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Discrimination affecting our Nation’s Heroes  
 
The American Veteran Community is affected by the detrimental treatment known as “discrimination.” While an 
initial negative association is established with the use of the word, we hope to better establish and define 
discrimination to help others better understand this dynamic. After discussing the history of discrimination toward 
the Veteran Community, we examine various government actions taken to correct these injustices and what the 
result of those efforts were. Finally, we will explore other options that can applied to reduce the amount of 
discrimination utilized against the American Veteran.  
 

What is Discrimination?  
 
Discrimination is defined as “the unjust or prejudicial treatment of different 
categories of people or things, especially on the grounds of race, age, or sex.”1  
Furthering our understanding of the definition, prejudicial is defined 
as “1. Tending to injure or impair; Detrimental; 2. Leading to premature judgment 
or unwarranted opinion.”2 Those categories of people or things that have 
been accepted are race, color, religion, national origin, sex, age, 
Veteran-status, disability, genetic makeup, or citizenship status. 
Additionally, protected groups in the past have been identified as 
those which have been subjected to historical and continued 
discrimination as a member of a numerical minority; so, more groups 
or divisions may be established in the future. While we will discuss 
these other minority groups in part, this paper will focus primarily on 
Veteran-status and discrimination associated with this dynamic. 
With this understanding, we explore what actions constitute 
discriminatory practices against those individuals.  

 
Discriminatory practices are in four different forms. These forms with a short description are:  
 

1. Disparate Treatment – This is the intentional discrimination against a person or persons because of the 
characteristic of the discriminated class.  

 
2. Desperate Impact – Unusually unintentional, these are practices that appear neutral but have a 

discriminatory effect against a protected group.  
 
3. Harassment – Unwanted and unwelcome treatment because of a protected class status of an individual or 

group.  
 
4. Retaliation – Occurs when adverse action is taken against an individual who has filed a discrimination 

complaint. Forms of retaliation include, denying promotion, which is otherwise qualified, demotions, 
suspensions, negative evaluations, or threatening of the individual.   
 

The initial reaction from many when aware of discrimination is to turn the other way and suggest those affected to  
look for opportunities elsewhere. For many, this is not an option. Because of those that must be subjected to this 
detrimental treatment, this is one of the factors we have identified that drive Veterans down a dark path toward 
worse situations like substance abuse and homelessness. Next, we will discuss the impacts of discrimination.  

 
1 Discrimination: Definition of Discrimination by Lexico. (n.d.). Retrieved October 9, 2019, from 
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/discrimination. 
2 Prejudicial. (n.d.). Retrieved November 30, 2019, from https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/prejudicial. 

Definition of discrimination- 
 “the unjust or prejudicial treatment of 
different categories of people or things, 
especially on the grounds of race, age, or 
sex.” 
 
Definition of prejudicial- 
“1: tending to injure or impair : 
DETRIMENTAL 
2: leading to premature judgment or 
unwarranted opinion 
prejudicial evidence” 
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What are the impacts of discrimination?  
 
Discrimination has a lasting impact on those personally affected by the treatment. Psychological issues associated 
with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder by returning servicemembers can be exacerbated by the discrimination. Long 
term effects include these individuals living in fear of the reactions of others, based on their own past experiences. 
The seclusion and isolation from others in the community is promoted by groupthink and peer pressure, along with 
rumors encouraging the narrative or the prejudicial stereotype associated with the individual.  
 
Initial issues associated with those affected by discrimination begins with the struggles to establish credibility. Dr. 
Nyla Branscombe of the University of Kansas spoke to this point and further on the other issues associated with 
society’s reaction to discrimination claims. She noted that society at large believes these individuals, claiming 
discrimination, are avoiding personal responsibility and playing the “victim card.”3 We agree with Dr. Branscombe 
that this is not likely the case, given that these people come forward in the face of knowing they will be publicly 
scrutinized for even making such an allegation; though they continue forward in spite of this point in an effort to 
expose the truth.  
 
Overtime, the continued rejection by most of the society leads to further detrimental treatment of the individual. 
Furtherance of the isolationist and exclusionary actions by a society, which devalue the individual, leads to long-
term psychological harm. This harm is associated with the lack of control of the initial discriminatory action or the 
reaction from society as they attempt to share their hardship. This dynamic is even more difficult and harder on 
those Veterans suffering from mental and physical disabilities. The negative actions continuing to affect the psyche 
of the individual could be a contributing factor to substance abuse among the Veteran Community and the 
prevalence of homelessness and/or suicide.  

Historical Treatment of American Veterans 
 
Treatment toward the Veteran Community has not always been the best. Starting after World War One, the 
government passed the War Adjustment Act, giving war veterans adjusted compensation but not until after 1944. 
Upon the onset of the Great Depression, many Veterans saw the opportunity to lobby their government and call for 
the adjusted compensation to be issued immediately. In 1932, the Bonus Expeditionary Force, otherwise known as 
the Bonus Army, comprising of 45,000 Veterans marched on Washington D.C. to call for this change. The result 
was appalling. These same men that 
had withstood the gas attacks in 
the trenches of Europe, now were 
under similar attacks by the 
government which they had once 
almost died for. Bayonets were used 
and fire was set to multiple make-
shift buildings that the Veterans 
and their families were living.4 The 
Veterans were treated as an enemy 
force by President Hoover and the 
next election showed how the 
people felt about the brutal 
treatment of the over 2,000 
Veterans.  
 

 
3 Branscombe, N. (2019, November). Building Better Lives & Communities symposium. Building Better Lives & Communities symposium. 
4 Ruddy, T., Fleming, R., & Hull, M. (n.d.). The Bonus Army. Retrieved November 30, 2019, from 
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/bonus-army. 
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Even worse, initially under President Franklin Roosevelt, the calls for action by the Veterans groups, year after year, 
lead to the relocation of many Veterans to the Florida Keys as a part of government construction projects. After the 
worst hurricane on record hit the northern Keys where many of the Veterans were housed, hundreds were dead. 
The government attempted to cover this up, however it was Ernest Hemingway that was the writer to expose what 
he had witnessed during the initial recovery efforts.5 These stains on the American government finally motivated 
both the House and the Senate to pass the Bonus Bill, with Congress overriding a veto by President Roosevelt. It 
was not until after World War Two began that President Roosevelt understood the full dynamics of Veteran issues 
and helped to establish the Veterans Administration and G.I. Bill for troops returning home from war.  
 
The World War Two post-war treatment of Veterans was much different. Mainly associated with the 
predominance of Veterans in the populous (approximately 24%), Veteran treatment of the war force that defeated 
Germany and Japan was better than that of the average civilian. Some civilians were even jealous of those Veterans 
who were able to take advantage of the new G.I. Bill and not pay for college. This is the worst of the views and 
treatment toward Veterans we found reported during this period. The Vietnam Era Veterans were not afforded the 
same sort of preference.  
 
The lack of public support for the war combined with it being the first fully broadcast warzone, lead many in the 
country to turn their angst toward the physical embodiment of the war: our nation’s Veterans. Many Veterans 
report being spat on, called horrible names, and were accused of atrocities that they had no relation with or 
knowledge of.6 Veterans were treated horrible, with one Veteran describing his experience: “The most common 
experiences of rejection were not explicit acts of hostility but quieter, sometimes more devastating forms of 
withdrawal, suspicion, and indifference."7 This mistreatment of Veterans was common and is another disgrace on 
our country’s treatment toward the men and women who sacrificed for our freedom; many against their wishes 
during the draft. This was exacerbated by the failure of the United States Government to acknowledge Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder as an actual condition until six years after the war was over. Finally, after a decade of 
advocacy for Veteran’s rights, the 1980s saw great change in the attitude and treatment of the American Veteran.8  
 

This positive treatment and public 
recognition of Veterans continued from the 
1980s and into the new century prior to the 
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Various 
legislation was passed to give protections to 
Veterans such as the Vietnam Era Veterans’ 
Readjustment Assistance Act (VEVRAA) 
and the Uniformed Services Employment 
and Reemployment Rights Act of 1994. 
These protections and designations of 
protected class status toward Veterans was 
critical in securing the proper rights and 
protections of this minority group. 

 
5 1935 Labor Day hurricane. (2019, November 12). Retrieved November 30, 2019, from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1935_Labor_Day_hurricane. 
6 Coming Home: Vietnam Veterans in American Society. (2019, November 26). Retrieved November 30, 2019, from 
https://www.encyclopedia.com/history/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/coming-home-vietnam-veterans-american-society. 
7 Coming Home: Vietnam Veterans in American Society. (2019, November 26). Retrieved November 30, 2019, from 
https://www.encyclopedia.com/history/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/coming-home-vietnam-veterans-american-society. 
8 Coming Home: Vietnam Veterans in American Society. (2019, November 26). Retrieved November 30, 2019, from 
https://www.encyclopedia.com/history/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/coming-home-vietnam-veterans-american-society. 
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However, it was the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq that led  to the increase of Veterans being reintegrated into 
society and has presented many issues associated with the prejudicial treatment of these heroes. Society has come a 
long way from spitting on Soldiers and calling them baby-killers and now thank these men and women for their 
service, but the thanks ends when the true perceptions of Veterans 
negatively affect the same. Even as recent as a few months before this 
article was written, a survey was released, interviewing American 
employers to determine their perceptions toward Veterans. The 
survey concluded that the average employer views Veterans as 
lacking the social-emotional skills to succeed in the workplace. The 
survey’s senior author, Dr. Aaron Kay, stated at a press conference 
when releasing the information that: “When choosing between two 
equally-qualified job candidates, the average person and even 
prospective employers show a tendency to prefer the applicant 
without military experience for jobs requiring social-emotional 
abilities.”9 This perception bias against Veterans exposes that a 
majority of people still do hold Veterans in a stereotypical light with 
prejudicial treatment that has a negative outcome.  
 
The history of our nation’s treatment of Veterans after the conclusion of a major conflict over the last century is 
riddled with mistreatment, prejudgment, and disrespect. These heroes have stood for their country, many being 
conscribed during and prior to the Vietnam War, just to be held in a negative light overall by society. Veterans are 
being told to “conform to the norm” while they work to overcome the perception bias that they are not emotional 
enough or able to properly communicate with others. They work to overcome these biases everyday as they struggle 
to reintegrate into a society that holds them back. But this is not something that the ordinary Veteran would 
address, or complain about, because they have had it worse. Their silence to the mistreatment, however, does not 
negate or erase its existence. We believe that this struggle is a major portion of the plight of the American Veteran 
and is the initial catalyst in the negative chain of events which leads Veterans toward substance abuse or worse. 
Thus, is the necessity for continued efforts to advocate and lobby for better treatment and protections for this 
special segment of the American population.  

Positive Actions to Protect a Protected Class 
 

The Federal and State Governments have recognized the protections that are necessary for Veteran inclusion with 
employment and access to public services. From the G.I Bill passage in 1944, to expansions on the act in 1985 and 
2012, Veterans have been afforded opportunities by the Federal Government. Just recently in 2015, the Federal 
Government took action to correct the hiring practices of private companies which disproportionately and 
negatively affected Veterans. The inclusion of legislation further strengthening the affirmative action afforded to 
Veterans is the Vietnam Era Veterans’ Readjustment Assistance Act (VEVRAA); but what is it?  

 
In the words of the ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) Network:  
 

“Originally passed in 1974, the Vietnam Era Veterans’ Readjustment 
Assistance Act (VEVRAA) aimed to provide assistance to returning Vietnam veterans 
and to protect them from employment discrimination. VEVRAA is one of two key federal 
laws prohibiting discrimination against returning veterans. The other law, the Uniformed 
Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA), was passed in 1994 and 
amended in 2005. Virtually all U.S. employers must comply with USERRA. Employers 

 
9 Correll, D. S. (2019, September 26). Do veterans lack social-emotional skills? A major study finds that many civilian employers believe they do. 
Retrieved November 30, 2019, from https://www.militarytimes.com/education-transition/2019/09/26/do-veterans-lack-social-emotional-skills-a-
major-study-finds-that-many-civilian-employers-believe-they-do/. 

 

“When choosing between two equally-
qualified job candidates, the average 

person and even prospective employers 
show a tendency to prefer the 

applicant without military 
experience for jobs requiring social-

emotional abilities.” 
- Dr. Aaron Kay (2019) 
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who are federal contractors or subcontractors must comply with VEVRAA. Though 
VEVRAA and USERRA are not limited to veterans’ disability issues, these two laws do 
provide protections for veterans with disabilities.”10   

 
VEVRAA prohibits federal contractors and subcontractors from discriminating in employment against protected 
Veterans and requires these employers to take affirmative action to recruit, hire, promote, and retain these Veterans. 
As revised, the regulations strengthen the affirmative action provisions of the regulations to aid contractors in their 
efforts to recruit and hire protected Veterans and improve job opportunities for protected Veterans. 

 
While the VEVRAA amendment is just one example of moves to protect the Veteran community against 
discrimination, it is just not enough. Even after the years and years of reforms, we still witness blatant 
discrimination against Veterans happening without regard for the status or the individual Veteran’s concerns and 
condition. We must take further regulatory action to ensure that businesses and local governments alike are 
availing equal treatment and protections to all their citizens, without holding prejudicial beliefs and treatment 
toward their Veteran segment.  
 
Our suggestion on how to approach these continued issues is to initially establish an office as a part of the 
Department of Justice, to avail protections and services to Veterans who may have been negatively impacted by 
discrimination. Similar to the handling of civil rights violations following the passage of the Civil Rights Act, we 
call on the government to take action to protect this protected class and to begin the national conversation as to 
how we can work together as a nation to eradicate such disrespectful and unjust treatment toward our Veteran 
population.  

Conclusion 
 

Discrimination is a difficult topic to discuss, based on the associations with the phrase. However, it is important to 
identify that one of the major issues affecting the Veteran community is ongoing discrimination toward this 
segment of our population. Understanding the history of Veteran treatment during the Twentieth Century, we as a 
nation owe it to this community to do better, to provide opportunities and avail protections rather than to continue 
the cycle of poor treatment toward Veterans.  
 
 

 
10 Vietnam Era Veterans' Readjustment Assistance Act. (2019, October 14). Retrieved October 9, 2019, from 

https://adata.org/factsheet/VEVRAA. 


