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Affirmative Action in Modern America

The United States of America have always been a multinational and multicultural country. The history of the nation is the history of races and ethnic minorities intertwined. Since the creation of the nation black Americans had been slaves. It took long time to abolish slavery at last, but still discrimination towards races or ethnic groups is not rare. In modern America ethnic minorities make up about 30 % of population. Under the Constution of the United States, everybody is equal, but because of different reasons not everybody has the same opportunities and facilities availabale. Existance of such concept as WASP (white anglo-saxon protestant) reveals the situation that used to take place in the American society. One of the reasons is hidden in history of oppression and discrimination. American nation intends to create color-blind society and fully incorporate every member of the minority group into it. One of the measures taken by the government in order to fulfill that duty was Affirmative Action.

Affirmative action (U.S. English), or positive discrimination (British English), is a policy or a program providing access to systems for people of a minority group who have traditionally been discriminated against, with the aim of creating a more egalitarian society. This consists of access to education, employment, health care, or social welfare(1).

It is important to rest upon history, purposes and effects (or even some examples) of Affirmative action to understand why it is such a controversial issue in modern American society.

Affirmative action began as corrective for past governmental and social injustices against demographic groups that have experienced prejudice against them. Such groups are usually characterized by race, sex or gender, or ethnicity. The purpose of Affirmative action is to increase the representation of these demographic groups in schools, in work places, and in society in general.

Affirmative action in the United States was originally thought of as a means to compensate African Americans for slavery, as newly granted legal equality was considered insufficient. Later it will be explained how Civil Rights Movement have affected it. But there were some other groups of society being discriminated, so to improve the situation on the whole it was extended for other groups to benefit.

In 1995 in one of his speeches President Bill Clinton said, “The purpose of affirmative action is to give our nation a way to  finally address the systemic exclusion of individuals of talent on the basis of their gender, or race from opportunities to develop, perform, achieve and contribute.  Affirmative action is an effort to develop systematic approach to open the doors of education, employment, and business development opportunities to qualified individuals who happen to be members of groups that have experienced long-standing and persistent discrimination.”(2)

In 1974 American Assosiation for Affirmative Action was founded. It is a national not-for-profit association of professionals working in the areas of affirmative action, equal opportunity, and diversity. Its goals include: fostering effective affirmative action/equal opportunity programs nationwide, establishment and maintainance of ethical standards for the profession, cooperation with federal, state and local agencies involved with equal opportunity compliance in employment and education, sponsoring education and training programs, sponsoring and conducting research. In its position paper it states that it is dedicated to the promotion of affirmative action as an instrument to fulfill the nation’s promise of equal opportunity.  Its mission is to nurture understanding of and offer advice on affirmative action to enhance access and equity in employment, economic and educational opportunities.(1)     

American Civil Rights Movement brought about issues of discrimination against minorities. The famous figure of the movement – Martin Luther King Jr. was calling for a colorblind nation. However, he supported affirmative action. He said,  "A society that has done something special against the Negro for hundreds of years must now do something special for him, to equip him to compete on a just and equal basis. "(1)
In 1962, James Farmer, founder of the Congress of Racial Equality, held a meeting with then vice president Lyndon B. Johnson. Farmer proposed that a program that he called Compensatory Preferential Treatment should be put in place in order to advance the equality of the black race. In 1965, Johnson (then president) renamed Compensatory Preferential Treatment "affirmative action" in a famous speech at Howard University, which became the national justification for moving the country beyond nondiscrimination to a more vigorous effort to improve the status of black Americans. The Johnson administration embraced affirmative action, by issuing U.S Executive order 11246, later amended by Executive order 11375. The order, as amended, aims "to correct the effects of past and present discrimination".(1) It prohibits federal contractors and subcontractors from discriminating against any employee or applicant for employment because of race, skin color, religion, gender, or national origin. The Order requires that contractors take affirmative action to ensure that "protected class, underutilized applicants" are employed when available, and that employees are treated without negative discriminatory regard to their protected-class status. Nowadays individual states may have their own orders that prohibit discrimination and outline affirmative action requirements.

Affirmative action is a very controversial issue. On one hand it’s obvious that it has some advantages and many people have already experienced its benefits. Many people got the chance they would never get otherwise. On the other hand, there is a talk about back discrimination going on. But before turning to negative sides of it, it’s necessary to sum up the pros.

 So what is affirmative action needed for? Diversity is desirable and won't always occur if left to chance. Students starting at a disadvantage need a boost. Affirmative action draws people to areas of study and work they may never consider otherwise. From 1960 to 1995, according to data in The Shape of the River by William G. Bowen and Derek Bok, the percentage of blacks aged 25–29 who had graduated from college rose from 5.4 to 15.4%, the percentage of blacks in law school grew from below 1 to 7.5%, and the percentage of blacks in medical school increased from 2.2 to 8.1%. (1)  Some stereotypes may never be broken without affirmative action. Affirmative action is needed to compensate minorities for centuries of slavery or oppression.

So is affirmative action a fair means to solve some problems or a distraction from some deep social problems? There are a lot of cons of affirmative action that people discuss. Affirmative action leads to reverse discrimination. Affirmative action is designed to end discrimination and unfair treatment of employees/students based on color, but it in effect does the opposite. Whites who work harder and are more qualified won’t be employed or accepted just because they are white. Contrary to many stereotypes, many minorities fall into the middle or upper class, and many whites live in poverty. Because social class is not taken into account, affirmative action may help to improve opportunities for minorities, but whites who are deprived of something are left there on their own. 
 It lowers standards of accountability needed to push students or employees to perform better. Although some students or employees are self-motivated, most people need an extra push to do their best. By setting lower standards for admission or hiring,  the level of accountability is lowered. Hard work, discipline, and achievement, not being a part of some minority should be rewarded. It’s interesting to study some statistics that show how affirmative action works. An affirmative action study by Princeton researchers in 2005 attempted to break down and compare the effects of the practice among racial and special groups. The data from the study represent admissions disadvantage and advantage in terms of SAT points (on 1600-point scale):

Blacks: +230 

Hispanics: +185 

Asians: −50 

Recruited athletes: +200 

Legacies (children of alumni): +160 (1)

This demonstrates another interesting fact: although being a minority, Asian Americans do not benefit at most colleges because the rate of college education among Asian Americans is higher than the other racial groups (including whites). Of course, advantages in terms of SAT points is different in every university. For instance, in universities which tend to choose top-ranked students have the smallest gap. The smallest gap is found at Harvard, where the gap between African American and Asian American students is about 90 SAT points. UC Berkeley has one of the highest gaps at about 300 SAT points.(1) Another important point is that students admitted on the basis of affirmative action are often ill-equipped to handle the schools to which they've been admitted. A study has been carried out by UCLA professor Richard H. Sander. His work was published in an article in the November 2004 issue of the Stanford Law Review that questioned the effectiveness of affirmative action in law schools. The study presents that among other things half of all black law students rank near the bottom of their class after the first year of law school, and that black law students are more likely to drop out of law school and to fail the bar exam.(1)
It doesn’t help to lead to a truly color-blind society. It is condescending to minorities to say they need affirmative action to succeed. It demeans true minority achievement; i.e. success is labeled as result of affirmative action rather than hard work and ability. So in some way it even stresses out the differences between people. And that has different consequences. There’s no use denying that in spite of the fact that the constituion guaratntees equal rights, people have different opportunities, some are born into poor families and cannot afford better education. Is affirmative action a solution?  A journalis, Bruce Wydick, in his article “The Case for a New Affirmative Action” in San Francisco Chronicle (July 19, 2001) argues that “the use of racial preferences in admissions, in many ways, was like placing attractive wallpaper over a decayed social infrastructure.”  The article deals with Proposition 209 in 1996 which prohibited the use of racial preferences by public universities California schools. It says that it became obvious that only a few students ofunderrepresented minorities were prepared for a college properly. The journalists suggests that “we must stop looking for cheap, cosmetic fixes to our deeply rooted social problems. We need a policy that doggedly pursues the college preparation of gifted students from disadvantaged communities.”(5) It is not only his point of view, but it represents opinion of many people.

It’s difficult to say whether affirmative action has positive or negative effects on American society. It might as well be said that it has both. On the whole, it is a result of long history of discrimination and opression of minorities. It also shows a tendency to create a raceblind society, a society where everybody has equal rights and perspectives. So affirmative action is another example of the words written in the Declaration of Independence about pursuit of happiness.
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