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Abstract: Architects of social welfare policy in the Kennedy and Johnson administra-
tions viewed themilitary as a site for strengthening themale breadwinner as the head of
the “traditional family.” Daniel Patrick Moynihan and Robert McNamara—men not
often mentioned in the same conversations—both spoke of “salvaging” young men
through military service. The Department of Defense created Project Transition, a
vocational jobs-training program for GIs getting ready to leave the military, and
Project 100,000, which lowered draft requirements in order to put men who were
previously unqualified into the military. The Department of Defense also made
significant moves to end housing discrimination in communities surroundingmilitary
installations. Policymakers were convinced that any extension of social welfare
demanded reciprocal responsibility from its male citizens. During the longest peace-
time draft in American history, policymakers viewed programs to expand civil rights
and social welfare as also expanding the umbrella of the obligations of citizenship.
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marginalized men and military service

Defense Secretary Robert S. McNamara was not known for barnstorming. But
during the fall of 1967 he spent a fair amount of time traveling the country,
talking to Americans outside the beltway “about the unused potential of the
Department of Defense—a potential for contributing to the solution of social
problemswracking our nation.”At one such occasion, onNovember 7, 1967, at
the Denver, Colorado, meeting of the National Association of Educational
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Broadcasters, McNamara posed a provocative question to the audience: could
the resources of the Department of Defense, “the largest single institution in
the world… employing directly four and a half million men and women,” be
“used to contribute to our nation’s benefit beyond the narrow—though vitally
necessary—role of military power?”1

Of course, McNamara would never ask a question to an audience without
already having an answer prepared. This speech in Denver, which he would
give again and again across the country, was not written to drum up support
for a new policy proposal. Instead, this speaking tour was a bit like show-and-
tell, meant to promote programs that had been in the works since the waning
days of the John F. Kennedy administration.

In particular, the speech outlined threemajor programs thatMcNamara’s
agency had been quietly working on since 1964. In Denver, McNamara
announced Project Transition, a program to provide job training at the end
of a serviceman’s enlistment, and Project 100,000, which lowered the mental
and medical requirements for draftees. Finally, the Defense Secretary
announced that the Department of Defense was taking dramatic steps to
end segregation in off-base housing for military and Defense Department
personnel, in essence decreeing that any home or rental property nearmilitary
installations that discriminated against Black GIs would be off-limits to all
service members, regardless of race.

Members of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations believed in the
unparalleled value of the military as a manhood framing institution, where
downtrodden men could be forged anew, retrained and salvaged for a lifetime
of productive citizenship. These liberal policymakers saw military service—
which had long been a masculine tradition during times of war and national
emergency—as a necessary rite of male citizenship, alongside being a bread-
winner, a father, and a husband. Indeed, serving in the military could set men
on the path to securing those other elements of masculine citizenship.2 And in
the 1960s they began to articulate a strategy for salvaging who they called
“marginalized men”—people who were otherwise failing to live productive
lives in the eyes of the state—through the military and the broader Selective
Service System.

They turned to the military as a site for building productive male
breadwinners because nearly every key policymaker who served in the White
House under Kennedy and Johnson wore a uniform during World War
II. Indeed, military service was an informal prerequisite for key positions in
government in the postwar era. In the 1960s, politicians and policymakers
frequently expressed that men who could not serve in the military would
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amount to little in life. They understoodmilitary service as a crucial step before
the next importantmasculine function in society: starting a family. The vitality
of the American family—and by extension the nation—required men who
could fulfill their martial obligations to protect and serve their country, and
military service would in turn make men better providers, husbands, and
fathers.3

This vision of masculine citizenship took on a new valence in the context
of the Civil Rights Movement, providing both a sense of urgency and a
particular target for this form of government intervention: African American
men. Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a key architect of Johnson’s War on Poverty
agenda, called themilitary “an utterly masculine world” that he believed could
lift young African American men out of a cycle of poverty.4 The civil rights
context also helped to reshape the broader military community as policy-
makers worked to desegregate off-base housing, a promise left unfulfilled ever
since the Armed Services were desegregated in 1948.5

Contemporaneous critics and scholars have rightly argued that the John-
sonAdministration overzealously believed that America could have both guns
and butter—that it could fight a land war in Southeast Asia and pursue an
ambitious domestic agenda simultaneously. And of all the Department of
Defense War on Poverty programs, Project 100,000 has garnered the most
attention. Most recently, historian Amy Rutenberg persuasively argues that
the 1960s liberal project of fighting theWar on Poverty withmilitary programs
like Project 100,000 contributed to a realignment of American citizenship,
effectively ending the obligation of everyman to serve in a time of war, if called
upon through the draft. Project 100,000, Rutenberg shows, targeted African
Americans and the poor formilitary service, while the Selective Service System
simultaneously offered deferments tomiddle-class (andmostly white)men. In
pursuing War on Poverty goals, military manpower officials undermined the
idea that all men bore a responsibility to serve in themilitary during wartime.6

In contrast, this article places Project 100,000 within a broader Depart-
ment of Defense policy framework that also included Project Transition and
the nationwide effort to desegregate off-base housing—a wholesale effort to
improve the lives of African Americans and other marginalized men through
military service. For too many of those men who were drafted and sent to
Vietnam, the result of Project 100,000was tragic—Christian Appy once wrote
that it was “a Great Society program that was quite literally shot down on the
battlefields of Vietnam”—but the programs’ origins were rooted within a
much wider effort to build productive masculine citizens and give them the
tools they needed to succeed.7 Policymakers saw Project 100,000 working
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alongside efforts to desegregate communities around military bases, and
Project Transition, which offered servicemen training to help them compete
in the civilian sector once their military service ended.8

While Project Transition and housing desegregation in military commu-
nities were more successful, the growing demands of the war in Vietnam
crowded out the loftier goals of Project 100,000. Conservatives and liberals
could agree that military service might transform aman, and instill in him the
discipline to succeed in life, but too many congressmen refused to fund
anything beyond a man’s basic training and a ticket to Vietnam. Ultimately,
theseDefense Department’s programs followed a similar path as thoseWar on
Poverty initiatives that created theWar on Crime. Historian Elizabeth Hinton
argues that when antipoverty programs in urban communities were launched
at the same time as anticrime efforts, “the balance tilted from social welfare to
punishment as the national law enforcement program crowded out the goals
of the poverty war.”9

Department of Defense job-training programs and policies to ensure
access to affordable housing fit within the larger framework of postwar liberal
policymaking to shore up the American family. Policymakers supplemented
the “family wage,” crafting policies that benefited households in which the
husband was the breadwinner and the wife took care of the home. In her book
onwelfare policy from the 1960s to the 1990s, Marissa Chappell argues that the
imaginations of even the most ambitious liberals in government were chained
to ideas about “traditional” family and gender roles, and that their notion of
the family wage “fatally undermined their generous social-democratic eco-
nomic vision.”10

Policymakers in the 1960s, who had living memories of the hardships of
the Great Depression and the sacrifices of World War II, were deeply com-
mitted to solving the problem of American poverty. But they were convinced
that any extension of social welfare demanded reciprocal responsibility from
male citizens. During the longest peacetime draft in American history, policy-
makers viewed any program to expand civil rights as also expanding the
umbrella of the obligations of citizenship. In his memoir on his time as
president, published before his death, Lyndon Johnson recalled that in 1964,
when many of his political advisers believed that he should pull back after the
passage of the Civil Rights Act, “I feared that as long as these citizens were
alienated from the rights of the American system, they would continue to
consider themselves outside the obligations of that system.” Benefits, rights,
and obligations of citizenship marked the boundaries of the liberal imagina-
tion in the 1960s.11
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“one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished”

Standing at the intersection of the War on Poverty and Civil Rights is Daniel
Patrick Moynihan. Shortly after completing a doctorate in 1961 at Tufts
University’s Fletcher School, Moynihan went to work for the Department of
Labor. Although in 1965 Moynihan would write the influential and contro-
versial policy paper The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, usually
referred to simply as “The Moynihan Report,” in 1963 he was waiting for his
big break. That year, he was named Director of Policy Planning and Research,
a position in the Department of Labor that also had a direct line of commu-
nication to the President. Moynihan’s first breakthrough in government
policy work came when he was asked to assist the Taskforce on Manpower
Conservation in writing its report to President Kennedy in 1963.

The men who were enlisted into the Taskforce believed that government
had a singular power to solve big problems such as poverty and racism. The
report, One-Third of a Nation, a homage to Franklin Roosevelt’s famous
Depression-era speech, was an expression of how liberal policymakers viewed
the interrelationship between citizenship, obligation, and social welfare policy.
They believed that citizenship, and access to the benefits of citizenship,
required reciprocal obligations from Americans. They assumed that willing-
ness and ability to serve in the military was an essential component of male
citizenship, and by extension, manhood. Aman need not actually serve, but by
submitting to the Selective Service System’s battery of mental and physical
induction tests, he was proving himself a worthy and productive member of
society. These tests also identified men who needed assistance.12

Beliefs about the linkages betweenmilitary aptitude tests, intelligence, and
“worthiness” to society go back at least to World War I, when influential
psychological and psychiatric professionals began developing intelligence
tests for draftees.13 Through World War II and into the postwar era, faith
in data, complex social-scientific measures, and the experts needed to inter-
pret those measures only grew. Except for a brief pause after the war, by the
1960s the draft had been a fact of life for the American people for more than
thirty years. To themenwhowrote the report, the Armed Forces Qualification
Test (AFQT) had become a predictor of future performance in society, and
“failure to pass it [is] a matter of unavoidable concern to the community-at-
large. The qualities needed to be an effective soldier, sailor, or airman in
today’s modern force are similar to those needed in a wide range of civilian
jobs.”14 AFQT screenings andmedical examinations through Selective Service
would “enable the community, as well as the individual concerned, to learn

john worsencroft | 377

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030621000178 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030621000178


which young men are not qualified, and for what reasons, and to make
appropriate plans for remedial action.”15 In the eyes of the administrators,
men who failed the test were destined for failure in life. And, given that men
were expected to be the breadwinner and head of the household, they believed
his potential for failure would have a ripple effect in the wider community.16

Moynihan, like other social scientists at the time, was obsessed with the
cyclical nature of poverty and how to disrupt it. Anticipating the Taskforce, the
Department of Labor interviewed 2,500 Selective Service rejectees in order to
ascertain the “social and economicprofile of the group, and an evaluation of their
apparentwillingness to raise themselves above their present status in life.”17 They
discovered the characteristics of the cycle of poverty in those who failed the
mental test. They reported, “Toomany of them are poor. If the present course of
events continues, their children will be poor.” To Moynihan and the other men
on the Taskforce, stopping the cycle was more than a manpower issue; its
presence challenged the sturdiness of democracy itself. “One of the fundamental
facts about democracy,” they posited, “is its recognition that mental ability is
distributed widely throughout any population.” They channeled well-rehearsed
Cold War narratives of democracy’s unique ability to provide equality of
opportunity to those who want to lift themselves out of poverty. Within an
equal opportunity environment, “offspring of the poor will prove their worth at
an early age and go on to live lives of substantial achievement.” Policymakers
viewed the AFQT as a tool to break the cycle, lift men up, and dust them off for a
lifetime of economic and social productivity across the country.18

The Taskforce made recommendations that recalled some of the most
ambitious public health goals of the Progressive era. Using the decentralized,
local offices of the Selective Service System, policymakers could provide young
men with the resources they needed to improve their lot in life, and by
extension, make the entire community stronger.19 To its core, the report
was a call to action for government intervention into the lives of young
men, those marginalized men who the Taskforce members deemed a liability
to the vitality of society. The Taskforce’s recommendations reflected what the
late historianMichael Katz describes as a major contradiction in federal social
welfare policy: despite their understanding of poverty as a structural problem
—”too many of their parents are poor. Too many of them are poor”—
policymakers backed programs that assumed poverty was a personal failing.
The Taskforce focused on individual men’s masculinity and masculine worth
and created programs designed to address these perceived deficits. Programs
providing remedial education, practical vocational training, or medical atten-
tion to correct maladies that were impediments to gainful employment were
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deemed more worthwhile than costlier alternatives such as a program for full
employment.20

The Taskforce chose to use existing Selective Service System to find and
uplift marginalized men for practical reasons—the infrastructure was in place
—but the choice also reflected policymakers’ faith in the transformative effect
military service could have on a young man. Undersecretary of Defense for
Manpower Alfred Fitt remarked,

You have men in our society who are high school dropouts and what
not, educational cripples, unemployed, who don’t meet military
entrance standards but who we think would, given the benefit of
the expert training and motivating skills which now exist in the
armed forces, could be brought up to a higher standard of perfor-
mance, thus easing the burdens on the outside without adversely
effecting combat readiness. That’s a fairly appealing proposition.21

Without remedial training, men would never, in the words of the Taskforce
on Manpower Conservation, “become effective citizens and self-supporting
individuals.”22 Just a few weeks prior to his assassination, President John
F. Kennedy (who originally convened the Taskforce) expressed concern
that nearly half of all men who reported for pre-induction examinations
through the Selective Service System were found unqualified for the mili-
tary. In a statement, Kennedy said bluntly, “A youngmanwho does not have
what it takes to perform military service is not likely to have what it takes to
make a living. Today’s military rejects include tomorrow’s hard-core
unemployed.”23

One-Third of a Nation shared many of the hallmarks of the coming War
on Poverty, particularly the emphasis on a bottom-up approach and commu-
nity-based programs.Wary of Congress and theAmerican public’s aversion to
massive federal programs, the Taskforce envisioned revamping manpower
policy at the local level, and through existing government agencies, chiefly the
Selective Service System. They emphasized the community-building potential
of a concerted manpower policy. Those men who were found unqualified for
military service, wrote the Taskforce, “are members of their local communi-
ties. It is at the community level that the problems of youth in need of help are
resolved. While some financial support is available from the Federal Govern-
ment, the institutions that get the job done are part of the community and are
to a considerable extent community-financed.”24
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waging the war on poverty through
the department of defense

After the legislative achievements of 1964 and 1965 to end racial segregation
and secure political rights for African Americans, liberals within the Johnson
administration turned to the ambitious goal of attaining economic equality for
African Americans, and more broadly, for America’s poor. The White House
Conference onCivil Rights, convened in 1966 tomaintain the administration’s
momentum after a string of legislative and electoral successes, established a
four-pronged strategy for the Johnson White House: housing, economic
security, education, and the administration of justice. This was breadwinner
liberalism expressed through civil rights, and the cold war military proved to
be a useful and ready ally in the War on Poverty.25

From Civil War pensions to theWorldWar II GI Bill, America has a long
history of providing services, training, preferential treatment in hiring, or
money to veterans returning to civilian life. Anticipating the recruiting slogans
of the 1980s, the Vietnam-era military began offering training to troops near
the end of their enlistments to provide “marketable skills” that would help
them transition from military to civilian life. Project Transition began as a
small pilot program at Ft. Knox, Kentucky, in 1967, but it soon spread to the
entire military and would become the most successful and longest lasting of
the DoD social welfare programs. Whereas some military skills readily trans-
late into the civilian job market, especially in an era of increasing reliance on
advanced technology, many soon-to-be veterans struggled to find ways to
parlay othermilitary skills into a civilian economy. Project Transition targeted
men with less than 180 days left on their enlistment, particularly men who had
no previous civilian occupation, men in the combat arms, and men who were
disabled in combat.

In practice, Project Transition illuminates howAmerica’s military-indus-
trial complex functioned. DoD first partnered with the Labor Department and
the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, but soon expanded to
other agencies such as the Postal Service, and later to private corporations.
Keeping within the broader contours of the War on Poverty, program deci-
sion-making was pushed down to the local level. Commanders at major
military installations were encouraged to partner with local agencies and local
businesses. According to Undersecretary of Defense Alfred Fitt, the “business
of the military departments, aside from fighting wars, is to train people. They
are the best training institutions—most able in our whole society in terms of
taking masses of men who don’t know something and over a period of time
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teaching them.” To policymakers inside and out of the Department of
Defense, the military wasn’t just for fighting the nation’s wars: the military
had an active and positive role to play in society, and providing a ready-supply
of manpower to the private sector fit that belief.26

And businesses wanted in on the action. Private industries, seeing the
potential for freshly trained new hires, not only sent their job recruiters to
military bases, but they also provided the resources, curriculum, and expertise
necessary to train soon-to-be veterans. Dictaphone, the dictationmachine and
recording equipment giant, strategically placed its corporate “Advanced
Training Center” in Columbia, South Carolina, a few miles down the road
from Fort Jackson so that GIs could attend. Dictaphone’s president Walter
Finke thought the program was a win-win for his corporation, providing it
with a steady stream of qualified applicants at a timewhen the corporationwas
expanding into new sectors of the tech economy, adding, “at the same time, it
gives us an opportunity as good corporate citizens, to help solve an important
national problem.”27 Humble Oil & Refining set up a classroom-on-wheels in
a refurbished cargo trailer to teach soldiers how to manage and run roadside
service stations. Out of one class of twenty, chosen from nearly one hundred
applicants, six former GIs took over managing service stations after their
contracts were up, and three more were placed on a waiting list. In contrast
with the beginning of their enlistments, when these young men had spent
months training to become soldiers, observers argued that Project Transition
was like running boot camp in reverse.28

Government agencies at the local, state, and federal level, too, contributed
to the program. TheUnited States Post Office was the first government agency
to provide training to GIs in the original pilot program. In mock post offices,
soldiers learned how to sort and process mail, operate machinery, and drive
delivery trucks, all while getting coached on how to pass the Civil Service
exam.29 In 1967, the LosAngeles PoliceDepartment formed a partnershipwith
Project Transition to entice qualified GIs to trade in one uniform for another.
To politicians and department brass in Los Angeles, Project Transition was
viewed as a means of recruiting minorities—especially African Americans—
into the police force. Equal Opportunity employment and growing the num-
ber of minorities in police uniform were goals that local elected officials were
under increasing pressure to achieve in major cities in 1967, especially officials
in charge of the LAPD.30

These partnerships with the private sector and civilian law enforcement
helped to keep the cost of Project Transition low, between eight and ten
million dollars a year.31 Project Transition also remained uncontroversial
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because it traversed well-travelled avenues of acceptable government pro-
grams for veterans going back to the Civil War. First, it was designed to help
veterans transition frommilitary life to civilian life, a recurring concern to the
American public—the specter of an unskilled, maladjusted, and idle veteran
population has long been a driving force in debates over veterans benefits.32

Second, although the program was coordinated at the federal level in the
Department of Defense, the program was administered locally, and one of its
strengths was that it drew support from local businesses and the needs of the
local economy in base communities. Finally, although its creators conceived of
Project Transition as a social welfare program within the Great Society’s War
on Poverty, the programwas ostensibly available to any serviceman, regardless
of race or socioeconomic status. This, and the fact that most major military
installations were in the American South, made it palatable to Southern
“Dixiecrats” in Congress, who were skeptical of supporting any program that
could be construed as having a civil rights agenda.

In contrast to Project Transition, Project 100,000 would become one of the
most controversial programs of the era. This program was the clearest
expression of the belief, held by men in the Kennedy and Johnson adminis-
trations, that military service was a fundamental component of manhood. To
recall the language in One-Third of a Nation, “The qualities needed to be an
effective solder, sailor, or airman in today’s modern forces are similar to those
needed in a wide range of civilian jobs.”Men like Moynihan and McNamara
believed that those who failed the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT)
could “be expected to lack many of the qualities needed to lead self-sufficient,
productive lives in the civilian economy.”33

Policymakers and elected officials sawmilitary service as a step in the path
to stable families with a strongmale breadwinner. President Kennedy wrote in
his letter establishing the Taskforce onManpower Conservation, “[We have] a
unique opportunity to identify those young men in our Nation who are—for
reasons of education, or health, or both—not equipped to play their part in
society.”34 Within the context of the 1960s, questions of race often overlapped
with discussions of poverty. The language in One-Third of a Nation would
presage much of what Moynihan would later write in the controversial Report
on the Negro Family. Although the latter document would touch off a
firestorm of criticism, in it Moynihan continued to articulate the belief that
military service imbuedmenwith the right stuff to succeed in life. In theReport
on the Negro Family, he described the transformation in an almost mystical
fashion. “There is another special quality about military service for Negro
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men,”Moynihanwrote, “It is an utterlymasculine world… a world away from
women, a world run by strong men of unquestioned authority, where disci-
pline, if harsh, is nonetheless orderly and predictable, and where rewards, if
limited, are granted on the basis of performance.”35 Indeed, putting African
American men into the military was the only prescription Moynihan enu-
merated as a way to unwind the “tangle of pathology” that had ensnared the
Black community.

Moynihan, and others policymakers in government, believed that the
number of Black men in uniform should be brought to parity with their
percentage of the population. Moynihan reported that in 1965, African Amer-
icans comprised roughly eight percent of the Armed Forces, which was about
three percent less than their representation in the population as a whole. A
major obstacle was the AFQT, which fifty-six percent of Blackmen failed.36 At
the time, putting more Black men in uniform was not controversial; indeed,
getting African Americans to join the military—either voluntarily or through
the draft—could be characterized as a primary goal of policymakers in the
Johnson administration. Nor was the policy the subject of ridicule outside of
the administration. That would come later, and much of the controversy over
Project 100,000 got mixed up in the ire over “The Moynihan Report.”

Many people—including some scholars— believe that Project 100,000
was started because of the recommendations in “The Moynihan Report.” But
it was actually first conceived in the final days of the Kennedy Administration,
as a result of the President’s Committee on Equal Opportunity in the Armed
Forces, often referred to as the Gesell Committee after its chairman, Gerhard
Gesell, and also from the ideas put forth in One-Third of a Nation. In a trial
balloon to what would become Project 100,000, RobertMcNamara introduced
the Special Training Enlistment Program (STEP) in 1964, shortly after his
service on the Taskforce on Manpower Conservation and the release of One-
Third of a Nation. STEP targeted potential enlistees scoring between fifteen
and thirty on the AFQT, which required a minimum score of thirty-one for
enlistment. The goals of the program were to enlist 15,000 men annually and
send them to Fort Leonard Wood for intensive educational training prior to
their completion of boot camp. The Defense Department estimated that the
additional cost per trainee would be $2,100. Critics in Congress argued that job
programs already existed and there was no need.37

McNamara reintroduced STEP to Congress in 1965. He believed that the
objections were as much about race politics as money, stating, “When the
Congress learned that we were considering modest incremental expenditures
on such individuals, it actually passed a law prohibiting such expenditures.
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This was because the program would deal with large numbers of blacks.”38

One suchmember of Congress was South Carolina Senator StromThurmond,
who argued that STEP would drain the Army’s training resources. On the
Senate floor, he asked Wisconsin Senator Gaylord Nelson, “Does not the
Senator feel that these young men should be trained in the educational
fundamentals by the Job Corps rather than to place this responsibility upon
the Army, which has its hands full training soldiers?”Nelson responded, “We
provide education in our schools, which education [sic] helps youngmen enter
the Army… . The Army is the biggest single educator in America… . This is a
function the Army could handle very well.”39 Senator Thurmond and others
were not convinced: while the House voted to allow the Defense Department
to proceed with STEP, the Senate balked at the price and the program died.

McNamara was furious. According to Undersecretary Fitt, “[He] was
quite put out at having met this defeat … of a project that seemed to have a
very high potential for good without any real degradation in military
readiness.”40 In order to end-run around Congress, McNamara devised a
program that did not require additional funding. This new program would
lower the induction standards to allow rejected men in, send them straight to
boot camp, and merely monitor their progress. In essence, McNamara envi-
sioned a STEP-like program without the need for separate or additional
training facilities. Worried that Congress would see this as a ruse to initiate
STEP behind their backs, Fitt advised McNamara to wait until year’s end to
make any announcements.McNamara, who did not like being told what to do,
refused, and in fact, had already issued orders to lower the requirements on the
AFQT in April 1966, something he deemed the Defense Department could do
without congressional approval. Project 100,000 was officially born October
1966 without further response from either the House or Senate.41

Despite its artful inception, the Johnson administration soon incorpo-
rated Project 100,000 into its broader post–Civil Rights Act and post–Voting
Rights Act strategy for economic and social justice for African Americans.
Recall the four-pronged strategy that the President’s advisors laid out at the
1965 “To Fulfill These Rights” conference at the White House: housing,
economic security, education, and the administration of justice. The pres-
ident took this message to Congress on March 6, 1967 in a speech on the
Selective Service System and Project 100,000. He reminded Congress of the
sacrifices that freedom required: “The knowledge that military service must
sometimes be borne by—and imposed on—free men so their freedom may
be preserved is woven deeply into the fabric of the American experience.”
Project 100,000 would allow, “disadvantaged youths with limited
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educational backgrounds” to share in the benefits and burdens of service. His
words illuminated the boundaries of the liberal vision of citizenship: “The
nation can never again afford to deny to men … the obligation—and the
right— to share in a basic responsibility of citizenship.”42 And he also called
upon the belief that military service was inherently good for men, that it
would imbue themwith the character traits to lead successful and productive
lives. As Johnson recalled his feelings about this moment in his memoir, the
“two great streams in our national life converged—the dream of a Great
Society at home and the inescapable demands of our obligations halfway
around the world. They were to run in confluence until the end of my
administration.”43

Roughly 40,000New Standards Men, as they were called, were inducted
in 1966 and 100,000 in both 1967 and 1968. About half were drafted and half
enlisted on their own.44 Critics of the earlier program, STEP, who argued
that tinkering with induction standards would drain Army resources, were
silenced when 96 percent of New Standards Men completed boot camp,
which was only two 2 percent less than other recruits. Feeling somewhat
vindicated after Congress’s rebuke, McNamara proclaimed, “The plain fact
is that our Project 100,000 is succeeding beyond even our most hopeful
expectations.”Meanwhile, newfound supporters in Congress deployed rhe-
toric that often treaded into the ethereal. Massachusetts’Representative John
McCormack, the Speaker of the House, observed, “Like the glorious sun
breaking through dark clouds on a stormy day, the President’smessage lights
up a clear and welcome path ahead.” Speaker McCormack believed that
Project 100,000 would “[remove] the cancer of doubt and hopelessness that
has been gnawing at the Nation’s vitals.”45 Speaker McCormack, like many
white northern liberals, was deeply concerned about recent urban riots in
northern cities.46 Many hailed the idea of putting Black men in uniform as a
solution to urban unrest. Testifying before the House Armed Services
Committee in May 1967, Senator Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts quoted
a Project 100,000 trainer:

The Army is the last chance for many of them, if they are rejected
from the Army, they have nothing left… . They roam the streets.
They get in a group, something develops, and the next thing you
know they are in the courts. On the other hand, those who have
served,maybe inVietnam, are very proud of their service.Manywant
to go back and serve in Vietnam for their nation.47
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Kennedy supported Project 100,000, noting, “preliminary results” were
“highly satisfactory … particularly from the standpoint of the military,
because of the high military motivation of this group.”48

But, at the time of Kennedy’s testimony, no data on the performance of
Project 100,000 recruits existed, and none was ever collected on the
“motivation” or morale of New Standards Men while they were in the service.
To solicit the opinions of New Standards Men would have violated McNa-
mara’s policy to protect them from unjust scrutiny and ridicule: New Stan-
dards Men were not supposed to know that they were part of “McNamara’s
Moron Corps,” as his critics derisively called the program.49 When Kennedy
spoke about “highmilitarymotivation,” then, he was conjuring the commonly
held belief that the military produced motivated men.

To paraphrase the historian Robert Dean, ideals of manhood that held
currency within society were circulated and repeated.50 The belief that the
military built strong, capable men was an unquestionable truth to many men
in government, as many had served in the military during World War II in
some capacity. More important, they also believed military men made better
future family men because the military gave them the gumption to be good
breadwinners. In a speech to Congress in January 1968, President Johnson
proclaimed that New StandardsMen “have gained self-confidence and a sense
of achievement” from their service in the military.”51WhenMcNamara spoke
to the Educational Broadcasters Association, he proclaimed, “The Defense
Department is the world’s largest producer of skilled men. [There are] 1,500
different skills, in more than 2,000 separate courses. And each year we return
about three-quarters of a million men to the nation’s manpower pool.” Using
the same words as the president, McNamara told the audience what was most
important: the military could deliver a “vital sense of achievement and self-
confidence.” He concluded his speech by saying, “Hundreds of thousands of
men can be salvaged from the blight of poverty, and the Defense Department
… is particularly well equipped to salvage them.”52

Still, Project 100,000 had many critics who were less sanguine on the
virtues of military service. Many African American Civil Rights leaders
deplored the program. Representative Adam Clayton Powell of New York
called Project 100,000 “brutal” and tantamount to “genocide.”He stated, “It’s
nothing more than killing off human beings who are not members of the
elite.”53 In late 1966, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) issued a state-
ment to condemn the program, arguing that it would “increase the imbalance
of black Americans in the war in Vietnam.”54
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However, gender complicated the politics of race. In 1967, in response to
rumors that President Johnson was going to ask for Secretary McNamara’s
resignation, the editorial board of The Baltimore Afro-American—which was
firmly and consistently critical of the American war in Vietnam— lavished
praise on McNamara and his sense of “Christian ministry”:

One of the tenets of modern Christian religion is that the moral and
ethical teachings of Jesus have relevance to all men in all pursuits—
that the barber, the baker, the candlestick maker should all create
opportunities to perform a Christian ministry. Doubtless the man
whose business is maintaining the fighting and killing capability of a
country would have to be most creative to relate the ethics of
brotherhood with his main pursuit. But that is just what Defense
Secretary Robert S. McNamara has accomplished.55

The editors agreed that “salvaging”men from a life of poverty and giving them
the tools to become good breadwinners and family men was prudent, that
America needed “more top echelon administrators withMcNamara’s sense of
ministry.”

While Civil Rights leaders criticized Project 100,000 in particular and the
Vietnam War in general, many African American men volunteered for
combat duty in Vietnam. For example, nearly thirty percent of the Army’s
elite airborne units were African American (airborne personnel were volun-
teers) and reenlistment rates for Blacks were three times higher than those for
whites. Of course, inequalities in the draft system pressedmore Blackmen into
the military because they were less likely to receive deferments. African
Americans also performed poorly on theAFQT, and Project 100,000 increased
the number of low-scoring Black men in the military. Facing unemployment
that was twice as high as that of whites, the military was an attractive option to
many African Americans. More important to some Black veterans was the
desire to feel like a man. According to one Black ex-Marine, “For some
goddamned reason I believed that the U.S.M.C. [United States Marine Corps]
made aman out of anybody. And Iwanted to be aMANmore than anything in
this whole goddamned world.”56 If some Black men saw the military as a
steady job, many felt that military service meant taking on the burden of
citizenship and being a man.57
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“i’ll be honest, i need the military”: desegregating
off-base housing

For a man to provide economic security for his family, a home was essential.
But since the end of World War II, the military could not build houses fast
enough to keep up. In order to meet demand, the military authorized service-
men to find housing off-base, and it provided subsidies for paying rent or a
mortgage. While popular among servicemen because on-base housing at this
time ranged from simply inadequate to grossly dilapidated, this arrangement
posed a unique problem for African American servicemen. In 1962 the
Department of Defense used three basic criteria for measuring the adequacy
of off-base housing. First, the location of the dwelling should be close enough
that the commute to base did not exceed forty-five minutes one way. Second,
that the cost for rent/mortgage plus utilities could not be more than the
serviceman’s allowance for housing. And, third, the dwelling needed to be
in good repair and meet the basic needs of the size of the family occupying
it. According to the 1963US Commission on Civil Rights report on the Armed
Services, the current housing stock available to African American GIs and
their families routinely failed all three of those criteria.58

Housing discrimination contributed to structural racism in America, and
the contours of that struggle are embedded into the layers of federalism—local,
state, and federal actors pushed and pulled at the racial status quo. In 1948,
when the US Supreme Court ruled in Shelley v. Kraemer that restrictive
covenants, or clauses that prevented home ownership or access to rental
properties on the basis of race were unconstitutional, state and local actors
went about interpreting what thatmeant in the absence of federal mechanisms
of enforcement. As Thomas Sugrue writes in his landmark study on race in
postwar Detroit, “The liberal state communicated an ambivalent message on
matters of race that had a powerful impact on individual group interactions at
the local level.”59 In the wake of Shelley v. Kraemer, African Americans pushed
back against restrictive covenants, redlining, and other racist methods for
maintaining segregated communities, and whites also began to organize
community groups to maintain the housing status quo. “Localism” remarks
Sugrue in another work, “as in the case of housing and social welfare policies—
often reinforced structural patterns of inequality by enshrining local
prejudices into real practices.” Because of federal ambivalence, these white
community groups were largely successful in maintaining segregated
communities in the postwar era.60
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Segregation in military housing had a parallel story. When President
Harry Truman desegregated the services, it had ramifications beyond black
and white troops serving in the same units. Every aspect of military life, in
theory, became integrated, including on-base housing. According to the 1963
report by the United States Commission on Civil Rights, “North and South,
Negro servicemen reported that the Government-owned housing, to the
extent available, was assigned without regard to color and on a completely
non-discriminatory, nonsegregated basis.”61 Of course, this is not to say that
racism, whether personal or structural, had ceased to exist on military instal-
lations. That same report pointed out that because scarce on-base housing was
assigned largely by seniority, and because African Americans were dispro-
portionately underrepresented in the upper echelons of the officer and enlisted
ranks, these structural forms of racismmade on-base housing unattainable for
most Black servicemen and their families, even while they could not blame a
specific discriminatory housing policy. Again, the report stated:

The criterion of rank in the assignment of family quarters, although
fair and impartial, nevertheless works to the disadvantage of the
Negro serviceman. The result is that a higher proportion of Negro
servicemen than white servicemen are forced to resort to the com-
munity housing market where it is more difficult for them to locate
housing because of discriminatory practices.62

Making matters worse, the report pointed out, because the military sought to
maintain “color-blind” metrics for deciding when to build more on-base
housing, it failed to account for racial discrimination when surveying available
housing options in the surrounding community. In other words, to base
housing planners, all off-base housing was erroneously counted as equal
opportunity, even thoughmany communities refused to rent to Black families.

Black military families in search of housing around military installations
faced the same discriminatory practices confronting Black civilians—restric-
tive covenants, redlining, intimidation, and coercion. The wife of one airman
recalled having a door shut in her face by a landlord. She had called and
scheduled an appointment to see the property, but when she showed up, the
landlady exclaimed, “You don’t sound like you look.” One African American
major recalled a similar experience while looking for a place to rent near his
duty station. “By telephone the place would be available, but as soon as I
appeared in person, the vacancy no longer existed.”When he instead sought to
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buy a home, he was confronted by the insidious nature of housing market
discrimination at midcentury for African American would-be homebuyers.
After two weeks, he confessed that buying a home was “highly improbable, if
not impossible.” Frustrated, the Black officer said:

I have talked to real estate agents, builders, and homeowners. The real
estate agents blame the builders, the builders blame the homeowners,
the homeowners blame the neighbors. One builder told me his
development mortgages contain restrictive covenants, no Negroes,
one dog, no boats in the driveway and so forth.63

Housing for Black servicemen and their families illustrates just how
entrenched racial segregation was across the United States—north, south,
east, and west. But, being chronically short on housing, the 1950s military
adopted an approach to off-base housing discrimination that paralleled
federal housing policies—ambivalence and neglect. In 1963, the US Com-
mission on Civil Rights shed light on the problem, but DoD continued to
pursue the path of least resistance to avoid upsetting long-standing racist
traditions.

In response to the Commission on Civil Rights, Secretary McNamara
issued a DoD-wide directive on equal opportunity and racial discrimination,
arguing that “discriminatory practices directed against Armed Forces mem-
bers, all of whom lack a civilian’s freedom of choice in where to live, to work,
to travel, and to spend his off-duty hours, are harmful to military
effectiveness.”64 He ordered members of the military to “oppose such
practices on every occasion.” But, as McNamara later confessed to the
Educational Broadcasters Association in Denver, his order did little to
challenge the status quo. “One fact became painfully clear” in the ensuing
years, McNamara admitted, “Our voluntary program had failed, and failed
miserably.” He told the audience:

I put the matter to you bluntly: our nation should not, and will not,
ask a Negro sergeant, for example, to risk his life, day after dangerous
day, in the heat and hardship of a jungle war, and then bring him
home and compel him to remain separated from his wife and his
children because of the hate and prejudice that parades under the
pomposity of racial superiority.65
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McNamara told the broadcasters that “thousands of our Negro troops,
returning from Vietnam” were facing systematic discrimination in off-base
housing.66

In 1967 McNamara announced an open-housing initiative beginning in
the greater Washington area, including communities around bases in Mary-
land, Delaware, and Virginia. The Department of Defense sent surveyors out
into the suburban communities aroundWashington to assess the extent of the
problem. Segregated communities that rented to servicemenwere flagged, and
DoD officials were dispatched to meet with the landlords and realtors. To
demonstrate how serious DoDwas, property owners and their agents were not
confronted by lowly bureaucrats but by assistant secretaries of defense, the
service secretaries, service chiefs, and base commanders.

What began as a request for voluntary compliance soon escalated, as
landlords continued refusing to rent to African Americans and their families.
Landlords argued that if they opened their properties to Black families, whites
would no longer want to live there. The local Chamber of Commerce in Laurel,
Maryland, which is home to many service members stationed at nearby Fort
Meade, called the DoD efforts “precipitous and unwarranted.” The president
of the Laurel Chamber, Fred Frederick, worried that the order would “cast a
stigma of off limits to a community not deserving of it,” and warned of adverse
consequences for the “economic welfare of our entire community.”67

In the DC Metro area alone, McNamara had to declare entire neighbor-
hoods off-limits to all uniformed personnel, regardless of race, near Fort
Meade, Aberdeen Proving Ground, Fort Holabird, Andrews Air Force Base,
and Edgewood Arsenal. For his part, McNamara expressed sympathy with
business leaders’ economic arguments, even while he called them
“shortsighted.” Still, bymaking segregated rental properties off-limits to white
and Black servicemen, McNamara had changed the landlords’ calculus. Ever
the Harvard business professor, McNamara said dryly, “This had the effect of
applying a countervailing economic pressure, and [afterward] our open-
housing program took on an altogether new and positive direction.”68

Within the context of southern states’ massive resistance to desegrega-
tion, the open-housing initiative was successful largely because of the federal
and hierarchical nature of the military and broader Department of Defense.
Robert McNamara could unilaterally declare that everyone under him—
DoD civilian employees, contractors, and uniformed members of the mili-
tary—must comply with this directive. Military leaders could not object
because the military was, ostensibly, an equal-opportunity employer and
entirely integrated. Those white servicemen and their family members who
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would have preferred to live in segregated housing off base could not object
to a lawful order. And, landlords and business groups in towns and cities that
were dependent upon Defense dollars could not really object either, once
they realized the potential for huge losses if they didn’t rent to all members of
the military. More than just money from rental payments, entire munici-
palities near bases relied on the revenue streams that service personnel and
their families generated; local schools needed military children sitting at
their desks; the local grocery, hardware, and drug stores that sold food and
daily necessities needed those servicemen and their government paychecks
to stay open.

W. Dale Hess understood this basic fact all too well, even while he hated
the idea of renting to African American servicemen. Hess was the owner of a
150-unit apartment development under construction near Aberdeen Proving
Ground in Maryland, and he was also the Democratic Majority Whip in the
state’s House of Delegates. In the late hours of the 1967 legislative session, Hess
used his power as Whip to try to get his apartment complex exempted from a
new antidiscrimination law the Maryland Legislature was debating that
March. The law stipulated that properties built after June 1, 1967, would have
to comply with the antidiscrimination ordinance and allow renters regardless
of race. Hess had the bill amended also to allow developments that had only
filed for permits prior to June 1 to be exempted. But, when McNamara issued
his directive in July, Hess knew that his conniving legislative work was for
naught. He projected that one-third of his tenants would be military, admit-
ting, “I’ll be honest, I need the military.”69

Southern segregationists in Congress were incensed, but they could do
little but bluster and hope that the plan would fail. The Chairman of the
Armed Services Committee, southern Democrat L. Mendel Rivers, fumed that
McNamara’s move was a “purely political … completely unenforceable
move.” But Rivers was wrong: in northern Virginia and Maryland alone,
the open-housing initiative more than tripled the number of housing units
available to African American families from 15,000 to 53,000 in just four
months. And Black families immediately took advantage. Of the 633 African
American military families that applied for off-base housing in the
Washington metro area between July and December 1967, 287 applications
were approved in housing units that had been segregated six months earlier.70

Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina called it “another unconstitu-
tional extension of executive power.”71 McNamara later recalled that his
department faced “substantial pressure frommembers of Congress represent-
ing white property owners who strongly objected to the policies we were
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following.” But he knew he had the full support of the President, and the
service chiefs were “quite willing to pursue” a policy of desegregation.72

McNamara ordered Alfred Fitt, along with the service secretaries, chiefs,
and base commanders, to meet with national real estate organizations and
other national business groups to request that they comply with the open-
housing initiative. The Department of Defense began conducting surveys
nationwide in every community with a military base to ascertain the scope of
segregation in off-base housing. On Veterans’ Day in 1967, Undersecretary
Fitt addressed the National Association of Real Estate Boards (NAREB),
which was holding its annual meeting in Washington, where he asked them
for their support in this nationwide effort. Echoing the words in McNa-
mara’s Denver speech, given just a few days earlier, Fitt told them that “our
nation should not, and will not, ask a Negro sergeant, for example, to risk his
life in Southeast Asia and then bring him home and compel him to remain
separated from his wife and children, or condemn him to off-base housing
which in many instances is at once more distant, less desirable, and more
expensive than that opened to other servicemen.”According to one reporter
for The Washington Post, the DoD’s message was received by a “polite but
restrained audience.” Nonetheless, Fitt urged NAREB to adopt a resolution
endorsing the end of housing discrimination. He ended with a simple
warning: comply voluntarily or face sanctions like those the DoD imposed
in Washington.73

After initial success in Washington, the Department of Defense nation-
alized the open-housing program. Policymakers immediately turned their
attention to California, in part because it was the state with the most military
installations and military personnel, but also because, of the fourteen states
with statewide open-housing regulations and laws on the books, it had the
lowest percentage of apartments open to Black tenants. With the notable
exception of the municipalities surrounding Marine Corps Base, Camp Pen-
dleton in southern California, where surveyors found a “healthy acceptance”
of African American renters, most base communities around the Golden State
were not willing to rent to Black GIs. In Santa Barbara and Ventura counties,
surveyors estimated that 20 percent of off-base housing was off limits to Black
families. Perhaps noticing the national attention this issue attracted, many
rental property owners began refusing to answer government questionnaires
about their rental policies. In Oxnard, which is in Ventura County and home
to a missile-testing range at Point Mugu, a group of landlords who owned
more than 500 units refused to answer specific questions about their policies.
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In spite of state open-housing laws and DoD’s new push, 13 percent still said
they would not rent to Black families.74

In the face of opposition from property owners, national real estate
groups, and members of Congress, the open-housing program had measur-
able success. In California alone, the number of desegregated housing units
rose from 206,100 to 253,800, or from 71 percent to 87 percent overall.
Nationwide, the DoD estimated that the number of equal-opportunity hous-
ing units available to Blackmilitary families increased bymore than 150,000 in
the last seven months of 1967, from 646,700 to 802,200. The progress in some
states was remarkable: North Carolina’s available housing stock jumped from
68 to 93 percent; Arizona from 72 to 98 percent. Of the forty-six states
surveyed, only Louisiana remained below 50 percent open-housing compliant
by December 1967.75

April 1968 saw the passage of another major Civil Rights bill, which
enshrined the FairHousing Act, an elusive goal of the Johnson administration,
into law under Title VII of its provisions. But as late as December 1967, when
DoD issued its glowing report on open housing, the landmark federal legis-
lation looked doomed. Open housing had become a major issue in the ‘68
election campaign. Republicans and segregationist democrats stoked fears of
“LBJ’s bureaucrats … swarming over every neighborhood setting up Negro-
white quotas, forcing homeowners to sell their property, and encouraging
vicious gangs of rioters and looters to destroy neighborhoods which dare to
resist.”76 President Johnson’s liberal supporters, fearing backlash over the
housing issue, could not even get a bill out of committee in 1967. Within this
context, McNamara’s Open Housing initiative provided the opposition with
ammunition. Although the most virulent of the opposition rhetoric was a
gross distortion of reality, meant to scare white voters, the Department of
Defense was dispatching “bureaucrats” into neighborhoods and, in some
communities, ordered desegregation by military decree. To the chagrin of
Johnson administration policymakers, the headway that the DoDwas making
on desegregating housing in military communities was making the passage of
federal civil rights legislation more difficult.77

But in early 1968, several events changed the political calculus. First, the
senate was finally able to break the two-year-long filibuster on the bill in
February. Themotion for cloture carried by one vote; the bill passed the senate
on March 11. President Johnson wrote to Speaker of the House John McCor-
mack and implored him to bring themeasure to a vote. He argued that passage
of the bill would be a signal to Americans and the world that the United States
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was committed to civil rights. In the letter, he invoked the unassailable
character of the Black soldier:

To one man—the Negro veteran of Vietnam—the fair housing
provision will have a special meaning. I do not need to tell you what
he has done for our country. It is up to us—to all of us—to assure him
the elemental rights in his own country for which he risked his life
overseas. That man—and his race—are entitled to the justice this bill
provides.78

All eyes were on the House, where it looked like it was going to get buried in
committee. But then Johnsonmade hisMarch 31 announcement that he was
not going to seek reelection, and, on April 4, Martin Luther King Jr. was
assassinated. The morning after King was shot, Johnson wrote another
letter to the Speaker telling him that the time to act was now. He invoked
a fundamental belief of liberal policymakers in the 1960s, that “the right of a
man to secure a home for his family regardless of the color of his skin”was a
basic tenet of American citizenship (clearly, here, citizenship was gendered
male). The President’s words echoed those of Robert McNamara’s several
months earlier in his speech to the educational broadcasters: “The Negro
serviceman has been loyal and responsible to his country. But the people of
his country have failed in their loyalty and responsibility to him.” The Civil
Rights Act of 1968 passed a few days later and Johnson signed it into law on
April 11.79

conclusion

To policymakers in the Department of Defense, participation in the Great
Society andWar on Poverty was not just ancillary to growing wartime needs.
This was not a shrewd numbers game in the bowels of the Pentagon aimed at
sending more young men to Vietnam. Rights and obligations were two sides
of the same coin to liberals in the Johnson administration. Like most social
policy during this time period, the intention of Projects Transition and
100,000, as well as efforts to open up housing to black GIs and their families,
was to aid the male breadwinner and shore up the institution of the
American family. Significantly, these programs had origins in the earliest
expressions of social welfare policymaking in the Kennedy administration,
years before President Johnson escalated the war in Vietnam. In sum, these
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programs were the epitome of Johnson’s vision for achieving the broader
goals of the War on Poverty and the Great Society. Policymakers believed
that military service—by fulfilling one’s obligations of male citizenship—
would translate into jobs and the necessary skills to lead successful lives.
More important, they felt that the military would instill a sense of pride,
motivation, and self-worth in those lacking these ideals of manhood. These
are the principles and traditions that drove Project 100,000. In part, they re-
created the World War II crucible that had so shaped their vision of
masculinity.

War changed men, confronting them with challenges that demanded
courage and elicited new strengths. Yet, the reality of the Vietnam War and
wartime necessity trumped well-intentioned idealism. Too many New Stan-
dards Men were handed an M-16 rather than a hammer or a welding torch.
Too few received remedial training in reading and mathematics. The disap-
pointment of Project 100,000 is that it was overtaken by the tragedy of
Vietnam.

Almost through stubborn willpower alone, Lyndon Baines Johnsonmade
the Great Society and Vietnam run in confluence during his administration.
But the two streams could not be held back from their diverging paths, and in
early 1968 their power broke the President. On March 31, looking exhausted
and forlorn, the once-towering president stared into the camera and told the
American people that he would not seek reelection that November. After
mounting casualties, the broken promises of a corner turned or a “light at the
end of the tunnel,” and the January Tet Offensive, American opinion finally
turned against Johnson’s war. Moreover, Americans no longer believed in the
value of martial obligations. The logic of masculine citizenship that was first
articulated inOne-Third of a Nation, and later on in “TheMoynihan Report,”
shaped government policy from 1963 until 1968. But by the time Johnson left
the White House, too many American men wanted nothing to do with
compulsory military service.

Although Project Transition would continue on in one form or another
for years to come, providing a sturdy foundation for the jobs-and-vocational-
training friendly image that the volunteer military would adopt in the 1980s,
and the Department of Defense would continue to fight housing discrimina-
tion around the country, Project 100,000 ended with the Johnson adminis-
tration. The incoming Nixon administration quickly abandoned the complex
draft “channeling” system that had become synonymous with inequity, put-
ting the longest era of conscription in US history on life support. In 1969,
Nixon implemented a lottery, declaring an end to “social engineering”
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through the Selective Service System, and in 1973 the President did away with
the draft altogether with the institution of the All-Volunteer Force.80

Louisiana Tech University, USA
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