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“The Veteran Problem”?: The American WWII Veteran

Todd Allen McDonald

(ABSTRACT)

The purpose of this paper is to analyze a specific dimension of the veteran policy

discourse in academic and news articles published during the Second World War. I

conduct a textual analysis and apply frame theory to structure my study of 45 aca-

demic articles taken from JSTOR and 314 news articles taken from ProQuest. My

findings reveal three distinct frames that represent veterans themselves as a social

problem and/or threat. One frame suggests that a mass influx of WWII veterans

into the US economy would cause an economic catastrophe similar to the Great De-

pression in the 1930s. Another frame indicates that veterans have been indoctrinated

into military life and that they had values and beliefs that were incompatible with

American society and democracy. The third frame claims that policies which provide

public benefits to veterans exclusively could create a privileged political class that

could undermine democracy and meritocracy. My research adds value to current

studies of American veterans by emphasizing the extreme fear that has character-

ized elite political discourse on WWII veteran reintegration and how that discourse

related to veteran policy proposals during that time.



“The Veteran Problem”?: The American WWII Veteran

Todd Allen McDonald

(GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT)

The purpose of this paper is to analyze a specific dimension of the veteran policy

discourse in academic and news articles published during the Second World War. I

examine 45 academic articles taken from JSTOR and 314 news articles taken from

ProQuest. My findings reveal three distinct arguments that represent veterans them-

selves as a social problem and/or threat. One argument suggests that a mass influx

of WWII veterans into the US economy would cause an economic catastrophe similar

to the Great Depression in the 1930s. Another argument indicates that veterans have

been indoctrinated into military life and that they had values and beliefs that were

incompatible with American society and democracy. The third argument claims that

policies which provide public benefits to veterans exclusively could create a privi-

leged political class that undermines democracy and meritocracy. My research adds

value to current studies of American veterans by emphasizing the extreme fear that

has characterized elite political discourse on WWII veteran reintegration and how

that discourse related to veteran policy proposals during that time.
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In early September 1944 – shortly after Allied troops had stormed the beaches of Nor-

mandy, France – the American public was confronted with a warning. The National

Broadcasting Company’s (NBC) “Words at War” radio series gave Willard Waller,

a WWI veteran and Columbia University sociology professor, a national audience to

pose his theory of veteran reintegration or, as it was more commonly referred to at

that time, veteran readjustment. NBC presented this theory through a dramatiza-

tion of Waller’s 1944 book (see Waller, 1944 for Waller’s

book; Fadiman (Host), n.d. for the radio show). Waller, like many other Americans

at the time, viewed military demobilization and economic reconversion as a social

problem, which is defined as issues that people managed through collective action.

However, Waller’s theory remains unique because it suggests that WWII veterans

themselves are a social problem due to the alleged threat they posed to public safety

and American democracy.
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The Veteran Comes Back

The NBC radio show, “Words At War,” began with a hiss, pop, some static sounds,

and a message from their sponsors. The radio host can be heard formulating Waller’s

theory into a question:

Remember, the veteran who comes home is a social problem. The major

social problem of the postwar world. No man can have a better moral

claim to the consideration of his fellows, and no man can have a better

right to bitterness. How are we going to give G.I. Joe [WWII veterans]

his rightful place in society? (Fadiman (Host), n.d.)

The radio show presents its answer through a small debate that symbolizes the

broader US policy discourse surrounding veterans and their return to civilian life

in the WWII era. In loud fits of passion, radio listeners can hear men and women

arguing what policy benefits “G.I. Joe,” symbolizing all WWII veterans collectively,

deserves. Their policy wish list includes a bonus, bill of rights, and even a voice

in government. When the man who made the “voice in government” proposal is

quickly silenced by another person loudly whispering, “Quiet!”, he soon amends his

statement: “Oh pardon me, I mean, his rightful place in society.” Without hesitation,

the crowd reconvenes its debates with so many voices speaking at once that not a

single argument is intelligible.

Eventually the idea of a bonus or direct cash benefit takes center stage. The crowd

engages in a bidding war starting at one hundred dollars, and like at an auction, the
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bonus grows increasingly higher as each citizen tries to prove their admiration for the

nation’s veterans. At the same time, a voice of dissent, later revealed to be “G.I. Joe”

can be heard saying “listen to me” and “hey fellas” as the bonus reaches new heights.

An auctioneer drowns out these cries and the bidding war rages on. “Five hundred

dollars!” “Six hundred dollars!” “Seven hundred dollars!” When the bonus proposal

stops at one thousand dollars, the crowd shouts victoriously in unison, “Nothing is

too good for G.I. Joe!”

Finally, Joe says that he has had enough and commands the crowd’s attention long

enough to explain his own perspective. He slowly and carefully explains why Ameri-

can veterans have so much anger toward civilians and the political leaders who plan

for veterans and never with them. Joe tells the crowd that the American public

has had this same policy debate many times before. As the crowd’s words so aptly

demonstrate, people show signs of support for major wars and the people and re-

sources necessary to win them, but the national mood always changes when veterans

come back. Spoken promises and public optimism are inevitably broken and fade

away, and veterans are forced to cooperate with each other and form political orga-

nizations to solve their own problems. If those problems are never solved, veterans

become problems for society, meaning a threat.

Joe organizes a mock trial against the crowd, evidently a proxy for the American

public, to prove this point: “This time if we don’t get what we want, if we don’t get

what we’ve been promised, if we don’t get what we deserve, you can kiss your democ-

racy goodbye!” Three individuals symbolizing all American Revolutionary veterans,

Confederate Civil War Veterans, and WWI veterans are some of his primary wit-



4

nesses. The first testimony reveals that American Revolutionary veterans’ problems

adjusting to civilian life began when they were demobilized without pay. NBC listen-

ers can hear the words of a Revolutionary veteran, Private Jeremiah Smith, fading

into sounds that indicate the actual postwar events were unfolding in real time. Sev-

eral men, veterans, can be heard arguing about what should be done to acquire their

pay, restore their dignity, and achieve justice. The men decide to organize an armed

march on the U.S. Capitol in Philadelphia. The sound of military men marching

in unison can be heard in the background as Jeremiah’s voice reemerges to narrate

these events. Jeremiah utters, “It was mutiny!”, but one that was doomed to fail.

Congressional officials managed to escape the veterans’ wrath by temporarily relo-

cating to Princeton. Jeremiah concedes that, while he and his fellow Revolutionary

veterans were “short changed” and “swindled,” his only hope was that future vet-

erans would receive better treatment. It was only because the United States was

a young nation, according to Jeremiah, that Revolutionary veterans accepted such

poor treatment.

The Confederate Civil War and WWI veterans’ stories convey similar images of

violence, but both men’s actions were motivated by a bitterness that was entirely

preventable. Confederate veterans’ bitterness began to develop when they were not

given the same public assistance as those veterans who fought for the Northern states.

Corporal Rufus Bowers argues that many of the Confederates became so desperate

– near starvation in some cases – that they were willing to follow almost anyone who

would lead them. For this reason, he chose to join the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), an

organization dedicated to using force and violence to restore “the old order” that the
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Civil War had been fought to destroy. Rufus then explains how he and his fellow

veterans played a special role in racially motivated murders, arson, and threats of

terror that allowed the KKK to establish an empire over the South. While Rufus

accepts that his actions were wrong in hindsight, like Jeremiah Smith, he too hoped

that future veterans would receive better treatment.

In returning to his role as trial lawyer, G.I. Joe directs the crowd’s attention to WWI

veterans. Joe argues that their bitterness did not immediately emerge after the war

but instead slowly “spread like a disease.” NBC listeners can hear two different,

consecutive scenarios that illustrate how this disease spreads, although in different

and almost unpredictable ways. The first is a story about a WWI veteran who is on

a street corner trying to sell pencils. “Buy a pencil!” “Buy a pencil!” He repeats

the sales pitch a few more times before a young woman trips over him. Almost

instinctively, she calls him an “old bum” and shows no sympathy for his missing

legs. When she storms off, the veteran starts to reminisce about his military service,

but he does nothing more than fantasize about a time when he thought of himself as

a hero. The second scenario proves that other veterans were not so easily ignored.

NBC listeners can hear the sound of a bell as a man, a WWI veteran, enters a shop

with only one sales clerk. The clerk soon discovers that his life is in danger when

the veteran says, “This is a holdup!” and “Give me all the dough!” While the clerk

tries to beg for his life, it makes no difference to a veteran who is lost to bitterness.

The veteran fires multiple shots into the sales clerk and yells that the man profited

from the war effort.

NBC listeners are given other examples of veterans’ violence, most notably some
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who were Nazis and Communists, but the message is clear. WWII veterans will be a

threat to American democracy unless policymakers can discover how to restore their

place in society before it is too late. To this proposition, I ask: In what sense, if any,

did other people represent veterans themselves to be a social problem in the WWII

era? How, if at all, did representations of WWII veterans in U.S. policy discourse

vary across different forums that debate public policy issues, such as academia and

news media? What, if anything, can this politics of representations teach us about

veterans, public policymaking, and democracy during that period and now? These

are the questions that I am addressing in this research project.



NBC’s dramatization of Willard Waller’s 1944 book, , is a

useful illustration of what I am studying in this dissertation. Waller, a WWI vet-

eran, Columbia University sociology professor, and contemporary theorist of WWII

veteran reintegration (more commonly referred to as “veteran readjustment’’ at that

time), and NBC, a nationally broadcast news organization, essentially attempted to

persuade the American public to perceive WWII veterans as threats to the nation.

Veterans, NBC’s “Words At War’’ radio show suggested, are made angry and bit-

ter by their military service, and if no action were taken to appease them and help

them rediscover their “rightful place[s] in society,’’ then Americans can “kiss [their]

democracy goodbye’’ (see prologue).

My study of this type of discourse remains significant today because the ideas un-

derlying it reflect major tensions in the veteran reintegration process. I explain

that contemporary academic research on veterans highlights these tensions some-

what indirectly. The academic literature on veterans can be thought of as having

two dimensions that indicate recurring themes in veteran policy discourse, especially

the postwar discourse. The first dimension can be seen through the social construc-

7
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tion literature, which examines people’s perceptions of veterans’ “deservedness.’’ The

deservedness concept is a theoretical guide that scholars use to evaluate policy dis-

course in relation to claims that some people “deserve’’ public assistance, and others

do not (see Watkins-Hayes and Kovalsky, 2016). Scholars also examine the crite-

rion that determines who qualifies for policy benefits and what it implies about

who is perceived as “deserving.’’ Deservedness research indicates that historically

the method to determine who receives veteran benefits has been fairly arbitrary. In

a sense, policymakers constructed arguments about which veterans were and were

not deserving of public largesse, and those understandings or perceptions preceded

artificial divisions among veterans and their fellow citizens via public policy.

The second dimension of veteran policy discourse that I identify is the central focus

of my dissertation, but my analysis remains exploratory. Much of the historical

research on veterans not only supports the idea that veterans have been perceived

as deserving of policy benefits, but that veterans have been viewed as a force for

social and political instability. Willard Waller and the scholars who engaged with

his work are how I articulate a perspective that represents veterans themselves to

be a postwar threat, and I question the extent to which, if at all, other people

held a similar perspective. In what sense did academics and news media represent

American veterans themselves as a social problem and/or threat during the WWII

era? The idea that veterans themselves constitute a threat is a unique perspective in

the sense that the problem is defined to be a group of people, not their circumstances,

choices, or ideology. In theory, the differences between these two types of problem

representations are clear, but the political discourse, as I discovered, is much more



9

elusive, although not entirely outside the realm of reasonable conjectures.

I will explain my approach to making sense of the veteran policy discourse. My anal-

ysis focuses on scholarly and news media discourse for reasons of data availability and

theory. The JSTOR and ProQuest Historical Newspapers databases have relatively

comprehensive collections of academic and news articles from the 1940s. I developed

two samples, one with 45 academic articles and another with 314 news articles. Both

samples were derived using terms from Waller’s research and an ongoing process of

searching for new terms as I read articles linked to Waller’s terminology. This was in-

tentionally a targeted approach to articles that represented veterans themselves as a

social problem. Thus, in this case, my decision to expand the terms I used to develop

my two samples on an ongoing basis is appropriate. The theoretical justification for

my decision to focus on academic and news articles is based on the frame/framing lit-

erature. Although most frame analyses examine news media discourse (see D’Angelo,

2017; De Vreese, 2005), there are also important reasons to examine the framings

among academics as well (see Shön and Rein, 1994, pp. 31-32). Theories of scholars

and stories from reporters direct people’ attention to particular issues and implicitly

or explicitly indicate how people should interpret social problems and their solutions

(see Van Hulst and Yanow, 2016).

I apply a textual analysis guided by framing theory and Willard Waller’s research

to structure my empirical analysis. I created a term I refer to as “the veteran

problem’’ (TVP) framings to organize an analysis similar to deservedness research.

TVP framings are representations of veterans as a social problem or threat to a

nation or polity. Those representations can be claims about veterans or evaluations
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that I make based on a government policy response to veterans. For example, a

scholar could discuss veterans as a threat or examine a policy response, such as the

1932 Bonus March, that led to military and police action that implied veterans were

a threat.

The concept of TVP framing(s) performed several important functions in my re-

search. One was, as I alluded to, using the concept to explain how veterans have

been perceived as threats prior to the WWI era. This is a way to justify my analysis,

but also to show that people’s perceptions of veterans as threats could take many

different forms. The concept also served as a guide that I used to code the number

of academic and news articles that included at least one claim that implied veterans

were a problem or threat. Although this required interpretive decisions about what

claims constitute “TVP framings’’, I used particular words and phrases as indicators

of the representation / framing that I am studying. The phrases that I used include

claims that suggest veterans are a threat to public safety, democracy, peace, or a

sustainable peace. As I read articles and identified other claims that imply similar

representations, my use of TVP framings expanded to account for articles that used

“the veteran problem’’ phrase or an approximation of it. I also accounted for claims

that suggested veterans have been trained for war and that they were unfamiliar

with the ways of living in a democratic, peacetime society.

In my discussion of the findings, I identified three major subframings that I used to

discuss representations in the coded articles. One subframing relates to economic

security. The economic security framing suggests that everyone has the potential

to commit acts of violence and become political extremists when their most basic
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needs are not met. Veterans, it is argued, are especially vulnerable to economic

hardships as they transition out of the military and into the civilian workforce.

Thus, veterans require some type of public assistance to reestablish themselves in the

civilian economy. Disagreements arise, however, about the appropriate nature of that

public assistance. Some authors may emphasize the need for targeted assistance to

veterans and the ability to control nation economic fluctuations, while others suggest

reasons to be skeptical of one or both these proposals.

The second framing focuses on veterans’ socialization in the military and how that

impacts their ability to be successful in a civilian context. The socialization framing

suggests that the military develops certain values, beliefs and practices in its person-

nel that are incompatible or at least inconsistent with a civilian lifestyle. Among the

most troubling qualities that military personnel adopt, according to this perspective,

is a strict adherence to authority, ridgid discipline, and the willingness to die for a

cause. None of these qualities are undesirable in the military, but when veterans

return to civilian life, these qualities can undermine their success and, in some cases,

lead to violence and political extremism. Thus, the people who apply this framing

emphasize the importance of veterans’ education or reeducation when they return to

civilian life.

The third and final framing that I examine implies a conflict between veterans and

civilian society. The political divide framing suggests that veteran policy has the

potential to solve some of veterans’ challenges during readjustment period but also

the ability to establish a separate, privileged political class. The people who use

this framing highlight the importance of equality before the law. Their arguments
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suggest that universal social protections that apply to everyone equally are often

more desirable than exclusive veteran benefits, yet they also recognize that veterans

can have unique needs during their transition back into civilian life. The authors

wrestled with how these two interests could be balanced.

This research builds on the current body of knowledge about veterans in several

ways. The first is that my outline of the academic literature reveals two competing

tendencies among postwar societies: one is that elite political discourse reflects a

desire to reward and praise veterans, and another is to view veterans as a threat

to political and social stability. My research highlights the latter view within US

policy discourse. The second contribution I make involves the TVP concept. TVP

framings, as a concept, provide a theoretical and analytic focus that other authors

can use and expand upon to examine similar perspectives, as expressed at other

times throughout history. A third and related contribution is how I have brought

attention to the discourse of people as social problems. The idea that people can be

a social problem is counter-productive to democratic ideals. Yet, as I explain at the

end of my dissertation, the idea had been espoused in a variety of ways during the

WWII era and others contexts. My research explains how this perspective shaped

many people’s understanding of WWII veterans, and I call for addition research on

this topic in the future.
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My dissertation has seven chapters beyond the prologue and this one. The Third

Chapter is a literature review that explains the historical context of the WWII era

and explains how previous research indicates that people have viewed veterans’ return

to civilian society as a social problem. The historical and framing theory research

helped me develop a concept that I call “the veteran problem’’ (TVP) framings.

TVP framings are arguments that suggest veterans are a threat to social and political

stability. The concept serves as a general category that I use to guide my empirical

analysis.

The Fourth Chapter outlines and justifies my analysis. I begin the Chapter by

discussing the data selection process. I chose to use the JSTOR and ProQuest

Historical Newspapers databases for their vast supply of academic and news articles

during the WWII era. I defined the U.S. WWII era broadly, from 1940 to 1946, to

account for the amount of time it may have taken for articles to be reviewed and

published, but I did look at some articles from WWI era to 1950s as well. The latter

was done to gain a deeper understanding of the databases and potential material

available for my project.

I eventually developed two samples, one with 45 academic articles and another with

314 news articles. I used the same list of terms to create both samples. My searches

included a combination of words, such as “veteran unemployment’’ and “threat,’’

“violence,’’ or “fascism.’’ The list was chosen based on my reading of secondary

literature and articles discovered through my searches. The reason why I developed
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my list of terms in this way was that I considered this project to be exploratory

research, and to adequately answer my research question, I determined that I needed

to evaluate all likely possibilities that might illustrate the arguments that represented

veterans to be a social problem.

The articles that I determined to have “TVP framings’’ were coded using Nvivo, a

qualitative data analysis software. I read each article entirely to assess its full content.

While I did note the words and phrases that I considered to be TVP framings, I

thought of TVP framings as being a general guide or category. I applied my own

interpretive skills to determine which claims represented veterans as a threat. My

understanding of TVP as a general category grew as I read the articles, to include

claims that suggested veterans were violent, a threat to public safety, democracy,

and a sustainable peace, and phrases such as “the veteran problem’’ or “veteran’s

problem.’’ I also coded articles that explicitly said that veterans were not a threat.

The reason was that the author has acknowledged that TVP framings are a part of

the policy discourse, and this did prove useful when I noticed that newspapers from

the black press emphasized that veterans would not be a threat, for example.

The Fifth and Sixth Chapters are my analyses of the academia and news media

discourses. The two venues are more similar than different. In both Chapters, I

discuss subframes within the larger body of TVP framings and provide examples.

The first framing that I examine, as mentioned above, involves a “political divide’’

between veterans and society via public policy. The people who applied this framing

were interested in understanding the challenges veterans experience while in the mil-

itary and returning to civilian society, but they were also concerned about veterans
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becoming a separate, privileged political class. This group emphasized the impor-

tance of finding the balance between the types of public assistance veterans need

when they return home and the assistance that all citizens can potentially require

throughout their lives. Failure to realize this balance, this group suggests, could

undermine cherished democratic ideals, such as equality, and cause harm to people

who do not receive the same health care and educational opportunities as veterans.

The second framing emphasizes economic security. The “economic security’’ framing

is a somewhat narrow characterization, but it is supported in the previous academic

literature and generally captures the concerns of people who embraced this perspec-

tive. The authors who use the economic security framing argue that policymakers

should manage and improve the economic environment of the nation, and, in turn,

various social tensions, including those between veterans and society, racial and gen-

der conflicts, and class animosities, will subside as everyone is given opportunities to

improve their own lives. Many times, the authors who use this framing emphasize the

idea of a “full employment’’ policy, a process that would allow the Federal Govern-

ment to continually stimulate the US economy to full employment, but their actual

understanding of the situation is much more complex than one policy conveys. The

framers wanted to further democratic ideals, improve public safety, foster national

cohesion, and economic security was viewed as a means to achieve these objectives.

The third framing that I examine implies that veterans have undergone ‘’socializa-

tion’’ that has made them “unfit’’ for civilian society. The socialization framing

suggests that people in the military learn a new way of life – with new values, be-

liefs, and practices – that undermines their ability to be successful in US civilian
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life. The degree to which the authors view the nature and impact of the socialization

process can vary greatly. Some authors indicate, for instance, that the military cre-

ates new types of people who are completely obedient, willing to kill and die without

hesitation, and are a part of a cultural context that is opposed to democracy, capi-

talism, and other social roles. From this perspective, it is argued that policymakers

and community leaders need to develop a sense of belonging within veterans and

encourage them to accept roles as, for example, fathers and cooperative community

members. More nuanced uses of this framing acknowledge that veterans have grown

accustomed to a different way of living and suggest that the federal government has

a role in reestablishing veterans back into society, but the authors do not draw as

sharp contrast between the type of people who go into the military and those who

remained in civilian life.

The seventh and final Chapter of my dissertation provides a road map for how I

intend to further develop my research in the future. First, I explain what I have

achieved in this dissertation. TVP framings, as a concept, and the three subframing

that I discussed in my analysis yield new insights into the bodies of research on

veterans and WWII veteran policy. I emphasize how these ideas and my findings

increase the level of knowledge on these topics. The next thing I do is explain how

I intend to develop this project in the future. One way I do this is by highlighting

parallel discourses to the narratives of “the veteran problem. “The German problem’’

and “Indian problem’’ are two examples that I discuss in detail. The final section

offers my final thoughts. This project began as exploratory research, but now that

it is completed, I can conduct a much more focused analysis of people as problems
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narratives in U.S. policy discourse.



What does current academic research on veteran policy discourse suggest about the

ways in which American veterans and veteran reintegration have historically been

perceived or understood? What issues or conversations have scholars examined to

structure and focus their analyses of US veteran policy discourse around what was

likely most consequential for policy outcomes at specific moments in time? How can

I use this knowledge to answer my research question? That is, in what sense, if any,

did US policy discourse during the WWII era represent veterans themselves to be a

threat to society or social order? I address each of these questions in this Chapter.

To answer the first and second questions, I examine academic literature that draws

on social construction theory, specifically the “deservedness’’ concept, to explain the

evolution and results of US veteran policy making. Social construction theories sug-

gest that social and political life are the product of people’s social interactions, lived

experiences, and historical context; social constructionists study people’s perceptions

as beliefs that are not objectively true but as claims about reality that influence how

18
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people understand themselves, their communities, and make public policy decisions

(see Loseke, 2017; A. Schneider and Ingram, 1993; A. L. Schneider et al., 2014).

Deservedness refers to representations or arguments that suggest that a group of

people deserves public largesse, and others do not (see Jensen, 2005, p. 35, A. L.

Schneider et al., 2014, p. 107). In one sense, scholars with this focus are examining

claims that people make about who should and should not be given policy benefits,

but the assessments being made are actually much broader than that. Yes, scholars

examine deservedness as explicit claims about a policy’s eligibility criteria, but they

also discuss the eligibility criteria themselves in terms of what it implies about who

is deserving. There is therefore an element of interpretation that someone applies

when they use the deservedness theory. The theory assumes that people’s percep-

tions of who is “deserving’’ is the primary determinant of policy outcomes, compared

to limited resources or the specific needs of a particular community.

The same group of scholars who apply the deservedness concept, at least in my study,

draw on a second theory to structure their research. The theory they use, policy feed-

back theory, suggests that public policy includes feedback that is factored into subse-

quent political debates and decisions (see Pierson, 1993, Béland and Schlager, 2019).

Policy feedback theory asserts that policy establishes benefits, means of organizing,

and relationships that influence conversations about and approaches to determining

who gets what, when and how. The feedback that emerges can be positive, negative,

or perhaps a combination of the two.

I use these insights to propose that a second dimension of veteran policy discourse

should be explored. That is, the idea, perception, or representation of veterans,
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especially postwar veterans who return to society in mass numbers, as a threat. In

making this proposal, I do not argue that perceptions of veterans as threats were

more influential than those of deservedness or any other factor. I cannot confidently

make such a claim. Instead, I recognize that historians of veterans and veteran policy

have, somewhat indirectly, explored the idea that veterans have been perceived as

threats, even in the US context (see Severo and Milford, 1989, Waller, 1944, Ross,

1969, Van Ells, 2001), and that additional research could further clarify knowledge

of veterans and veteran reintegration. The assumption that veterans as a group are

necessarily a threat is, in my view, an indicator of how traumatic and challenging

veteran reintegration has been in the past.

In this Chapter, I explain that framing theory can help scholars and practitioners bet-

ter understand the social tensions underlying the veteran reintegration process. The

reason is that framing theory is not only a means to examine ‘social constructions’

of reality; it is also a means to acknowledge, examine and re-assess the ideas and

understandings that inform public policy conversations (see Shön and Rein, 1994,

Schön, 2017). A “frame’’ is most simply defined as a “definition of the situation’’ or

how people interpret the meaning of their circumstances and determine the appro-

priate response (Van Hulst and Yanow, 2016, p. 94). Frame theory, for my purposes,

emphasizes the relationship between how people perceive social problems and devise

public policy solutions. “Framing’ is a relatively recent theoretical adaptation that

highlights the evolving nature of the framing process – people’s understandings can

change from moment to moment, whether that time is a single policy debate or

discussions that unfold over multiple generations (see Van Hulst and Yanow, 2016).
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Framing, as opposed to social construction in general, provides a much deliberate

theoretical tool for me to conduct my analysis. I created

, as a concept, to focus my analysis and discussion of WWII vet-

erans in U.S. policy discourse. TVP framings are representations or arguments that

suggest , which means a threat to society

or social order. That type of framing is distinct from one that suggests

. My idea for the TVP framing concept derives from two

sources. One is framing theory, specifically the body of research that aims to under-

stand how public administrators and policy practitioners interpret and respond to

challenges (see Shön and Rein, 1994, Schön, 2017). The second is Willard Waller,

a WWI veteran, Columbia University sociology professor, and a contemporary of

the WWII era who articulated his theory of veteran reintegration (more commonly

referred to as veteran readjustment at that time) as “the veteran problem’’ in his

1944 book, (see Waller, 1944).

This information is presented in three sections. The first section examines the aca-

demic literature on the social constructions of veterans’ deservedness. My analysis

focuses mainly on the research of Jensen, Skocpol, and Mettler, which are among the

few scholars to examine people’s perceptions to explain the policy making, outcomes,

and political consequences of US veteran politics. Then I argue that the idea vet-

erans constitute a threat is an underexplored dimension of veteran policy discourse.

The second section takes a deep dive into the perspective of Willard Waller, an in-

fluential scholar, WWI veteran, and contemporary of the WWII era. Waller’s “the

veteran problem’’ thesis reveals how he understood WWII veteran readjustment in
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1944. I use Waller’s research and framing theory to create my own theoretical con-

cept, “the veteran problem’’ (TVP) framings. TVP framings are representations of

veteran reintegration challenges that imply veterans themselves are threats to social

and political order. In the third section, I use TVP framings to explain how and

why people may have perceived WWI veterans as threats during the interwar period

(1918-1939). I also consider how these events could emerge in WWII veteran policy

discourse, as a consequence of policy feedback from the WWI era.

Theories are descriptive and explanatory devices that structure scholarly research

and practical discussions of social life and public policy (see Frederickson et al.,

2018, pp. 1-14). In this section, I compare theoretical claims behind what I am

referring to as two dimensions of the US veteran policy discourse. One dimension

includes research that applies “deservedness’’ and policy feedback theory to explain

how people’s perceptions of veterans as being deserving of public largesse were a

central part of veteran policy development and political consequences for the nation.

I articulate the second dimension of the policy discourse through historical research

that draws on Willard Waller’s research to outline another perspective. The body of

research that I examine recognizes, somewhat indirectly, how perceptions of WWII

veterans as a threat to the nation coincided with veteran policy changes and political

implications. My academic contribution to the body of research on veterans and

veteran policy is to further explore this second dimension. The comparison that I
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outline in this section helps me do that. Jensen (2005), Skocpol (1995), Mettler

(2002, 2005) are studies that effectively articulate the first dimension of the veteran

policy discourse. Each of these authors applies deservedness and policy feedback

theory, to varying degrees and in somewhat distinct ways, to explain veteran policy

development after three major American wars. Jensen and Skocpol are historical

analyses that highlight connections between deservedness (as explicit claims and as

a policy’s criteria to qualify for benefits) and veteran pension systems. Drawing on

policy feedback theory, Jensen explains how the pension system for veterans of the

American Revolution established a precedent that shaped expectations about the role

of government in wars since then. Skocpol applies policy feedback theory to explain

how the Union veteran pension system became a part of America’s patronage politics

and resulted in sky-rocketing federal spending and allegations of rampant corruption.

The Union veterans’ pension system led some policymakers during the progressive

and WWI eras to oppose open-ended spending programs. Mettler’s analysis uses

deservedness to discuss the policy feedback effects of the G.I. Bill. She argues that

the WWII generation of veterans’ unprecedented civic engagement can be explained

by the G.I. Bill’s deservedness criteria and generous and easily accessible benefits.

Her work implies that public policy can empower veterans as democratic citizens.

To expand upon Jensen’s analysis, I will further elaborate on her study of the 1818

veteran pension system. She notes that a policy proposal for military compensation

first became a political issue in the midst of the American Revolution. The reason

was that many Americans were vehemently opposed to a standing, professional army,

yet the Revolutionary war created a demand for military personnel, especially offi-
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cers, to make the fight for independence sustainable. A pension system was viewed as

a means to solve this problem, but the deservedness criteria chosen for the pension

system proved controversial. Congress approved “service pensions of half pay for

seven years for Army officers serving until the end of the war and lump-sum bonuses

of eighty dollars for noncommissioned officers and soldiers’’ in 1778 (Jensen, 2005,

p. 42). Some officers who thought their service deserved more recognition pressured

Congress to expand their benefits over the coming years, and militia men, many of

whom had engaged in combat and served for similar periods of time, wanted to be

considered for the pension as well. In addition, Jensen explains that “invalid’’ pen-

sions or pensions for wounded veterans had been in existence for quite some time but

that the 1778 policy established a new precedent, as age and ability to work became

part of the deservedness criteria (Jensen, 2005, pp. 42-43). These controversies and

changes reveal how perceptions of veterans’ deservedness were evolving over time.

The policy feedback that Jensen describes are the consequence of these changes via

public policy decisions. One of the earliest political implications that she notes

emerged in 1782, when Congress failed to persuade states to fund veteran pensions.

As Jensen writes, “the Army’s officers worried that their life pensions would never

materialize and threatened that they would not lay down their arms unless some

effort was made to guarantee them’’ (Jensen, 2005, p. 43). These officers, evidently

believing that their government had misled them, were threatening to use violence

against their own newly established government. When states finally did agree to

fund the pension legislation, another problem arose from lower-ranking veterans.

Jensen points out that James Madison likened this group’s protest to a “general
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anarchy’’ (Jensen, 2005, p. 43). The militiamen viewed their service to the nation

as being no less important than the officers above them in rank. Hostilities grew

even worse as a postwar economic downturn coupled with concerns that Congress

had abandoned “republican, egalitarian principles’’ (Jensen, 2005, pp. 43-44). Not

only could many veterans not afford to care for themselves and their families, but

they came to believe that Congress had favored military officers over regulars and

militia men, which suggested that the US political system was shaped by social and

economic class interests, not equality before the law.

Political institutions and opportunities played a role in reshaping the criteria of

deservedness used in the pension system legislation. Although white, landowning

men were the only people enfranchised at that time, other groups of people, including

white men who did not own land, black Americans and women, had the ability to

petition Congress. Many veterans petitioned their public officials for an expansion

of the pension system. Some gave congressional testimony that emphasized their

deservedness and need for public assistance. By 1818, the economic prosperity of

the nation created an opportunity for these advocates to influence policy change.

In 1832, 1836 and several years that followed, amendments further liberalized the

pension system, reshaping the deservedness criteria. The champions of liberalization

advanced arguments that suggested that the excluded group or ‘undeserving’ veterans

were no different from the target group or ‘deserving’ veterans who were eligible for

pension benefits.

By the Civil War era, the American political landscape had undergone drastic

changes that impacted veteran policy discourse. The nation had become fully demo-
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cratic for all white males, and patronage politics, with its recurring exchanges of

political favors and benefits for constituent votes, established new incentives for po-

litical actors (Skocpol, 1995, p. 106). In comparing the 1818 pension system with

the Union one, Skocpol argues, “...open-ended service pensions for all surviving Rev-

olutionary warriors and widows – as opposed to stricter disability and need-based

pensions – did not emerge until after the advent of patronage democracy, with its

universal suffrage rights for all American white males’’ (Skocpol, 1995, p. 105).

Like the 1818 legislation before it, the Union pension system had established a new

precedent and new expectations.

The Republic Party helped facilitate these changes. Its members fashioned their

political identity as the party of “free land, free labor, and free men,’’ a platform

that divided the nation and contributed to the war (Skocpol, 1995, p. 106). The

Republican-dominated Congress first enacted a policy that offered material support

to Union veterans and their dependents in 1862. A short time later, its provisions

were expanded and made more systematic (Skocpol, 1995, p. 106).

The political and practical importance of the policy grew as did the size of the Union’s

military force. The Union initially relied on an all-volunteer force to support the war

effort, but this changed in 1863 when a conscription law dictated that all men ages

20 to 45, who could not offer payment or a substitute to go in their stead, had to

join the military (Skocpol, 1995, p. 103). By the end of the war, the Union Army

had more than two million men, many of whom were as young as 15 years old.

The mortal casualty rate exceeded 300,000 people, and more than 200, 000 of those

deaths were from diseases (Skocpol, 1995, p. 103). Skocpol notes how the scale and
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demographic makeup of the Union force were comparable to the British Army in

WWI (Skocpol, 1995, p. 103). The American Civil War, by various measures and

comparisons, proved to be an unparalleled military conflict at that time.

Skocpol’s graph showing monetary contributions to the Union veteran pension sys-

tem alongside the total number of pensioners from 1866 to 1917 highlights the most

obvious policy feedback (Skocpol, 1995, p. 110). The graph shows the year that

major policy changes, such as the Arrears Act (1879), were enacted and the conse-

quences for the national surplus (or deficit). The Arrears Act was one policy, among

others, that gradually transformed the Union pension system into America’s first

old age pension system, similar to social security (1935) but only for veterans. The

policy required that whenever someone qualified for a pension, “their cases should be

reopened and payments made back to the date of their discharge from the military

or the death of the family breadwinner’’ (Skocpol, 1995, p. 116). A consequence of

this was that some Union veterans began receiving large sums of money upon their

first payment (Skocpol, 1995, p. 112). Skocpol’s graph reveals these implications

in aggregate. Monetary disbursements immediately increased in 1880 and continued

to grow at a much faster rate than before the Arrears Act had passed. Although

disbursements began to decrease in the mid-1890s, they once again increased after

1907 (Skocpol, 1995, p. 110). The program had fewer pensioners, as more veterans

passed away, yet disbursements continued to climb as Congress further liberalized

pension benefits.

Deservedness helps explain aspects of the pension system’s evolution and its impli-

cations for American politics. Perceptions of Union veterans’ deservedness derived
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from their actual victory over the Confederacy, and political actors’ ability to develop

a narrative that suggested that veterans should be compensated for their sacrifices.

Skocpol repeatedly points out the importance of veterans being described as “sav-

iors’’ of the Union. At the same time, rhetorical and actual hostilities were directed

at Confederate veterans who were viewed as undeserving for their rebellion against

the Union. Many wounded Confederate veterans relied on family and community

care or merger state funding for their subsistence. The differences between state and

federal public assistance was quite substantial (see Skocpol (1995, p. 140)).

Policy feedback theory explains aspects of the pension system’s development and

political consequences as well. While the pension system was initially designed with

honest intentions, the policy grew into a mechanism to reward a large voting con-

stituency. Republicans tried to portray their party as ardent veteran supporters, and

the voting record of their members on veteran legislation supports this argument.

However, it was party competition for the veteran vote that led to the liberalization

of the pension system and the drastically rising costs long after the Revolutionary

war ended. At the same time, the money mobilized by party competition empow-

ered other political actors. The Grand Army of the Republic (GAR), the largest

Union veteran organization, and lawyers, who would charge veterans to complete

applications for pension benefits, became powerful veteran advocates.

Veteran pension politics contributed to a growing animosity between veterans and

much of the American public. Although Skocpol does not suggest that Union vet-

erans were hated or even disliked, she does show that by the end of the century, an

increasing number of Americans thought veteran politics had become detrimental
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to the nation. Charles Francis Adams’ 1911 article (later reprinted in 1912) titled

“The Civil-War Pension Lack-of-system: A four-thousand-million record of legisla-

tive incompetence tending to general political corruption’’ attests to this concern

(Skocpol, 1995, p. 275). Adams, a former Union general himself, argued that the

veteran pension system was overwhelmed by pervasive “fraud and abuse’’ and that

similar systems, such as workers insurance being debated at that time, would further

corrupt national politics (Skocpol, 1995, p. 275). That sentiment was by no means

exclusive to Adams. As Skocpol explains, “Civil War benefits left behind among US

reformers a permanent legacy of worry about open-ended public spending, especially

for military veterans but also for other social groups’’ (Skocpol, 1995, p. 533). That

fear shaped the policy benefits given to WWI veterans, as I explain in the third

section of this Chapter.

Mettler (2002, 2005) applies the same theoretical structures as Jensen and Skocpol,

but her analysis considers the relationship between the 1944 G.I. Bill and WWII

veterans’ civic engagement. She draws on surveys of WWII veterans and in-person

interviews to gain insight into how veterans themselves perceived the impact of the

policy on their lives and political decisions. She contends that the G.I. Bill’s policy

design fosterred an experience among veterans that encouraged them to commit

to their communities and give back to US society what they had been given. It

was the G.I. Bill’s deservedness criteria that motivated veterans’ civic engagement.

An implication of this finding is that public policy can be designed in a way that

empowers democratic citizenship for veterans.

The G.I. Bill’s benefits and design are central parts of Mettler’s work. Perhaps the
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most recognizable feature of the Bill among laypeople today is its educational and

professional training provision, which is the focus of Mettler (2002, 2005), but that is

only one of its features. The original, 1944 G.I. Bill, popularly known as a “G.I. Bill

of Rights for G.I. Joe and G.I. Jane’’ (see Altschuler and Blumin (2009, p. 3) and

Ross (1969, p. 99)), was a collection of policies officially named the Servicemen’s

Readjustment Act of 1944. Instead of using the term “veteran reintegration,’’ con-

temporaries used “veteran readjustment’’ to contemplate veterans’ return to society.

The policy had provisions for education and training; unemployment payments of

$20 per week for a duration of 52 weeks (the “52-20 Club,’’ as the critics dubbed it),

loans via the Veteran Administration for a home, business or farm; and various ad-

ministrative changes aimed at improving public services for veterans (Mettler, 2005,

p. 6). The reason why the G.I. Bill was so successful, Mettler indicates, was its

deservedness criteria. The policy’s educational provision combined universal appli-

cability to all American veterans with generous and easily accessible benefits. These

features sent messages to WWII veterans about their status in the US polity and laid

the foundation for a mutually beneficial relationship between veterans and society.

The simplest way to evaluate the G.I. Bill’s success is to consider how many people

used its provisions. This is a much narrower conception of success than Mettler

assumes, but it is nonetheless helpful and contextually important. Altschuler and

Blumin (2009) draw on 1950s surveys from the Veteran Administration and the

Bureau of the Census to reveal the great magnitude of American veterans affected.

The surveyors’ lowest estimate placed the total number of veterans who used one

or more of the Bill’s provisions at approximately twelve and a half million people
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(Altschuler and Blumin, 2009, p. 8). Of the nearly sixteen million WWII veteran

cohort, Altschuler and Blumin (2009, p. 8) write, “more than 8.3 million, or some

52 percent, received unemployment payments provided by the bill as ‘readjustment

allowances’; about 7.8 million, a little less than half of the cohort, received graduate,

college, or subcollege-level education and training benefits; and 4 million, or 25

percent, were granted a VA-guaranteed loan to finance a home, farm, or business.’’ In

addition, the authors identify less direct ways that veterans benefited from the Bill as

well, such as the construction of new VA hospitals and administrative improvements

to the VA system (Altschuler and Blumin, 2009, p. 9). Increased economic activity

and growing intellectual capital from the G.I. Bill’s provisions also coincided with

unprecedented national economic growth and rapidly improved standards of living

after the war (see Patterson, 1996, pp. 68-69).

Unlike any other time in human history, the policy provided lower- and middle-

class Americans with the opportunity to receive a college education or advanced

professional training. According to Mettler (2005, p. 7), “among the men born in

the United States in the 1920s – those of the generation in question – fully 80 percent

were military veterans’’ and unlike wars that occurred since WWII, the veterans

“were broadly representative of the general male population.’’ The same was not

true, of course, for women veterans who were excluded from many military roles, but

some evidence does indicate that black veterans shared these opportunities, although

there are many qualifications that should be taken into account here. Mettler (2005,

p. 10) explains that if one were to compare two black veterans with the same

socioeconomic circumstances in her dataset, the black G.I. Bill user, on average,
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“belonged to 50 percent more civic organizations and participated in 30 percent

more political activities and organizations than the nonrecipient.’’ The Bill provided

many black veterans with the knowledge and skills necessary to alter racist and

discriminatory political practices. Despite this, it is important to remember that the

Jim Crow system in Southern states violated black Americans’ freedoms and dignity,

and Northern states, in the 1940s and 50s at least, were not far different from the

Southern states (see Patterson, 1996, p. 19-31).

Mettler (2002, 2005) builds on the bodies of knowledge that examine the G.I. Bill

by directly asking WWII veterans how the policy impacted their lives and political

decisions. She relies on surveys and in-person interviews to contrast and generalize

their experiences. “Bringing the State Back in to Civic Engagement: Policy Feedback

Effects of the G.I. Bill for World War II Veterans’’ and

are studies that take this approach,

but the two evidently appeal to different audiences. The article outlines a much

more in-depth look at her theoretical claims about public policy and includes three

empirical tests (OLS regressions) that mostly support her argument that the G.I.

Bill overwhelmingly encouraged WWII veterans’ civic engagement. Her survey was

sent to 1,000 veterans and the response rate was approximately 70 percent (Mettler,

2002, p. 355). Semi-structed open-ended interviews were conducted with 28 veterans

(Mettler, 2002, p. 355). The book, by contrast, provides more stories, examples and

better accounts of the experiences of black veterans, but her conclusions, broadly

speaking, remain the same. Its findings were based on a 12-page survey booklet with

more than 200 questions, sent to more than 2,000 WWII veterans (Mettler, 2005, p.
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x). Some had used the G.I. Bill; others had not. The surveys had an astonishing

seventy-four percent response rate, and more than ten percent of the respondents

provided additional material, such as letters, newspaper clippings, and photographs,

to further clarify their stories.

The theoretical model of the article shown in Figure 2.1 is helpful in understand-

ing how the G.I. Bill may have fostered civic engagement of WWII veterans and,

essentially, empowered veterans as democratic citizens. According to Mettler (2002,

p. 353), public policy can be thought of as having two design characteristics that

shape civic engagement of citizens: (1) payments, goods and services and (2) rules

and procedures. The first entails material resources that create opportunities for

people to accomplish their goals, such as obtaining a college education, and the lat-

ter has psychological effects that, theoretically speaking, send messages to people

about their status in a political community. For the people who are the target of

the policy, these features and functions of the policy design contribute to their “civic

capacity’ and “civic predisposition” (Mettler, 2002, p. 352). Civic capacity refers to

people’s “ability, aptitude, or faculty,’’ and civic predisposition is their inclination

to participate in political affairs (Mettler, 2002, p. 352).

The model can be thought of in relation to the second dimension of the veteran

policy discourse that I previously referenced. From a first-dimensional perspective,

the G.I. Bill’s criteria of deservedness fosters veterans’ civic engagement, essentially

empowering them as democratic citizens. The idea that I will explore with the second

dimension points to the opposite possibility. If public policy can positively contribute

to veterans’ democratic citizenship, it is reasonable to assume that policy can also
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Figure 3.1: Mettler’s model of policy feedback effects (Mettler, 2002, p. 353)

induce negative effects. In other words, veteran policy could foster less democracy

and democratic citizenship.

At least one contemporary of the WWII era recognized this possibility. Willard

Waller, a WWI veteran and Columbia University sociology professor, refers to vet-

eran readjustment in his 1944 book as “the veteran problem’’ (see Waller, 1944).

I explain “the veteran problem’’ (TVP) thesis in greater detail in the next section

but suffice it to say, at least for now, that Waller characterizes veterans as a social

problem, or a group of people who pose a threat to national stability and democracy.

Waller argues that veteran readjustment conforms to a recognizable pattern: veter-

ans return from the military and war as people with problems, and if their problems

are not addressed, veterans can upend social-political-economic structures to meet

their needs.

This framing of veterans conveys a different relationship between veterans and their

government from the one that Mettler outlines. Mettler suggests that the material

benefits that the federal government provided developed a sense of reciprocity within
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veterans that induced their willingness and ability to contribute to the nation’s well-

being. Waller’s theory, by contrast, argues that the military creates the conditions

for veterans to become undemocratic and violent citizens. The material benefits that

Mettler examines, from Waller’s perspective, is a means to reduce undemocratic ten-

dencies, not promote reciprocity. My research will explore how, if at all, other people

may have framed veterans in this way in the WWII era. Some previous academic

research acknowledges Waller’s role in WWII veteran policy discourse, but no study,

to my knowledge, explains how Waller’s view compares to others at that time. For

this reason, I ask the following. In what sense, if any, did contemporaries of the

WWII era represent veterans themselves to be a social problem? Is Waller’s per-

spective an outlier or did other people share his concerns? How can someone make

sense of Waller’s perspective in comparison to others?

To structure my analysis, I will first examine studies that suggest American veterans

have been perceived as threats historically but most importantly, in the WWII era.

Severo and Milford (1989) is a historical analysis that addresses this perspective. The

analyses of the authors span from the American Revolution to events following the

Vietnam War. They dedicate two or more chapters to explain veterans’ experiences

after each war. The overarching narrative of their work is conflicts between American

veterans and society and, in an indirect way, the idea or perception of veterans as a

threat. Their findings and discussion are especially interesting when one considers

how the evolution of these conflicts coincides with veteran policy development and

the subsequent political consequences. Instead of people’s perceptions of veterans’

deservedness being the motive for policy, the idea that veterans are a problem or
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threat becomes the motivating force for policy change.

This focus provides an entirely different view of the American Revolution and Civil

War than the one I previously outlined. I will draw on Severo and Milford’s analysis

of the American Revolution to make this point. In one chapter, the authors examine

what is popularly known as “Danel Shays’ rebellion,’’ which does not appear to be

an accurate characterization of what actually happened (Severo and Milford, 1989,

pp. 51-63). Danel Shays was a veteran of the American Revolution who became a

farmer once he returned home to Massachusetts. Like many other veteran farmers,

Shays acquired a significant amount of debt while serving in the military, and his

predicament became even more challenging when Congress could not pay the veterans

for their service. To make matters worse, the Massachusetts legislature passed a tax

that favored merchants over land owners. As Severo and Milford (1989, p. 57)

explain, “the people who were profiting most from postwar spending were paying

the least taxes; those who profited least were taxed most.’’

The start of what became known as “Daniel Shays’ Rebellion’’ was about fifteen

farmers who obstructed Massachusetts debtor courts from conveying; Severo and

Milford (1989, p. 59) suggest that their thinking was that “[i]f [the courts] couldn’t

meet, foreclosures couldn’t be ordered and life might go on as before.’’ The men called

themselves “regulators’’ because, in their view, they were regulating unreasonable

courts; they did not intend to destroy anything or harm anyone (Severo and Milford,

1989, p. 59). Their actions seem to have motivated a much larger movement as

other farmers around the state obstructed debtor courts. The leaders of this event

were thought to be, for the most part, veterans of the Continental Army, but Daniel
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Shays was the primary target of criticism. Public discourse transformed Shays from

“a Revolutionary hero’’ into a “disloyal and shameful’’ citizen (Severo and Milford,

1989, p. 61).

In their analysis of the WWII era, Severo and Milford mostly examine the economic

problems associated with veteran readjustment. The authors argue that the Amer-

ican public had two major concerns during the war (Severo and Milford, 1989, p.

284). The first was to ensure an allied victory, and the second was that the Great

Depression experienced during the 1930s would reemerge after the war. Unemploy-

ment was the most pressing issue for those who saw depression on the horizon. The

issue shaped policy decisions even before the U.S. had entered the war in 1941. Pres-

ident Franklin Roosevelt signed the Selective Training and Service Act of 1940 into

law, in part, to ensure that those who were drafted would be given their jobs back

once they returned home (Severo and Milford, 1989, p. 285). However, the legis-

lation had many qualifications that limited its ability to guarantee that this would

happen in practice.

When it became clear that the United States and its allies would win the war,

President Roosevelt called for a more comprehensive response to the return home of

WWII veterans. In one of his 1943 “fireside chats,’’ the President announced:

Among many other things we are, today, laying plans for the return to

civilian life of our gallant men and women in the armed services. They

must not be demobilized into an environment of inflation and unemploy-

ment, to a place on a bread line, or on a corner selling apples. We must,
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this time, have plans ready — instead of waiting to do a hasty, inefficient,

and ill-considered job at the last moment. (Roosevelt, n.d.)

President Roosevelt recognized that the federal government had failed to prepare

for military demobilization and veteran readjustment after past wars. In that same

speech, he went on to outline what he thought an effective readjustment program

would look like for WWII veterans. The major policies he named were all included

in what became the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 or G.I. Bill of Rights.

The American Legion, the largest veteran organization at that time, had written

the first draft and played a primary role in ensuring that the legislation passed

through Congress. The alignment between the President’s vision and the Legion’s

draft reveals a level of consensus on what issues were important and how the Federal

Government should handle them.

The Economy Act of 1946 is another policy that highlights a degree of consensus

about the types of social problems that could follow the war. Although Severo and

Milford do not discuss this policy, I will do so to discuss another reason people may

have perceived veterans’ return home as a threat. The Economy Act was a pol-

icy compromise, initially proposed as the Full Employment Bill of 1945 (see Bailey,

1950). The original full employment bill stipulated that “[a]ll Americans able to work

and seeking work have the right to useful, remunerative, regular, and full-time em-

ployment” and that the Federal Government was to “[e]stablish a national policy and

program for assuring continuing full employment in a free competitive economy...”

(Bailey, 1950, p. 243). This goal, as Bailey (1950, pp. 6-11) explains, was motivated



39

by the 1940s Great Depression and wartime policies that stimulated the U.S. econ-

omy to full employment. Many people were afraid that military demobilization and

a return to the peacetime economy would result in another great depression. The

full employment bill was thus viewed as a solution that would continue wartime eco-

nomic stimulus but for peacetime purposes. However, the policy compromise proved

much less ambitious. The President was given three economic advisors who would

prepare an economic report for Congress, and, in turn, Congress would review the

executives findings and policy recommendations.

Severo and Milford devote some attention to Willard Waller and his claims about

WWII veterans being a social problem, but the discussion is limited. The authors

suggest that academics questioned whether veterans would do “damage to themselves

or to the country they had served’’ after the war (Severo and Milford, 1989, p. 291).

Waller is the person on whom Severo and Milford chose to focus to illustrate this

concern. They explain that Waller viewed veteran readjustment as conforming to

a consistent pattern: veterans return from the military and war as people with

problems and eventually become problems for society if they are never given any

assistance (Severo and Milford, 1989, p. 291). They also identify Dixon Wector

who is an intellectual rival to Waller. Wector contends that “the ordinary soldier’’

only wanted “his girl, his job and a little home’’ (Severo and Milford, 1989, p. 292).

Beyond Waller and his public debate with Wector, Severo and Milford do not specify

if other scholars agreed or disagreed with the idea that veterans were a potential

postwar problem. The analysis does not indicate how someone should understand

the consistencies and differences between such claims.
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Van Ells (2001) addresses this gap to a degree. Van Ells uses Waller’s theory as a

means to illustrate how people can understand the problems of veteran reintegration

in historical and cultural contexts, but more specifically the context that led to the

passage of Wisconsin’s WWII veteran policies. As he explains, the history of veterans

consists of at least three themes: (1) war-related health problems; (2) economic

difficulties; and (3) the potential for political and social disorder (Van Ells, 2001,

p. 1). The preliminary analysis that Van Ells provides is a historical account of

veterans in Western Civilization, American society prior to the twentieth century,

and WWI and its aftermath.

Van Ells sets the stage for the primary analysis of his book through a discussion that

draws on one of Waller’s central arguments. That is, the idea that American society

must master “the art of rehabilitation’’ to ensure that WWII veterans can effectively

readjust. In quoting Waller, Van Ells notes the following:

the art of rehabilitation. We know how to turn the civilian into a soldier.

History has taught us that all too well; tradition has given us marvelously

adequate techniques. But we do not know how to turn the soldier into

a civilian again. This is the art that we must perfect if we are to ever

solve the problem of the veteran in our society. (Van Ells, 2001, p. 23)

The contribution that Van Ells advances is related to the rehabilitation of WWII

veterans, as was understood by contemporaries of that time. Each of his Chapter’s

subheadings reveal how Waller’s problem themes align with veteran rehabilitation in

various contexts of life: (Chapter 2) “Personal Readjustment’’: (Chapter 3) “Medical
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Readjustment’’; (Chapter 4) “Education Readjustment’’; (Chapter 5) “Economic

Readjustment’’; (Chapter 6) “Housing Readjustment’’ (p. III). In all cases, Van Ells

reveals the strong normative ideals that shaped the policy discourse. Some of those

ideals are related to what people should own, how to get a job and be an effective

employee, and even, how people should live their daily lives.

My study differs Van Ells in its approach to understanding one of the themes that he

has identified. The theme that Van Ells describes as veterans’ “potential for social

and political disorder’’ is relatively underexplored. While the other two themes that

Van Ells name are indeed parts of Waller’s work, the idea that veterans themselves

constitute a threat to the nation is what makes Waller’s thesis unique. I will explore

that idea and Waller-like perspective in the WWII era to further investigate the US

policy discourse on veterans.

“The veteran problem’’ (TVP) is how Willard Waller described his concerns about

WWII veterans’ return to civilian society. Waller’s TVP theory suggests that vet-

erans can and do tend to be sources of social and political instability after their

military service, especially after a war. Although I am not interested in Waller’s

framing of veterans per se, I want to understand how WWII veterans were perceived

in US policy debates and whether they were portrayed as a social problem in the

way Waller proposes. In this section, I will explain what I am referring to as “TVP

framings,” then consider why contemporaries of the WWII era may have used these
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framings in US policy discourse.

TVP framings is a term that I created to refer to representations of veterans as a

threat to political or social stability. There is an element of interpretation that is

required to identify a TVP framing, but Waller’s work offers some insight into what

this type of framing could look like in policy debates. I am using Waller to establish

a general category that I will use later to construct my empirical analysis. I do

not consider specific words, phrases or claims to necessarily be associated with TVP

framings independent of someone’s broader discussion and context.

Although Waller’s research examines multiple wars in time and places, his discussion

of WWII veterans was perhaps more relatable to his contemporaries. There were

only 21 years between the First and Second World Wars and, as Ferguson (2006)

points out, the two wars can be viewed as major events within a larger conflict.

Waller was one scholar who attempted to make sense of the violence during this

period.

His analysis, in The Veteran Comes Back, focuses on military demobilization and vet-

eran readjustment. Following WWI, approximately fifty-five million veterans were

demobilized worldwide, and some came to play pivotal roles in social and political

upheavals across the world (Waller, 1944, p. 11). The TVP framing that Waller

articulates suggests that this demobilization and others conform to a consistent pat-

tern: veterans return from the military and war as people with problems, and if

their problems are never addressed, veterans can collectively organize and attempt

to amend their social and political system to meet their needs.
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