
On Ending Race Based Affirmative Action 

Should college admission into the UW System be color blind?  Last month, Ward Connerly, a 
black man from California, spoke before a state legislative committee, arguing that it should.  
And, though I strongly support affirmative action, I think he has a point. 

First, let me say that affirmative action for blacks has been a rousing success.  For over two 
centuries, our nation systematically denied opportunities to bright, enterprising black men and 
women.  Affirmative action has, over this last generation, opened up to them the career 
opportunities that overt racism had previously denied.  The result is a society that has made 
substantial progress towards Martin Luther King’s dream: a land where a person will be judged 
not by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character. 

Which is not to say that racism has been totally eradicated, or that blacks have attained full 
economic equality with whites.  But progress has been made, and with progress comes a need 
to refine the tools.  And race is a blunt tool indeed.  A dark skin color no longer necessarily 
implies a disadvantaged background – thanks in no small part to the success of affirmative 
action.  But that means that race is an increasingly poor indicator of who needs and deserves 
some compensatory assistance, and who doesn’t. 

Besides, race itself is an increasingly obsolete concept.  I have talked above of “blacks” and 
“whites,” as is conventional, but any geneticist would scoff at the notion that the human 
species can be so simply divided.  Yes, most people with predominantly European ancestry 
have light skin pigmentation, and most people with predominantly African ancestry have dark 
skin.  But almost all of us have ancestors from both continents (and from Asia too) over the 
last 1000 years.  The fiction of two distinct groups, of “blacks” and “whites,” is just that – 
fiction. 

So why base affirmative action on a pseudoscientific concept, when we have on hand a far 
better indicator of need: poverty?  Children raised in poverty frequently go to poorer schools.  
They often have poorer nutrition – and nutrition clearly impacts learning.  Their parents (or 
more often, their parent) generally have less education, and are less able to help them learn.  
In other words, if you’re born poor, you’re probably born disadvantaged, whatever your skin 
color. 

Besides, if you’re poor, getting into a UW college or university is only the first hurdle.  
Affording tuition and books, and living expenses, well, it’s not even a possibility.  And that’s 
the big problem, the problem that affirmative action was so well designed to address.  
Affirmative action told those who had been previously told not to dream, that dreaming, and 
aspiring, and working to reach those aspirations, was worth doing.  Affirmative action gave a 
generation of “blacks” a reason to even bother to try to climb the economic ladder, and its 
success is that so many have done so. 

But many remain hopeless, the hopelessness of poverty, not of race.  So here’s my proposal.  
You’ve heard recently a trial balloon, an anti-“brain drain” proposal, that would give tuition-
free admission to students who promise to remain in state for ten years.  Too expensive, you 
say, and I agree.  But what if we targeted that program just to the poor – say, to students 
who’ve attended Wisconsin schools at least 8 of their 12 years, and who’ve also qualified for 
reduced price lunches at least 8 of their 12 years? 

Wouldn’t that give them a reason to hope?  That if they worked hard in school, and did their 
best, and gained admission, that college would be theirs? 

Now that would be affirmative action indeed! 

 

 

 


