
The education and training benefits of the G.I. Bill of
Rights are renowned for their redistributive effects
among nonblack veterans, but their consequences
for black veterans remain in question. Among non-
blacks, the provisions are known to have expanded
access to education across class lines, and to have gen-
erated positive socioeconomic consequences.1 They
also fostered greater postwar involvement in civic as-
sociations and political activities, particularly among
less advantaged beneficiaries.2 Given the widely per-
ceived view that the G.I. Bill represents a landmark so-
cial program, it is imperative to investigate whether
access to its social and economic benefits transcend-
ed the rigid color line of the postwar era.3 As well,
consideration of how the education and training ben-

efits affected African-American veterans’ political
participation may deepen our understanding of the
relationship between governance and civic engage-
ment.4

The G.I. Bill, otherwise known as the Servicemen’s
Readjustment Act of 1944, offered a wide array of
benefits to returning veterans of World War II. The
education and training benefits constituted by far the
most popular program, utilized by 51 percent of all
returning veterans, or 7.8 million individuals.5 Veter-
ans could use the benefits at any university or college
that admitted them, as did 28 percent of beneficia-
ries, or like the remainder, in a variety of subcollege
options, including trade and vocational programs,
on-the-job or on-the-farm training, or the completion
of high school.6 In addition, veteran students re-
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ceived monthly subsistence allowances, with extra
amounts allotted for spouses and children.7

In evaluating the significance of the G.I. Bill’s edu-
cation and training benefits for African Americans,
scholars dispute the nature of its first-order effects,
meaning the inclusivity of its provisions and their so-
cial and economic consequences in recipients’ lives.
Some accounts laud the program for expanding ac-
cess to education among African Americans, and thus
fostering the development of a black middle class.8
Most recent interpretations, in contrast, portray these
same provisions as largely inaccessible to African
American veterans. They argue that the G.I. Bill con-
stituted, in effect, a form of “affirmative action” for
white veterans, one that further reinforced racial in-
equality.9 Both variants, however, rest on sketchy evi-
dence, most of it anecdotal in nature.

Public policies also generate significant second-or-
der effects on the degree, form, and target of benefi-
ciaries’ political participation. This may occur as they
bestow resources that, in turn, boost beneficiaries’
civic capacity and thus facilitate their involvement, or
as they convey messages to them about their role and
place in the polity, thus affecting their inclination to
become involved or their understanding of their in-
terests.10 Through such “feedback” effects, policies
may subsequently influence the political process it-
self. Some have argued that experiences of southern
blacks in World War II and as returning veterans like-
ly played a critical role in changing their expecta-
tions, thus fueling the Great Migration and the civil
rights movement.11 We know little, however, about

how such dynamics operated, and whether govern-
ment programs themselves played any role in gener-
ating political activity. Possibly black veterans’ expe-
rience of the G.I. Bill in some way influenced the
nature of their involvement in civic life.

This article assesses the impact of the G.I. Bill’s ed-
ucation and training benefits on the lives of black vet-
erans. Like my book-length study of the G.I. Bill’s 
effects among veterans generally, it draws on previ-
ously untapped historical data and recently collected
survey and interview data in order to evaluate the in-
clusivity of the program and the dynamics shaping
beneficiaries’ subsequent involvement in civic and
political activities.12 Two analytical contributions,
one empirical and one theoretical, are developed
here in ways that are unique to this article. First, in
empirical terms, this analysis challenges reigning as-
sumptions about black veterans’ access to the educa-
tion and training benefits and shows why a focus on
college attendance and educational attainment fails
to evaluate appropriately the program’s inclusivity.
Second, in theoretical terms, this article illuminates
how the historical sequencing of government activi-
ties in individuals’ lives can influence patterns of po-
litical participation. Paul Pierson, in Politics in Time,
argues in theoretic terms that distinct temporal or-
derings may affect political outcomes; I offer an em-
pirical example of how such dynamics operate among
mass publics, and I explore the underlying mecha-
nisms at work in the process.13 The argument is de-
veloped through consideration of how the character
and succession of veterans’ interactions with govern-
ment, from childhood through early adulthood, af-
fected the form and intensity of their subsequent po-
litical involvement. Distinct patterns of sequencing of
positive and negative experiences help explain why
black and white veterans’ political participation took
such different forms.
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POLICY FEEDBACK, SEQUENCING, AND MASS PUBLICS

As we shall see, among black veterans of the 92nd In-
fantry Division, those who used the G.I. Bill for edu-
cation or training proceeded, during the postwar era,
to participate at very high levels in civic and political
life. Following program usage, they became intensely
involved in protest activity in the civil rights move-
ment, greatly surpassing the participation rates of
those black veterans who did not use the benefits.
Then, once political rights were achieved, they took
part in a wide array of political activities, at rates that
surpassed those of white veterans, both G.I. Bill users
and nonusers. Our task is to explain why black G.I.
Bill beneficiaries participated in politics at such high
rates, and particularly in regime-challenging activi-
ties. Investigation of this question about policy feed-
back requires us to combine historical, institutional
analysis with the study of individual political behavior.

To date, scholars of American political develop-
ment have given considerable attention to policy feed-
back effects among public officials or interest groups,
but relatively little to how policies might affect mass
publics – whether groups, movements or individual
citizens – by reshaping their political capacity, degree
of involvement, or demands.14 Other scholars have
theorized that the manner in which policies endow
citizens with access to economic security or social op-
portunity (or fail to do so) conveys messages to them
about their rights and civic obligations, potentially af-
fecting their subsequent participation.15 Recently, a
few have tested these claims empirically and have
shown that the inclusion of citizens in social programs
does have an impact on their subsequent civic en-
gagement.16 Specifically, the degree and type of re-
sources a program offers affect civic capacity, while the
rules and procedures through which the program is
administered may have interpretive effects on citi-
zens’ inclination to be involved politically.17

The analysis of how policies affect citizenship must
be historical and state-centered, focusing on how pat-

terns of governance intersect with stages in the life
course of individuals, social groups, or generations.
Although political behavior scholarship has gone far
to identify underlying mechanisms, it derives primar-
ily from cross-sectional data – mostly collected at
some point in recent decades – that are typically ex-
amined without attention to historical context or
temporal processes.18 Longitudinal studies often ob-
serve the relevance of the timing and sequencing of
events within individual lives; however, they pay little
heed to historical context, particularly in terms of the
political significance of the relationship between gov-
ernment and citizens at a particular point in time.19

Some studies merge analysis of historical processes,
state institutions, and political behavior, and show
that the timing of public policy developments in rela-
tionship to critical junctures of individuals’ lives can
yield significant consequences, including for their lat-
er engagement in civic life.20

My goal here is to illustrate how the sequencing of
citizens’ experience of a given public policy relative
to their other experiences of government might af-
fect their political involvement. Attention to se-
quencing means observing how an event might gain
significance not only through its own intrinsic char-
acteristics, but also in light of the order of events that
precede it and follow it, fostering what Pierson calls
“dynamic down-stream characteristics.”21 Works of
American political development that embody this ap-
proach have tended to examine broad social trans-
formations at the macro level, such as cross-national
variation in the use of party patronage or adoption of
national health insurance.22 Sociologists have paved
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the way in examining how such dynamics operate at
the micro level, by explaining, for instance, individ-
ual career patterns.23 I intend to show how the se-
quencing of political events within individuals’ lives
might have consequences for their political involve-
ment. Investigation of such temporal significance re-
quires analysis of the resources and messages con-
veyed by sequential experiences of government, and
the relevance of the timing of a particular experience
– in this case, G.I. Bill receipt – relative to those pre-
ceding and following it.

EMPIRICAL MATTERS: RECONSIDERING THE RACIAL
INCLUSIVITY OF THE G.I. BILL

Examinations of the inclusivity of the G.I. Bill’s edu-
cation and training provisions among black veterans
have been hindered by both analytical problems and
data limitations. In evaluating the program, scholars
have tended to conflate its effects with those attribut-
able to other coexisting government policies, particu-
larly legalized segregation of both the U.S. military
and southern schools.24 While a combination of fac-
tors can help explain the impact of any public pro-
gram, nonetheless it is important to distinguish be-
tween effects traceable to the policy itself – to features
of program design and administrative arrangements
for implementation – versus those emanating from
other concurrent and contextual factors. For in-
stance, it is the case that African Americans were un-
derrepresented in the World War II military, given
that they were less likely to meet the minimum stan-
dards of health and literacy required for induction,
and thus fewer qualified for the G.I. Bill. Yet, such dis-
parities are attributable to social inequality in the con-
text of Jim Crow laws, not the G.I. Bill.25 For mean-

ingful policy analysis, one must take heed of this and
other related factors to the extent that they limited the
reach and effectiveness of the G.I. Bill’s provisions;
however, one should also distinguish carefully their ef-
fects from those inherent in the policy’s own terms.

Unfortunately, most research in these areas is lim-
ited by the fact that scholars have lacked access to
comprehensive data. Because of this, most analyses
tend to rely on a few data points, each from a single
locality, a particular moment in time, or the experi-
ence of lone individuals. For instance, although
David H. Onkst’s research represented until recently
the most thorough study, the statistics he uses for
rates of black program usage each come from a sin-
gle year or spans of a few months, especially from mo-
ments within the first year or two after benefits be-
came available.26

One newer study stands apart as the most system-
atic and nuanced analysis to date of the effects of the
G.I. Bill on black Americans. Sarah E. Turner and
John Bound used the 1970 Decennial Census to ex-
amine how the G.I. Bill affected “collegiate out-
comes” among blacks and whites, considering both
veterans and nonveterans. They find that outside of
the South, the program had a “substantial and posi-
tive impact” on raising rates of college attendance
among both blacks and whites. For black men in the
South, however, the G.I. Bill had little such effect. As
a result, Turner and Bound conclude that the pro-
gram exacerbated educational inequality between
southern white and black men.27

Even Turner and Bound’s research, however, is lim-
ited by an assumption that contemporary scholars of-
ten apply to evaluations of the G.I. Bill: They proceed
as if the program’s success should be measured by the
extent to which it enabled recipients to attend col-
lege, and as if the degree of its racial inclusivity is best
indicated by the extent to which black veterans, rela-
tive to whites, used it to attend college.28 The prob-
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lems with this approach are twofold. First, it regards
heightened levels of formal educational attainment
as the chief hallmark of program success, assuming a
high correlation between level of education and sub-
sequent socioeconomic well-being. If we were evalu-
ating the period from the mid-1970s to the present,
this would make sense, given the wide disparity that
emerged over this time between the income and op-
portunities of college-educated individuals versus
those lacking such degrees.29 The postwar era was
characterized, however, by wage compression, which
elevated the earnings and benefits of those without
college degrees and depressed the wages of the more
highly educated individuals.30 Those who used the
G.I. Bill’s sub-college training programs stood to gain
working-class jobs that, at that historical juncture, 
garnered middle-class salaries and benefits. Second,
analysts’ tendency to measure the program’s success
according to users’ pursuit of higher education over-
looks variations in veterans’ educational attainments
prior to military service, which necessarily influenced
the type of benefits they used. African Americans in
the World War II military had gained significantly less
education than whites previous to enlistment: Among
those who served in the Army, only 17 percent of
black soldiers had already graduated from high
school, compared to 41 percent of white soldiers.31

While this disparity emanated from a priori factors,
not the G.I. Bill, it nonetheless meant that black vet-
erans would be less well poised to take advantage of
the higher education provisions. Yet, the G.I. Bill also
included a wide array of sub-college training and ed-
ucational opportunities that could be utilized by
those with less prior education. To evaluate the G.I.
Bill appropriately, then, we must focus not on its ef-
fects for veterans’ highest levels of formal education-
al attainment, but rather, on rates of program usage,
including in our purview both the higher education
and sub-college variants.

Importantly, assessment of G.I. Bill usage rates by
race is possible through data collected nationwide by
the Research Division of the Veterans Administration
in 1950, which have received surprisingly little schol-
arly attention to date.32 Contrary to the assumption

that African Americans had little access to the G.I.
Bill, Veterans Administration records verify that, over
the first five years of the program, higher proportions
of nonwhites than whites used the law’s education
and training benefits.33 As shown in Figure 1, na-
tionwide, by 1950, 49 percent of nonwhite veterans
had used the benefits, compared to 43 percent of
white veterans. The provisions were used at especial-
ly high rates in the South, where 51 percent of all vet-
erans had entered some type of education or training
by 1950. Strikingly, nonwhite southern veterans’ us-
age of the provisions surpassed that of white veterans
in the region, at 56 percent compared to 50 percent.
Similarly, in the West, 46 percent of nonwhite veter-
ans went to school on the G.I. Bill, compared to 42
percent of white veterans.34 Nationwide, black World
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Fig. 1. Percentage of veterans using G.I. Bill educa-
tion and training benefits as of 1950, by region and
race.
Source: Research Division, Coordination Services, Veterans Admin-
istration, “Benefits and Services Received by World War II Veterans
under the Major Veterans Administration Programs,” 27, RG 51,
ser. 39.20a, box 9, NARA. Data shows total usage rates from start of
program through August 1950, when survey was conducted.



War II veterans numbered 1,308,000; already by 1950,
640,920 of them had benefited from the G.I. Bill’s ed-
ucation and training provisions.35

Given that African American veterans had less ed-
ucation than whites prior to military service, they
were – not surprisingly – less likely to use the G.I. Bill
to attend college; they were more likely than whites,
however, to take advantage of the vocational train-
ing benefits. Other data corroborate these findings. 
For example, a 1979 Veterans Administration study
showed that, among veterans of World War II and the
Korean and Vietnam conflicts, black veterans were
less likely than whites to attend college on the G.I.
Bill, but they were more likely than whites to use the
sub-college programs, seeking especially to complete
high school or to acquire vocational training.36 Im-
portantly, however, participation in such programs
does not affect an individual’s level of educational at-
tainment as it is typically measured on surveys. There-
fore, studies that evaluate the G.I. Bill only on the ba-
sis of either rates of college attendance or formal
levels of educational attainment obscure the extent of
its inclusivity across race. I will now turn to consider-
ation of how such expansive program usage, inter-
spersed as it was amidst black veterans’ other experi-
ences, affected their civic engagement.

POLICY FEEDBACK EFFECTS AMONG BLACK VETERANS

The question of how black G.I. Bill users would par-
ticipate in civic life after program usage is intriguing

given that among African Americans generally, the
1950s marked the real beginnings of the civil rights
movement.37 The civic organizations joined most fre-
quently by white male veterans were not known – at
least during the postwar period – for taking an ardent
stand on policy issues that fundamentally challenged
the status quo; furthermore, some visibly embraced
the more conservative tendencies of the period.38

Unraveling the relationship between black versus
white veterans’ G.I. Bill usage and their very different
civic outcomes requires, as we shall see, attention to
the sequence of their particular experiences of gov-
ernment.

In order to probe the dynamics underlying policy
feedback, we now turn to analysis of newly collected
survey and interview data, particularly from the 92nd
Infantry Division, a division of all-black enlisted per-
sonnel that served in combat in Italy during World
War II. (For a description of data collection process-
es and matters of representativeness, see Appendices
A and B.) The strength of these data is that they con-
tain numerous variables that do not exist elsewhere,
and, thus, permit greater exploration of usage of the
G.I. Bill education and training benefits and their ef-
fects among African-American veterans than has
been possible previously. By comparing these data to
those collected from four nonblack units,39 and rely-
ing as well on other primary and secondary sources,
we can consider the dynamics underlying policy feed-
back among black veterans compared to white veter-
ans.40

The World War II veterans survey data on black vet-
erans does have limitations that restrict the kinds of
analysis one can conduct. The sample is relatively
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small, and it was collected in 2000 and 2001, when the
average life expectancy of African-American males of
the World War II generation had already passed. Giv-
en that mortality rates are biased by socioeconomic
factors, those individuals who survived beyond aver-
age life expectancy do not represent the general pop-
ulation of black veterans, but tend to include espe-
cially those who became more highly educated. (See
Appendix B for a full discussion of these issues.) Re-
markably, every black veteran in the survey sample
who attained higher education used the G.I. Bill to do
so, such that we are left without a control group of
highly educated nonbeneficiaries. These data will
not, therefore, be used to offer precise estimates of
program effects; rather, they will be used primarily for
illustrative purposes. The point is to consider, pri-
marily through the experiences of the members of
one military unit, the causes, nature, and conse-
quences of black veterans’ usage of the G.I. Bill’s ed-
ucation and training provisions. It is worth noting, in-
cidentally, that the black and white samples of G.I. Bill
users and nonusers resemble each other quite close-
ly in terms of their educational attainment.41

A few guidelines and disclaimers are in order. All
references to G.I. Bill usage, unless otherwise noted,
refer explicitly to usage of the education and training
provisions, not to other provisions of the law. All
comparisons made are between veterans, those who
used the G.I. Bill and those who did not; nonveterans
are not included in the analysis. Our purpose is not
to consider the effects of program usage among the
entire population or cohort group, but rather, to con-
sider its impact for veteran users versus nonusers.
Lastly, the purpose of this article is not to explain the
impetus for the civil rights movement, but rather,
more narrowly, to consider how the G.I. Bill influ-
enced political participation in the lives of black and
white G.I. Bill veterans.42

Race and Experiences of Military Service
We begin by considering veterans’ experience of mil-
itary service in World War II, given that it was the ba-
sis on which they qualified for the G.I. Bill. In the U.S.
military, African Americans had strikingly different
experiences than whites, ones that conveyed deeply
negative messages to them about their role and place
in the polity. Relegated to segregated troops, they

were formally marginalized in a manner that was
overt, pervasive, and a blatant contradiction to the
United States’ posture in the battle against Nazism
and fascism.43 As the war began, African Americans’
demand for the “right to fight” became a rallying cry
for recognition of their willingness to fulfill the obli-
gations of citizenship.44 Only after extensive and frac-
tious congressional debate were two such units award-
ed the “right” to engage in combat.45 And, while
white troops could focus on defeating Axis forces,
black troops experienced a more complicated mis-
sion: proving themselves as a group even as they were
treated as inferior to white soldiers.46

The 92nd Infantry Division had been reactivated in
1942. Both blacks and whites served as officer per-
sonnel, but all senior officers were white. Fort Hua-
chuca, Arizona, where the division trained, had 
separate clubs for black and white officers and two
hospitals, one staffed by blacks for blacks and the oth-
er staffed by whites for whites.47 Beginning in July
1944, the 92nd was moved to Italy, where it engaged
in combat over the next nine months.

The experiences of African Americans from the
92nd Infantry are compared, here, to those of white
veterans from four nonblack units: the 379th Bomb
Group and 783rd Bomb Squadron of the U.S. Army
Air Force and the 87th and 89th Infantry Divisions of
the U.S. Army. Like the 92nd Infantry Division, all
four served in the European theatre, the first two en-
tering the air war in the spring of 1943 and 1944, re-
spectively. The 87th joined the Allied campaign in
France during the autumn of 1944, proceeding to
participate in the Battle of the Bulge and advancing
into Germany; the 89th came shortly thereafter, cross-
ing the Rhine to join the Central Europe campaign
as the American unit farthest to the east.

Unquestionably, soldiers in the 92nd Infantry Divi-
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sion were treated differently than those in the non-
black divisions. They often felt that their officers
lacked confidence in them and failed to give decisive
orders.48 Nonetheless, they carried out their mission
fully, bearing considerable sacrifices: Between August
1944 and April 30, 1945, almost one-quarter of the
men of the 92nd were lost, with 330 killed in action,
2,215 wounded, and 616 missing in action. Even then,
black soldiers were not afforded the same recogni-
tion and honor as white servicemen; many of the
deeds performed by members of the 92nd Infantry
Division – which would have garnered rewards if
done by white troops – went unrecognized at the
time, as white officers often proved reluctant to re-
quest honors for deserving men in their command.49

Whereas interviews with white veterans revealed
that they typically considered their military service to
have functioned mostly as a positive influence on
their lives, black veterans derived largely negative
lessons. Certainly, white veterans recalled deeply dis-
turbing aspects of military service, including some
misuses of authority by superiors, and, most of all, the
brutal nature of combat and the losses of friends and
comrades. For the most part, however, they found the
demands of military to operate fairly. They felt that
they gained from learning to get along with a diverse
group of men from a wide array of socioeconomic
and ethnic backgrounds, and that the responsibilities
they assumed helped them to mature. They perceived
the nation’s support for them and felt appreciated.50

By contrast, black soldiers encountered persistent dis-
crimination. Through such treatment, government
conveyed to them the message that they held an in-
ferior status in the polity, despite their willingness to
shoulder the obligations of civic duty.

Dynamics Underlying Usage
“Every black we knew used the G.I. Bill,” said Celeste
Torian, whose husband served in the 92nd Infantry
Division and later used the G.I. Bill to finance his col-
lege education.51 Indeed, reflecting the high usage
rates revealed earlier, black veterans I interviewed
found the G.I. Bill’s education and training provi-
sions to be readily available to them, and eligibility
rules to be administered fairly. One African-Ameri-
can vocational training beneficiary, who used the G.I.
Bill to learn watch making, described the program as

“very accessible and very valuable,” and “fair, in my
personal experience,” distinguishing his treatment in
the program from the way the 92nd Infantry Division
had been treated during the war. Another, who at-
tended Case Western Reserve University on the G.I.
Bill, described program administration as “pretty
fair,” while contrasting that to some instances of in-
formal discrimination he encountered during the
course of his studies.

What factors determined which veterans utilized
the G.I. Bill’s education and training provisions? To
examine this question, we compare experiences of
members of the 92nd Infantry Division to those of
whites from other units. Logistic regression analysis is
used, not to offer specific estimates but rather to con-
sider the relative significance of different variables 
in affecting program usage among each group.52

(See Appendix C.) The only determinant of benefit
usage that emerges as significant among black veter-
ans was their parents’ level of education; those veter-
ans whose parents were more highly educated were
especially likely to take advantage of the G.I. Bill. 
Evidently, parents’ educational level acted as a key 
determinant of black veterans’ well-being and expec-
tations while growing up, which in turn influenced
their capacity and predisposition to acquire more 
education.

White veterans’ G.I. Bill usage was qualified by a
different and wider array of personal factors. Younger
white veterans were especially inclined to use the G.I.
Bill to further their education; older ones more often
felt that the window of opportunity for advanced ed-
ucation had passed them by, and that they needed to
focus their energies instead on supporting a family.
By contrast, African-American veterans, regardless of
their age, seized the opportunity to acquire more ed-
ucation. White veterans’ G.I. Bill usage also depend-
ed on how much prior education they had: They were
significantly more likely to use the benefits if they had
more education prior to military service, whereas this
factor did not register as a determinant of black vet-
erans’ usage. Furthermore, white veterans who had
been socialized as children to pursue more education
were also significantly more likely to use the benefits.
While this factor was insignificant among black mem-
bers of the 92nd Infantry Division, it is worth noting
that they were more likely than white survey respon-
dents to report that they had been encouraged, dur-
ing childhood, to pursue an education. The majority,
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55 percent, reported that while they were growing up,
family members strongly encouraged them to pursue
an education, compared to 31 percent of white vet-
erans. As one black veteran commented, during the
mid-century, “Education [was] the number one pro-
ject in the South in the black community. I mean if
you [had] any possibility of going to college, you
[were] going to take it.”

By offering generous tuition support, the G.I. Bill
should have functioned as a redistributive program
that allowed all veterans – regardless of class back-
ground – to attend the best educational institutions
that admitted them. Black respondents were more
likely than whites to have grown up poor: They were
twice as likely to report that their family had a low
standard of living while they were growing up (31 per-
cent compared to 16 percent). Interestingly, standard
of living in childhood did not act as a significant de-
terminant of G.I. Bill usage among either the black or
white sample. This underscores the program’s avail-
ability to veterans regardless of their socioeconomic
background.

Overall, usage of the G.I. Bill’s education and train-
ing benefits appears to have been as accessible to vet-
erans of the 92nd Infantry Division as it was to white
veterans. The survey data analyzed here suggest that
African-American veterans were deeply committed to
acquiring more education, and that the G.I. Bill
made it possible for them to do so. In the process,
they ignored the kinds of personal obstacles that dis-
couraged many white veterans from seeking further
education. Black veterans were typically less well po-
sitioned than white veterans to pursue higher educa-
tion, but those who could do so seized the opportu-
nity. Others turned to the sub-college programs,
using them at rates that surpassed those of white vet-
erans.

Thus, in sharp contrast to their prior encounters
with government, black veterans who used the G.I.
Bill’s education and training provisions experienced
fair and generous treatment at the hands of govern-
ment.53 Usage of the benefits is likely to have yielded
positive resource effects, given the skills, education,
and personal networks attained through the pro-
gram. As well, it may have generated some positive in-
terpretive effects, owing to the messages conveyed to
beneficiaries that they were privileged beneficiaries
and deserving bearers of rights.

The Implementation Experience
Veterans’ experience of the implementation of the
G.I. Bill’s education and training benefits depended
not only on the policy’s own rules for eligibility, how-

ever, but also on the availability of institutions and
programs in which to use such benefits and the way
in which beneficiaries were treated within them.
White veterans tended to have mostly positive expe-
riences of implementation: Those who attended uni-
versities raved about how well they were treated, while
those who used sub-college programs offered only
mild complaints about the occasional bureaucratic
obstacle. Given the long-standing exclusivity in ad-
missions, whether by custom, institutional rules, or
law, black veterans’ experience of implementation
would depend largely on how universities, colleges,
and vocational schools dealt with the program. Quo-
ta systems that limited the number of students of 
particular ethnicities and religious backgrounds –
African-American as well as Jewish students – were
well entrenched at elite institutions of higher educa-
tion in the North.54 The most formal and pervasive
barriers existed in the South, as seventeen states and
the District of Columbia mandated separate schools
for whites and blacks at every level. Numerous other
states – even some that had enacted legal prohibi-
tions – generally permitted segregated schools.55

The G.I. Bill was implemented amidst growing
pressure on government and educational institutions
to remove these barriers to equal educational oppor-
tunity. Immediately following the enactment of the
legislation, Walter White, executive secretary of the
National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People (NAACP), informed President Roosevelt
that

one of the most important instrumentalities to-
ward assurance of equality of opportunity with-
out regard to race, creed, color or national ori-
gin will be the Veterans Bureau and the
implementation by the Bureau of the . . . G.I.
Bill of Rights Act.56

Later, leaders of the National Education Association
(NEA) and related groups pressed Roosevelt to elim-
inate “quotas and other forms of racial and religious
discrimination in the nation’s colleges, especially in
relation to returning service men seeking education
under the G.I. Bill of Rights.”57 While the Roosevelt
administration responded to such requests merely
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with polite letters, a more dramatic response came in
1947, when President Truman’s Commission on
Higher Education published Higher Education for
American Democracy, a scathing report that detailed the
barriers to educational opportunity in the United
States.58

A series of court decisions signaled the first cracks
in the wall of segregation in higher education.59 In
Sipuel v. Board of Regents (1948), the Supreme Court
decided against the state of Oklahoma for refusing to
admit a qualified student to its state law school on the
basis of race.60 Two years later, the Court ruled unan-
imously in Sweatt v. Painter that racial admissions cri-
teria and segregated law school facilities failed to
meet the demands of the equal protection clause of
the Fourteenth Amendment.61 Among the bevy of
amicus curiae briefs, the American Veterans Com-
mittee, a veterans’ service organization founded in
1944, argued for an end to segregation so that African
American veterans could fully use their G.I. Bill pro-
visions.62 Next, in McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents,
the Court declared that the segregation of a single
black student within a graduate school was unconsti-
tutional.63 Although the wider implications of these
decisions did not become evident until the 1954 de-
cision, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, the earli-
er decisions may have signaled to institutions of high-
er education that changes in old practices might be
necessary.64

Whatever the reason, as the G.I. Bill was imple-
mented, many institutions of higher education in the
North and West dismantled their most overt discrim-
inatory barriers. The program itself fostered a cli-
mate in which these institutions, inundated with 
applications, gained an incentive to adopt more 
competitive admissions policies rather than adhere to
the traditional norms of exclusivity with respect to re-
ligious and ethnic background.65 Schools began to
drop quota systems.66 A perusal of the institutions
that members of the 92nd Infantry Division attended

outside of the South is revealing: Although some at-
tended historically black institutions such as Wilber-
force University in Ohio and Lincoln in Pennsylvania,
the majority attended integrated institutions, includ-
ing Delphi, Wayne State, University of Iowa, Fisk,
Ohio State, University of Chicago, Purdue, Universi-
ty of California-Berkeley, San Francisco State, San
Jose State, Pasadena Community College, City Col-
lege of New York, Penn State, Queens College, and
many others.

As educational institutions in the North and West
eradicated prior obstacles to admission, millions of
African Americans continued their gradual migration
to those regions. In fact, though the “Great Migration”
is best characterized as a long-term transformation,
still the postwar years marked the culmination of the
relocation of blacks from sharecropping and rural
and small-town life in the South to urban centers else-
where.67 Strikingly, by 1947, one of every ten black vet-
erans already had migrated from his or her childhood
home in the South to the North or West, where they
found schools increasingly willing to accept qualified
students on a color-blind basis.68

The confluence of black migration and the demise
of quotas produced results that stunned educational
professionals. Indeed, analysts in the late 1940s ob-
served that “an almost unbelievable increase has tak-
en place” in the enrollment of blacks at universities
in the North and West, “probably totaling some four
or five thousand students as contrasted with two or
two and a half thousand formerly.”69 The outcomes
were most pronounced in the context of individual
institutions, and especially, individual lives. Reginald
Wilson reports that one-third of the veterans at his
alma mater, Wayne State University in Detroit, were
African American.70 Henry Hervey, a black Tuskegee
airman who was able to attend his first-choice institu-
tion, Northwestern University, explained that without
the G.I. Bill:

I possibly would have continued [my educa-
tion] but it would have been at a local [ junior]
college . . . [where] the tuition was $60 a se-
mester. . . . So there’s a possibility I would have
[gone to college] but it would have taken
much longer. But the assistance of the G.I. pro-
gram, it helped a lot of people.

Given the availability of G.I. Bill funds, combined
with nondiscriminatory admissions procedures at
Northwestern, he – like thousands of other African-
American veterans – was able to obtain his education
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at a well-established, highly regarded, and increas-
ingly integrated institution.

Still, nearly two-thirds of all black veterans contin-
ued to live in the South, where most institutions of
higher education – with the exception of historically
black institutions – remained formally closed to
them.71 A few Southern respondents from the 92nd
Infantry Division enrolled at integrated institutions
such as the University of Maryland, Catholic Univer-
sity, George Washington University, Georgetown Uni-
versity, and American University. Far more frequent-
ly, respondents mentioned schools for blacks only,
such as North Carolina A&T State, Tuskegee Univer-
sity (Alabama), Delaware State, Morgan State (Mary-
land), Howard University, Morehouse College, Tou-
galoo College (Mississippi), Florida A&M University,
and Prairie View A&M University (Texas).72 Indeed,
tens of thousands of black veterans crowded into the
historically black colleges, increasing their enroll-
ment by 50 percent from the beginning of 1940s.73

These findings mirror a 1947 analysis in The Journal
of Negro Education, which surmised that

throughout the entire southern region Ne-
groes are now attending public colleges and
universities organized primarily for white per-
sons in only two states (Maryland and West Vir-
ginia) and private institutions in only 2 states
(Maryland and Missouri) and the District of
Columbia. Outside the District of Columbia
there are probably not more than fifty Negro
students altogether attending these institu-
tions in the southern states.74

Therefore, the value of the higher education provi-
sions of the G.I. Bill in the South was contingent on
the ability of historically black colleges and universi-
ties to accommodate black veterans.

Although black higher education institutions had
improved immensely over the preceding decades, se-
verely inadequate budgets and an undersupply of in-
structors hindered their quality.75 Thus, while over-
crowding was the norm at institutions of higher
education in the postwar years, black institutions
bore a greater burden than most.76 The federal gov-

ernment responded to historically black colleges’
needs for increased space and enhancement of the
physical infrastructure, as it did for other such insti-
tutions.77 Still, the additional facilities did not begin
to meet space demands.78 Black institutions also
faced severe difficulties in hiring sufficient numbers
of instructors, as potential instructors sought better
opportunities in the North and West or in govern-
ment service, where they could find better pay and
working conditions.79

Veterans who used sub-college programs in the
South encountered similar problems. Although voca-
tional and on-the-job training programs tended to be
new and unprecedented in most localities, state au-
thorities insisted – contrary to the aims of federal ad-
ministrators – on establishing segregated programs.80

Most on-the-job programs were created for whites 
only, and separate programs were opened for blacks.81

While low levels of usage of on-the-farm training
among black veterans may have resulted in part from
their desire to leave agriculture behind, discrimina-
tion by local whites who administered training and
controlled access to farm loans is more likely to ex-
plain the discrepancy.82

In sum, whereas white veterans often encountered
magnanimous treatment in the implementation of
the education and training programs, black veterans’
experiences varied. Those who lived in the North or
West, including recent migrants, had the opportuni-
ty to attend the same institutions and programs as
white beneficiaries. By contrast, black veterans who
remained in the South had to use their benefits in a
segregated institutional context that subjected them
to separate programs with inferior conditions. This
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experience, by contrast to access to G.I. Bill benefits,
likely conveyed negative messages, producing an in-
terpretive effect at odds with that of program usage
itself. Once veterans completed their programs of
study, what difference would their new skills and de-
grees make in their lives?

Socioeconomic Effects of Program Usage
Social scientists have long known that World War II
marked a critical turning point in the lives of many
veterans, meaning that it was an event or experience
that shaped their course of life in significant ways; the
World War II survey data suggest that G.I. Bill usage
ranked similarly.83 A majority of respondents, white
and black, included the G.I. Bill among such life-
transforming events as growing up during the De-
pression, military service during World War II, edu-
cation, job opportunities, and marriage. Among
white respondents, 78 percent of those who used the
G.I. Bill for higher education and 56 percent of those
who enrolled in sub-college level programs listed the
G.I. Bill among the turning points in their lives.84

Strikingly, among African-American G.I. Bill users, 92
percent of those who used it for college and 89 per-
cent of those who used it for sub-college program list-
ed it as a life turning point.

In explaining why they regarded G.I. Bill usage as
a life turning point, African-American beneficiaries
from the 92nd Infantry offered some reasons that re-
sembled those offered frequently by white veterans,
emphasizing social and economic effects. Black users
of the sub-college programs noted, for instance, that
the G.I. Bill “made it possible to attend business
school” or “enabled me to support my family;” one re-
marked, “after time I spent on G.I. Bill in school, [I]
got [a] job with [the] civil service from which I re-
tired.” Those who used the higher education provi-
sions said that the G.I. Bill, “ensured my achieving a
college education,” “paid for a better education,” “en-
abled me to achieve my career goal,” and “made pos-
sible young marriage.”

Often, however, African-American veterans re-
sponded in distinct ways, emphasizing the prevalence
of discrimination in many facets of life and how the
G.I. Bill thwarted those patterns. As one man who
used the G.I. Bill for automotive training noted, “It
opened the doors to jobs that society had to give me
because of my time in the military.” Veterans who
used the G.I. Bill for higher education mentioned
that it “prepared me for [a] position I never dreamed
possible” and “enabled me to attend [the] college of
my choice” – striking comments coming from men
whose options for education would have been much
restricted without the program. One beneficiary ex-

plained that, “despite [the] racism of [the] country
[I] was able to gain job opportunities because of col-
lege education.”

In terms of income, black veterans with higher lev-
els of education – attained primarily through the G.I.
Bill – did earn larger paychecks in the postwar era
than those with less formal education, but the differ-
ence was less pronounced than among white veter-
ans. During the postwar era, the wage differential be-
tween individuals with one to three years of college
and high school graduates was only $300 annually
among nonwhites, compared to $1,300 among
whites. Although earnings for both whites and non-
whites were lower in the South than elsewhere, the ra-
tio was similar in all regions.85 While unequal pay for
the same jobs partially explains such disparity, the
persistence of occupational segregation remained
the overriding determinant.

Although many African-American veterans found
that outside of the South, the education and training
provisions of the G.I. Bill were administered in a
nondiscriminatory fashion, still the job market to
which they returned, degrees in hand, remained
highly segmented. Often, they encountered the same
barriers to advancement that they had faced previ-
ously. Henry Hervey explained,

when I finished [my degree at] Northwestern,
I went looking for a job. But I went to every
bank in downtown Chicago and presented my
credentials, and I got the same job offer I
would have gotten if I had not gone to college
or had not gone in the Army: it was either a jan-
itor or a mailroom clerk.

William Perry had the same experience after com-
pleting his fine arts degree at Ohio State: Only a U.S.
Postal Service job – one that used none of his train-
ing – offered him any opportunity for advancement,
until he found a job in his field some years later. Gen-
try Torian used the G.I. Bill to attend college, yet, for
many years, he was unable to obtain a job in his cho-
sen profession, teaching. His wife, Celeste Torian, ex-
plained that African Americans who served in World
War II experienced pervasive discrimination both in
the military and when they returned home. Remem-
bering that time period, she remarked, “The only
good thing was the G.I. Bill,” referring explicitly to
the education and training provisions. One survey re-
spondent noted of the G.I. Bill, “It changed my out-
look on how to live, but I couldn’t change my color.”
Indeed, another took it upon himself to write in
“equal employment laws” as a significant “turning
point” in his life. The G.I. Bill may have done much
to prepare African Americans for higher-status jobs,
but racial discrimination in labor markets continued
to thwart their chances for social mobility.86
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Occupational data from the World War II Veterans
Survey permit us to explore the extent to which oc-
cupational status changed between fathers and sons,
blacks and nonblacks. Grouping veterans by G.I. Bill
usage, I have evaluated individuals’ occupational sta-
tus in 1960 compared to their fathers’ status during
their childhood.87 To exemplify the patterns among
black veterans of the 92nd Infantry Division and their
fathers, each of the following tables presents a small
number of cases that are representative of the larger
dataset from which it is drawn. Nonusers of the G.I.
Bill’s education and training benefits appear in Table
1, sub-college users in Table 2, and higher education
users in Table 3.88

The data highlight occupational transformations
between one generation and the next, and, at the
same time, the persistent contours of institutional-
ized racism in employment. Most black veterans’ fa-
thers worked as semiskilled or unskilled laborers –
janitors, masons, bricklayers, dry cleaners, steve-
dores, factory workers, coal miners, and railroad
workers – with only a few in highly skilled professions
such as law, medicine, or education. Their sons’ oc-
cupations varied with the level of education they ob-
tained, much of it through the G.I. Bill. Some black
non-G.I. Bill users, after military service, gained posi-
tions with greater leadership responsibility than their
fathers, for instance as foremen in industry or as mas-
ter sergeants in the U.S. Army, but G.I. Bill users typ-
ically achieved a higher occupational status. Those
who used the vocational training programs, such as
the examples shown in Table 2, frequently continued
military service or gained civil service jobs as police-
men, mail carriers, and clerks. They do not, however,
appear to have gained the highly technical industrial
jobs that their white peers were granted. The black
higher education beneficiaries, represented by ex-
amples in Table 3, typically attained employment in
the public sector as teachers or civil servants or in the
military. They did not gain the highest status jobs in
the private sector attained by some white higher edu-
cation users, namely as higher executives, proprietors
of large concerns, and major professionals.89 The
employment gained by African-American veterans,
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Table 1. Nonusers of G.I. Bill Education and Training 
Benefits, Black Males, World War II Veterans Survey

Father’s Occupation
during Veteran’s Veteran’s Occupation,
Childhood 1960

Coal miner Crane operator, U.S. Steel
Laborer Machinery repairman,

railroad
Section hand- Supply and load master,

worker, railroad U.S. Air Force
Masonry work Policeman
Janitor Storekeeper,

Bell Telephone
Foreman, Depart- Foreman, NYC 

ment of Sanitation, Transit Authority
Civil Service

Farmer Ammunition foreman, 
Army Depot

Table 2. Vocational Education Users of G.I. Bill, 
Black Males, World War II Veterans Survey

Father’s Occupation 
during Veteran’s Veteran’s Occupation,
Childhood 1960

Laborer, Steel Patrolman, police 
worker department

Farmer Munitions operator, 
arsenal

Laborer, construction Laborer, Railroad
Pullman porter, Inspector, rubber company

railroad
Waiter, railroad Patrolman, NYC Police

dining car Department
Farmer Auto mechanic, U.S. gov-

ernment
Chauffeur Post office clerk



therefore, highlights both the scope and the limita-
tions of antidiscrimination provisions that were ap-
plied to government employment beginning with the
Fair Employment Practices Commission in the 1940s,
and subsequent reforms prior to the Civil Rights Act
of 1964.90

In sum, the socioeconomic effects of the G.I. Bill’s
education and training provisions for African Ameri-
cans appear to have been mixed. Beneficiaries re-
main quite convinced that the provisions marked a
turning point in their lives, and thus they seem to
have generated interpretive effects. In terms of re-
source effects, however, though G.I. Bill users en-
joyed greater social mobility than nonusers, they did
so within much narrower parameters than white ben-
eficiaries. To be sure, the era harkened a moderating
of the occupational status of black men relative to
white men.91 Yet, although the G.I. Bill likely served
as a vehicle that elevated occupational status among
black veterans, the persistence of racial discrimina-
tion in employment curtailed the scope of its effects
in their lives.

Veterans’ Civic and Political Involvement
Now we arrive at the crux of this inquiry: Once veter-
ans benefited from the education and training bene-
fits of the G.I. Bill, how would they participate in civic
life? I will now explore the relationship between ben-

efit receipt and first, memberships in civic and polit-
ical organizations, and second, involvement in a
wider range of political activities.92

Civic organizations thrived in the American past,
particularly in the wake of major wars.93 Membership
rates rose to particularly high levels following World
War II, fostering what Robert Putnam has called a
“golden age” of American civic life.94 Throughout
this era, many organizations, particularly religious
and fraternal groups, refused to allow African Amer-
icans to join.95 Yet, blacks had long since mobilized
to create their own vibrant organizations.

Black veterans’ involvement in such organizations
is likely to have served as an important catalyst for
their political participation. Scholars of political par-
ticipation have found, generally, that memberships in
civic organizations foster subsequent involvement in
politics.96 Explanations for this relationship vary:
Some stress that organizations cultivate participatory
skills that are transferable to the political realm; oth-
ers explain that politicians are more likely to mobilize
those who are already organized.97 Conceivably, such
dynamics might have been particularly significant
among African Americans, whose civic organizations
are known to have played a crucial role in the devel-
opment of the civil rights movement. In particular,
black churches and the NAACP are considered to
have provided leadership, a communications net-
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Table 3. Higher Education Users of G.I. Bill, Black Males,
World War II Veterans Survey

Father’s 
Occupation during Veteran’s Occupation, 
Veteran’s Childhood 1960

Plumber Draftsman, aerospace 
industry

Cabinet maker and Chief, Audit Division, 
church custodian IRS

Hotel janitor Sgt. Major, U.S. Army
Farmer and carpenter Soldier, U.S. Army
Laborer, aluminum plant Mathematics teacher
Farmer Electrical technician, 

Chief, Fire Control 
Systems, U.S. Army

Laborer, food  Caseworker, welfare 
warehouse agency

Dining car waiter, Social worker, state 
railroad agency

Janitor Urologist
Accountant Social studies teacher



work, financial support, places to meet, and other
crucial factors.98

In the World War II Veterans Survey data, G.I. Bill
users – among both blacks and whites – consistently
exhibited higher rates of civic memberships than
nonusers, as shown in Table 4. The first two rows 
show the mean numbers of memberships (1950–
1964 and 1965–1979) in any of four types of civic 
organizations: fraternal groups, neighborhood or
homeowners groups, parent-teacher or school sup-
port groups, and other civic organizations. African
American survey respondents from the 92nd Infantry
Division were considerably more active in such orga-
nizations than whites, whether or not they had used
the G.I. Bill, though the ratio of G.I. Bill users’ mem-
bership rates to those of nonusers’ was nearly identi-
cal between African-American and white veterans.
Among all four groups, rates of involvement grew
from the first period to the second, consistent with
typical life course patterns: organizational involve-
ment tends to peak in middle-age.99

African-American veterans also participated in dif-
ferent types of organizations than white veterans, and
were more likely to belong to those that made social
change a central objective. They were slightly less like-
ly than whites to belong to fraternal organizations,

and much more likely to belong to ethnic or nation-
ality organizations and to groups in the category 
classified as “other.”100 This last category included,
particularly, groups related to hospitals, health, or
helping sympathetic vulnerable groups; and black
college fraternities. Among the latter, G.I. Bill-edu-
cated black veterans were especially active in Alpha
Phi Alpha, Omega Psi Phi, and Kappa Alpha Psi, each
of which played a supporting role in the civil rights
movement, through chapter contributions to the
NAACP during the 1950s and leadership roles in
demonstrations during the 1960s.101

G.I. Bill users were also more likely than nonusers
to belong to political organizations, as shown in the
third and fourth rows of Table 4. Both black and
white G.I. Bill users demonstrated identical mean
rates of involvement in political clubs and party com-
mittees between 1950 and 1964 period; however,
black users’ rates of affiliation surpassed that of
whites after the Voting Rights Act was passed in 1965.
Notably, the types of political organizations in which
African-Americans G.I. Bill users were most active, es-
pecially the NAACP and Urban League, were those
that stood at the forefront of the civil rights move-
ment.

Next, we examine how black G.I. Bill users from the
92nd Infantry Division compared to white veterans in
their involvement in a wide array of political activities.
Table 5 presents descriptive statistics regarding the
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Table 4. Mean Level of Involvement in Selected Organizations, Users versus Nonusers of G.I. Bill Education and Training 
Benefits, African American and White Veterans

Type of Activity
African-American Veterans White Veterans

and Time Period G.I. Bill Nonusers G.I. Bill Users G.I. Bill Nonusers G.I. Bill Users

Memberships in Civic 1.26 2.00 .92* 1.51*
Organizations, 1950–1964 (3.41) (2.25) (1.63) (1.76)

Memberships in Civic 1.42 2.37 1.05* 1.58*
Organizations, 1965–1979 (3.70) (2.67) (1.96) (1.94)

Memberships in Political 0* .17* .13 .17
Organizations, 1950–1964 (0) (.43) (.64) (.65)

Memberships in Political 0* .25* .15 .17
Organizations, 1965–1979 (0) (.56) (.76) (.65)

N 75 557

Standard deviations in parentheses; * marks relationships significant at p!.05.
Source: World War II Veterans Survey.



percentage of G.I. Bill users and nonusers, black and
white, who were involved in several political activities,
during each of the two time periods.

Comparing the amount of participation by G.I. Bill
users and nonusers, it is evident that program bene-
ficiaries participated at higher rates in every aspect of
political involvement. Among both blacks and whites,
users’ average participation rates greatly surpassed
those of nonusers. With the exception of protest, the
ratio of involvement between users and nonusers is
nearly identical among black and whites, about two to
one in each case.

In terms of type of involvement, black G.I. Bill users
participated at especially high levels in confronta-
tional political activity, challenging politics as usual.
Their involvement surpassed that of black nonusers
most dramatically in protests, marches, and demon-
strations. During the height of the civil rights era,
1950 to 1964, 35 percent of black users participated
in such activities, compared to 8 percent of black non-
users; between 1965 and 1979, they sustained similar

rates of involvement. Open-ended survey data con-
firm that civil rights were the main purpose of such
activism. Some respondents offered specifics, noting
“civil rights sit ins,” “against Jim Crow,” “1963 March
on Washington,” “anti-discrimination march with
NAACP,” “desegregation,” “open housing,” “petition-
ing for right to vote, which had been denied to us,”
“better schools/fair employment,” and “job rights/
opportunities.” These data suggest that among Afri-
can-American veterans, G.I. Bill usage may have fig-
ured as an important determinant of system-chal-
lenging political participation during the postwar
era.

Comparing African-American veterans’ involve-
ment between the first and second time periods, the
data suggest a two-stage process of political incorpo-
ration. Protest activity peaked in the first period,
while involvement in a wide array of formal political
activities reached its height in the second period.
African-American G.I. Bill users helped lead the way
toward political change in the 1950 to 1964 period, in
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Table 5. Political Involvement of Users Versus Nonusers of G.I. Bill Education and Training Benefits, African-American and
White World War II Veterans

Type of Activity and
African-American Veterans White Veterans

Time Period G.I. Bill Nonusers G.I. Bill Users G.I. Bill Nonusers G.I. Bill Users

Participated in Protest, March, 8% 35% 1% 2%
Demonstration, 1950–1964

Participated in Protest, March, 4 33 3 4
Demonstration, 1965–1979

Contacted Political Official, 12 31 12 20
1950–1964 

Contacted Political Official, 15 41 22 41
1965–1979 

Worked on Political Campaign, 17 25 7 14
1950–1964 

Worked on Political Campaign, 21 30 7 17
1965–1979 

Served in Local Government, 4 15 6 11
1950–1964

Served in Local Government, 20 31 12 15
1965–1979 

Contributed Money to Political 0 25 9 21
Candidate, Party or Group, 
1950–1964

Contributed Money to Political 29 46 26 41
Candidate, Party or Group, 
1965–1979

Average 13 31 11 19
Average w/o Protest 15 31 13 23
N 85 575

Source: World War II Veterans Survey



a struggle that led to the achievement of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and
numerous other policies. Then, in the years follow-
ing, they participated at even higher levels in formal
politics: They became increasingly active in working
on campaigns; serving on local government boards
or councils that dealt with community problems and
issues; and contributing money to a political candi-
date, party, or group. Strikingly, between 1965 and
1979, 31 percent of black G.I. Bill users in this sample
participated in local government, and 30 percent
worked on political campaigns – in both cases, dwarf-
ing involvement among white beneficiaries and black
nonbeneficiaries. These high levels of involvement,
relative to whites, are particularly impressive given, as
noted early on, that the mean educational level of
black beneficiaries is similar to but slightly less than
that of white beneficiaries.

In sum, among black 92nd Infantry Division veter-
ans, those who used the G.I. Bill for education or
training became especially active in the organization-
al and political struggles for civil rights, and then they
exercised their newly won political rights at remark-
ably high levels. The point is not that the G.I. Bill
alone explains the larger mobilization for civil rights;
certainly, most who took to the streets were not vet-
erans, and a wide range of organizational, social, eco-
nomic, and political factors coalesced to prompt the
broader mobilization. Rather, the same program that
prompted white veterans to become especially active
in civic fraternal organizations and mainstream po-
litical activities appears to have helped encourage, 
enable, or provoke black veterans to mobilize against
existing political structures, demonstrating and march-
ing for change. African-American G.I. Bill beneficia-
ries mobilized at high levels in contentious politics,
facilitating social and political change, even as white
veterans joined in mainstream political activities.

FEEDBACK EFFECTS AND SEQUENCING

Now, we can analyze how G.I. Bill usage and its rela-
tionship to the experiences that preceded and suc-
ceeded it affected the postwar civic involvement of
black and white veterans. To some extent, black G.I.
Bill beneficiaries’ high rates of political involvement
likely emanated from the same resource and inter-
pretive dynamics that had positive effects among non-
black veterans. As scholars of political behavior know,
education – the most immediate resource offered
through the program – greatly enhances individuals’
capacity and inclination to take part in politics.102 Ad-
vanced education has yielded highly salutary effects
on political involvement among African Americans
even when controlling for factors such as level of
poverty in citizens’ neighborhoods.103 Furthermore,

while higher education is widely regarded to confer
civic lessons among those who attain it,104 several
studies have found that education has produced a
particular interpretive effect among African Ameri-
cans: a sense of identifying and sharing a common
fate with other members of their racial group.105 This
finding is contrary to what some might assume – that
the elevated status that comes with education might
have distanced African-American college graduates
from the larger black community. Rather, education
has not only spurred heightened political activity, but
it has also helped direct that activity toward the strug-
gle for improved circumstances for blacks generally.
A contemporary study by William G. Bowen and
Derek Bok finds that college-educated black men be-
come considerably more active in civic and political
activities and leadership roles than their white male
cohort group.106 African Americans who have had
the opportunity to pursue advanced education often
use the status and skills they achieve to give back to
and maintain ties to the broader black community.
Further, as I noted earlier, black G.I. Bill beneficiaries
from the 92nd Infantry Division were even more like-
ly than those from nonblack divisions to consider
their use of the provisions to be a life turning point,
suggesting particularly powerful interpretive effects
that may have boosted civic involvement.

Yet, while such dynamics help explain high rates of
civic participation by both black and white program
beneficiaries, understanding the different forms their
activism assumed requires attention to the sequenc-
ing of black veterans’ experiences of government
compared to that known to white veterans. Table 6
compares the tenor of the interpretive messages –
positive or negative – conveyed to each group
through each of several sequential events, including:
other experiences with government and military ser-
vice; access to the G.I. Bill; the experience of program
implementation; and finally, socioeconomic effects
of usage.

White veterans typically had positive prior experi-
ences of government. In interviews, they often men-
tioned New Deal programs that had been helpful to
their families in the midst of the Great Depression.
Regarding their military service, they generally felt
they had been treated fairly in the processes of the
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draft, enlistment, and while on active duty. Next, they
tended to have positive experiences of the G.I. Bill,
finding it to be readily accessible, generally well-ad-
ministered, and the source of beneficial socioeco-
nomic effects on their lives. Given their repeated,
positive experiences of government as it existed, it is
not surprising that when these veterans became in-
volved in politics, they did so in a conventional man-
ner, affirming and supporting existing institutional
norms and arrangements.107

Conversely, for black veterans, access to the G.I. Bill
qualified as a positive experience of American gov-
ernment, one that stood in stark contrast to their oth-
er interactions with political power up until that time.
First, prior to military service, African-American vet-
erans and their families had experienced exclusion
from or marginalization within most government
programs, whether at the state or federal level. In
southern states, Jim Crow laws sanctioned their seg-
regation in schools, public transportation, and other
public and private facilities. Primary and secondary
educational institutions had long been character-
ized by a two-tiered system that denied blacks the op-
portunities enjoyed by whites.108 New Deal social 
programs routinely relegated African Americans to
second-class status, whether through occupational
exclusions or the retention of discretion by local
elites.109

Military service, too, proved stigmatizing, as Afri-
can Americans were relegated to segregated units, of-
ten forbidden the “privilege” of engaging in combat,
and denied many of the honors and forms of recog-
nition typically bestowed on their white comrades.
Later, federal mortgage loan assistance programs –
including the G.I. Bill’s mortgage provisions – re-
quired beneficiaries to find a local bank or lending
institution willing to lend to them, at which point
African Americans typically were excluded, due to
“red-lining” procedures.110 The fact that the G.I.
Bill’s education and training provisions were made
broadly accessible to them, then, represented a rare
positive experience in a sea of negative experiences
of government; to reiterate what Celeste Torian said,
for blacks in the postwar era, “The only good thing
was the G.I. Bill.”

Given such precedents, black veterans were likely
to regard the G.I. Bill’s education and training bene-
fits as by far the most inclusive and valuable provisions
available to them up until that point in their lives.
Certainly, among southerners, the program’s positive
interpretive effects may have been diffused by the
persistence of formal educational segregation that 
restricted veterans’ options in the South and by over-
crowding at black institutions. Veterans in other re-
gions encountered instances of informal discrimina-
tion, as well. Nonetheless, even survey respondents
who used the G.I. Bill to attend historically black in-
stitutions in the South tended to consider it a turning
point in their lives, just as did those who attended in-
tegrated institutions elsewhere. Evidently, veterans
appreciated the program considerably and separated
its value from Jim Crow laws that mandated separate
schools.
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Table 6. Sequencing Matters: From G.I. Bill Education and Training Usage to Participatory Effects

White Black
Sequential Order of Events G.I Bill Users G.I. Bill Users

1. Prior Experience of Public Programs Positive Mixed
2. Basis of Eligibility for G.I. Bill (Military Positive Negative

Service) 
3. Access to Usage Positive Positive
4. Experience of Implementation Positive Positive experience of 

program; negative experience 
of institutional context de-
pending on region

5. Socioeconomic Effects Positive Mixed
6. Participatory Effects High. Diverse, conventional. Very high. Contentious 

first; then diverse, 
conventional



Following program usage, however, African Amer-
ican G.I. Bill users’ returned to a job market that con-
tinued to be as hostile and discriminatory as ever.
When they sought employment, with their college de-
grees or training certificates in hand, they found, rou-
tinely, that they were granted the same low-level posi-
tions that they could have attained even without
additional schooling. At this point, they knew from
their G.I. Bill experience that they had the right to be
treated on equal terms to other Americans. Thus,
their encounter with discrimination at this juncture
provoked their political mobilization, as the funda-
mental unfairness of such treatment became all the
more evident and intolerable following experiences
that differed so sharply.111 Also, through their G.I.
Bill-funded education and training, African-Ameri-
can veterans had attained the skills and resources and
networks that make political action possible.112 Black
G.I. Bill users thus took to the streets, demanding
fundamental changes in American politics and soci-
ety.

In sum, in the experiences of members of the 92nd
Infantry Division, the education and training benefits
of the G.I. Bill appear to have influenced both the
rate and form of their civic involvement. The ad-
vanced education offered by the program likely 
yielded particularly strong resource and interpretive
effects among them that boosted their degree of in-
volvement. As one survey respondent noted, the G.I.
Bill marked a life turning point because it gave him
the “educational background to give leadership,”
stimulating his later involvement in the civil rights
movement.113 At the same time, the sequencing of
black veterans’ usage of the program relative to their
other experiences of government helps explain why
their involvement took the form of status-quo chal-
lenging activism. As Henry Hervey explained his re-
action to employment discrimination after obtaining
his college degree on the G.I. Bill, “By that time you
learn that you can fight city hall, and you have to
fight, and there are ways you can bring pressure to
make changes.”

CONCLUSION

American policy history is replete with examples of
government programs that excluded or marginalized
African Americans, often explicitly and sometimes
implicitly, treating them time and again as second-
class citizens. Indeed, the extensive legacy of policy
failure presents challenges to citizens and policymak-
ers who seek alternatives, social programs that can
lessen inequality and expand democracy. The find-
ings here suggests that the education and training
provisions of the G.I. Bill offer an example of a pub-
lic program that was relatively inclusive in terms of its
reach among African-American veterans.

Although they had less prior education than
whites, black veterans seized the opportunity to at-
tend college on the G.I. Bill if at all possible, and oth-
erwise, they pursued sub-college training, surpassing
whites in their rates of program usage. Certainly, the
effects of the education and training provisions were
limited by their implementation in the context of seg-
regated educational institutions throughout the
South, and the persistence of racism in the labor mar-
kets that veterans reentered after program usage.
Nonetheless, the program itself succeeded in granti-
ng African Americans more access to advanced edu-
cation than they had known, boosting their educa-
tional attainment especially in the North, and
treating them more equitably than any U.S. social
program in their own generation’s memory.

Subsequently, in the experience of black veterans
in the 92nd Infantry Division, the G.I. Bill’s education
and training benefits appear to have facilitated in-
volvement in democratic citizenship. Given their
placement in a sequence of black veterans’ other ex-
periences of government, they likely helped foster
beneficiaries’ high rates of participation in the civil
rights movement and in the active claiming of politi-
cal rights that followed. Thus, the same program that
prompted white veterans to be more active in civic 
fraternal organizations and in mainstream political
activities facilitated black beneficiaries’ capacity to
mobilize against existing political structures, demon-
strating and marching for change. Policymakers re-
newed and extended the G .I. Bill in similar form for
Korean War veterans, and it likely generated similar
dynamics among African Americans. Indeed, among
the most well-known black political leaders from the
“civic generation” are several who benefited from the
G.I. Bill’s education and training provisions: civil
rights leaders Medgar Evers, Aaron Henry, W. W. Law,
and Hosea Williams; Chicago Mayor Harold Wash-
ington and all World War II veterans; U.S. Represen-
tatives John Conyers, Ronald Dellums, and Charles
Rangel; and Virginia Governor Douglas Wilder and
all Korean War veterans.114 Each of them likely rep-
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resents many thousands of lesser-known black veter-
ans whom, after benefiting from the G.I. Bill’s edu-
cation and training benefits, became politically active
in their local communities.

Scholars of American political development should
turn their attention to other instances of how state ac-
tion has, historically, affected the well-being and char-
acter of social and participatory citizenship. This
analysis suggests that the feedback effects of a pro-
gram may be contingent not only on policy design
and institutional context, but also on the historical se-
quencing of program receipt in relation to other ex-
periences of government in beneficiaries’ lives.115

These conclusions must be tentative, owing to the
limitations of the data on which the argument is
based. Given the lack of a control group of highly ed-
ucated black veterans who did not use the G.I. Bill, we
cannot, with certainty, separate the results of pro-
gram usage from education itself. Nor can we be con-
fident of the extent to which results from the 92nd In-
fantry Division sample reveal patterns identical to
those that existed among black veterans generally in
the postwar era. In order to further our understand-
ing of the historical dynamics of policy feedback and
sequencing among mass publics, scholars should seek
sources of data that permit more rigorous evaluation.
In applying historical and institutional analysis to the
study of political behavior, we may help further un-
derstanding of how governance has mattered for the
development of democracy.

APPENDIX A: SURVEY TECHNIQUES

Most quantitative studies of political participation are
based on large data sets that include numerous vari-
ables regarding demographic characteristics and atti-
tudes but little about government programs. Such
data, however, lack indicators about G.I. Bill partici-

pation. Conversely, though a few surveys of veterans
conducted shortly after World War II permit analysis
of the characteristics of G.I. Bill beneficiaries and the
socioeconomic effects of the program, they failed to
ask about participation in civic and political life.116

This project, therefore, draws on recently collected,
original survey data.

Because no ready means of access to a national,
random sample of all World War II veterans was avail-
able, it was necessary to find an alternative means of
reaching veterans. Many survivors from World War II
military units have formed their own veterans’ orga-
nizations, groups that typically have mailing lists, gen-
erate newsletters, and hold reunions. It is important
to note that military units drew their members from
the nation as a whole, as do the veterans’ organiza-
tions based on them. Several such organizations were
contacted in an attempt to locate a few sufficiently dif-
ferent from each other and large enough to include
veterans with a wide range of personal backgrounds,
military ranks, and wartime experiences. Lists from
five military units were used, including three from
the U.S. Army (87th Infantry Division, 89th Infantry
Division, 92nd Infantry Division) and two from the
U.S. Army Air Force (379th Bomb Group; 783rd
Bomb Squadron, 465th Bomb Group). These units
included only men. The 92nd Infantry Division was
comprised of African Americans; no African Ameri-
cans were included in other units.

A mail survey explored veterans’ socioeconomic
status in childhood and later life, military and edu-
cational experience, G.I. Bill usage, and civic and po-
litical participation. Although many questions had
been used in prior surveys, they had never been com-
bined in a single survey in a manner that would per-
mit structurally valid statistical analysis.117 The data
permit investigation of the G.I. Bill’s consequences
for participation in political activities, while control-
ling for level of education and various socioeconom-
ic background factors. The survey subjects were ran-
domly selected from names on the World War II
military unit organizations’ lists. Surveys mailings
were sent up to three times to each subject to increase
the response rate, which eventually reached 73 per-
cent (716 completed surveys) in a 1998 survey of all
groups except the 92nd Infantry Division. Two differ-
ent lists for the 92nd Infantry Division were attained
later, and surveyed in 2000 and 2001 respectively, us-
ing the identical procedures. These yielded respons-
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es of 42 and 53 percent, respectively, for a total of 104
completed surveys.

Various measures were taken to handle or limit po-
tential sources of bias. The fact that several decades
have elapsed since the G.I. Bill was administered ne-
cessitated careful attention to constraints upon sub-
jects’ memory and recall. These concerns are allevi-
ated to some degree by scholars’ understanding that
salience matters; that is, people recall events or activ-
ities that were important to them, otherwise known
as “landmark events.”118 It is not important for this
study to ascertain specific details from the past, such
as the number of political party or political club meet-
ings a person attended in a given year, or the partic-
ular elections in which they voted. Rather, the central
question was whether or not the subjects were gener-
ally involved participants in such organizations and
activities.

Before designing the survey, several open-ended
interviews were conducted with veterans. This pro-
cess, as well as the pretest of the survey and the focus
group meeting that followed, helped guide the sur-
vey design process, limiting questions to those that
veterans answered readily and with confidence. Par-
ticipation in the war and the pursuit of education
thereafter constitute landmark events in the autobio-
graphical knowledge of most veterans, and as such,
are memorable.119 Techniques known to improve ac-
curacy of survey responses were used. Given that a
second chance to answer questions is known to stim-
ulate memory, a mail survey was used, allowing re-
spondents to consider questions at their leisure.120

Respondents were not questioned about past atti-
tudes, given that intervening circumstances would
likely influence their responses. Researchers have
found that greater accuracy is obtained by framing
questions for a specific time period; hence, specific
responses were requested for three periods: 1950–
1964, 1965–1979, and 1980–1998. This pairing of
questions is intended to prompt respondents to con-
sider how their activities might have changed, if at all,
and thus to respond to the questions about the earli-
er period as clearly and thoughtfully as possible. Ask-
ing a number of questions about a given time period
has proven to facilitate memory. 

APPENDIX B: REPRESENTATIVENESS 
OF THE AFRICAN-AMERICAN SAMPLE

Elsewhere, matters are discussed pertaining to the
representativeness of the nonblack sample used in

this article.121 This appendix examines how the
African-American sample from the 92nd Infantry Di-
vision compares to the original population of African-
American veterans of World War II, as well as to the
sample of white veterans used here.

When World War II veterans were surveyed in 1998,
the average veteran – born in 1923 – would have been
75 years old, then 77 in 2000 and 78 in 2001. Cur-
rently, the average life expectancy for African-Ameri-
can males is 68, and 75 for white males. The central
problem with surveying veterans so late in life is that
death rates are biased. In the United States, advanced
age is positively correlated with being better educat-
ed. Demographers report a recent increase in lon-
gevity among American males that some consider 
attributable to the effects of the G.I. Bill. According-
ly, G.I. Bill users are likely to have experienced more
favorable socioeconomic circumstances than non-
users and may thus have greater longevity; a similar
disparity may exist between those who used the G.I.
Bill for higher education and those who used it for
programs below the college level. To the extent that
a mortality bias exists, it is likely to have been more
pronounced among African-American men, who
were not surveyed until a full decade after their aver-
age life expectancy had passed. In sum, while white
respondents may be slightly more privileged than
whites in the original veteran population, black re-
spondents are likely to differ more sharply from the
original universe of black veterans.

Archival data presented by Paula Fass allows for
comparison of veteran survey respondents’ premili-
tary level of education to that of black and white sol-
diers in the World War II military.122 As expected,
black survey respondents generally had far more ed-
ucation prior to military service than did members of
the original cohort. While the same holds true of
white veterans compared to white soldiers, the differ-
ence is more exaggerated in the case of the black vet-
erans. The majority of black survey respondents – 78
percent – had completed high school prior to mili-
tary service, compared to only 17 percent of the orig-
inal population. (Among whites, 81 percent of survey
respondents had completed high school prior to mil-
itary service compared to 41 percent of those in the
original population.) This fact alone need not thwart
the data analysis if each of the subgroups within the
data – nonusers, vocational education users, and
higher education users – still resemble their original
cohort group sufficiently, as was the case among non-
black respondents. Unfortunately, data is not avail-
able that would permit such a comparison among
African Americans. The proportion that lived in the
South in childhood is somewhat less than the pro-
portion of the original population living there in
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1947, 50 percent compared to 63 percent.123 The
data here are interpreted cautiously, therefore, con-
sidered indicative only of the sample here and not as
representative of the original universe of black veter-

ans’ experiences. At the same time, however, the
black veteran respondents mirror the white veteran
respondents quite closely in terms of their premili-
tary education, and thus provide the opportunity to
compare how similarly situated white and black veter-
ans fared under the G.I. Bill and reacted to it.
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Appendix C. Determinants of Use of G.I. Bill for Education or Training: Results of Logistic Regression (Coefficient /Significance)

Independent Variables G.I. Bill Use by Black Veterans G.I. Bill Use by White Veterans

Parents’ Level of Education .51* .05
Standard of Living in Childhood, 1920s .72 .34
Education Encouraged .39 .30*
Level of Education before Military Service .28 .24*
Year of Birth .06 .22***
N 54 437

*p�0.05, **p�0.01, ***p�0.001


