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Introduction

Jordan Long should have graduated from Morehouse College on May 19, 2019. But instead of sitting beside his friends in the Atlanta sun with a yellow-and-green kente stole draped across his neck, Jordan was back at his mother’s house in Oakland, California, where he’d been living for the past two years. At the end of his sophomore year, he had taken stock of his financial situation and come to a startling realization. He had already racked up $65,000 in student debt, and he was on track to graduate with $150,000 or more, an almost unimaginable sum split among him and several family members who had taken out loans on his behalf.

Jordan had been excited to go to Morehouse, an all-male historically Black college whose alumni include Martin Luther King Jr. and Spike Lee, and he’d thrived there, enrolling in business courses and serving on the board of Safe Space, the campus LGBTQ organization. But he just couldn’t see how any of that justified saddling his family with six figures and an interest rate. He emailed the financial aid office to see if there was anything they could do to help. He’d already received grant money and a small scholarship, but the well had dried up. The school’s resources were limited, and yearly costs were edging toward $50,000.

Together Jordan and his mom, a health-research coordinator, decided that the situation was unsustainable. He took a few days to reflect, then let the school know he wouldn’t be returning. In tears, he wrote his resignation letter for Safe Space. When he came back to Oakland that summer, he enrolled at a local community college and began working at a Best Buy. Eventually, he earned his associate’s degree and transferred to the state university in Hayward to continue working toward his bachelor’s.

On the day Jordan should have graduated from Morehouse, he watched from home as a man named Robert F. Smith stepped up to the dais to deliver words of advice and encouragement to his classmates. Smith, a graduate of Cornell, had founded his own private equity firm and become a billionaire—the wealthiest Black man in America—so he was well poised to offer his counsel on life after college.

“We all have the responsibility to liberate others so that they can become their best selves,” Smith said as the sun beat down on the nearly four hundred young men in front of him. “We need you to become the elected leaders,” he said. “We need you to become the C-suite executives.” He told the graduates to gather themselves. “Take a moment, stand up, give each other a hug.” Then he dropped the bombshell. That day, he announced, he would be making a gift to the graduating class—he would pay off their student loans.

Joyous surprise spread across the faces of the professors and administrators behind Smith as the crowd in front of him erupted in elation. Back in Oakland, Jordan Long couldn’t believe his bad luck. He’d dropped out of his dream school to save money, and now he was the odd one out of his classmates with student loan debt—and unlike them, he still didn’t have a degree.

The higher education lottery had chosen its winners, as it does every year, and Jordan Long was not among them. There was nothing particularly unusual about this. If Jordan’s loss felt especially poignant—garnering attention from People magazine and the New York Times—perhaps that was just because his choice had seemed so responsible, such a sensible rebuttal to a system that rarely rewards the Jordan Longs of this world. Who could ever have guessed that Jordan was actually throwing away his golden ticket?

Jordan had been caught in the crosshairs of a system that has for six decades offered conflicting guidance to its supposed beneficiaries, teenagers who want nothing more than to enter the world with their best foot forward. College students like Jordan—with the talent but not the wealth to make their way through America’s elite institutions—are urged to follow their dreams as far as they can go. To take out student loans if they must; it’s “good debt,” after all. But at the same time, they must never for an instant forget that they’re on the hook for it, even if their degree, in spite of all the lofty rhetoric, doesn’t land them in the C suite. In that case, the choice was irresponsible, the debt is no good, and it will never, ever go away.

The system is broken, all the way to its core, and it will take a lot more than one benevolent billionaire to fix it.

THIS BOOK IS AN INVESTIGATION INTO THAT BROKENNESS, AN ATTEMPT TO make sense of how it came to pass that some 45 million Americans now hold IOUs in addition to their diplomas, at a cost of $1.7 trillion, more than any other debt but home mortgages. It’s a story of lifetime ambitions and legislative minutiae, wrongheaded presumptions and disregarded prognostications, racists and radicals, extortionate profiteers and institutions led astray by the need to exist at all costs. In it we see boom-time excess wasted through small-minded dismissals of human potential—and opportunities for solidarity and change arise from moments of social crisis. More than anything, we see how political infighting, moral failure, bigotry, militarism, and usury, alongside manifold accidents and missed opportunities, form a byzantine system that almost no one can understand or navigate—but which afflicts one in six American adults.

We didn’t invent student debt in America. That honor goes to twelfth-century Bologna, where the first university students pooled their ducats for a loan fund to pay their tutors. But we have made of that rudimentary system a fine art.

Of course, student debt is not the only, or even the most pernicious, burden American society has placed on its members. But it is a big one, and it offers a shocking and instructive example of how America manages to take good ideas and turn them bad. The history of the student debt crisis is the story of how something that hardly existed a century ago has become a barricade to the financial futures of roughly one in six American adults—keeping them from buying homes, starting families, saving for retirement. It’s the story of how American inequity will always find a way: of how women hold two-thirds of all debt and earn 26 percent less than men do from their degrees; of how Black students start out with one-eighth the wealth of white students and leave school with double the debt; of how bankers and businesspeople have made billions off the misery of American students. And it’s the story of how the American government made it all possible.

My hope is that telling this story demonstrates that student debt is a problem worth fixing—and one that’s within our power to fix. For this, it’s useful to look not only at the ways in which the student debt system is wrong, but also at how it’s wrongheaded. It’s simply not a very good way to go about solving the problem of how to make a higher education system function for a large portion of the population. We know this because many other places have done just fine—better, even—without it.

Research shows that when a society pays for its members to be educated, everyone benefits. And there are a few moments in our history where we came tantalizingly close to making education into a common good rather than an obscene and nearly unwinnable gamble. Instead, at each of these junctures, we reified the idea that education is a commodity delivering benefits to individuals, who must also bear its costs. The student debt crisis is the inevitable result of that ideology, and so to reverse the crisis we must not only revolutionize the structure and funding of higher education; we must also understand the ingrained, fundamentally American way of thinking that brought us to this point.

I set out in these pages to demonstrate not only the degree to which the student debt system rests on a morally vacuous origin—but also the ways in which that system is simply not efficient or functional in accomplishing even its stated aims, which in many ways it actively subverts.

The story begins with the GI Bill, which solved a domestic labor problem by expanding educational opportunity to the masses. Yet even though the GI Bill involved no loans, it set up the conditions and ideology that paved the way for the student debt crisis. It treated education as an individual commodity, the main purpose of which was to respond to market needs. And it was designed and implemented by Southern racists whose principal objective was excluding the “undeserving.”

In the years that followed, presidents and legislators set out to expand educational opportunity for the civilian population. From the beginning, their main concern was how to pay for it. Liberals pushed for scholarships, while conservatives, indisposed to social welfare programs, opted for tuition tax credits or nothing at all. The rival factions landed on loans as a budget-friendly compromise. From these humble origins, they built student loans into a behemoth. To keep the program off the US Treasury’s books, they farmed it out to commercial banks. With officials’ go-ahead, the financiers, like foxes let into the henhouse, remodeled the whole framework of student aid in their image.

From roughly the 1970s to 2008 and the onset of the Great Recession, politicians mostly viewed their role not as protecting students’ interests, but rather preserving bankers’ profits. Under the careful tending of Republicans and Democrats alike (but especially Ronald Reagan), the student aid system was transformed into an instrument of market logic. Education became a means not to expand horizons and develop new ways of thinking, but, simply, a way to make money. In the process, how students funded their educations became a question of who would profit, and how much. By the twenty-first century, the system that legislators had built up over decades enabled public and private institutions, for- and nonprofit entities, to collectively take advantage of students under many different names and mission statements.

In 2008, the crash came, and everything changed. From the era of the student, we moved into the era of the student debtor. With the emergence of Occupy Wall Street, student debt was elevated from a source of shame to the basis of a new class identity. In the years since, student debtors have organized, protested, and persisted. Remarkably, they have made tremendous strides, upending notions of responsibility and winning significant material gains for the most exploited among them. In the time since I began writing this book five years ago, they almost knocked over the whole apple cart—successfully pushing the idea of student debt cancellation to the forefront of political discourse. Under their pressure, President Biden moved to cancel a portion of every federal debtor’s load. The gesture was less than many wanted but more than anyone thought possible only a decade ago.

But, alas, even this was more than six conservatives at the Supreme Court could brook. They shot down Biden’s cancellation program and left the rest of us back at square one. So here we are, perched on the threshold of a new era, one in which the future of student debt, and higher education itself, hangs in the balance. It is from this perch that I look back at the system we have created over the past century.

A CENTRAL QUESTION THREADS THROUGH THIS INVESTIGATION: WHAT AND who is education for?

This is a question we no longer tend to ask of elementary or even secondary schooling: we take it for granted that education is a necessary part of a child’s development into young adulthood. It is for everyone—not only a right but a requirement. At the same time, it is not for anything in particular, beyond the general responsibility to provide children with the knowledge, skills, and values necessary to grow into functioning adults.

That, at least, is how it used to be.

As high school became compulsory in the middle of the twentieth century, the high school diploma lost its edge. Employability shifted up the educational bracket. Whereas a college diploma had once conferred elite status, the mark of nobility and prestige, it became a quotidian acquisition. By the end of the twentieth century, a degree was a prerequisite for most white-collar positions. As such, it became a precondition for entrée into the middle class, transformed from a laudable achievement into a social expectation.

This attitude has begun to corrupt the lower grades as well. Elementary school was once about learning to read, tally figures, and engage with others. Now it has become a key component in the race to become a valued member of the workforce. Education officials, obsessed with international competitiveness, have pushed punishing testing regimes on ever-younger children. Parents in high-status zip codes fret and game their way into prestigious public schools, or pay Ivy League prices for private options, lest their young prodigies fall off the long and winding track to Harvard or Yale. Children in down-market areas, on the other hand, may never learn to read.

As long as public schooling continues to exist, education through high school is nominally everyone’s problem—a community responsibility. Beyond that point, the responsibility is cut short. Upon graduation, the eighteen-year-olds are on their own. Having gotten them to the threshold of higher learning, we wash our hands of any duty to get them through the door, much less see them to the finish line. We may toss them a grant or two, though we know it will prove woefully inadequate at all the institutions we have spent two decades telling them they must prepare themselves to attend.

Instead we tell them to go out, get a job, make a good living, and don’t come calling if it doesn’t work out. No one made you go to college, we say. No one made you take out that loan. I paid mine off; why should I pay yours off too?

This book shows how flawed that perspective is, by examining the ways in which, starting in the middle of the twentieth century, our notion of education became fatally impoverished. We allowed the market to poison the well, and it came to determine nearly every aspect of our educational system: who and what education was for (people who can use it to make money), how much it would cost (a lot), how it would be paid for (debt), and who would benefit (schools, the government, and above all, finance).

I start with the premise that it is immoral to require young people either to immiserate themselves for a credential or to ply a trade unlikely to raise them above the station into which they were born. Many of the people I spoke with during the research and reporting that made this book share this perspective. They insist that higher education ought to be a right, one to which our government should ensure affordable, if not free, access.

But what is a “right” exactly, and who gets to claim it? To me, it is a way of defining what we mean by society—its functions, its obligations, its parameters. When I say that it is immoral to put young people into debt in order to obtain college degrees, I mean that it is a society-wide failure—of political will, yes, but also of imagination and compassion. We have abdicated our collective responsibility to provide for one another. We signed our rights over to the market, and in return we received only a bill.

I too am someone burdened by student loans. In pursuit of a bachelor’s degree from Reed College and a master’s from NYU, I accrued six figures of debt. So I make this argument with something more than pure journalistic objectivity.

I began researching the history of the student loan program in 2017. That year, a George W. Bush–era program for public servants—Public Service Loan Forgiveness—was about to reward its first set of participants, people who had spent ten years working in often low-paying jobs with the promise that their debts would eventually be canceled. I’d had experience in the program myself and sensed that it was about to crash and burn. I started reporting a feature article on this impending failure for Mother Jones. My prediction bore out—in the first full year of forgiveness, twenty-eight thousand people applied, and only ninety-six received relief, a success rate of less than 1 percent.

What I uncovered in my reporting and research for that article was so much more than I had imagined. I’d found a story of a well-intentioned federal program defined by mismanagement and riddled with private-sector negligence bordering on fraud. But as I delved into the history of student debt, I realized that the problem went far beyond one failed forgiveness program. At its heart, the issue was that legislators and presidents had founded the student loan system on a misguided vision of what education was for. Then they compounded that error over decades of political compromises, private-sector giveaways, and disregard for the people who were the supposed beneficiaries of their failed program. The student loan system, I came to understand, was rotten through and through.

This was both an enraging and heartening revelation. I realized that my own “failure”—and that of every other unsuccessful borrower like me—was the result of decades of bad decisions made by people much more powerful than me. I became convinced not only that student debt should be eliminated, but also that we must overhaul our education system to make it unnecessary in the first place.

With this revelation came a desire to learn more about how we got here. I kept researching, and my scope widened. I started writing this book in 2019 with the belief that to really change the way we do things, it’s useful to see how our systems went wrong in the first place and observe the ongoing mechanisms by which they conduct their harm. Only by taking the whole thing apart can we see how to put in place something more humane, more functional, more in line with what the most generous notions of society posit as our collective responsibilities and rewards.

This book is an attempt to perform that dismantling—to understand the actions and ideology that led us to where we are today, $1.7 trillion in debt for pursuing education. And to imagine how we might repair to a more equitable system.




Part 1



The Era of Missed Opportunities (1941–1971)

IN LATE 1941, AS THE United States danced around its role in a rapidly mushrooming global conflict, the country’s leaders were positioned, for the first time in history, to make a massive direct investment in Americans’ pursuit of higher education. In December, an influential New Deal agency dropped a colossal report on public welfare that urged the president to provide federal aid to help the country’s youth continue their studies. This aid was to be delivered in the form of “educational grants,” allocated “as needed to assure educational opportunity for all young people,” or at the very least all those “who desire and can benefit by continued schooling.” This was a radical and unprecedented proposal—all but guaranteeing the option of a college education for millions of citizens, an offering with the potential to lift an entire generation into the middle class.

But, alas, the recommendation went unheeded. Three days later, Japanese bombers ambushed a naval base on Oahu, killing nearly twenty-five hundred, and the following day Congress declared war. The report by the National Resources Planning Board (NRPB) was shunted to the side of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s massive war desk, not to be released to the public for another year. The NRPB suffered a similar fate, dismantled in the summer of 1943 by a hostile Congress. With it died many of the groundbreaking proposals outlined in its report of more than six hundred pages, covering everything from social security to assistance for the blind, as well as the program of aid for education addressed on page 461. As the country mobilized for war, higher education as a right of citizenship simply was not on offer.

Unfortunately, what we got instead, a little less than a year later, was the GI Bill.




Chapter 1

The GI Bill of Goods

There’s one thing everybody knows about the GI Bill: it was great. After Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the bill—formally, the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act—into law in June 1944, just months before he died, millions of returning GIs began taking advantage of its basket of benefits. An unemployment provision offered $20 a week (about $350 today) for up to fifty-two weeks. A home-loan subsidy gave veterans the chance to buy houses with no money down. There were farm and small-business loan programs, on-the-job training, and expanded medical care. But what most people remember is that the GI Bill sent America to college.

The legislation provided up to $500 per year for tuition at any eligible school the veteran got into, along with a living subsidy of $50 a month (more if the vet had a wife and family).* This was an extremely generous benefit—at the time there was no university or college, public or private, that charged more than $500—and meant that even the poorest veteran could make his way to Harvard or Yale or anywhere else that would have him, all free of charge.

The education and training program was successful beyond anyone’s wildest imaginings. Its price tag of $14.5 billion—whopping for its time and more costly than the Marshall Plan—paid for schooling at all levels, and its effects on higher education were remarkable. Between 1940 and 1950, the number of men graduating from colleges in the United States each year tripled, from 100,000 to 300,000. By the time the bill expired in 1956, another 5.6 million vets had gotten vocational, or “subcollege,” training. All told, the GI Bill increased the number of white-collar professionals—engineers, teachers, accountants, health-care workers, scientists, lawyers, and clergy—by more than 1.5 million. One 1998 study found that more than half of World War II veterans who went to school on the GI Bill considered the experience a turning point in their lives. These men undoubtedly lifted the economic status of their families and of the country, contributing to an unprecedented midcentury period of prosperity. “This legislation created middle-class America,” wrote Columbia University political scientist Ira Katznelson in 2005. “No other instrument was nearly as important.”

And America as a whole benefited. Those lucky graduates exhibited their gratitude by making more money (and thus paying more in taxes), living healthier lives, and becoming more engaged in civic affairs, in particular the civil rights movement. In 1988, a congressional study on the GI Bill found that the government’s investment in education likely created immense economic benefit. Paying for 2 million vets to go to college after World War II had cost $7 billion. But it had produced an “extraordinarily large payoff for the nation”—generating as much as a twelvefold return on that investment, including $12 billion in extra tax revenue.

In short, the bill was the apex offering of a midcentury era of expansion of American higher education. It singlehandedly moved the country into an age in which a college education was an aspiration for the masses, not merely an achievement for the elites.

This was a big shift. Even by the 1940s, a high school education was still something of a lofty aspiration. Mississippi had become the last American state to compel school attendance through the eighth grade only two decades earlier. Colleges had been around far longer: Harvard had planted the first college flag on American shores in 1636 as a training ground for the colonies’ political and religious leaders. But although tuition was low in those early days, none but the wealthiest colonial subjects could afford to spare their sons from the family farm or business. With women and ethnic minorities more explicitly excluded, just a tiny percentage of the burgeoning American population could even consider the option of pursuing an advanced education.

Although access expanded gradually over the next four centuries, on the eve of the GI Bill, America’s institutions of higher education were still excluding far more people than they let in. In one fell swoop, the GI Bill broke down the walls.

And yet, as generous as the GI Bill was, it harbored the seeds of the student debt crisis. Nestled in the distance between the ideal and the reality of the bill’s offerings, those seeds germinated and grew over the next several decades, vining and embedding their way deep into the American educational landscape.

For those who were able to benefit from it, the GI Bill transformed a college degree from an elite privilege into a mass opportunity. But its success doomed its successors. In focusing goodwill on veterans, the bill’s authors squandered momentum for sustained support of civilians.

Even the bill’s lauded basket of goods bore rotten fruit, as racism, sexism, and political compromise plagued it from the start. And this trio of deficiencies stood in the way of truly inclusive education funding. After the GI Bill enshrined higher education as an aspiration for all, a decades-long era of missed opportunities magnified its flaws and mitigated its accomplishments. We still live today within the broken, compromised system the GI Bill created. “One important reason there is no strong welfare state,” writes historian Kathleen Frydl, “is because of the World War II GI Bill itself.”

THE GI BILL BRAIDED TOGETHER THREE ROOTS OF THE PRESENT CATASTROPHE. First, the bill initiated a system of financial aid focused entirely on the individual, whose merit would be forevermore measured against his own personal investment in his education. Second, and more nefarious, while expanding opportunity for millions of young men, the bill excluded untold numbers of other citizens. Its crafters and proponents intentionally left out women and most nonwhite Americans, a dishonor that set them back generations and still holds them down.

Women, pushed out of college in the 1940s to make way for returning GIs, have long since regained their ground on campus, but at a significant cost: today women make up 57 percent of all college students but hold two-thirds of total student debt. Black college students, whose ancestors were largely prevented from accessing the GI Bill’s wealth-building benefits, today start out with one-eighth the family wealth of the median white student, and they leave school with twice the debt.

Third, the bill, drafted to forestall a postwar labor crisis, designated the market as the ultimate arbiter of what and who an education should be for. This bred a long, insidious slide to a careerist vision of education, the value of which is tallied not as an end in itself but solely as a factor of its future monetary potential.

Foregrounding market needs also fed a festering pool of educational fraudsters and opportunists out to make a buck off students—and the federal government. The General Accounting Office calculated that fully one-third of the money spent on education via the GI Bill went to frauds and scams. These too targeted Black Americans, who continue to be disproportionately preyed upon by for-profit educational frauds.

How did this happen? It’s a tale as sordid as it is infuriating.

Supporters of the GI Bill never intended to send America to college. They merely hoped to avoid the disastrous aftermath of World War I, when twenty thousand unemployed veterans had marched on Washington at the height of the Great Depression to demand overdue bonus payments, a drama that ended when President Hoover dispatched General Douglas MacArthur—Major Dwight D. Eisenhower by his side—to storm the veterans’ camp, which burned to the ground. It was a “bad-looking mob,” MacArthur declared of the marchers, “animated by the essence of revolution.” The vets were dispelled—by the tip of the saber and the tear-gas canister—but Washington took heed. The menace of the World War I Bonus Marchers still loomed large more than a decade later.

In 1944, as World War II neared its end, education offered a solution to two potential challenges: reintegration of veterans into society and manpower needs. By diverting returning veterans to schools or job-training programs, the government could relieve pressure on the labor market, prepare future employees for pivotal industries, and hopefully prevent another embarrassing bonus scandal.

Yet Roosevelt himself was not a big proponent. He didn’t support singling out veterans as an especially deserving class. Instead, in January 1944, as Congress was just beginning to debate the omnibus package that would come to form the GI Bill, FDR gave a State of the Union address calling for a vast expansion of the welfare state. Among other things, his “second Bill of Rights” would have provided to all citizens the right to a home, to medical care, to a job and a basic income, and to a “good education.” This generic offering was a big ask: because education was not included among the Constitution’s enumerated federal powers, it had generally been considered a matter of state and local concern.

By then, however, FDR’s power had waned; Congress had become indisposed to the New Deal and conservatives were not keen on expanding the federal role in education. Veterans, on the other hand, were a demographic almost everyone could get behind. Republicans supported the idea of a bill focused on veterans, and New Dealers believed that privileging veterans in the short term might create an opening wedge for universal programs down the line. If the liberals had succeeded, the GI Bill might have been the start of an even greater moment of social program expansion—a movement more in line with the social democracies soon to emerge in war-battered Europe.

But where it could have been a base for expansion of America’s higher education system writ large, instead, the GI Bill stopped short.

As Congress was hashing out the veterans’ legislation in early 1944, multiple versions of the education title floated through the halls of the Capitol. But instead of selecting an option that would have created a federal machinery of aid distribution offering a foothold for a future expansion of benefits to civilians, legislators chose a bill written by a powerful veterans’ group, the American Legion, which was constructed to preserve exclusivity for veterans. The Legion’s version vested power in the decentralized Veterans Administration (VA) to distribute benefits through local chapters. The New Dealers lost their opening wedge, and the dream of a Rooseveltian “citizens first” model of education aid ceremoniously died.

Because it was tied to individual military service, the GI Bill made education into something one literally had to “fight for.” Only those individuals who had risked their lives were thought worthy of this special dispensation. As such, even though the GI Bill did not require that recipients pay back the cost of an education, it in fact operated less like a benefit program and much more like a loan—military service was its (pre-) payment.

This focus on the “deserving” individual had the effect of excluding most Americans. Women in particular were generally left out. Though they had not served in the armed forces in significant numbers, some women had done so and were indeed eligible for GI Bill programs. Yet these female veterans participated on a largely incidental basis—they represented a mere 2 percent of the bill’s beneficiaries. Most were not informed of the benefits available to them at all.

After the GI Bill was passed, colleges and universities openly applied quotas for female applicants, rejecting them in favor of (male) veterans with guaranteed tuition money. At Cornell, only 50 places out of 350 were set aside for women in the class of 1946; medical schools limited female enrollment to 5 percent; and Penn State stopped admitting women altogether. Overall, women’s share of undergraduate enrollment dropped from 41 percent in 1940 to 24 percent in 1950.

Additionally, the defeat of a national aid program distributing money to states and facilities had gone hand in hand with Southern Democrats’ unyielding commitment to funnel benefits through each GI. Instead of granting states money to build up public institutions or focus on particular areas of study, these legislators insisted that each student designate his funds for the school of his choosing.

But why such dogged commitment to the individual GI? The answer is that the American Legion’s victory was due not only to well-cultivated political connections. It was also a triumph of compatible aims. The Legion’s biggest proponent in Congress was also one of the South’s most avowed upholders of white supremacy.

John Elliott Rankin was born in remote Itawamba County, Mississippi, in 1882, just a few years after the conclusion of the Civil War returned that state to the Union. He had gotten his start as a prosecutor in Tupelo, then won a seat in Congress in 1920. He took with him a fanatical commitment to white supremacy. One of the first bills he introduced in Congress proposed outlawing intermarriage in DC. He was unabashed in his hatred not only of Black Americans but also Japanese Americans and Jews—anyone who wasn’t a white Christian—and was known to hurl racial epithets (and even his fists) on the House floor.

Rankin’s well-known prejudice did not diminish his popularity, or his power, in the halls of Congress. When it came to veterans’ benefits, Rankin called the shots in the House. For the American Legion, this made him a powerful ally, and the group cultivated his favor assiduously.

But while Rankin had been a strong champion of veterans in the past, his foremost concern now wasn’t enriching them—it was diminishing Black veterans. Rankin feared that the segregationist social order would be upended by giving Black veterans unemployment provisions higher than what most Black Southerners could earn through wage labor.

The Senate and the House worked up different versions of the bill—and Rankin’s was decidedly stingier. He had wanted to cut Black veterans out altogether, and his draft legislation ensured that they had a more difficult time accessing benefits. When the Senate and House conference committees met in June to reconcile the two versions of the GI Bill, Rankin gleefully threatened to throw the whole thing out rather than preserve the Senate’s more generous provisions. He failed, and many of his starkest exclusions did not make it into the compromise bill. But he ensured that it was built on a racist scaffolding. Fortunately for Rankin, much of that work had already been done for him.

Because the GI Bill was tied to military service, it could be no more equitable than the draft boards, and society itself. Even during a nationwide draft, the military’s recruitment criteria, including literacy requirements and physical health screens, disadvantaged Black Americans. (Educated in segregated schools, they graduated from high school at less than one-third the rate of white Americans.) Draft boards disqualified 41 percent of Black men, versus 28 percent of white men. Even married white recruits were often drafted before single Black recruits. At the start of the war, the army had only six units designated for Black soldiers—a capacity of fewer than five thousand men.

This was all intentional. In spite of the considerable risks, wartime service offered significant benefits, and segregationists were desperate to keep Black Americans from reaping them. Black recruits were likely to earn five times, or more, what they would as civilians. And—the source of Southern racists’ greatest anxieties—through service they might cultivate a strengthened citizenship status, deserving of all that America had to offer. This was a privilege of which Black Americans were systematically deprived.

Eventually the need for soldiers grew so great that the military was forced to admit more Black draftees; in 1943, at the peak of their recruitment, Black soldiers made up 11 percent of the force. By the end of the war, more than a million Black men had served in some capacity.

Systemic racism meant only a small proportion of the Black population was able to enter military service and thereby become eligible for the GI Bill; it also meant that among those who did serve, a yet smaller proportion actually benefited from the bill. Those Black Americans who were able to pass through the gauntlet of military recruitment found themselves in segregated units, confined mostly to service roles. Black soldiers slept in separate barracks, ate in separate mess halls, and were treated in separate hospitals, which used different (Black) blood in medical treatment. Black troops were aghast to observe that even German captives were treated better than they were—allowed to eat in white mess halls, ride in train cars designated for white people, and even fraternize in officers’ clubs.

And whereas white servicemen might gain the opportunity to develop skills—as pilots or machinists, say—that would benefit them upon their return to the civilian workforce, Black soldiers were generally limited to jobs as stewards, cooks, and janitors.

John Rankin had ensured that this discriminatory treatment followed Black veterans home as well. By insisting that the VA distribute benefits, Rankin and his supporters had succeeded in subjecting Black veterans to racist policies that aimed to diminish or outright deny them access to what the GI Bill could offer them. White employment officials in the South fielded even highly skilled Black veterans into almost exclusively menial jobs. In Rankin’s Mississippi, 86 percent of the VA’s white-collar job placements went to white veterans, while 92 percent of blue-collar jobs went to Black veterans.

Not only did racist VA officials overwhelmingly steer Black job seekers into dead-end blue-collar positions; they also aimed to steer prospective Black students away from all but the most labor-oriented educational programs, almost invariably at the poorly maintained, segregated institutions established during Reconstruction. Because the GI Bill had been constructed in a way that preserved segregation, it did nothing to help Black veterans expand the extremely limited options to further their education. By insisting that the bill treat benefits as vouchers tied to each individual veteran, who could choose to attend any school to which he was accepted, Rankin ensured that the South’s network of segregated schools need not change their policies and accept Black students. On the other hand, the cash-strapped Black-serving schools of the South suffered shortages of qualified teachers, space, and supplies and were largely limited to vocational curricula. Few Black institutions conferred bachelor’s degrees, and not a single Black college at the time offered an engineering or doctoral degree. By the start of fall classes in 1947, these institutions had turned away 55 percent of Black veterans seeking admission—a total of about twenty thousand prospective students.

This inequity, along with the deeply rooted ecosystem of discrimination and the fact that Black veterans were significantly less likely than their white comrades to have completed high school, ensured that Black Americans aspiring to a college education were often simply out of luck. A mere 12 percent of Black veterans were able to attend college on the GI Bill, compared to 28 percent of white veterans. That missed opportunity gave them less than half the chance to get a college degree, reach a ladder rung to a better job, and make a better life for them and their families.

Even the most dauntless Black veterans—those who managed to persuade racist VA officials to approve their matriculation into four-year programs—exited school into a workforce that continued to view them as second-class citizens. White Americans with some college education in 1960 earned $1,300 more on average than those with only high school diplomas; for Black Americans the wage benefit was $300.

Thus, what had been sold as a “double V” for Black soldiers—victory against fascism abroad, with a corresponding victory against discrimination back home—was in many instances a double loss. Where the GI Bill brought millions of white Americans into the middle class and kept them and their descendants in it, Black Americans fell farther behind. They were blocked from furthering their educations, ascending career ladders, and building transferable wealth through home ownership. This unequal legacy has trickled down to the current day, and its effects also feed into the student debt crisis.

Once they returned stateside, Black vets found that their well-earned sense of civic pride stoked even greater hatred from white Americans. They were lynched for voting; for challenging Jim Crow; even, and perhaps especially, for daring to wear their uniforms in public. “I spent three-and-a-half years in service of my country and thought I would be treated as a man when I returned to civilian life. But I was mistaken,” said Isaac Woodard, a Black veteran from South Carolina. In 1946, Woodard returned from the Pacific and, still in uniform, boarded a Greyhound bus in Augusta, Georgia. Eventually, he had to take a leak and asked the driver if he had time to go during a planned stop. “Boy, go on back and sit down,” the driver responded. “God damn it,” Woodard replied, “talk to me like I’m talking to you. I’m a man just like you.” In response, the driver called the local police. At the next stop, an officer greeted Woodard at the bus doors, then took him around the corner and rammed a billy club into each of his eyes, permanently blinding him. A jury acquitted the officer after twenty-eight minutes of deliberation.

Woodard’s story was shocking but not unique. Many other Black veterans were targeted just for demanding the dignity they had fought for. After daring to draw water from a white drinking fountain at a bus station in Americus, Georgia, Hosea Williams was beaten to a pulp by a white mob and left for dead. Only after he had been loaded into the hearse did the local Black mortician notice a faint pulse and rush him to a nearby veterans’ hospital. “Goddamn it,” Williams said to himself later. “I fought on the wrong side.”

But the war changed Williams’s fortunes in other ways. When he came back to his small Georgia hometown, his grandfather persuaded him to seek out an education. Eventually, Williams used the GI Bill to obtain a degree in chemistry from Atlanta’s Morris Brown College, a historically Black college. While there, he joined a local chapter of the NAACP and became involved in civil rights organizing—his passion driven by his experiences in the army and subsequent return stateside. After college, between stints as a high school science teacher, he earned a master’s degree in chemistry at Atlanta University, also historically Black. His credentials gave him a ticket to a professional, comfortably middle-class life as a research chemist. His struggle to get there propelled him into the highest ranks of the civil rights movement, changing America for the better.

But Williams had been phenomenally lucky. Few other Black veterans, even those who were able to make good on the promise of the GI Bill, achieved the level of education he did. His is a success story that proves the exception rather than the rule. In demonstrating what a nationwide commitment to education might have offered in a more equitable society, it reveals just how profoundly the GI Bill fell flat.

The vast majority of Black GI Bill beneficiaries did not even make it to college, but instead found their way to trade schools or vocational-training programs. And here they came head to head with yet another of the GI Bill’s rotten roots: its unrelenting obsession with the market. This increasingly pernicious aspect of the GI Bill also targeted its Black beneficiaries, and it too would only metastasize in the decades to come.

BECAUSE IT WAS INITIALLY ENVISIONED AS A MEANS FOR MANAGING THE DOMESTIC workforce, the GI Bill redirected education to a path more in line with market forces. After the bill, higher education no longer necessarily denoted the kind of self-exploration and canonical well rounding of the liberal arts college that had dominated throughout America’s history. By the 1950s a college degree had become, at least for the masses, a way of obtaining a career.

This was by no means the desire of university officials, who in 1944 viewed the impending invasion of their campuses with a haughty, scornful eye—they considered the GI Bill a crass way to keep vets “off the bread line.” University leaders worried, with undisguised classist panic, that unwashed hordes of veteran students would storm America’s schools, forcing them to lower their standards and cater to vocational-training demands, thereby turning them into “educational hobo jungles,” as the president of the University of Chicago sneered.

This blue-blood hysteria initially seemed rather overwrought. Surveys conducted before the bill’s passage had suggested that at most 10 percent of the 16 million returning veterans wanted to go back to school full-time after the war. And in the first year, that seemed to bear out. Only 15,000 veterans had enrolled in college by the beginning of the fall 1945 term.

But by 1946, 200,000 veterans had enrolled; more than a million in 1947 (half the total national student body); and by 1949 more than 2 million had availed themselves of the GI Bill’s higher education benefits, more than double even the most capacious projections.

The veteran masses outperformed traditional students academically and eschewed the schoolboy hijinks (panty raids and the like) common before the war. In so doing, they proved that higher education was not merely the domain of America’s wealthy elites, but could be an equalizer for the (white) masses as well. The veterans, Harvard president James Conant recanted in 1946, “are the most mature and promising students Harvard has ever had.”

But the market impulse also opened the door to unscrupulous opportunists. Of the 800,000 veterans enrolled in so-called subcollege programs in 1949, about three-quarters were receiving their “education” at proprietary institutions. These were career or vocational training schools, for-profit entities founded to enrich their owners. Of the 8,800 for-profit schools in operation in the fall of 1949, 5,600 had sprung up in just the five years since the GI Bill’s enactment. In fact, more GIs enrolled in for-profit vocational schools than in public and nonprofit colleges and universities combined.

The roughly one-third of these for-profit endeavors that were scams and fly-by-night operations were designed to bilk soldiers—and the government—out of their $500 a year. By 1948, an estimated $200 million was being pilfered annually for lessons in horseback riding, ballroom dancing, photography, TV repair (free TV included!), piccolo, glass engraving, mixology, and the like.

Veteran students, who collected a living subsidy in addition to their tuition and fees, were apparently not much bothered by being taken in like this. “Veterans, come to Florida,” advertised one of the nation’s nearly four thousand new flight schools. “Enjoy the sunshine. Enjoy the breezes. Bathe in the ocean while you learn to fly. Exercise your rights under the G.I. Bill and we will refund $30 of your travel expenses after one week of training.”

The shams that targeted Black veterans, on the other hand, were generally more focused on exploitation than beaches and sunshine. With significantly fewer options, Black veterans were often stuck with the most exploitative of these fraudsters—for instance, a shoe shop owner who made recruits pay him to train in his store—because the meager GI Bill living stipends they received were up to double the wages they had received before.

A 1951 investigation by the General Accounting Office found that of the 1.7 million veterans who used their GI Bill funds to attend for-profit schools, four out of five never completed their programs, and two-thirds of the schools were overbilling the government. Those findings led to a rule prohibiting the VA from giving funds for attendance at institutions whose student bodies comprised more than 85 percent veterans, which became known as the 85–15 rule. This helped stem the tide for a couple of decades. But for-profits quickly found cracks in the sealant and grew to become a multi-billion-dollar grift that would ruin the lives of hundreds of thousands of unwitting attendees.

This scandal—and the exploitative industry it nurtured—could have been prevented had the GI Bill instead built up a national system of public vocational schools and job-training programs. Such legislation might have thereby avoided the proprietary school scandal and preserved the distinction between higher education and workforce preparation.

Instead, by its combined flaws—its focus on the market and the individual, and its exclusion of whole classes of people—the GI Bill opened the door to for-profit charlatans, offering a template that they would follow over future decades to leach free federal money from downtrodden Americans looking for a better life.

The only difference was that in 1945 or 1946, that free money came at no cost to the student beyond the legitimate opportunities he missed when a huckster took those funds and gave nothing back. In future decades, this money would also come with a hefty interest rate.

EVEN BEFORE THE GI BILL EXPIRED, IN 1956, THERE WAS ONCE AGAIN A BRIEF moment of possibility—as in 1941—to create a better system, one wherein higher education was made a right of citizenship that all could access. The veterans had shown that a diverse mix of students from different backgrounds could thrive in an academic setting, and universities had refashioned their programs to fit the veterans’ needs and interests. But the schools needed help accommodating a surging student body. Broadening the GI experiment by helping schools expand their services to the civilian population was a logical next step for the federal government. But it was both too early and too late for such a radical transformation.

Harry Truman, who ascended somewhat fortuitously to the presidency after FDR’s death in 1945, inherited a country on the mend but still wounded by war and the years of economic hardship that had preceded it. Often well-meaning, Truman lacked his predecessor’s popular devotion, political savvy, and sheer force of personality. Although he proposed a variety of radical surgeries to improve the overall health of the nation, he was ultimately limited to superficial interventions. This was particularly true in the intertwined arenas of education and race.

Truman had been so disturbed by the story of Isaac Woodard’s blinding that he ordered the creation of a commission on civil rights. Its blistering report, To Secure These Rights, urged an end to segregation throughout America. “The United States can no longer countenance these burdens on its common conscience, these inroads on its moral fiber,” the commission declared.

The report shook the nation, but it did not move Congress.

Instead, dozens of Southern Democrats responded by threatening to bolt from the party. Faced with an uncooperative Congress, in 1948 Truman signed an order desegregating the military. Theoretically, this meant that future veterans would not be subject to the inequities that Black veterans had faced after World War II. In practice, however, military leaders undertook the process with a patent lack of urgency, delaying full integration until 1963.

Truman’s efforts to broaden the reach of higher education were even less fruitful. In 1946, he assembled a commission of more than two dozen prominent education experts. A year later, the group, known as the Zook Commission, declared a crisis in American education. Inequality of access had not been reduced but rather more deeply entrenched. The commission urged an immediate course correction. Its recommendations would still be considered radical today.

Among the commission’s most revolutionary proposals was to offer free higher education to all by extending public education to the first two years of college, through the “fourteenth grade,” and providing students a stipend for living expenses. This was to be achieved through a vast expansion of a recent innovation in public higher education: the community college. This undertaking, the group urged, was necessary to prepare Americans for the future and to show the world the equalizing potential of democracy.

Through the Zook Commission, Truman was pushing for an approach to higher education that was more generous and democratizing; with To Secure These Rights, he was urging society itself to be more inclusive and equitable. Had he succeeded in achieving these two objectives, America might have entered a new, more just era, with the promise of higher education truly available to all, including those it had most often left out.

But free college, like civil rights, was politically unpalatable. The powerful network of private colleges and universities naturally opposed this threat to their revenue, and it was further doomed by the intransigence of Southern Democrats, who would never go along with a system that so thoroughly eviscerated segregation. And because it would have been tremendously costly, the idea of free college was easy to shelve.

For the second time in history, higher education for all had come within reach. But the crisis of war had passed, and with it, the impetus for change. The spirit of generosity underlying the GI Bill had dimmed to a broad complacency, as postwar prosperity lifted just enough boats to make further reforms seem less urgent.

In the end, one of the only real takeaways from the Truman education report to gain immediate traction was the recommendation to offer more courses meeting the professional needs and ambitions of a growing non-elite population of students. Yet again, in the battle between the rights of the citizen and the needs of the market, the market won out.

And so did the GI Bill’s insidious legacy take shape over the following eight decades.

Even before it was enacted—before it was larded up with racism and charlatans came to feed at its trough—the GI Bill subtly changed the national understanding of what education was “for,” mostly for the worse. Predicated on a logic of usefulness, it inaugurated an era of higher education that privileged manpower and national security needs—vocation and commerce above learning and civic engagement. Most important, it set the boundaries for what we consider politically possible and socially desirable in the debate over who should get to go to college—and it placed the majority of Americans outside the gates. In essence, the GI Bill represented the last great stop in America’s journey toward a caring, holistic democratic socialism—and it had already fallen far short of the goal.

Because it focused on the individual, rather than the educational system as a whole, the bill set us on the course to today’s crisis. Over the next eight decades, virtually every major aid program would focus not on educational systems or schools, but on the student, required to prove their worth on an individual basis. No future program would surmount the notion of individual personal investment that the GI Bill had instilled in the public consciousness.

The GI Bill of 1944 was meant to be temporary. But the United States soon found itself entangled in the Cold War, a conflict during which education came to be seen as the primary battlefront. And the enemy’s advances in that arena inspired another piece of legislation with consequences even more far-reaching than those of the GI Bill. No longer would students receive benefits enabling their education. Instead they would be made to pay. As the anxieties of the nuclear age ignited a national clamor for more widespread aid, legislators made literal the GI Bill’s metaphorical “loan” of military service. Instead of fighting, students took on financing.




Chapter 2

Reading, Writing, and Sputnik

The vital question that everybody is thinking about,” announced CBS’s correspondent on the network’s news broadcast of October 6, 1957, was this: “Why and how did the Russians beat us to the draw?” Two days earlier, the Soviet Union had launched the world’s first artificial space satellite, a 184-pound sphere called Sputnik I. Americans were propelled into a frenzy over this question and its unspoken corollary—Is an atomic bomb headed to my backyard?! Many began to focus special interest on education, especially the ways in which the American system was lagging behind the Soviets’. CIA director Allen Dulles noted that the USSR was graduating a vast number of scientists and engineers: over a decade, Dulles warned, this would add up to 1.2 million new Russians working to advance the Soviet system, 300,000 more than would be lending their talents to the American side.

How were the Soviets getting so far ahead? Americans wondered. The answer did not exactly offer a rocket boost to our national self-esteem. Russian high school graduates had taken five years of physics, four of chemistry, and five of advanced mathematics. The average American teenager didn’t take any hard science classes at all. Unlike the USSR’s youth, focused with military discipline on the essentials, America’s students were prancing in a field of frivolity. For more than half a century, America’s education system had been dominated by the Progressive movement, spearheaded by the philosopher John Dewey, which emphasized “life adjustment”—the holistic molding of children according to their interests, group cooperation, and extracurricular activities. But this, national sentiment now held, had failed to build up the cadre of hard-nosed scientists, engineers, and mathematicians necessary to keep the United States competitive. And this failure, critics posited, had become an issue of national security. “What has long been an ignored national problem,” the editors of Life magazine lamented in early 1958, “Sputnik has made a recognized crisis.”

More than a decade after the GI Bill’s shock wave had hit higher education, Sputnik offered a new opportunity. It would take nothing less than a total reconceiving of the education system, from elementary school through the highest grades, to accomplish the turnaround politicians and pundits were urging. At the college level, the possibility of systemic change again arose—a chance to build up America’s mental might by extending the GI Bill’s largesse across larger swaths of the population, with fewer restrictions, from a greater sense of national responsibility and right. After all, if the country was going to ask its young people to develop themselves on its behalf, it was only natural to expect the government to have some skin in the game.

But this argument failed to convince the protectors of the national budget. Instead, the Sputnik crisis led to the introduction of the first federal college loan program—an ignominy that would form the core of our current crisis.

It started with a pair of Democrats from Alabama.

ON AUGUST 12, 1957, TWO MONTHS BEFORE SPUTNIK, CONGRESSMAN CARL Elliott was doing something he’d done many times before: making the case for increased federal investment in education. That morning, the brawny Alabama legislator lifted his broad frame up to the dais in room 429 of what was then known as the Old House Office Building to speak to the education subcommittee he chaired.

As he spoke, he zeroed in on the intertwined concerns of manpower and national supremacy. “For decades, we in this land have exerted every possible pressure to guarantee the preservation and proper utilization of our natural resources,” he declared. The effort had come “at a cost of billions of dollars.” But more recently, America had neglected an even greater resource: personnel. And now the scarcity was acute—even “desperate”: already the media was sounding alarms over shortages of scientists, doctors, nurses, and librarians. Of even greater concern, an official in the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare reported that Russians were outpacing the United States in production of engineers by a ratio of three to two. If America did not begin watering these fields, its human resources would soon wither and wilt.

To address this issue, Elliott gathered up his band of education-policy legislators and went on the road, aiming to conduct a national temperature-taking on the notion of a federal college scholarship and loan program.

“Everywhere we went, everyone agreed something needed to be done about education,” Elliott would later recall. As in the run-up to the GI Bill, manpower and national defense concerns were at the heart of what Elliott called the “vague uneasiness” mounting in the American psyche in the early years of the Cold War. “But those fears had been simmering for a decade,” he said. And he would know—he’d tried to introduce an education-aid bill in every session of Congress for the nine years he’d been there. None had ever stuck, each one buffeted by the destructive crosscurrents of religious strife and racial animus that divided the country and its politicians.

Elliott refused to give up. For him, education was the issue. Born in 1913, he had grown up in Alabama hill country, the oldest of nine children, his parents tenant farmers. But Elliott was a natural student. From an early age, he was a nut about books, despite having little access to them; his reading material was limited to the family Bible and a small “library” an uncle lent out from a trunk in his bedroom.

After Elliott earned his high school diploma, he headed to Tuscaloosa to enroll at the University of Alabama, carrying a hometown benefactor’s $25 tuition check, a cardboard suitcase, and the $2.38 in savings he had left to his name. To pay his way through school, he worked as a gardener, a waiter, and a coal stoker, and for lodging he squatted in the campus observatory. Against such long odds, he emerged with his law degree in 1936, and twelve years later he was in Congress.

Elliott was a genuine populist, and a lifelong believer in the power of education, which he credited for his own rise out of poverty. “Education [ . . . ] had always been like a religion to me,” he wrote in his autobiography. In his first year in office, he introduced a bill to provide federal college scholarships. It died.

As Elliott put it in his memoir years later, his efforts had been thwarted by “a politically paranoid version of the three R’s.” The first of these was religion. Education-aid bills were routinely stymied by a controversy over parochial schools: whether to offer benefits to Catholic private schools, for instance, or suffer the potent wrath of “the monsignors” for shutting them out. Even more than this religion debate, however, it was the second R, race, that had put up an impassible roadblock to legislation on education. Any measure funding segregated schools would alienate Northern liberals, but Southern Democrats would never support a bill that upended segregation.

Now, in the third R—the Reds—Elliott saw a game-changing advantage. The threat of Soviet spacecraft offered a bogeyman so visceral and profound that it had the power to defang even the most rabid anti-Catholic or states’-righter. “Sometimes people can be persuaded to do something,” Elliott would later write. “But most times they have to be frightened into it.”

On October 4, 1957, Sputnik whizzed onto the horizon, flying at five miles a second and heralded by a faint “ping, ping, ping” of radio waves dropping like rain from the sky. Many viewed it as
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