did bring some progress for African American soldiers, but
every two steps forward in principle were usually negated by nearly two
steps back in practice. Advances were generally only symbolic, and none
came close to challenging the overarching system.8

At war’s end, as after World War I, the U.S. military preserved the segre-
gated status quo and even took steps back toward the prewar norm.9 Three
studies, conducted independently by the army’s major components, unre-
servedly endorsed segregation. The Army Ground Forces even questioned
the very utility of black soldiers: “The history of the Negro soldier, both in
peace and wartime, indicates that his greatest concern is that of race. In many
instances, they have put advantage to race before service to their country.”
That same year, at the order of Secretary of War Robert Patterson, the army
appointed a committee, headed by Lt. Gen. Alvan Gillem Jr., to review and
revise its racial policies. In line with the earlier reviews, the Gillem Board en-
visioned a segregated force down to the mess hall and barracks. Perhaps to
protect blacks, the board also instituted a quota so that the postwar army’s
racial ratios would mirror those of society. While the Gillem Board never
questioned segregation, it did recommend increased black representation in
the officer corps and combat units and close working relationships between
segregated units.10

But a more traditional mind-set swiftly took hold. Fearing a flood of
African American soldiers, the army banned almost all black enlistments and
imposed a ceiling on black participation, effectively requiring black appli-
cants to score thirty points higher than others on the admittance test. By the
middle of 1947, the black share of the army’s enlisted force had declined be-
low the required ratio. In general, the Gillem Board’s effort to create career
opportunities for blacks remained unimplemented—partly because no spe-
cial staff were appointed to facilitate it, partly because few officers were aware
of it even months after its promulgation, but most important because segre-
gation closed many options.11 Originally warmly received by the black press,
the Gillem Board report came to be seen as emblematic of postwar army
racism. As the Amsterdam News (New York) noted, “All [the board] did was
to slice jim crow a little thinner and spread it around more so it wouldn’t make
such a stinkin’ heap in the middle of the national floor.”12

Black soldiers abroad and blacks at home were acutely conscious of dis-
crimination in the armed forces during and after World War II. Although
blacks had acquired much political and economic clout since World War I,
they again served disproportionately in the support arms, racial segregation
continued to be the norm, and postwar army policies had once more regressed
toward the prewar status quo. Yet this time African Americans would not be
quiescent, waiting for a Garvey to lead them to the promised land. Despite
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mistreatment at the military’s hands and despite the failure to compel major
wartime reform in society at large, they remained optimistic. After World War
II, African Americans mobilized in pursuit of integration.

In the postwar years, civil rights activism intensified. At the center of the
postwar surge was the NAACP, which had over the course of the war solidi-
fied its position as the leading black organization but which had remained as
committed as ever to integration. During the war, its membership had grown
ninefold to nearly half a million, and the readership of the Crisis had multi-
plied fivefold—and would remain at those levels into 1949.13 Emboldened by
its newly acquired power, but also afraid of losing its wartime base, the nor-
mally staid association embraced more assertive tactics.14 Alongside this vi-
brant national politics, local civil rights organizations with ideologically
diverse roots sprang up across the nation and mustered their members for
goals ranging from voter registration to social welfare services.15 Blacks were,
according to Representative Adam Clayton Powell Jr., “ready to throw [them-
selves] into the struggle to make the dream of America become flesh and
blood.”16 The postwar period witnessed the emergence of an insistent rights
consciousness that replaced gradualism “with a new immediacy and sweep-
ing vision.”17 Why did broadly similar military policies during and after the
two wars not have the same effects?

A Weaker Signal?

One possible explanation is that the armed forces’ exclusionary policies dur-
ing and after World War II were a weaker signal. But the signal was, if any-
thing, stronger. Although exclusionary military participation signals are by
nature credible, this one should have been even more so. The strategic costs of
racial discrimination in the armed forces were higher: World War II had de-
manded the full mobilization of America’s resources, while, at least for the
United States, World War I had not been a total war. Such policies were more
politically costly as well, for wartime rhetoric stressed America’s tradition of
tolerance in contrast to Nazi Germany’s racist weltanschauung. Second, there
is no reason to think the signal was any less (or more) clear than during World
War I, for the armed forces’ racial policies continued in general to be a matter
of public record. It is revealing that Hollywood’s wartime movies mytholo-
gized the ethnic (European) diversity of American forces but rarely portrayed
them as racially diverse. Finally, the signal was even more available. War mo-
bilization completely penetrated the U.S. economy, and the draft touched
civilian society as never before. The United States had not engaged in total
war since the Civil War—and never a war as total as this.

Not surprisingly, African Americans’ experiences during World War II in
fact engendered a keen disappointment. The military’s refusal to make full
use of its black soldiers had proclaimed, “with a baldness and a bluntness that
matched any anti-Semitic decree of Nazi Germany,” the exclusion of black cit-
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izens from the polity. After the 1943 Harlem riots, Robert Weaver, a member
of the Black Cabinet, identified military discrimination as “the primary, fun-
damental cause”; the NAACP ascribed the riots to “the fury born of un-
checked, unpunished, and often unrebuked shooting, maiming, and insulting
of Negro troops.” Reflecting on blacks’ postwar prospects, one observer was
not hopeful, in part because “the unwillingness of white Americans even to
permit Negro Americans to participate fully in the war itself on an equal ba-
sis” indicated that there had been no change of heart.18

After the war, Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights observed that discrim-
ination within the armed forces was “a peculiarly humiliating badge of infe-
riority.” Its report echoed the testimony of the prominent black attorney and
former head of the NAACP legal department Charles Houston, who had
warned that “many of the returning service men felt they were not coming
home but . . . going to a foreign land.” The poet Langston Hughes linked the
military’s policies with the future of black citizenship: “Jim Crow Army and
Navy, Too / Is Jim Crow freedom the best I can expect from you?”19 In the
judgment of the historian John Morton Blum, the many forms of civilian dis-
crimination “created less bitterness than did the unchanging policies of the
armed services.”20

Nor did African Americans quickly forget what they had endured. A. Philip
Randolph accurately gauged black sentiment when he warned in 1948 that
blacks were of the “mind and temper of not wanting to shoulder a gun to fight
for the protection of democracy abroad until they have democracy at home.”
Walter White of the NAACP, who criticized Randolph for advising black men
to dodge the draft as long as segregation persisted, nevertheless confirmed
that blacks could not be “enthusiastic fighters” because “their memories of
mistreatment in the last war are bitter green.”21 In short, the military’s par-
ticipation policies did not pass unnoticed: they shaped African Americans’
views of military service and the body politic, and military racism was as bit-
terly resented as it had been over twenty years earlier.

Extension of Wartime Mobilization?

Another possible explanation is that the postwar mobilization derived from
wartime patterns. According to the conventional wisdom, African Americans
were more contentious during World War II, in part because “closing ranks”
had gotten them nowhere during World War I. However, in both world wars
activists followed a strikingly similar path: before U.S. entry into the ongoing
conflict, they vigorously protested discrimination in the public and private
sectors while affirming their loyalty, but, after the United States became a
combatant, pressure abated. By the end of 1942, even the Pittsburgh Courier’s
famed “Double V” campaign—urging African Americans to fight with equal
vigor against racism at home and abroad—had been succeeded by less am-
biguous declarations of patriotism.22
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From 1940 through 1942—while the country’s industrial war machine
revved up but before large numbers of Americans had died overseas—criti-
cism of the Roosevelt administration and of discrimination in the armed
forces and the defense industries was intense. Recalling bitterly the broken
promises of World War I, many blacks resolved to exploit the dependence on
black manpower. As one Harlem leader wrote in early 1943, “If we don’t fight
for our rights during this war, while the government needs us, it will be too
late after the war.”23 This militancy did not escape the notice of official Wash-
ington. Assistant Secretary of War McCloy early on observed that “an alarm-
ingly large percentage of Negroes in and out of the army . . . do not seem to
be vitally concerned about winning the war.”24 The Office of War Information,
charged with bolstering the nation’s morale, was keenly aware of pervasive
apathy in the black community, and it concluded that “racial grievances have
kept Negroes from an all-out participation in the war effort.” Blacks were re-
portedly even sympathetic to Japan, hoping that they might receive better
treatment at the hands of their fellow people of color.25

The first years of the war witnessed a surge in political activism among
African Americans—a “boom period,” as the NAACP put it.26 Randolph
threatened a massive march on Washington in 1941 and, backed by organi-
zations that had previously shunned mass action, wrung from FDR the Fair
Employment Practices Committee (FEPC).27 The NAACP greeted the bomb-
ing of Pearl Harbor with “unqualified support” for the nation’s defense but
swore that it would not “abate one iota our struggle for full citizenship
rights.” Similarly, a black activist from California declared to his colleagues,
“As long as I have two arms, I will use one to fight for my country and 
the other to fight for my race.”28 Inspired by Roosevelt’s rhetoric against
“Hitlerism,” blacks invoked parallels between Nazis abroad and racists at
home.

But such radicalism was both skin deep and short lived. During World War
II, black elites saw it as their responsibility to raise the masses’ morale, mobi-
lize them for the war effort, and prevent a paroxysm of violence. The Double
V campaign, often portrayed as indicative of blacks’ conditional loyalty, chan-
neled mass anger in safe directions.29 After 1941, the dominant theme among
black leaders and in the black press—as during World War I—was that only
an unquestionable commitment to the war effort would garner them the full
citizenship they desired. Despite his earlier brush with army racism, Rayford
Logan headed the Committee for the Participation of Negroes in the National
Defense Program because African Americans “could demand nothing if there
was even an aroma of their evading their military obligations in a time of
war.”30 George Schuyler of the Pittsburgh Courier revealingly lamented:

Supposedly intelligent Negroes are swallowing hook, line and sinker
the same bush-wah at which their fathers snapped during World War
No. I, to wit that once victory is achieved, the colored brethren as a re-
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ward for their patriotic efforts and sacrifices will be promptly invested
with all the rights and privileges of citizenship now denied them.31

The fight for the right to fight may not have seemed critical to blacks’ daily
lives, but it was, as the Crisis explained in 1940, of great symbolic import: “a
struggle to take democracy off of parchment and give it life.”32

Furthermore, support for mass action declined in step with deepening U.S.
involvement, for reason dictated that aggressive protest would be self-de-
feating. Once the United States declared war, the black press’s enthusiasm for
the March on Washington Movement dissipated; in early 1943 most failed to
endorse a new civil disobedience campaign. Black leaders abandoned mass
action in favor of more “acceptable” tactics in league with white liberals. As
Randolph’s hopes for all-black direct action faded, even he turned to mobi-
lizing the black vote and campaigning for a permanent FEPC. Harvard Sitkoff
nicely summarizes these developments: “Gradual reform, through legislation
and court decisions, became the order of the day; capitalizing on the con-
science of white America, the major tactic; and integration, the most sought
objective.”33 Despite black leaders’ promise to fight unceasingly for equality,
it became a lesser priority as the war wore on. The flame of protest was grad-
ually extinguished, replaced by patriotic ardor. Postwar protest cannot, there-
fore, be explained as an extension of wartime mobilization.

The Postwar Political Opportunity Structure

That African Americans mobilized after World War II for racial integration
runs counter to theoretical expectations. Neither the strength of the man-
power-policy signal nor wartime patterns can account for it. It is worth re-
membering that the military’s participation policies are just one indicator of
the shape of the political opportunity structure. Although African Americans
were deeply disappointed by the armed forces’ stubborn adherence to racial
discrimination, they nonetheless had faith that the political system as a whole
was more pliable. In this case, it appears that the implications of the military’s
policies were overwhelmed by the cumulative effect of other strong signals.

Since the late 1930s, blacks had made steady, if slow, gains, and this trend—
despite its frustrating pace and despite the Roosevelt administration’s pref-
erence for symbolic, rather than substantive, concessions—gave blacks hope
for the future, encouraged the postwar mobilization, and built support for in-
tegration. Roosevelt had reversed the long-standing tradition of segregation
in federal agencies. Just prior to the start of World War II, the Justice Depart-
ment had established a civil rights section charged with enforcing existing
civil rights legislation. And during the war, the administration had proven
even more responsive. Black appointments to high-profile government posi-
tions, the creation of the FEPC, the further liberalization of the military’s racial
policies: these had been the product of Roosevelt’s efforts to reconcile his elec-
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toral imperatives with the priority of national security. As partial measures,
all had fallen far short of blacks’ demands and of the promises implicit in
wartime rhetoric attacking racism. But half steps, black leaders believed, were
better than nothing.34 Moreover, the Supreme Court had taken a major step
toward protecting black voting rights; in Smith v. Allwright (1944), the Court
had ruled that in Southern states in which the Democratic primary was ef-
fectively the election, the party was not a private association and thus could
not disqualify voters on account of race.35 With the death of FDR, few knew
exactly what to expect of Harry Truman, but the new president soon gave
Southerners much reason to worry and blacks enough reason to be sanguine.

Perceptive African American leaders were aware that Roosevelt and Tru-
man were not fearless moral lions eager to do battle against racism at home.
They would have agreed with one historian’s assessment that Roosevelt’s
“political instincts told him to ignore racial dilemmas whenever possible, to
split the difference between [prominent black leaders] Walter White and Phil
Randolph and [notable Southern politicians] Tom Connally and Jimmy Byrnes,
to delegate authority to his experts.”36 They recognized that FDR hardly de-
served the accolades and even adoration blacks sometimes reserved for him.
But black leaders across the spectrum nonetheless believed at the close of
World War II that, regardless of Roosevelt and Truman’s inclinations, further
erosion of the racist bulwarks was inevitable.

With so much progress made (though with so far still to go), it was in-
conceivable that such trends would be reversed. This was partly because 
of African Americans’ increased political strength thanks to demographic
changes.37 Blacks had also gained valuable political experience during the
1930s and 1940s, honing their skills at organizing and politicking through
Roosevelt’s New Deal programs and the labor movement.38 Finally, as Gun-
nar Myrdal noted, blacks had recently played an important role in a total war
in which antiracist rhetoric had, at least in the European theater, been a dom-
inant theme.39 Black leaders believed that decision makers could not go back
to the prewar world even if they wished to do so. Such confidence underlay
the postwar mobilization.

Framing Civil Rights: Cold War Liberalism

Scholars seeking to explain African Americans’ relative success in the post-
war years, have justifiably focused on electoral and cold war politics. Truman,
it is often argued, was a shrewd politician who understood that he could not
win reelection without black votes in key industrial states.40 Moreover, he and
Secretary of State Dean Acheson were, as the bipolar contours of the postwar
world took shape, sensitive to how foreign audiences perceived America’s
commitment to (its own) democracy.41 These are essential components of the
story, but rhetorical coercion also played a role: African Americans enjoyed
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greater influence in part because the way they framed their claims was com-
pelling in the postwar milieu. Soon after the war, African Americans drew on
a rejuvenated liberal tradition, hammering on the contradiction between
racism and human rights. As relations with the Soviet Union grew increas-
ingly acrimonious, they further argued that racism at home furnished Soviet
propagandists with a potent weapon. Activists’ embrace of cold war liberal-
ism furthered the struggle against discrimination, but it also limited the depth
and breadth of reform: wary of being painted as Communists, they concen-
trated their energies on formal civil and political rights, setting aside the deep
political economy of race. The United States is still coping with the implica-
tions of that choice. African Americans did not deploy the military sacrifice
frame after World War II—perhaps to the detriment of their cause, as a brief
counterfactual analysis and a short study of Japanese Americans suggest—
but the mechanism of rhetorical coercion nevertheless yields insight into the
sources of their postwar success.

Race Reform under Truman

Although FDR had offered African Americans neither substantial concessions
nor soaring rhetoric, his occasional gestures and the obvious sincerity of his
wife Eleanor had made him much beloved among blacks. Many had their
doubts about the vice president who stepped into Roosevelt’s large shoes in
1945—and with good reason. He was the native son of a state in which seg-
regation was the norm. He had been known to litter his speech with racial
slurs. Rumors surfaced that he had once been a member of the Ku Klux Klan,
and even when courting blacks, as during his 1940 senatorial campaign, he
reminded them not to aspire to “social equality.” Yet, as a senator and as an
operative in the Pendergast machine in Kansas City, Truman had been solici-
tous of black interests and had stood against lynching and the poll tax and in
favor of the FEPC. Despite persistent private ambivalence, he had been in-
creasingly willing to associate publicly with civil rights.42 Neither side knew
what to expect from the newly installed president. Senator Burnet Maybank
of South Carolina confided to a friend, “Everything’s going to be all right—
the new President knows how to handle the niggers.” The Crisis meanwhile
praised Truman’s record and averred that he was “entitled to a chance to add
to that record as president.”43

Whether Truman was truly committed to civil rights or just to his political
fortunes will never be resolved, but his administration was more responsive
to African Americans than its predecessors and many of its successors. While
racial issues were generally a lower priority than other elements of his pro-
gram,44 his advisers have uniformly listed civil rights as among the adminis-
tration’s greatest accomplishments, along with the rebuilding of Europe.45

Unlike FDR, who had refused to take a public stand in favor of reform, Tru-
man identified openly with the cause, focusing the public’s attention on the
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gap between America’s ideals and its practices. His rhetoric on race was not
matched by achievements, but this was true of his Fair Deal as a whole.

The country would not have to wait long for President Truman to address
civil rights. Asked in April 1945 whether he would pursue racial policies akin
to FDR, Truman proudly replied, “I will give you some advice. All you need
to do is to read the Senate record of one Harry S. Truman.”46 When the FEPC’s
funding prospects waned later that year, Truman publicly protested the com-
mittee’s abolishment without so much as a vote. Surprised, a delegation of
Southern congressmen requested a meeting, but Truman declined, noting to
his personal secretary, “The answer is not enough time to get ’em in.” A per-
manent FEPC was central to his plans for “reconversion” of the economy,
from a focus on the production of war materiel to a civilian orientation more
appropriate for peacetime, but, when it fell prey to a Senate filibuster, the pres-
ident refused to intervene, believing it would be futile.47 “The program,” he
lamented, “has been almost ruined by one filibuster and I think that is enough
for a season.”48 Contemporary civil rights advocates and later historians ac-
cused him of hypocrisy, but in a Congress dominated by Southerners, FEPC
had little chance, no matter what Truman did.49

The summer of 1946 brought both a wave of racial violence against African
Americans and an unusual level of black political mobilization. Initially Tru-
man and Attorney General Tom Clark did little more than express horror, or-
der investigations, and promise legislative action. But civil rights activists
kept up the pressure. In September a delegation met with Truman, described
the grisly events, and implored the president to take action. In Walter White’s
recollection, a “visibly moved” Truman exclaimed, “My God! I had no idea it
was as terrible as that! We’ve got to do something!”50 Though Truman and his
aides had earlier discussed forming a presidential committee on civil rights,
the meeting convinced Truman that race reform must be a priority and that
such a committee—with prominent members, public hearings, and a widely
circulated report—would be an essential first step.51 Soon thereafter, Truman
asked Clark to appoint the committee, and he appended a more personal note:
“I am very much in earnest on this thing and I’d like very much to have you
push it with everything you have.”52

Some have speculated that the President’s Committee on Civil Rights
(PCCR) was designed primarily to soothe black activists and white liberals
while avoiding offense to the South.53 However, on several occasions, Truman
expressed enthusiasm for the project, and he charged the committee with
making the Bill of Rights live “in fact as well as on paper”: “We have been try-
ing to do this for 150 years. We are making progress, but we are not making
progress fast enough. . . . It’s a big job. Go to it!”54 Its remarkable 1947 report
would serve as a blueprint for civil rights activity for the next two decades.
At Truman’s urging, the committee examined civil rights in the broadest
terms. It established beyond question that blacks were second-class citizens,
and it came down firmly against segregation. Given the reluctance of state
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and local authorities to protect these citizens, the PCCR called for federal in-
tervention to eliminate such stains on American democracy.55

The other notable event of 1947 was Truman’s address to the NAACP. With
the Lincoln Memorial in the background, he delivered a stirring speech,
promising to make the federal government “a friendly, vigilant defender of
the rights and equalities of all Americans.” As he returned to his seat, Truman
told Walter White, “I said what I did because I meant every word of it—and
I am going to prove that I do mean it.”56 The speech freed Truman from Roo-
sevelt’s long shadow. The Pittsburgh Courier observed that “we cannot recall
when the gentleman who now sleeps at Hyde Park made such a forthright
statement against racial discrimination. . . . Mr. Truman deserves high praise
for his sincerity and forthrightness after a long era of double talk and politi-
cal expediency.”57

The PCCR report compelled Truman to make a strong public statement on
civil rights. As Robert Carr, the committee’s executive secretary, summarized
the president’s dilemma, “It would be utterly unrealistic of him to recom-
mend everything that is contained in the Report of the Civil Rights Commit-
tee; on the other hand, he must not disappoint those people who have had
their hopes aroused by the Report.” One aide argued that the report was “so
dramatically forthright that anything but the strongest Message will seem like
a retreat.”58 The eventual address to Congress proposed a federal law against
lynching, effective protection of voting rights, a permanent FEPC, and an end
to discrimination in interstate travel and in the armed forces. Truman did not
have high hopes for its reception, but he was also not prepared for the polit-
ical fallout: the legislative proposals alienated the South while the rest of the
country barely took notice.59 When Truman, at the behest of his advisers, de-
layed introducing an omnibus civil rights bill or issuing the promised execu-
tive orders, he earned the distrust of white liberals and black leaders, while
Southerners still feared for their way of life. With less than a year to go before
the election, the incumbent faced an uphill battle.60

African Americans welcomed Truman’s gestures, but they did not refrain
from public protest. As universal military training came on the national
agenda in 1948, race activists concentrated their fire on segregation in the
armed forces—on which the president could act without congressional ap-
proval. A. Philip Randolph led the charge, threatening widespread civil dis-
obedience unless segregation was abandoned. Mainstream black leaders and
editors refused to endorse such tactics, but they confirmed that “there is sym-
pathy in many hearts for the Randolph point of view.” Randolph and his sup-
porters, meanwhile, continued to picket the White House, drawing media
attention, compelling the administration to respond, and reminding the pres-
ident that blacks might abandon his camp in the coming election.61 As the
campaign wore on and the Dixiecrats rebelled, Randolph again threatened
draft evasion if military Jim Crow were not eliminated, and he set a deadline
of mid-August, coinciding with the first draft wave. Although the episode
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“bore the earmarks of [a] bluff,” Truman issued his long-awaited executive
order in late July.62

Swiftly submitting civil rights legislation to Congress after his surprising
electoral victory that fall, Truman did not let African Americans down. Its pas-
sage, however, hinged on revision of the rules on cloture, for otherwise con-
servative senators—Southern Democrats and Northern Republicans—could
filibuster to death any proposed legislation. The administration’s failure on
this procedural question ensured that its domestic legislative program had no
chance, and civil rights bills rarely came to a vote. Many, noting Truman’s leg-
islative failures, have concluded that he was not serious about civil rights.63

But this charge is off the mark. The administration did lack an effective con-
gressional liaison, but Truman and his aides spent much time lobbying mem-
bers of Congress in person and on the telephone.64 Stephen Spingarn, whose
familial connections to the NAACP ran deep, was brought on board to su-
pervise the drafting of and fight for the civil rights bill.65 Strong-arm tactics,
however, were anathema to Truman who had resented White House interfer-
ence when he was a senator.66 His reluctance to play hardball reflected his
personal experiences, not a shallow commitment to civil rights.

Whatever his inclinations, Truman did not have the votes. Even if he had
led a moral crusade, it is not clear the outcome would have been much differ-
ent.67 As Senator Wayne Morse complained:

I recognize how easy it is for people who do not sit in the seat of a 
Senator to jump to the conclusion that because civil rights legislation
hasn’t been passed it follows that a Senator who is for civil rights has
not been doing all he can to get it passed. If some of these critics had to
deal with the realities of the legislative process, they would recognize
that it isn’t a push-button affair.

Truman similarly objected to a black delegation: “You don’t need to make that
speech to me, it needs to be made to Senators and Congressmen. Every effort
is being made by the executive branch of the Government to get action on
these measures.”68

Reflecting on Truman’s civil rights legacy, historians have tended to take
him and his administration to task for what they did not achieve. Some have
even blamed him for the radical black nationalism of the late 1960s.69 But lost
in this presentist criticism is a sense of how much more responsive Truman
had been than previous presidents. He undoubtedly left many areas un-
touched that he had the power to redress. But, as Donald McCoy and Richard
Ruetten conclude in their balanced assessment,

although Harry Truman often moved by fits and starts and left some-
thing to be desired, he was the first president to have a civil-rights 
program, the first to try to come to grips with the basic problems of mi-

Good War, Cold War 157



norities, and the first to condemn, vigorously and consistently, the pres-
ence of discrimination and inequality in America. His endeavors, courage,
and accomplishments far surpassed those of his predecessors.70

While the advances of the 1960s would dwarf those of the 1940s, African
Americans enjoyed greater political success in the postwar years than they
had before or during the war.

Rhetorical Coercion in Postwar America

During the war, black leaders had drawn on hoary republican commonplaces
to mobilize blacks for the war effort, and Walter White for one believed that
how blacks’ military record would be written mattered to the civil rights pres-
ent. Toward the end of the war, he, like W. E. B. DuBois before him, requested
monies for a history of the black soldier in World War II: efforts to “smear even
the limited amount of combat achievement by Negro units” would provide
“the basis for slurs against the fighting ability and contribution of Negroes
when the war is over.” But the NAACP board refused to fund the proposal.71

The association certainly did not ignore attacks on black soldiers’ records, but
rebutting them would no longer be among its most urgent activities.

After World War I, civil rights activists had—in the end, to little effect—
regularly invoked African Americans’ sacrifices on the field of battle, but af-
ter World War II they rarely drew on blacks’ military service to bolster their
rights claims.72 This was not because they had lost faith in rhetorical coercion,
or because they doubted the potential of resonant rhetoric to force those who
were otherwise reluctant to endorse reform. Though they were well aware
that blacks occupied a pivotal political position in the urban North, they did
not think success would hinge on this alone. Activists continued to believe
that the power of ethical argument would be critical, and they consequently
took the framing of their case very seriously. As White urged, “We must
pound and pound and pound the conscience of America.”73 But, in the quest
for rhetorical coercion, they turned instead to two other rights frames—partly
because their efforts after World War I had failed so miserably and partly 
because they saw other approaches as superior in the current rhetorical
environment.74

First, activists framed their claims in the language of individual rights,
drawing on the country’s rich liberal tradition. In 1947 the chairman of the
NAACP board, in a representative address, called on white Americans to en-
dorse racial reform “for the sake of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights that
we Americans profess to live by, and for the sake of common ordinary justice
that is supposed to exist in civilized countries.” Whereas republican frames
had prevailed at NAACP conferences during the war, the 1946 convention
saw a mix of republican and liberal arguments, and the following year liberal
frames dominated. Resolutions adopted in 1948 argued that the struggle for

158 Part II. The Perpetual Dilemma



civil rights was “in accord with the best traditions of American democracy,
the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights” and demanded that Americans make
these assurances more than “pious platitudes.”75 The report of Truman’s
Committee on Civil Rights was consciously framed in the liberal terms of the
“American Creed” because, as a background memorandum reasoned, “the
Committee’s recommendations will carry more weight in the public mind if
they are related to the average man’s concept of the American way of life.”76

During World War I, that way of life was self-evidently Anglo-Saxon, but the
rhetoric of World War II and the emerging cold war had replaced racialized
republicanism with a race-free liberalism.

Second, civil rights activists regularly noted that racial discrimination
hampered U.S. foreign policy by impeding U.S. efforts to win the hearts and
minds of “colored peoples” the world over. Blacks turned to this foreign af-
fairs frame more frequently after 1947 as the superpowers competed for in-
ternational opinion. Testifying before the Senate Armed Services Committee
in 1948, Grant Reynolds charged that military segregation was not “beneficial
to anyone except the propagandists in the Kremlin.” Shortly after the out-
break of the Korean War, the NAACP, while supportive of a military response,
warned that only proof that “democracy is a living reality” would “win the
support of non-Communist Asia and Africa.”77 Translating the costs of racism
into a militarized calculus, White argued in 1952 that every racially motivated
attack was “worth ten divisions of troops . . . to Soviet Russia.” Published
posthumously, his final book took this as its central motif.78

The shift from republican to liberal frames in African American claims-
making reflected a profound change in U.S. political discourse that had 
occurred between 1930 and 1945 in response to two crises.79 The Great De-
pression and the Second World War had combined to legitimize an expanded
federal role. Presidents Harding and Coolidge had cowered behind the rhet-
oric of states’ rights, and the dominant legal and political questions of the in-
terwar period had centered on the proper extent of federal authority. But
Presidents Roosevelt and Truman had overseen the greatest extension to 
date of federal power, and, by the time the war ended, there were few arenas
which the federal government had not penetrated. Truman could hardly 
credibly claim to be particularly concerned about violating state prerogatives.
The 1930s and 1940s saw the creation of an American order in which poli-
tics became “increasingly state-centered, executive-centered, and president-
centered.”80

The Second World War was also critical to a related move from obligations
to rights, from republicanism to liberalism. World War II gave rise to a rhetoric
that hailed America’s defense of individual rights regardless of ascriptive
characteristics.81 Faced with the difficulty of publicly justifying political obli-
gation, the country’s leaders mobilized the nation through appeals to uni-
versal values, such as the “Four Freedoms,” as well as to private duties,
notably defense of the family and home.82 If the United States held dear the
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rights of the individual, the same could not be said of its enemies: the Japa-
nese, wrote the editors of Fortune, “have little opportunity for self-expression,
simply because they do not exist as individuals at all.”83 The cold war solid-
ified liberalism’s place over its competitors: the Soviet Union was portrayed
as Nazi Germany’s twin, another totalitarian state that trampled on the indi-
vidual.84 The confrontation with Nazism and Soviet Communism under-
pinned a key shift in U.S. rights talk, as lawyers, politicians, and civil rights
advocates now embraced foundational rights, prior to and irrespective of pos-
itive law, that attached to all human beings.85

The postwar consensus on “human rights” reflected liberalism’s triumph.
“The idea of human rights,” according to legal scholar Louis Henkin, “is that
the individual counts—independent of and in addition to his or her part in
the common good[,] . . . as a matter of entitlement, not of grace or discre-
tion.”86 Truman’s rhetoric reinforced and reflected the links between human
rights, liberalism, and democracy. In his 1948 State of the Union address, he
declaimed, “Any denial of human rights is a denial of the basic beliefs of
democracy and of our regard for the worth of the individual. . . . Whether dis-
crimination is based on race, or creed, or color, or land of origin, it is utterly
contrary to American ideals of democracy.” Two years later, Truman approv-
ingly claimed that “today men feel more deeply than ever that all human be-
ings have rights, and that it is the duty of the government to protect them.”87

By 1950 Walter White had concluded that racism was on the run. Overt racist
rhetoric was no longer tolerated, and the equivalents of racist governors Ben
Tillman of South Carolina and James K. Vardaman of Mississippi were “either
loathed or laughed at.” Even if most Americans paid their foundational prin-
ciples only lip service, the gap between rhetoric and performance was not sus-
tainable. “The walls of segregation,” White declared, “cannot be shored up
much longer.”88

Sensitive to shifts in the rhetorical toolbox, civil rights activists turned in
the postwar years to new liberal drivers that they believed (or at least hoped)
would be more effective than their now-worn republican ones in putting the
screws to decision makers. And the move seems to have paid off. Though civil
rights advocates were disappointed by paltry legislative accomplishments in
1950, they were buoyed by the fact that “public officials still felt the need to
give at least lip service to equality.”89 Nearly all politicians—regardless of
their personal feelings—felt compelled to condemn racial discrimination and
to acknowledge, at least in broad terms, the justice of African Americans’ de-
mands. The liberal frame pervaded testimony before the PCCR, and its report
embodied a clear statement of these principles. “The central theme in our
American heritage,” its opening paragraphs declared, “is the [belief] . . . that
every human being has an essential dignity and integrity which must be re-
spected and safeguarded. Moreover, we believe that the welfare of the in-
dividual is the final goal of group life.” Its implicit historical narrative
emphasized what Louis Hartz would call the “liberal tradition in America”
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and ignored illiberal streams. “We can,” the PCCR affirmed, “tolerate no re-
strictions upon the individual which depend upon irrelevant factors such as
his race, his color, his religion or the social position to which he is born.”90 So
powerful was the liberal rhetorical imperative that when the NAACP in late
1947 contacted prominent figures from across the political spectrum—from
heroes of the Right like General Douglas MacArthur and Senator Robert Taft
to moderate Republicans like Governor Thomas Dewey to liberal stalwarts
like Senator Wayne Morse—for comment on the report, the vast majority en-
dorsed it without reservation.91 Even conservative politicians, whose guiding
philosophy was at odds with the report’s conception of federal power, ap-
parently felt that they had to give their imprimatur to this liberal document.
The liberal turn generally threatened to impose heavy costs on those who
would retreat into openly racist rhetoric.

Liberal frames did, however, have their limits as coercive tools. First,
Southern politicians could comfortably advance arguments that deviated
from the liberal ideal.92 One Southern senator asserted to a national radio au-
dience that “the Negro himself cannot make progress unless he has white
leadership. If you call that ‘supremacy,’ why suit yourself. But I say that the
Negro race as a whole, if permitted to go to itself, will invariably go back to
barbaric lunacy.” Others shared their fears that the end of segregation would
mean the “creation of a mongrel race of people, instead of the pure Anglo
Saxon race of which we are now so justly proud.”93 As a result, Truman’s civil
rights program made little headway in a legislature that awarded the South
disproportionate power. “The record,” civil rights groups lamented, “is en-
tirely one of defeats. . . . The civil rights issue was no more than a political
football.”94

Second, liberalism is a capacious discourse that makes available an elastic
compendium of rights. It provided opponents of equality for African Ameri-
cans with rhetorical options with which they could justify inaction, declare
entire arenas off-limits to government intervention, and frustrate meaningful
reform. Thus Southern politicians argued, fully within the terms of liberalism,
that Truman’s program implied an illegitimate expansion of the federal gov-
ernment’s reach. “The so-called civil rights program,” one intoned, “provides
the spade and the shovel with which to bury virtually every remaining right
of the States of this Union and all the individual rights of the citizens.”95 The
breadth of liberalism also gave conservatives, committed to a limited federal
government, the capacity to reject ambitious claims. President Dwight Eisen-
hower promised to end discrimination wherever the authority of the federal
government reached, and he in fact extended the Truman administration’s
steps toward desegregation of the armed forces and military installations, de-
segregation of the District of Columbia, and the elimination of discrimination
in the civil service and in government contracts.96 No less a figure than Rep-
resentative Adam Clayton Powell Jr. hailed the administration for having
“started a revolution which means an era of greater promise for Negro citi-
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zens.”97 But Eisenhower also protested that federal action, even for a just
cause, could prove counterproductive. Well before the historic 1954 Brown v.
Board of Education decision, he recorded in his diary that “federal law imposed
upon our states in such a way as to bring about a conflict of the police pow-
ers of the states and of the nation, would set back the cause of progress in race
relations for a long, long time.” Or, as he eloquently stated in his first State of
the Union address, racial inequality would erode through “the power of fact,
fully publicized, of persuasion, honestly pressed, and of conscience, justly
aroused.”98

The president, Russell Riley, has argued, is typically “a protector of the in-
herited political and social order and a preserver of domestic tranquility.”99

Assume for the moment that Truman was no exception: Why could he not
simply have endorsed African Americans’ quest for justice, expressed sym-
pathy for their plight, but then invoked states’ rights? Because Truman had,
along with FDR, overseen the greatest expansion of federal power in the coun-
try’s history and had shown little concern for states’ rights in the past. Ashort-
lived controversy illustrates this point. In April 1946 Truman told reporters
that he did not “see any immediate solution to the poll tax,” that the states
would have to “work [the matter] out for themselves,” and that education
would be the key to overturning it in the long run. Soon thereafter, his aide
David Niles warned that the public response had been strongly negative.
“There is,” cautioned Niles, “a fear that you have abandoned your support of
Federal action in favor of State action. The question of Federal vs. State action
is in some ways even hotter than the question of the poll tax itself and I feel
your position should be clarified for the record before too much use is made
of it.”100 Fearing punishment, Truman quickly reaffirmed his support for fed-
eral initiatives. Historians have long debated whether Truman was a sincere
proponent of first-class citizenship for African Americans. But the contro-
versy is both unanswerable and largely irrelevant. Truman lacked the rhetor-
ical materials with which to construct a sustainable argument to turn black
demands aside. Even if he had wished to rebuff black claims, he would have
fallen victim to rhetorical coercion.

The claim that racial discrimination impeded U.S. foreign policy also res-
onated with the administration. In 1946 Secretary of State Acheson had
pleaded with Congress to give a sorely needed boost to U.S. foreign policy by
creating a permanent FEPC. The PCCR report echoed Acheson in arguing that
“an American diplomat cannot forcefully argue for free elections in foreign
lands without meeting the challenge that in many sections of America quali-
fied voters do not have free access to the polls.” Truman relied in equal mea-
sure on both halves of cold war liberalism. In his 1947 NAACP address, he
declared, “The support of desperate populations of battle-ravaged countries
must be won for the free way of life. . . . Our case for democracy should be as
strong as we can make it.” Concluding his civil rights message, Truman im-
plored Congress, “If we wish to inspire the peoples of the world whose free-
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dom is in jeopardy, if we wish to restore hope to those who have already lost
their civil liberties, if we wish to fulfill the promise that is ours, we must cor-
rect the remaining imperfections in our practice of democracy.” More color-
fully, Truman reportedly said, “The top dog in a world which is over half
colored ought to clean his own house.”101

Yet cold war liberalism was sufficiently flexible to undermine race reform
as well. The country’s obsession with Communist infiltration and national
unity rendered those challenging the status quo vulnerable to red-baiting.102

By the late 1940s, the NAACP found itself on the defensive. In the midst of an
aggressive 1950 lobbying campaign, Roy Wilkins, the NAACP official leading
the effort, felt compelled to assure presidential aide Clark Clifford that those
affiliated with the National Emergency Civil Rights Mobilization were “not
of the extreme left wing” and that Communists were trying (but failing) to
“horn in on the proceedings.”103 Years later Wilkins would remark, “God
knows it was hard enough being black, we certainly didn’t need to be red,
too.”104 The Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), already suspect because of
its pacifist leanings, also fretted over its members’ political affiliations and for-
mulated instructions on how to exclude Communists.105 The damage to the
cause was immense. Leftists, who had brought great energy and commitment
to the civil rights struggle, were no longer welcome. And the economics of
race in the United States, to which they had not surprisingly devoted so much
attention, was a casualty as well.

How African Americans framed their claims, I have argued, should figure
centrally in the narrative of postwar contention over civil rights. Yet scholars
have generally tended to focus on electoral and cold war politics. These more
conventional explanations are important pieces of the story, but substantial
room remains for an account that focuses the analysis on how claimants ar-
ticulate their demands.

The Great Migration and Black Political Power?

It is often argued that demographic changes had rendered African Americans
a crucial voting bloc in the urban North and that their postwar gains were the
result of Truman’s efforts to capture their vote. As his civil rights message was
being drafted, an adviser argued that “everything [is] to be gained and noth-
ing tangible to be lost by making the most forthright and dramatic statement
on [civil rights] and by backing it up with equally dramatic and forthright ac-
tion.”106 Clark Clifford maintained that no policy, “no matter how ‘liberal,’”
could drive the South away. The winning coalition would comprise minori-
ties and labor, and he all but endorsed the view that blacks held the balance
of power in the North. No longer easily satisfied, the black voter had become
“a cynical, hardboiled trader,” and Clifford took seriously black threats to
swing back into the Republican column. Catering to black demands might es-
trange Southern Democrats, but that was “the lesser of two evils.”107 African
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Americans naturally encouraged such thinking.108 According to this view,
Truman’s willingness to indulge the black voter and ignore the South—epit-
omized by his February 1948 civil rights address and especially his July exec-
utive order desegregating the armed services—paid rich dividends. He
received over two-thirds of the African American vote, more than FDR had
ever won. J. Howard McGrath, the Democrats’ national chairman, exulted af-
terward that the focus on black concerns “lost us three Southern states, but it
won us Ohio, Illinois, would have carried New York for us if it had not been
for Henry Wallace, and it was a great factor in carrying California.”109

The problem is that this argument exaggerates African Americans’ politi-
cal strength and confuses Clifford’s advice with how Truman ran his cam-
paign. At the end of the day, Truman was not prepared to abandon the South,
and he worked hard to avoid a break. After Southern Democrats reacted stri-
dently to his civil rights address, he sought to avoid antagonizing them: much
to blacks’ dismay, he did not introduce an omnibus civil rights bill, nor did 
he issue the promised executive orders that winter or spring.110 During his
famed Whistle-Stop Tour, Truman never touched on civil rights, and at the
Democratic National Convention, he and his aides preferred a weak civil
rights plank, much like that which the party had approved in 1944. When Hu-
bert Humphrey insisted on a plank embodying Truman’s legislative program,
Truman privately labeled Humphrey and the Americans for Democratic Ac-
tion “crackpots” who had needlessly alienated the South. The president even-
tually embraced his own record, but only with great reluctance.111 Truman,
historian Zachary Karabell writes, “wanted to keep the party together, not
split it apart, and if modest civil rights language would keep the South inside
the party, that was a price Truman was willing to pay.”112

Throughout the campaign, Truman marginalized civil rights, suggesting
that he believed blacks were firmly in the Democratic camp. Outside of a
handful of symbolic gestures, he broached civil rights only once, during a stop
in Harlem, and he did not actively campaign among African Americans. Tru-
man seems to have thought that his record in prior years “add[ed] up to a
solid back-log of strength.”113 Moreover, both third party challenges worked
to Truman’s advantage: the Dixiecrats made Truman seem more progressive,
and Henry Wallace, running to Truman’s left, protected him from red-bait-
ing.114 Meanwhile, notwithstanding his popularity among the black elites, the
Republican candidate, Thomas Dewey, failed to capture the hearts of the black
masses, and most grasped that a vote for Wallace was in effect a vote for
Dewey.115 Truman’s gamble was on the money: seeing little option, African
Americans voted overwhelmingly for him. Truman could consequently “have
treated the civil-rights problem with soft soap alone.”116

The Great Migration nevertheless had two important implications. First, it
spurred an unusually assertive postwar black politics. African American lead-
ers were, rightly or wrongly, confident that politicians who hoped to capture
the North would have to heed their concerns. Second, it assured blacks a place
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on the national political agenda. After World War I, without access to either a
resonant rights frame or conventional political resources, African Americans
had difficulty securing a response from white politicians. After the Great Mi-
gration, blacks may not have held the “balance of power,” but they could not
be ignored. A place on the agenda did not guarantee substantial reform, but
it was a necessary first step toward that goal.

Cold War Civil Rights?

Others have identified the need to bolster America’s lagging image abroad as
the key factor motivating U.S. statesmen to push, if only halfheartedly, for
racial reform. Yet even in the most extensively researched account, there is lit-
tle direct evidence that the principal actors in the Truman administration—as
opposed to ambassadors and State Department desk officers, who clearly
cared a great deal—were sincerely concerned about how America’s failings on
race affected the country’s foreign policy.117 That narrative is consistent with
an explanation in which, whatever the motives, the cold war frame was
critical.

In fact, the battle for hearts and minds in the third world, which would be
central to American strategy later in the cold war, was at best a muted theme
in the Truman years. In the late 1940s the administration’s leading thinkers on
foreign affairs, notably George Kennan, identified critical nodes of power
worthy of U.S. attention and investment, but thought it pointless to expend
resources challenging the Soviets the world over. It was this premise that un-
derlay Acheson’s fateful omission of South Korea from the U.S. “defensive
perimeter” in 1950. Proponents of the domino theory, which would underpin
U.S. interventions in later years, rarely had a prominent voice. Although the
Truman administration saw its vital interests as engaged in areas far removed
from the homeland, it gave only slight economic and technological assistance
to developing countries.118 U.S. foreign policy in the Truman years was more
the product of improvisation and intuition than deductive strategy, but it is
hard to imagine the administration running the risk of having its foreign pol-
icy priorities fall victim to Southern vengeance in Congress—just for the sake
of America’s image in countries of little strategic import.

The cold war must nevertheless feature in the story of blacks’ postwar
gains, for the intensification of bipolar competition closed off possible av-
enues of rebuttal to African American claims-making. Denying that America’s
reputation was under siege was not an option, given the wealth of evidence
activists had collected. Downplaying the intensity of the Soviet threat was
possible but unattractive. This would have undermined the administration’s
efforts to mobilize national resources, impairing the ability of the United
States to compete with the Soviet Union in areas that it believed did matter.
Finally, U.S. leaders could have openly admitted that they cared not at all
what the world’s “colored peoples” thought. But the priorities so strongly and
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clearly voiced in confidential settings could not be articulated in more public
arenas, as such an admission would have undercut morale in the United
States and Western Europe. The cold war rendered African American claims-
making powerful in the Truman years because it prevented administration of-
ficials from rhetorically squaring the circle. They could either mobilize their
population or tolerate racial oppression, but they could not do both.

Military Virtue after World War II

In the cold war milieu, all who challenged the status quo were vulnerable to
charges that they were Communists or at least fellow travelers. Civil rights
advocates, who had earlier allied with a wide array of left-wing causes, rec-
ognized that the slightest leftist tinge would color their entire enterprise. As
they transformed themselves into zealous liberal anti-Communists, they
ceased agitating against colonialism, refrained from criticizing U.S. foreign
policy, purged their organizations of suspected Communist Party members,
and shunned alliances with the Left. Many had long argued that any real so-
lution required probing the relationship between formal legal discrimination
and socioeconomic class, between race and capitalism. But in the repressive
cold war environment, they hesitated to broach such questions, focusing in-
stead on the less ambitious and more “acceptable” goal of formal civic equal-
ity.119 This narrowing of the civil rights agenda had unforeseen and ultimately
disastrous consequences. The failure to address the deeper sources of inequity
nurtured mass black alienation and the black nationalism of the late 1960s and
early 1970s. A less constrained movement might have been more successful
in confronting racial discrimination in all its dimensions.

African Americans’ battlefield sacrifices in the recent struggle against fas-
cism and the current struggle against communism were prima facie evidence
of their loyalty. Had civil rights advocates more regularly invoked these ex-
periences, had they invoked the classic military sacrifice frame as they had af-
ter World War I, they might have warded off charges of subversion and been
free to work for deeper change in the U.S. political economy. In the United
States, liberalism and republicanism have always been intertwined,120 and
the liberal turn of the 1930s and 1940s did not undercut the tradition of the
citizen-soldier that lay at the heart of American republicanism.121 Americans
continued to pay homage to their veterans and regularly spoke of the grati-
tude the country owed them. The GI Bill emerged out of a popular sense of
appreciation and obligation: “Everyone favored veterans’ legislation; along
with mothers, apple pie, and Old Glory, aid for veterans was accepted with-
out dissent.”122

Although much wartime rhetoric stressed liberal themes, republican
strands still poked through. In American propaganda, the U.S. celebration of
the individual was contrasted to Germany and Japan’s stifling emphasis on
the group, but the Office of War Information at the same time suggested that
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all citizens were members of “Uncle Sam’s family,” and familial solidarity
pervaded corporate advertisements. Americans were called upon to fight to
protect not just their children and homes but their way of life and the coun-
try’s democratic institutions. Norman Rockwell’s representation of “Freedom
of Speech”—the painter’s favorite of his Four Freedoms series—suggested
that Americans were waging war to defend a participatory citizenship.123 No
matter how much Americans’ behavior deviated from the ideal, the rhetoric
of sacrifice and civic responsibility dominated the home front.124 Finally, in
1942 Congress voted to provide absentee ballots to soldiers regardless of race
and to waive poll taxes for those on active duty. One reason that Southern
Democrats did not filibuster the bill was that “they found it difficult to justify
the deprivation of the right to vote to men fighting for their country.”125

After the war implicit republican frames may have done much of the work
for civil rights advocates. If Truman was “converted” to a pro–civil rights
stance in September 1946, after a summer of brutal racial violence, it was not
a coincidence that it came after he was informed of attacks on black veterans.
Walter White recalled that the blinding of Sgt. Isaac Woodard at the hands of
a local sheriff and the murder of two couples in Georgia, one of the men a
newly returned veteran, had especially outraged Truman, and these episodes
had in fact made a lasting impression. When asked by Southern Democrats to
“soften” his position on race, Truman replied that, although he was from a
state where Jim Crow still prevailed, “my very stomach turned over when I
learned that Negro soldiers, just back from overseas, were being dumped out
of army trucks in Mississippi and beaten. Whatever my inclinations as a na-
tive of Missouri might have been, as President I know this is bad. I shall fight
to end evils like this.”126 Indignation at the mistreatment of veterans was
hardly confined to the president. The PCCR report was an extraordinary state-
ment of liberalism, but this document and its mandate also drew attention to
the fact that many victims of the breakdown of local law and order were ex-
servicemen.127

Perhaps, though, this is overly optimistic. First, veteran status did not fully
shield leftists from harassment. The rise of a progressive veterans group to
challenge the more conservative American Legion and Veterans of Foreign
Wars was undone in part by the cold war.128 Second, even if a republican
rights frame would have proven successful in the rarefied air of national pol-
itics, it might have made little difference to blacks on the ground. Whites gen-
erally opposed residential integration whether prospective black neighbors
were veterans or not.129

Japanese Americans and the Politics of Sacrifice

The experience of Japanese Americans after World War II may lend further
plausibility to this counterfactual. Like African Americans, they experienced
substantial discrimination before, during, and in the immediate aftermath of
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the war. Like African Americans, they served in segregated units and were
given only limited opportunities to prove their loyalty. After the war, they op-
erated in the same postwar environment, but they lacked the conventional po-
litical resources that African Americans possessed in relative abundance. Yet
when Japanese Americans challenged the prevailing order in the late 1940s
and early 1950s, allegations of Communist sympathies did not surface to si-
lence them. One reason was that, unlike African Americans, Japanese Amer-
icans regularly highlighted the valor they had displayed during the war.
Opponents of equal rights for African Americans thus had rhetorical options
that the opponents of Japanese Americans did not.

From the moment of their arrival in the United States, Japanese immigrants
(Issei) had endured substantial discrimination. Although aliens were com-
monly made citizens as a quid pro quo for military service in World War I, the
Issei were excluded as “aliens ineligible for citizenship.” The 1924 Immigra-
tion Act forbade further immigration from Japan, and in California and else-
where Issei were prohibited from owning land. Excluded from many unions
and forced into the ethnic economy, their Japanese American children (Nisei)
experienced significant occupational and residential discrimination. As late
as 1950, there were over five hundred federal, state, and local laws and ordi-
nances directed against resident Japanese—even though the Issei and Nisei
combined amounted to less than 2 percent of the population of the Western
states.130

After Pearl Harbor, both Issei and Nisei fell under suspicion, and there was
broad support for anti-Japanese measures. The draft was immediately sus-
pended among the Nisei, and those already serving were dispatched un-
armed to the country’s heartland. Nearly the entire population of Japanese
origin and descent in the continental United States was evacuated to intern-
ment camps. Anti-Japanese opinion was so strong that in 1943 over 60 percent
of Los Angeles residents favored a postwar constitutional amendment de-
porting all Japanese, regardless of citizenship. Ringing dissents aside, the U.S.
Supreme Court affirmed the constitutionality of the internment policy. Not
until January 1945 was the West Coast reopened to both Issei and Nisei, and
the camps were finally closed in March 1946.131

But after the war Japanese Americans made moderate, yet important,
progress in combating discrimination. Californians rejected a 1948 ballot
proposition to make the alien land laws even harsher. That same year, the U.S.
Congress passed the Japanese American Evacuation Claims Act, compensat-
ing mainland Issei and Nisei whose property had been damaged or lost as a
consequence of the wartime internment. Seniority rights were restored to Jap-
anese Americans who had lost their jobs in the federal civil service during the
war. In 1952 the McCarran-Walter Immigration and Naturalization Act finally
passed both chambers, eliminating race as a barrier to naturalization and im-
migration (while nevertheless preserving immigration’s overarching frame-
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work of discrimination). The following year, Californians overturned the
alien land laws by a more than 2–1 ratio.

The standard sources of political influence cannot explain these achieve-
ments. The Issei had generally been farmers and storekeepers, hard working
but not wealthy. The Nisei were unusually well educated, but in the postwar
period most were young and still faced lingering occupational discrimina-
tion. While Japanese Americans were a political force in Hawaii, the Nisei
population in the continental United States, concentrated in the Western
coastal states, was small. Finally, for much of their history, Japanese Ameri-
cans have been politically quiescent. The Issei response to discrimination was
typically “shikataganai”: “it cannot be helped.” The Nisei, desperate to prove
they belonged, turned to self-help rather than activism. During and after
World War II, the only Nisei political organization, the Japanese American
Citizens League (JACL), adopted a nonconfrontational political posture, and
it was poorly funded.

Japanese Americans overcame these obstacles by cultivating a reputation
for unusual civic virtue. The shock of Pearl Harbor, followed by the equally
shocking evacuation orders, shook Japanese Americans out of their political
apathy, and membership in the JACL jumped. Recognizing that Americans
would not be sympathetic to the grievances of those associated with the en-
emy, the JACL cooperated—and arguably was overly pliant—in the hope of
proving its people’s loyalty, thereby creating the basis for postwar claims-
making. In a statement reminiscent of W. E. B. DuBois’ infamous call during
World War I for African Americans to “close ranks,” the organization’s na-
tional secretary, Mike Masaoka, recommended that the Nisei “temporarily
suspend” their rights “in the greater aim of protecting them for all time to
come.”132 The JACL encouraged Japanese Americans to hold loyalty rallies,
purchase war bonds, and try to volunteer for military service. Rather than
challenge the evacuation, the organization accepted it as long as the govern-
ment deemed it essential for national security. Even more troubling, JACL
leaders went so far as to spy on potential subversives and to use their insti-
tutional position to stifle dissent.

The centerpiece of this strategy was military service as proof of loyalty. In
November 1942, not long after the last of the evacuees had been transferred
to the permanent camps, Masaoka persuaded other JACL leaders that “the
most effective weapon against this kind of persecution is a record of having
fought valiantly for our country side by side with Americans of other racial
extraction.” “When the war is won, and we attempt to find our way back into
normal society,” he argued, “one question which we cannot avoid will be,
‘Say, Buddy, what did you do in the war?’”133 The JACL demanded that Jap-
anese Americans be permitted to volunteer and that the draft be resumed. In
early 1943 the War Department partially complied, announcing the formation
of a volunteer all-Nisei combat unit. Few Japanese Americans volunteered
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from the camps, but in Hawaii they came forward in droves. A year later, the
draft was reinstated, and, despite some resistance, the orders were generally
obeyed.134 Some were assigned to military intelligence in the Pacific theater,
but their performance in Europe was widely acclaimed and proved more im-
portant to their postwar claims-making. The 442nd Regimental Combat
Team—whose motto was “Going for Broke”—was the most highly decorated
unit in the entire U.S. Army.135

After the war, the JACL lacked a mass following, and years passed before
it achieved financial stability, yet, according to its chronicler, this was its
“golden era.” Its postwar agenda included naturalization without regard to
ethnicity or race, reparations for discriminatory wartime treatment and the
establishment of a claims commission, successful legal challenge of the alien
land laws and of the escheat of Japanese American land, reexamination of the
constitutionality of the evacuation, and readjustment benefits for Nisei veter-
ans. Over the course of the next decade, nearly all these objectives were met.
The emerging cold war probably played some role in the JACL’s success, but
it cannot explain the overwhelming support for Japanese American claims
(the Evacuation Claims Act passed the Senate unanimously) or the breadth of
the JACL’s success (among local officials as well as among national officials
sensitive to strategic imperatives). Its successes might also be attributed to the
influence that a small, well-organized group can have on the legislative pro-
cess, especially in the absence of a well-defined opposition. But this would
have difficulty explaining either the favorable outcomes in popular referenda
or the lopsided congressional backing for the Evacuation Claims Act.

An equally important, if not greater, cause of Japanese American political
influence lay in the republican frame of their claims-making. The JACL had
urged the Nisei to embrace military service because of its postwar uses, and
they “seized every opportunity to tell the story of the loyalty of Japanese
Americans, dramatically demonstrated by their record on both the military
and home fronts.”136 “Despite the barbed wire and the armed sentries,” de-
clared one publication intended for a broad readership, “they could and
would prove their loyalty to the country in which they were born.”137 Offi-
cials regularly alluded to the Nisei’s war record in meeting their demands.
When Truman addressed the 442nd Regimental Combat Team on its return
home, he explicitly linked this fight on two fronts: “You fought not only the
enemy, but you fought prejudice—and you won. Keep up that fight, and we
will continue to win—to make this great republic stand for what the Consti-
tution says it stands for: ‘The welfare of all the people all the time.’”138 The
1947 House Judiciary Committee report recommending passage of the Evac-
uation Claims Act stressed that Japanese Americans had demonstrated their
loyalty despite severe hardships: not only were there no reported acts of sab-
otage or espionage by Japanese Americans but they had enlisted in numbers
exceeding the national rate.139 Almost every witness who appeared before the
Senate Judiciary Committee adhered to this theme. John McCloy, who had as
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assistant secretary of war overseen the evacuation, testified that the 442nd’s
brilliant combat record was “eloquent of the loyalty of this portion of our pop-
ulation.” It proved the entire population deserving of compensation: “Al-
though this bill goes far beyond providing for recovery of loss of property of
the citizens who were in those units, those citizens were part and core of the
entire population which was moved, and I think that their loyalty is indicated
as a group.”140

Historians of Japanese American politics often assert that the Nisei’s
wartime record was critical in changing both popular and elite views and in
making possible legislative successes. But, lacking a historical or comparative
lens, they cannot explain why such claims framed around military sacrifice
aided Japanese Americans after World War II but did little for African Amer-
icans a quarter century before. The liberal turn was critical in depriving Jap-
anese Americans’ opponents—both at the federal and state level—of the
option of indulging in the racist rhetoric they had employed in the past. As
the cold war intensified, the reliance on a republican frame was particularly
fortuitous, for it shielded the Nisei from allegations of Communist subver-
sion. Forty years later, this frame remained potent, figuring prominently in
the debate over redress for all evacuees, independent of documentable dam-
age or loss of property.141

Japanese Americans’ victories cannot prove that African Americans would
have enjoyed similar success if they too had framed their appeals in republi-
can terms. There were sufficient differences between the two groups in size,
potential political and economic power, and degree of political organization
that such conclusions are necessarily tentative. Yet the Japanese American ex-
perience is suggestive. After World War II, African Americans shied away
from republican claims-making, apparently because this tactic had utterly
failed after the First World War. But the Japanese American case may indicate
that civil rights activists had learned the wrong lessons. A frame’s efficacy 
depends on the environment in which it is advanced. Since the 1920s, U.S. po-
litical discourse had undergone a radical transformation, and African Amer-
icans did not take full advantage of it.

Desegregation and the Limits of Signaling

In the years after World War II, civil rights advocates invested substantial re-
sources in desegregating the armed forces because they believed that racial
reform in the military would spread throughout society. William Hastie later
complained, “Of all the sophistries about human relations I have ever heard,
none is more false than that overworked pronouncement, ‘The armed services
are not a sociological laboratory.’ The armed services . . . are tremendous 
sociological forces. It doesn’t matter whether we wish it so or not.” E. W. 
Kenworthy, the executive secretary of Truman’s Committee on Equality of

Good War, Cold War 171



Treatment and Opportunity in the Armed Services (better known as the Fahy
Committee), similarly wrote in 1950 that the committee’s work was critical:
“What is going on is a kind of quiet social revolution about which the coun-
try knows nothing. We feel that over a period of time this opportunity for
whites and Negroes to live and work together is going to have an incalcula-
ble effect upon the civil population.” Civil rights activists, writes the historian
Adam Fairclough, thought that “ending racial discrimination in the armed
forces would have a powerful effect on civil society.”142

Historians as well have often concluded that the desegregation of the mil-
itary transcended that institution. The 1948 executive order establishing the
Fahy Committee was “significant, not only for its political import at the mo-
ment but also in terms of its long-run impact.” Richard Dalfiume’s oft-cited
book on the subject concludes by framing the broad significance: “By struc-
turing a situation whereby the Negro finds his best chance for equal oppor-
tunity in the military services, white America has produced a powerful force
that is working to destroy the racial barriers it is so reluctant to pull down on
its own volition.” Or as Philip Klinkner and Rogers Smith put it more recently,
“Military integration undoubtedly percolated back home. During the Cold
War, millions of Americans served in the military, and it was here that many
whites had their first experience of living, working, and often fighting and dy-
ing on an equal footing with blacks.”143 What we today call the civil rights
movement was undoubtedly the key to black progress, but neither its origins
nor its timing can be attributed to the desegregation of the armed forces.
While the latter had the potential to touch off that vast mobilization, the po-
litical structure of the United States undercut the signal’s credibility and clar-
ity, notwithstanding its cost.

Assessing the Signal: The Costs of Desegregation

Desegregating the U.S. armed forces was relatively cheap in strategic terms.
The likelihood of African Americans sharing critical information with the en-
emies of the United States was low.144 But desegregation was politically costly.
As an overture to a constituency that seemed unlikely to bolt from the Dem-
ocratic Party, it did not have a huge upside. Meanwhile, the professional offi-
cer corps saw the implementation of Truman’s order as deeply threatening to
the armed forces’ traditions and to white troops’ morale, and the order an-
tagonized the military’s civilian defenders, many of whom hailed from the
South. When Truman persisted despite the political costs of opposing the uni-
formed military, many blacks inferred that he was sincere in his espousal of
civil rights.

After Truman assumed office, African Americans carefully studied his 
administration’s policies for evidence as to the depth of the Missourian’s 
commitment. They greeted the appointment of the PCCR with a collective ho-
hum, for the committee would have no powers of implementation; they
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feared that its report was nothing more than “a ‘flash’ to corral Negro votes.”
While the black newspapers universally lauded Truman’s speech to the
NAACP, they cautioned their readers not to embrace the president until he
followed through.145 As Truman’s staffers crafted his civil rights message,
they understood the scrutiny to which it would be subjected. “If no other 
action is contemplated than ‘investigation’ or ‘eliminating segregation as
rapidly as practicable,’ no mention should be made of any action,” warned
one aide. “Such feeble stuff weakens the whole position and blurs the pic-
ture.” The “real pay-off,” he presciently suggested, would come with execu-
tive orders to eliminate discrimination in the federal government and the
armed forces.146

By the end of his second term, however, Truman seemed to have passed
the test. Although many of his former supporters had abandoned him, blacks
were resolute. Though he criticized the president for at times seeming to “soft-
pedal” civil rights, Walter White regretted Truman’s decision not to run for
reelection in 1952: “No occupant of the White House since the nation was born
has taken so frontal or consistent a stand against racial and religious discrim-
ination as has Mr. Truman.” As Truman departed the White House, Roy
Wilkins praised him for showing “sheer personal courage” on questions of
race “when political expediency dictated a compromise course.” Although he
doubted that anything would come of Truman’s legislative program, Wilkins
wrote privately that “Mr. Truman personally is sincere, as Roosevelt never
was sincere. I believe he believes that what he has advocated should come to
pass.”147

Yet such faith in Truman is puzzling. His concrete achievements in civil
rights were few. His legislative package had run into impenetrable congres-
sional opposition, and many questioned his commitment to it. One congres-
sional civil rights advocate complained that “it is obvious to everyone that
everybody wants civil rights as a campaign issue but not as a law and that
goes for Harry Truman, the Democratic party, and the Republican party.”148

The most prominent—if not the only substantial—exception to this disap-
pointing record was Truman’s steadfast support for desegregation of the
military.149

Truman’s willingness in 1948 to champion civil rights pleased blacks, but
they remained unconvinced in the absence of tangible progress. His February
message to Congress was hailed for its “Lincolnesque” language, and the fol-
lowing month one columnist observed that “the present abuse of Mr. Truman
by certain southern gentlemen is lifting the president to a new level in the es-
timation of Negroes and other liberals.” When, several months later, South-
ern delegates walked out of the 1948 Democratic National Convention, his
standing rose even higher.150 But for most blacks, the political costs Truman
had endured were not yet proof of his resolve. The NAACP praised Truman
because he “did not flinch and duck and dodge” when presented with the
PCCR report, but only once the president had acted on areas within his au-
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thority would he have displayed “a courage . . . complete and enduring.” De-
fending Truman against the charge of political opportunism, Walter White ar-
gued that the president was the target of “the most determined lynching bee
in American history.” But, at the same time, White acknowledged that the
most convincing evidence was still to come—in the form of the promised ex-
ecutive orders.151

Truman’s July 1948 executive order was by itself a suspect signal. Released
in the middle of the campaign and following A. Philip Randolph’s threats of
civil disobedience, it seemed a gambit to shore up the black vote. Moreover,
an executive order was easily issued, but it was often implemented only with
great difficulty. Although the order did pacify Randolph, silence the black
press, and perhaps assure Truman of the black vote, the circumstances un-
dermined its potency.152

Over the next several years, however, Truman and, later, Eisenhower
pushed desegregation forward.153 The navy and air force swiftly proposed
policies that satisfied the Fahy Committee, but wrangling with the army
dragged on for nearly two years. Secretary of the Army Kenneth Royall ar-
dently defended segregation and threatened that he would resign before 
dismantling the existing system. Regarding the army, Kenworthy vividly re-
called, “They were impossible! You had to cram it down their throat.”154

Faced with substantial resistance, Truman could have acceded to the army by
leaving implementation to its judgment. But, to his credit, he did not.155

Truman’s staff kept him apprised of the army’s recalcitrance,156 and, at crit-
ical junctures and always in support of racial equality, he and his aides inter-
vened in the Fahy Committee’s often-deadlocked negotiations. Truman had
privately promised the committee’s chairman, Judge Charles Fahy, any and
all assistance, and, according to one Defense Department official, Truman had
“made it very clear to [Secretary of Defense James] Forrestal that he wasn’t
kidding around and we were trying to implement this.”157 During the pro-
tracted negotiations, the White House’s backing never wavered. Royall, who
refused all compromise, was eventually forced to resign. At key moments, the
White House made it clear that it would not accept any proposal to which the
Fahy Committee had not agreed. Especially during the fall of 1949, when only
the most difficult gaps remained, this bolstered the committee’s resolve.158 In
January 1950, with only the racial quota unresolved, Secretary of Defense
Louis Johnson recommended that the committee be dismissed, but Truman
refused to dissolve the committee until the army had conceded on the quota
two months later. As one historian has concluded, “The President’s backing
for all of the Fahy group’s recommendations to the Army enabled the com-
mittee to overcome the almost total opposition to integration in this ser-
vice.”159 Segregation would persist until the exigencies of the Korean War,
combined with the racial quota’s elimination at the committee’s insistence,
impelled commanders to experiment with integrated platoons. While gener-
als ultimately did the heavy lifting in integrating the Korean theater and the
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entire army, creating an atmosphere in which opposition to integration was
unsustainable, this consensus would never have taken shape without civilian
pressure by way of the Fahy Committee. African Americans rightly gave Tru-
man the credit he so richly deserved.

In African Americans’ eyes, Truman’s commitment to racial integration in
the military confirmed his sincerity. William Hastie later recalled that military
segregation was “of particular concern to the Negro, and a great irritant,” and
it meant much that Truman, in this matter, “moved very positively and effec-
tively.” When Roy Wilkins, as Truman was departing office, listed the presi-
dent’s achievements in the field of civil rights, he put at the top that blacks
were finally “serving their country’s armed forces in pride and honor, instead
of humiliation and despair.” During the campaign of 1952, Walter White, writ-
ing to a liberal Eisenhower supporter, focused on these gains in the armed
forces and credited Truman directly. One year into Eisenhower’s term, White
reviewed the achievements of 1953 and enumerated four advances, of which
two related to the continuation and extension of military desegregation. He
was optimistic about what the future would bring: “NAACP is confident that
we are now in a climate of opinion which makes America ready for calm ac-
ceptance of integration.”160 White could not have been more wrong, as “mas-
sive resistance” lay just around the corner. But his mood reflected the strength
of the signal that Truman and later Eisenhower had sent.

Not only was this signal costly but it ranked high along a number of other
dimensions. First, desegregation was not likely to be reversed. The top brass
was now committed to an integrated armed forces. Moreover, returning to
segregation would, while bringing few benefits, prove a public relations dis-
aster. In short, the United States’ hands were tied. Second, the signal was rel-
atively clear. Although desegregation began in wartime, it extended beyond
the end of the war and into theaters that had not been touched by hostilities.
Moreover, although implementation depended on the cooperation of the of-
ficer corps, the policy was of civilian provenance. Third, the military was, in
the wake of World War II and the Korean War, an available cultural symbol.

Assessing the Signal: Desegregation and Political Structure

The racial integration of the armed forces spoke to the commitment of Tru-
man—and perhaps of the executive branch—to full citizenship for African
Americans. But the U.S. political system, with its checks and balances and its
federal structure, militates against strong manpower-policy signaling. Blacks
could not be sure that the president spoke for the other actors who possessed
substantial control over the legitimate means of violence. At the federal level,
the large Southern delegation was rendered disproportionately powerful in
the anti-majoritarian Senate, and it could (and would) effectively exploit com-
mittee chairmanships and rules of procedure to prevent significant civil rights
legislation. Even more important, the reach of the federal government was
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limited, and local officials operated with a great deal of autonomy. The de-
segregation of the military, even if it revealed how the federal executive
would respond to black demands, disclosed nothing about the likely response
of state and local authorities.

Activists on behalf of blacks’ rights had long grasped that “all politics is lo-
cal.” In 1927 James Weldon Johnson told an NAACP audience:

It is worth a great deal more for a Negro in Mississippi to help elect the
sheriff, the prosecuting attorney, the police judge, the board of educa-
tion and the various other local officers than it is to help elect the Presi-
dent of the United States. Why? If you are a Negro in Mississippi[,] the
President of the United States cannot help you one bit.161

That Johnson came to this realization was ironic, for the NAACP, under Wal-
ter White’s leadership, would focus less on developing vibrant local branches
than on lobbying the federal government and on pursuing legal challenges to
segregation and discrimination.162

Civil rights activists and federal representatives had long observed that lo-
cal officials were key protagonists in the theater of lynching.163 The 1921 Anti-
Lynching Conference, organized by the NAACP, found that “local and state
authorities too often offer only the feeblest objection to the actions of the mob
which is permitted to do its will unchecked.”164 FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover
placed the blame squarely at the feet of local authorities for impeding federal
investigations. State police would make only perfunctory inquiries, grand ju-
ries would not return indictments, those convicted of lynching would receive
inadequate sentences, and local communities would refuse to divulge any in-
formation. Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights went further, charging that
state and local officials were often at least complicit and were sometimes ac-
tive participants. Its call for federal intervention was premised on these offi-
cials’ unwillingness or inability to right wrongs against black citizens.165

Civil rights activists and organizations needed to be sensitive to local con-
ditions. Even a group as devoted to direct action and as generally optimistic
about its possibilities as CORE believed in the mid-1950s that field work in
the South was inadvisable without “cautious prior planning” and without lo-
cal contacts. Roy Wilkins summarized well the South’s race rules: “It cannot
be repeated too many times that Negroes do not tell southern white people
what they think about segregation and civil rights. . . . Negroes tell whites
only what is necessary to keep the peace and get along in the little worlds we
both inhabit.”166 Openness to black demands in the federal government by
no means implied that forces at lower levels would be equally open, and their
continued opposition weakened the military manpower-policy signal.

Consequently, the civil rights movement did not originate with the tradi-
tional bastions of organized black politics, with groups like the NAACP and
the Urban League that were most likely to be sensitive to such signals. It came
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from below, from the religious institutions that were the backbone of Southern
black society, from the individuals whose accumulated resentment and per-
sonal bravery (combined with a crucial dose of foolhardiness) led them to chal-
lenge the Southern racial order. There is no evidence that the 1956 Montgomery
Bus Boycott, which garnered worldwide attention and was the movement’s
opening salvo, was even indirectly linked to the desegregation of the armed
forces. The key organization initially was not the local NAACP, but the
Women’s Political Council, whose president seems, for personal reasons, to
have been particularly resentful of bus segregation. More important than na-
tional trends was the 1953 election of a racial moderate to the Montgomery City
Commission. One can only conclude, as has legal scholar Gerald Rosenberg,
that “a host of local factors provided the inspiration for the boycott.”167 The
same is true regarding the sit-in movement. The first sit-in, by four black stu-
dents at a Greensboro, North Carolina, Woolworth’s lunch counter, sprang
from countless bull sessions, personal humiliations, and even the intervention
of an eccentric local businessman—that is, factors other than national planning
by national organizations. Stirred by the Montgomery boycott and by their fel-
low students’ bravery, young blacks embraced the sit-in as a means of draw-
ing attention to larger inequities in the South and across the country.168

Military desegregation excited the national NAACP and prominent ac-
tivists such as A. Philip Randolph, but they were secondary players in the
emerging civil rights movement. While Randolph at least was enthusiastic
about mass action and had been a pioneer in exploiting its potential, the
NAACP generally opposed civil disobedience and preferred lobbying and 
litigation.169 It saw new actors, such as the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference and later the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, as
challengers for the mantle of leadership, and it openly clashed with and even
sought to undermine them. When blacks’ quest for civil rights greatly inten-
sified in the early 1960s, African Americans’ status in the U.S. armed forces
was barely on the radar screen, and the starchy organizations that had earlier
taken the lead in combating military segregation were at best reluctantly
pulled along by the wave of mass protest.170

Desegregation of the armed forces was of symbolic importance, and one
should not underestimate the significance of reducing racial discrimination
in the nation’s single-largest employer. But it did not have the reverberations
that some foresaw and desired. It was, as the theoretical framework would
have expected, a relatively weak signal, and it did not spark the civil rights
movement. The consequences of desegregation illustrate nicely the limits of
the military’s manpower policy as a signal.
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Conclusion

With the intense passions of the Civil War swiftly receding, and with nu-
merous voices calling for sectional reconciliation and for equal honor to be be-
stowed on both sides’ soldiers, Frederick Douglass was livid. Just six years
after the war’s conclusion, in front of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, he
protested that he was “no minister of malice,” but he nonetheless swore “may
my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth if I forget the difference between
the parties to that . . . bloody conflict,” between “those who struck at the na-
tion’s life, and those who struck to save it—those who fought for slavery and
those who fought for liberty and justice.” But Douglass, engaged in a battle
over the meaning of the Civil War, was fighting for a truly lost cause. Many
years later, he bemoaned his fellow citizens’ short memories: “We see colored
citizens shot down and driven from the ballot box, and forget the services ren-
dered by the colored troops in the late war for the Union.”1

Douglass’s feelings of abandonment after the Civil War, of sacrifice freely
made and inadequately rewarded, were familiar to African American leaders
before and after him. Whenever the United States has been threatened, blacks
have come forward to bear arms on the nation’s behalf, often in the belief that,
in the war’s wake, their claims for full and equal rights could not be denied.
But, more often than not, they have come away disappointed. Were they foolish
to think that any sense of obligation could override Americans’ deep-seated
racism and fear of black economic competition? Although black leaders might
have been overoptimistic and certainly made their share of errors, they were
neither stupid nor naive. In the past, minority groups have often framed their
rights claims as the just deserts for their collective sacrifice, and they have at
times thereby compelled state leaders to acknowledge the justice of their de-
mands. The preceding two chapters have shown, in accord with the theoret-
ical framework, how and when the armed forces’ racial policies did (and did



not) shape the pattern of black mobilization in the twentieth century and why
black efforts to exchange military service for first-class citizenship have been
frustrated.

The deeply exclusionary policies of the U.S. armed forces during World
War I and the interwar period were disillusioning to a generation of African
Americans that had placed nearly all their eggs in the basket of military ser-
vice. When the extent of discrimination within the wartime armed forces be-
came clear, when the military returned to its prewar ways after the Armistice,
and when black veterans found their postwar world unchanged if not more
vicious, blacks became the model of “separationist quiescence.” With the ex-
ception of that relatively rare breed, the New Negro, most retreated to their
own world and failed to press their case. Their distress at the same time un-
derpinned the popularity of Marcus Garvey. During World War II and after,
the situation of African Americans in the armed forces improved, but they
were again discouraged by the confrontation with discrimination in uniform,
their overrepresentation in support units, and the postwar turn toward the
prewar norm. Nevertheless, in the immediate postwar years, blacks mobi-
lized for integration—a surprising outcome from the perspective of the ana-
lytical framework; in this case, a host of other factors overwhelmed the
exclusionary manpower-policy signal. Finally, the desegregation of the armed
forces, ordered in 1948 and implemented several years later, had little impact
on black politics for reasons highlighted by the theoretical apparatus. Deseg-
regation was politically costly for Truman, but the country’s political struc-
ture undercut the clarity and credibility of the signal. When the civil rights
movement burst on the scene in the late 1950s, military desegregation had lit-
tle to do with it.

What about African American efforts to deploy the rhetoric of military sac-
rifice and just rewards to their political advantage? While the Druze benefited
from Israel’s relatively narrow republican citizenship discourse, African
Americans were not so lucky. After World War I, race was as central to U.S.
citizenship discourse as was republicanism, bequeathing rhetorical possibili-
ties to white politicians and allowing them to ignore black claims-making. Af-
ter World War II, sensing the ascendancy of liberalism and learning from their
earlier failures, blacks rarely played on their willingness to brave the bullets
and instead became cold war liberals. While this move wrung some conces-
sions from decision makers, the flexibility of liberalism presented their oppo-
nents with rhetorical options, and the cold war worked to limit the scope of
black claims-making. In the postwar period, blacks might have been better off
invoking their sacrifices for the nation, as this rights frame might have af-
forded them some protection from charges of Communist subversion.

For both fringe claimants and core elites, framing is central to politics. For
weak actors, words are often nearly all they have. But, as I argue in the final
chapter, the African American experience suggests the high barriers to rhetor-
ical coercion. In the end, for African Americans, the appeal to accepted ideals
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and past rhetorical commitments proved most useful in combating formal
discrimination and segregation in public institutions. It was far less effica-
cious with regard to discrimination in other arenas: the private sector, the dis-
tribution of public resources, employment and housing conditions, and so on.
The turn to collective protest and especially violence in the 1960s produced
immediate change even in the Deep South, but it was no panacea. Such costly
and unconventional tactics were ultimately often self-defeating, as they alien-
ated whites and sparked a political backlash.2
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Chapter 8

Unusual Duties, Usual Rights: Soldiering
and Citizenship

Since Bill Clinton’s first days in the Oval Office, the question of whether
gays should be permitted to serve openly in the U.S. armed forces has peri-
odically roiled the American political scene. On the surface, the debate has
pivoted on claims about the effects of sexual orientation on unit cohesion and
of cohesion on combat effectiveness.1 That much was relatively predictable.
More puzzling was the passion on both sides.2 The Clinton administration’s
acquiescence in “don’t ask, don’t tell” was understandably disappointing to
gays, but what the former believed to be a reasonable compromise, the latter
generally disparaged as an unforgivable sellout. Gay leaders’ most vicious
rhetoric was reserved not for the conservative Republicans and the top mili-
tary brass who had submarined reform efforts but for the Clinton White
House that had squandered its political capital on their cause. The reaction
seemed out of proportion to the crime.3 It is equally difficult to comprehend
the depth of the opposition. There could hardly have been a better time than
in the 1990s to experiment with a more liberal military policy on sexual ori-
entation. The cold war was over, great power war no longer loomed, and
while the United States regularly exercised its military muscle, it did so in 
a limited fashion—in situations in which, even if the purported harm to 
efficiency were realized, the costs would have been manageable. Cold ar-
guments about efficiency can hardly explain the intensity of the conserva-
tives’ resistance.

Early on, however, both sides revealed that their stances were shaped by a
deeper premise—that the inclusion of gays in the armed forces would have
profound consequences for society at large.4 For social conservatives and lib-
erals alike, the struggle between the Clinton White House and the Pentagon
was a bellwether battle in the culture wars. The nation’s leading conservative
magazine, the National Review, saw “don’t ask, don’t tell” as “a key victory. . . .



Had Mr. Clinton delivered on his pledge to the gay lobby, he would have
opened the way to the next controversy: redefining the family to mean just
about anything.” For the columnist William Raspberry, the “basic, overriding
anxiety” was that “gays in the military is the first wedge in what will become
a series of demands for gay marriages, full civil rights as a protected category
under the law, gay curricula . . . , and all that.”5

On the other side of the political spectrum, the Nation argued that the cam-
paign was “ultimately the only way to advance society in the direction of sex-
ual tolerance and, more than that, liberation.” Another observer, noting that
“the ability to serve in the armed forces has been a defining characteristic of
full citizenship,” believed that Clinton’s failure had demonstrated the hol-
lowness of his broader campaign promise to gays. At the time, the journalist
Andrew Sullivan placed the military’s prohibition of gays at the top of the gay
political agenda. “Its real political power—and the real source of resistance to
it—comes from its symbolism,” he wrote. “The acceptance of gay people at
the heart of the state, at the core of the notion of patriotism, is anathema to
those who wish to consign homosexuals to the margins of society.”6 Nearly a
decade later, Sullivan’s views had not greatly changed. After the terrorist at-
tacks of September 11, he, along with much of the media, believed (incor-
rectly) that the military had stopped discharging gays, and he put great stock
in it.7 “This is the first major war in which the open visible presence of gay
and lesbian Americans cannot be denied,” he noted, and the war’s gay he-
roes—from soldiers in the armed forces to the openly gay Catholic priest who
died while ministering to firefighters at the World Trade Center—would
point the way toward “a brighter, integrated day.”8 Given the imagined
stakes, it is not without reason that the U.S. military’s policies toward gays
have become the battleground for a fierce struggle over social values.

The notion that militaries are more than instruments for the application of
force, that they are fundamentally social institutions that both reflect and
mold the character of their surrounding political communities, has a distin-
guished lineage. It prompted the German historian Otto Hintze, for one, to
declare that “all state organization was originally military organization, or-
ganization for war.”9 It inspired Machiavelli as well as lesser luminaries
across the ages to tout obligatory military service as a way to cultivate civic
virtue and counter rampant individualism. And it has historically intensified
debates over manpower policy. The call to the colors gives rise to the question
of not only who will live and who will die but who will be denied full citi-
zenship and who will enjoy its benefits. For gays seeking a place in the Amer-
ican mainstream, the military’s discriminatory policies have loomed large, for
they have believed—rightly or wrongly—that true acceptance would not
come as long as they were denied an open place in the armed forces. Con-
vinced that a more liberal military stance on sexual orientation would culmi-
nate in widespread libertinism, the contamination of American culture, and
ultimately moral relativism, conservatives have rallied to the status quo’s
defense.
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The experience of American gays, while in some ways unique, is nonethe-
less familiar. Conscious of their fringe status and influenced by the republi-
can tradition, groups at the margins have often sought to move toward the
center by embracing the preeminent obligation of citizenship. During the Boer
War, for example, Gandhi organized Indians in South Africa, prohibited from
fighting for Britain, into a frontline ambulance corps, so that they would seem
more desirable citizens and so as to bolster their postwar claims-making.10

Like those unambiguously within the nation, marginal groups have at times
sought to avoid military service, but they have perhaps more often volun-
teered, insisted that they too be subjected to conscription, and demanded that
they have the same opportunity to serve and, if need be, die for their country.
They have recognized that whether and how they serve in the armed forces
can have implications for the quality of their citizenship. Populations across
the globe—from Dalits (formerly “untouchables”) in India after indepen-
dence to Indians in South Africa in the 1970s to Native Americans in the
United States, especially in the twentieth century—have pursued this route
in the quest for broader societal inclusion.11 Patterns of military service may
merely reflect current citizenship arrangements, but they may also provide
otherwise weak minorities with a potentially powerful resource with which
to achieve (or at least move toward) full citizenship.

Citizenship is characterized by the mutual claims individuals and author-
ities can legitimately make on their respective resources, by the balance po-
litical communities forge between the rights populations can assert and the
public obligations they must fulfill. Understanding and explaining patterns
of formal and effective citizenship is intrinsically important, but citizenship
in the era of the nation-state has also defined—and will for the foreseeable fu-
ture continue to define—membership in the political community. It is not ac-
cidental that nationalism emerged in the wake of the revolutions of the late
eighteenth century, which reshaped the bonds between persons and powers
and thereby replaced the subject with the citizen. As many students of citi-
zenship and nationhood have suggested, to study citizenship in the modern
era is to study an institutional practice with substantial implications for na-
tional identity.

What We Have Learned

For centuries, political philosophers, social theorists, military planners, and
civilian leaders have held as an article of faith that the armed forces’ partici-
pation policies are of great import for the politics of citizenship and nation-
hood. Contemporary historians and social scientists have often endorsed this
proposition, but they have rarely subjected it to systematic analysis.12 Un-
substantiated assertions consequently abound in the relevant literatures. In
this book I have sought to place these claims on a more solid theoretical and
empirical footing. I have not challenged the notion that the military’s man-
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power policies may in fact shape citizenship and national identity, but I have
raised questions about the processes through which and the conditions under
which the military’s policies exert such effects.

There are at least two mechanisms through which patterns of military ser-
vice might shape the struggles of marginal groups for citizenship rights. First,
groups excluded from full membership in the political community have
sought, by fashioning a compelling rhetoric of military sacrifice, to verbally
bludgeon the state into granting them first-class citizenship. They have be-
lieved—or at least hoped—that their battlefield contributions would high-
light the inequity of their situation. They have sought to force the state’s
tongue and eventually its hand, to engage in rhetorical coercion. To make this
frame available, African American leaders encouraged young black men to
volunteer and to comply with the draft during the two world wars. Especially
from Hawaii, but even from the internment camps on the mainland, Japanese
Americans sought military glory during World War II so they might overcome
expected postwar discrimination. Although they were denied service over-
seas—except as nurses, telephone operators, and the like—white American
women contributed in countless ways to the war effort during World War I,
in part so they might demonstrate that they were worthy of the vote. The
Druze Arabs of Israel have consistently framed their claims in terms of mili-
tary sacrifice, and they remain convinced that this has been the key to their
relative success.

Persuasive rhetorical action seeks to convince targets of a claim’s rectitude,
but true persuasion is rare in the political arena, and it is not necessary to ef-
fect lasting change. Rhetoric may also be coercive. Although free in principle
to say anything they would like, targets of such rhetorical efforts may in prac-
tice feel compelled to adhere to particular formulations regardless of whether
they actually believe the words they are uttering. They may find themselves
without access to the cultural materials necessary for a sustainable rebuttal.
Israeli leaders regularly spoke of Israel as “the Jewish state” and generally
worked to further Jewish (as opposed to common Israeli) interests, but do-
mestic and international audiences prevented them from openly espousing
preference for their coreligionists; the disjuncture between Israel’s civic citi-
zenship discourse and the reality of its ethno-national policies created a space
for Arab, especially Druze, claims-making. Similarly, not long after World
War II, African American civil rights activists deemed racism to be no longer
acceptable. While racial prejudice remained prevalent, the war’s rhetoric had
transformed U.S. political discourse, so that overtly racist talk was politically
costly, except perhaps in the South.

Claims-making employing the military sacrifice frame may be rhetorically
coercive under three conditions. First, some public must be a party to the
episode: a necessary condition for rhetorical coercion is that the claimant must
be able to threaten credibly to bring that public into the conversation on its
side. If this audience is not engaged or does not exist, targets often need not
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respond at all and certainly need not be consistent. Second, the universe of
rhetorical commonplaces must be at least somewhat constrained. If actors are
free in both theory and practice to say anything they wish, rhetorical coercion
is impossible. Third, the prevailing citizenship discourse must be republican.
When it is exclusive, there is no gap between reality and normative commit-
ments that minorities might exploit. When it is liberal, minorities may make
headway—but not because of their sacrifices for the common good.

The cases illustrate both the possibilities and the limits of rhetorical coer-
cion based on military sacrifice. The Druze succeeded in wringing conces-
sions from Jewish politicians because Israel’s narrowly republican citizenship
discourse left the country’s leaders without a legitimate basis for relegating
the Druze to second-class citizenship. Openly acknowledging the state’s
ethno-national bias was not seen as sustainable, domestically or internation-
ally. Excluded from the IDF, Christian and Muslim Arabs could not credibly
deploy a republican frame. Their appeals, couched in liberal terms, were eas-
ily swept aside, as Jewish politicians retreated into republican justifications
for discrimination against Arabs who failed to perform the same duties as
other citizens.13 After World War I, blacks’ efforts to invoke their loyal sacri-
fice came to naught, despite the prevalence of republican citizenship talk.
Popular racism predisposed whites to belittle blacks’ battlefield achievements
and to credit allegations of black incompetence and cowardice. African Amer-
icans were thus unable to credibly threaten to appeal to a sympathetic audi-
ence. White American women, however, met with greater success in this racist
republican milieu, as they too drew on their wartime (though rarely armed)
sacrifices.

The path to rhetorical coercion is strewn with barriers. First, even the most
incontrovertible argument will have little impact when authorities need not
respond. African Americans overcame this problem after World War II 
because their conventional political resources were sufficient to warrant a
hearing. The Druze surmounted this hurdle when the sympathetic Hebrew-
language press lent itself to their cause and amplified their demands. In the
wake of World War I, however, African Americans could not compel white
politicians to address their grievances, no matter that they were framed in re-
publican terms. Second, rhetorical universes are typically less constrained
than claimants would like: they often provide authorities with options with
which to rebuff the minority’s claims. Jewish politicians could employ the re-
publican logic of citizenship to deny Christian and Muslim demands. After
World War II, Southern politicians justified discrimination against African
Americans by resorting to language that was overtly racist or by alleging that
civil rights organizations were Communist fronts. While political conserva-
tives outside the South acknowledged the injustices perpetrated against
African Americans, they argued at the same time, fully within the terms of
liberalism, that little could be done without violating the equally sacred rights
of states and local communities.
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Third, rhetorical coercion, like other attempts to influence politics, is
harder in decentralized political systems. The centralized structure of the Is-
raeli state allowed the Druze to focus their energies and make the greatest use
of the limited resources at their disposal. Operating within a federal system,
African Americans, in contrast, had to direct their appeals at multiple power
holders. They discovered that their reliance on the rhetoric of cold war liber-
alism, so effective with the Truman administration, carried less sway with 
local authorities. Finally, the immediate consequence of even successful
rhetorical coercion is a favorable public statement by the relevant political
leader(s), but this does not translate smoothly into implementation, which
takes place behind closed doors. Both African Americans and Druze learned
that getting policymakers to agree in principle was not the same as moving a
bureaucracy to act.

Given these difficulties, why would marginal groups turn to this political
strategy and have any hope in its efficacy? Partly because they lack other
means of influencing politics. Partly because the strategy seems relatively low
in cost, since the worst that can happen is that the powers that be will ignore
or reject the appeal.14 Partly, and most important, because they have an abid-
ing faith that rhetorical commitments ultimately matter, that authorities 
cannot forever maintain the gap between rhetoric and reality, and that by en-
gaging in rhetorical coercion they are creating the foundation for progress in
the long run. The racial desegregation of the armed forces did not lead directly
to the flowering of the civil rights movement, but Truman’s rhetorical em-
brace of the civil rights agenda and his (and Eisenhower’s) limited imple-
mentation of it helped reinforce a normative milieu in which racism was no
longer tolerated. The young civil rights activists who came of age in the late
1950s and early 1960s confronted a very different United States than had the
veterans of World War I and even World War II—one for which Truman was
at least partly responsible.15 There is a reason, in short, that Truman’s advis-
ers universally have, despite his meager tangible accomplishments, counted
civil rights as among the most prominent elements of his legacy.

The second mechanism further fleshes out how the military’s manpower
policies relate to the minority’s future status. Citizenship, claimants under-
stand, is rarely granted without a fight, but such struggle is problematic. Be-
cause the state is normally relatively strong, the minority relatively weak, and
political activity potentially costly, minorities will not mobilize without cal-
culating, at least loosely, whether the state will respond with equanimity or
repression to their demand for citizenship rights. Thanks to the traditional
link between service and citizenship, minorities may treat the armed forces’
participation policies as indicative of how the state will react to an increase in
minority political activity. The strength of the signal is a function of its credi-
bility, clarity, and availability.

The inclusion of the Druze in the IDF was a powerful signal. Israel’s mili-
tarist culture and threatening international environment rendered the signal
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available. The dominance of Mapai made the signal clear and reduced con-
cerns about involuntary defection. Finally, drafting the Druze was strategi-
cally costly, boosting the signal’s credibility. In contrast, the desegregation of
the U.S. armed forces, while politically costly for Truman, was a far weaker
signal because of the federal and decentralized political structure of the
United States. No matter how sincere African Americans believed Truman to
be, they had to pay attention to local authorities in the South, whose feelings
regarding civil rights were only too clear.

When the signal is strong, shifts in the military’s manpower policy shape
the objectives, tactics, and timing of the minority’s challenge and in turn the
form and degree of effective citizenship that the minority may attain. First, 
included minorities pursue integration, while excluded minorities pursue
separation. These two objectives imply different relationships with the sur-
rounding political community and thus different forms of citizenship. Second,
included minorities, believing state repression unlikely, mobilize relatively
early, while excluded minorities opt for silence in the short to medium term.
The earlier a group mobilizes, the sooner it pressures the state to redress
wrongs, and, all else being equal, the greater its progress. Third, included mi-
norities generally employ conventional political tactics, while excluded mi-
norities embrace contentious politics.

The Druze in Israel mobilized by the mid- to late-1960s for integrative aims
and played by the rules of the Israeli political game: they appealed to the com-
passion of the Hebrew media and the Jewish public, crafted resonant public
claims, and dared Jewish politicians to lay bare the ethno-national basis of dis-
crimination. In contrast, their Christian and Muslim neighbors, despite their
superiority in conventional political resources, remained quiescent until the
mid-1970s. At that time, they began to build independent social, economic,
and political institutions and to vote for Arab-dominated parties that identi-
fied with the Palestinian cause and that envisioned autonomy for Israel’s
Palestinian citizens. Although they participated vigorously in parliamentary
politics, they also engaged in mass, and sometimes violent, protest. Similarly,
even as most African Americans, deeply disillusioned by the mistreatment of
blacks in the U.S. Army during the First World War and by the violence di-
rected against black veterans in the war’s wake, returned to their quiescent
prewar ways, their disappointment fostered a milieu ripe for the separationist
agenda of Marcus Garvey.

The empirical scope of this work has been limited to cases within two dem-
ocratic regimes, the United States and Israel, but the theoretical dynamics are
in principle generalizable. Statistical tests can establish a proposition’s cross-
national validity, but the proposed mechanisms—with their focus on the se-
quence and process of political contestation, on rhetorical interplay, and on
cultural context—require careful process tracing. I cannot here make a strong
case for the theoretical framework’s portability, but I hope others will inves-
tigate the many other cases to which it may be applicable. Did Sikhs’ over-
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representation in the Indian Army bolster their claims on state resources? Did
blacks and mulattos in nineteenth-century Brazil undermine slavery by de-
ploying the rhetoric of military sacrifice? Did the Batswa (formerly Pygmies)
in Zaire in the 1970s successfully exploit military service to overcome their
marginality, and did exposure to military service spark political activity among
them? Have shifting military-participation policies transformed broader pat-
terns of politics in postapartheid South Africa? The range of cases in which
these dynamics might be explored is extraordinarily large.

Implications for Contemporary Affairs

We often tend to assume that debates over military service are a thing of the
past. But, in fact, these continue to run hot in both the developing and the de-
veloped world. After World War II, Europe’s major powers—notably France
and Germany—instituted military recruitment systems based on mass con-
scription, less because of functional military needs than because of military
training’s assumed contribution to societal integration and civic socialization.
In the late 1990s, despite the absence of a looming threat to European security
and despite stagnant economies and persistent budget crunches, decisions to
limit the size of entering cohorts or to abandon the mass-army model were
extremely controversial. In Israel, military exemptions for ultra-Orthodox
Jewish seminarians have aroused the ire of the country’s secular majority as
well as religious Zionists, and the issue has regularly emerged as an electoral
football. The refusal of Israel’s Arab citizens to volunteer for or be drafted to
the IDF or even to perform nonmilitary national service figures prominently
in national debates over their citizenship status. Beyond the world of indus-
trialized democracies, the question of who serves is of even greater import,
for who serves is often who rules. Nonrepresentative armed forces sustain
nonrepresentative governing authorities, and the dominance of particular
communal and kinship groups in the officer corps has paved the way for un-
usual degrees of political influence.

Even in the United States, the paradigmatic liberal state, such matters have
continually risen to the top of the public agenda. Particularly since the incep-
tion of the all-volunteer force in 1973, the racial and ethnic composition of the
armed forces has received much scrutiny, as African Americans and Latinos
have become overrepresented. Although the military is often acknowledged
to be the most racially integrated institution in the contemporary United
States, allegations of racial and ethnic discrimination persist, for African
Americans and Latinos lack a corresponding presence in the upper reaches of
the officer corps. Some feminists have drawn attention to discrimination
against women in the armed forces, particularly their exclusion from combat
units. In recent years, gays have repeatedly taken aim at the military’s poli-
cies on sexual orientation. Finally, for the first time in over thirty years, the na-
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ture of the U.S. military’s recruitment system has again become a hot topic.
The Bush administration’s “war on terror” has stretched the army, in partic-
ular, very thin, and the National Guard and Reserves have been so exploited
as to raise questions about the reserve system’s long-term viability. Few are
yet willing to contemplate seriously the imposition of a new draft, but the
whispers are growing ever louder—at least in part because of alleged class
and race bias in the composition of the U.S. armed forces.

Such debates are difficult to comprehend if one adopts the conventional re-
alist view that military participation policies are devised primarily to meet
foreign threats. In this book I have proceeded from the premise that the mili-
tary is also a social institution, shaped by but also shaping social structures
and values. This is the only plausible way to make sense of why the military’s
internal composition historically has been and today continues to be the sub-
ject of such intense debate.

The core arguments also have implications for understanding the role the
military may play in democratic transition and consolidation. The classic
question of civil-military relations has been how to guard the guardians: how
to build a military strong enough that it can defend the nation but not so
strong that it will encroach on the tasks properly assigned to civilian author-
ities. Such encroachment is tempting, and students of democratization have
generally viewed the armed forces as a potential threat to fragile democratic 
institutions. Although this has much merit, it overlooks the positive contri-
bution the military may make to the emergence of democracy. In a rarely
noted passage, Dankwart Rustow argued over thirty years ago that democ-
racy is impossible unless “the vast majority of citizens in a democracy-to-
be . . . have no doubt or mental reservations as to which political community
they belong to.”16 For many former Communist countries and developing na-
tions, hovering somewhere between authoritarianism and democracy, these
problems of “stateness” pose profound threats to their incipient democratic
institutions.17 If a more prominent military institution is better situated to fos-
ter more inclusive citizenship, it may help construct the sort of cohesive po-
litical community that democratic institutions require. This work, therefore,
serves as a corrective to the common view that powerful militaries are entirely
inimical to democracy.

Third, this study speaks directly to contemporary debates over the nature
of citizenship. Communitarians have, particularly in the United States,
launched a vigorous broadside against the postwar culture of rights. An
emerging consensus is that Western democracies demand too little of their cit-
izens: the well-intentioned effort to safeguard individual liberties has harmed
the quality of democracy by nurturing a citizenry focused on pursuing pri-
vate goods rather than on serving the public good.18 In the absence of a more
deeply participatory citizenship, populaces become disengaged from politics,
and the result is the erosion of political community.19 Communitarianism and
republicanism are not identical,20 but their adherents share a distaste for the
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atomistic world of liberalism and share an aspiration for a true community,
marked by solidarity and belonging. And I am sympathetic to their argument
that a renewed emphasis on civic duty and public service might reinvigorate
American democracy.21

This book, however, raises questions about the communitarian and even the
civic republican project. Contemporary republicans acknowledge that histor-
ically republicanism has imagined a citizenry composed of men, of men of sub-
stance, and of men in the mainstream, but they persuasively argue that
republicanism, properly understood, can accommodate and contribute to fem-
inist, socialist, and multiculturalist agendas.22 But they have failed to confront
adequately the tension between theory and practice and to come to grips with
republicanism’s unsavory history. In both Israel and the United States, repub-
lican citizenship discourse created opportunities for some groups at the mar-
gins but also silenced others. It frustrated white American women’s efforts to
gain the vote throughout the second half of the nineteenth century and into
the twentieth, and it continues to stymie Arab attempts to garner first-class
citizenship in Israel.23 As the highest form of civic virtue, military service has
often been treated as a prerequisite for full membership in the political com-
munity. When republicanism predominates, those who fail to risk their lives
on the battlefield cannot persuasively lay claim to the full range of rights. Al-
though there are alternative ways of demonstrating virtue, military service has
often trumped such signs of commitment. The possibilities and limits of repub-
licanism thus rest crucially on contingent intersubjective understandings of
both who is a citizen and what is virtue. Given republicanism’s dark side, one
might reasonably conclude that it may be more productive to rectify the de-
fects of liberalism than to call for the renewal of republicanism. The question
is whether liberalism can be made compatible with obligation, and the scle-
rotic state of contemporary liberal democracy is reason enough for skepti-
cism. What remains unclear is whether we face a true dilemma—forced to
choose between the impoverished politics of liberalism and the potential ex-
clusiveness of republicanism—or whether critical philosophical and political
work can forge political cultures protective of liberty, dedicated to civic duty,
supportive of solidarity, and committed to a broad citizenry.

This suggests two related questions. Are there other state institutions, such
as the civil service, that might serve the same function in shaping minority
political activity? Are there other ways through which citizens might demon-
strate civic virtue and lay the foundation for potent citizenship claims? A civil
service signal might be credible: civil service reform has in the past been
costly, prompting protests from opponents within and outside the bureau-
cracy, and one would expect inclusive changes in appointment and promo-
tion policies to spark resistance. More problematic though would be the
signal’s availability. The republican tradition links citizenship with the per-
formance of public obligation. When government is resented, functionaries
are usually viewed as bureaucrats: obstructionist cogs in a convoluted ma-
chinery. When government is hailed, they are often seen as technocrats: effi-
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cient and capable, but hardly civil servants working tirelessly for the public
good. The availability of a signal depends on its cultural meaning, and a civil
service signal would probably fall flat.

There are, however, more promising substitutes for military service. In par-
ticular contexts, paramilitaries and constabularies have been regarded as
functionally and culturally equivalent to formal armed forces. In other cir-
cumstances—such as when only small numbers serve or when the military is
not seen as performing a critical and salient function—military service may
not confer any unusual status, and rights claims framed around military sac-
rifice may not carry any special weight. Other forms of national service may
then be treated as comparable, perhaps even superior, to military service.24

Civic virtue is a cultural construction: a shared understanding that, at least in
republican polities, is often the subject of intense contestation. What precisely
serves as evidence of civic virtue must be negotiated, and it is therefore his-
torically contingent. This book has not problematized this socially significant
category, but a fuller understanding of the politics of sacrifice requires grasp-
ing the shifting meaning of civic virtue and the place of military service in that
complex.25

The Armed Forces in a Globalized World

At least two lines of argument—one stemming from the purported implica-
tions of globalization for citizenship and the other from the decline of mass
military service—suggest that, regardless of this book’s insight into past dy-
namics, its applicability to the present and especially the future is limited.
However, these objections are, on the whole, not persuasive.

Globalization and the Alleged Irrelevance of National Citizenship

As early as the 1960s, theorists of globalization proclaimed the demise of the
nation-state. More often joyously than mournfully, they have vigorously ar-
gued that global flows of information, money, and people have eroded the
powers and even boundaries of the state. It is but a short step to the conclu-
sion that national citizenship itself is outmoded. Insofar as globalization has
promoted governance structures below and above the nation-state, it has also
fostered a surge, or more aptly a resurgence, of transnational, supranational,
and subnational identities.26 Not only do communities of experience and
meaning no longer reside exclusively at the level of the state but the implicit
social contract binding states and citizens is under attack. Individuals submit
to state authority and promise their allegiance in exchange for protection, but
states are increasingly unable to hold up their end of the bargain. National cit-
izenship is increasingly an anachronistic relic, and citizenship itself must be
reconstituted on a regional or global basis.27 Such arguments, once bandied
about on the fringe, today increasingly represent the mainstream view.
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Many years ago, Stanley Hoffmann famously noted that students of re-
gional integration were getting far ahead of reality in heralding the end of the
nation-state in Europe: in his oft-quoted formulation, the state is obstinate, not
obsolete.28 Forty years later, one might turn aside the more extravagant claims
of globalization theorists with the same neat phrase. Certainly, over the in-
tervening decades, the world has changed dramatically. Systems of trans-
portation and communications have penetrated formerly isolated places,
levels of foreign direct investment have reached remarkable heights, and
multinational corporations have proliferated. After September 11, 2001, one
hardly need argue that the world is replete with transnational threats requir-
ing collaborative solutions. Renewed attention to transnational actors and
networks is not a fad but a response to apparently enduring trends.

Yet no matter how avidly the nation-state’s detractors might wish it to re-
linquish its authority to some global or regional body, no matter how fer-
vently they might hope for some form of cosmopolitan citizenship, the
nation-state remains the fundamental unit of the international system. Pow-
erful regional organizations have not arisen of their own or of popular accord:
they have been created through negotiations among nation-states seeking to
advance their own interests, and they have been sustained by those states. At
the same time, progressive transnational activists could not exert influence
were there not liberal states in which to operate. States are ultimately re-
sponsible for much of the global governance that does exist, and the support
of nation-states enables this world in which people, technology, information,
ideas, products, and wealth flow relatively rapidly and freely across bor-
ders.29 Across much of the globe, the state provides whatever domestic order
and security exist and sets the rules of the political game. And it remains
among the basic units of allegiance. Forecasts of the nation-state’s death un-
derestimate “both the staying power and the flexibility of the national form
as a mode of organizing affiliation, political agency, and the global movement
of people, money, and ideas.”30

Nationhood and citizenship have proven durable not as stable entities but
as fluid organizing discourses, as flexible categories through which people
make sense of their worlds. Exclusion is implicit in the process of identity for-
mation: to know who I am, I must be able to identify those whom I am like
and those whom I am not like.31 Cosmopolitanism, though seemingly ap-
pealing in the abstract, fails to grasp the fundamental human need to belong
and thus to exclude. Civic forms of nationalism are particularly attractive be-
cause they are simultaneously inclusive and exclusive—open yet not infi-
nitely expansive. As the legal institution embodying that ideal, national
citizenship has proven resilient because it holds out the possibility of eman-
cipation while demarcating the boundaries of membership.32 The nation-
state and its corollary national citizenship are thriving and will continue to
thrive, even in an age of globalization.

In their more honest moments, writers on globalization have distinguished
description from desire. Even so committed a global cosmopolitan as Richard

192 Fighting for Rights



Falk has admitted that the “deterritorializing of citizenship seems presently,
and for the foreseeable future, to reflect exceedingly ‘thin’ sentiments (either
superficial and utopian or real . . . but engaging only a tiny fragment of soci-
ety) as compared to the still ‘thick’ affinities that bind the overwhelming 
majority of generally patriotic citizens to their state and its flag.” Global citi-
zenship is the project of “a visionary, activist minority that organizes itself lo-
cally and transnationally . . . to construct a global civil society premised on an
ethos of cosmopolitan democracy.”33 Imaginative, arguably admirable, per-
haps prophetic, but nonetheless a tiny minority, probably no larger today than
it was twenty-five years ago—and likely not to be much larger twenty-five
years from now.

Liberalism and the Alleged Irrelevance of Military Service

Only when the military is a culturally available resource can shifts in its man-
power policies serve as a signal of how the state would respond to demands
for citizenship rights. Only when republicanism is central to the discourse of
citizenship can military sacrifice serve as a basis for rhetorical coercion. A
critic might argue that neither of these conditions holds in the present or will
likely hold in the future.34 On the whole, however, this critique reflects a tele-
ological and ultimately ahistorical view, and it conflates recent developments
in the industrialized world with broader global trends.

First, some might point to the contemporary culture of rights as evidence
that military service would fail to resonate. Since the end of World War II, the
links between citizenship and public duty have grown thin, and Western po-
litical culture is neither accustomed to nor appreciative of sacrifice. After the
attacks of September 11, President George W. Bush urged Americans to ex-
press their patriotism not by laying their lives on the line but by laying their
wallets on the store counter. Asked whether Americans would need to make
sacrifices in the “war on terror,” Bush declared, “I think the American people
are sacrificing now.” How? “I think they’re waiting in airport lines longer than
they’ve ever had [to] before.”35 This response, laughable on its face, was even
more so in light of the repeated comparisons between the war on terrorism
and World War II—between the continual small sacrifice of time and conve-
nience and the continuous great sacrifice of blood and treasure.

Second, the military’s cultural centrality has been receding for reasons only
indirectly related to the triumph of liberalism. During the age of nationalism,
wars were waged by immense, lightly trained, conscript armies. By the end
of the twentieth century, however, militaries were smaller, increasingly pro-
fessional, and better educated and trained. The battlefield had become heav-
ily digitized and computerized, and warriors were replaced by managers and
programmers. War was becoming “post-heroic,” and conscription was seen
as nearly unimaginable, with the result that the military operated ever more
on society’s margins. The mass army was dead, long live the “postmodern
military.”36 The military’s prominence as a societal institution may also be
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suffering because war, its central purpose, is arguably obsolete. The costs of
conventional warfare, the impossibility of nuclear war, the economic benefits
of peace, and the spread of liberal democracy: these are the pillars of the once
and future security community.37 If war is becoming a thing of the past, the
military may become further marginalized and its capacity to reshape society
may be correspondingly attenuated.

These arguments are attractive, but that is in no small measure because
they flatter and reassure us. They suggest that the Euro-American path out of
international anarchy is stable and portable—that it will survive unchanging
far into the future and that this zone of peace will inexorably expand geo-
graphically. But this implicit view of history is teleological and thus flawed,
for history has a way of surprising us. Perhaps September 11 was a last des-
perate gasp from history’s losers, but it seems more likely that the end of his-
tory is not upon us, that Francis Fukuyama’s optimism and triumphalism
were misguided.38

It may be difficult to imagine war in the transatlantic space in the near fu-
ture, but that hardly means that military force has lost its utility or that mili-
tary institutions have been consigned to social marginality. First, even if one
accepts Fukuyama’s contentions, the inevitable victory of liberal democracy
does not imply that there will not be resistance, often violent. As history’s
losers lash out, history’s winners must defend themselves and their values.
So one might interpret the turn to military force after the cold war by the West,
especially the United States, from the Persian Gulf to the Balkans to Haiti to
Afghanistan and back to the Gulf. Historical forces may need more than a lit-
tle help from human agents ready to employ military power—particularly 
because globalization has arguably empowered the weak by spurring the pro-
liferation of sophisticated weaponry and military know-how.39

Second, pace Fukuyama, one should not presuppose the identity of his-
tory’s winners and losers. The history of ideological competition should give
us pause before we proclaim one model of domestic order the eternal victor.
At times such as these, it is natural for the winners to congratulate themselves
for their possession of timeless verities. But often what is supposedly timeless
has proven time bound, and what is supposedly universal has proven more
limited in scope. Fukuyama’s reading of human history implies an impover-
ished view of human ingenuity, but it would seem a poor idea to bet against
our collective capacity for intellectual creativity. And while ideological rivalry
need not be accompanied by military rivalry, it has often seemed that the war
over ideas can be resolved only on a less elevated field of battle.

Third, one should be wary of extrapolating from the present transatlantic
peace to the future and to the world as a whole. At least in the long run, it is
likely that new powers will emerge to challenge the dominance of the United
States and the rules of the game it has tailored to its advantage. Perhaps the
contending powers will discover the long-sought secret to a peaceful realign-
ment of the international pecking order, but the onus lies on those who would
dismiss E. H. Carr’s warning that in international politics “the use or threat-
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ened use of force is . . . a normal and recognized method of bringing about im-
portant political change.”40 Moreover, one can certainly imagine scenarios,
such as severe economic recession, under which those stable pillars of the se-
curity community might collapse.

The above discussion also suggests avenues of reply to the dual challenge
posed by the “postmodern military” and the triumph of liberalism. Small,
technologically sophisticated armed forces are the norm today in the indus-
trialized West, but poorer states, lacking satellite telemetry, modern infor-
mation and telecommunications systems, and long-distance weaponry, will
continue to rely on the “modern” military model and perhaps even on mass
conscription. In such states, the military will likely remain an essential social
institution.41 Moreover, history is not linear. In the early modern era, military
forces were small, well-trained, and relatively isolated from society at large.
The mass army emerged first in the late eighteenth and, with greater staying
power, in the mid-nineteenth century in response to changes in technology,
doctrine, and social structure. After a long stretch of obsolescence, mercenar-
ies—or, as they are now called, private military forces—are today on the re-
bound. Who can say that future developments will not prompt a return to
large, lightly trained armed forces drawn from the nation at large?

Perhaps, however, the postwar supremacy of liberal citizenship discourse
suggests that military service is and will be of little relevance to struggles for
rights. But liberalism’s victory is not universal and may not be lasting. The
claim that the rights of the individual are paramount and that collectives lack
status as rights-bearing actors is not universally accepted. The assertion of a
distinct “Asian way” may be politically motivated, but it nonetheless reflects
the existence of rhetorical alternatives to liberalism, which have been revived
in recent decades, even in the United States. Rumors of liberalism’s irre-
versible triumph are thus greatly exaggerated. Moreover, while the citizen-
soldier is dead, at least in the West, his myth lives on. Even as the armed forces
grow more professional, they remain symbolically potent.42

Implications for the Study of Politics

Students of civil-military relations have generally explored how to limit the
threat that the military poses to civilian control. Concerned chiefly with the
armed forces’ overt influence over political decision making, they have devoted
little systematic attention to the less visible means through which the military
shapes social relations and produces politics.43 In other words, the field of civil-
military relations traditionally has examined the political influence of the mili-
tary as an actor but not as an institution. I hope this work will help remedy that
oversight.

More broadly, this book calls on political scientists and other scholars to
take rhetoric itself more seriously and to think about rhetoric differently. Both
materialist and ideational approaches have difficulty comprehending the en-
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ergy with which political actors, both weak and strong, engage in public ar-
gument. Constructivists have usefully drawn renewed attention to public de-
liberation and the dynamics of persuasion, but, as I argued at length in
chapter 2, they have not done sufficient justice to the realities of power and
they have actually understated the importance of rhetoric and framing in po-
litical contestation. Drawing from, building on, and in ways taking issue with
the recent rhetorical turn, the mechanism of rhetorical coercion explores how
rhetorical choices can have causal effects even in more pedestrian moments.
Thinking about rhetoric in such terms avoids the pitfalls of vulgar material-
ism, reductionist idealism, and deliberative constructivism.

Most broadly, cultural analysis has enjoyed a renaissance in recent years,
and its return to the center of political science has provoked a vigorous de-
bate. While the cultural turn has sparked useful discussion, it has also pre-
dictably led to exercises employing false dichotomies. Can material or
ideational factors better explain the end of the cold war? Can cultural norms
or rational calculation better account for why states have since World War I
generally abstained from using chemical weapons against opposed combat-
ants?44 Such rigid either-or formulations have usefully compelled scholars to
clarify the expectations derived from their favored causal factors and mecha-
nisms, but they have also discouraged them from exploring how such factors
might be productively conjoined without giving analytical priority to either.

One of this book’s central claims is that cultural and rational modes of
analysis are not merely compatible or complementary but mutually neces-
sary. While the two mechanisms highlighted here appear at first glance to be
in orientation predominantly cultural (framing) or rationalist (signaling),
they are on closer inspection more difficult to classify, for the operation of each
depends crucially on both cultural and rational presuppositions. Consider the
politics of framing. This perspective suggests that political actors are not only
deeply cultural creatures who are driven by the human imperative for narra-
tive and conceptual order but also rational beings who normally select from
among available frames that which seems most likely to achieve their ends.
A similar mix of the cultural and the rational pervades the politics of signal-
ing. The minority’s leaders are rational actors, reasonably confident of their
objectives, responsive to shifts in the incentive structure, and calculating to
the best of their limited abilities the costs and benefits of mobilizing for first-
class citizenship. But the interpretation of signals—and even what counts as
a signal in the first place—is hemmed in by culture. Although the means
through which the manpower-policy signal acquires credibility and clarity
are consistent with rationalist reasoning, its very availability as a signal de-
pends on the cultural context.

The story of the link between military service and the politics of citizenship
could not be told without relying on both culture and rationality. Interwoven,
they compose the basic structure of politics. And without equal attention to
both, the study of politics is much the poorer.
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Part I. Introduction
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the cited archival documents and most newspaper articles were written in Hebrew and
have been translated by the author. Interviews were conducted in both Hebrew and En-
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and document titles have been translated into English, rather than transliterated, on the
assumption that most readers do not know Hebrew. Readers who desire a transliter-
ated title may contact the author.
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