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Admissions and the Relevance of Race 
E S S A Y ,  1 9 7 7 *  

It is only within the last ten to fifteen years that Princeton, like many 
other selective colleges and universities, has made deliberate efforts to 
enroll minority students. As recently as 1962 fewer than 15 black stu
dents were attending the undergraduate college and the graduate school 
combined. We do not have reliable figures for other racial minorities, 
but there is certainly no reason to believe that, with the possible excep
tion of Asian-Americans, they were enrolled in significant numbers. 
Since then the situation has changed substantially, partly as a result of 
many individual and institutional efforts, and partly as a result of the 
moral concerns and social forces affecting the entire society. In the fall 
of 1977, for example, we expect to have approximately 340 black stu
dents and 300 other minority students in an undergraduate body of 
4,400; the comparable figures for the graduate school (again approxi
mate) are expected to be 35 black students and 40 other minority stu
dents in a total of about 1,450. 

During the same period, similar developments have occurred at most 
other educational institutions throughout the country. A variety of al
ternative approaches have been designed to improve the access of mi
nority students, and the issues of principle, policy, and practice raised 
by these efforts have been discussed widely. Most recently, the case of 
The Regents of the University of California v. Allan Bakke, now before 
the U.S. Supreme Court, has raised anew—and in the sharpest possible 
way—the fundamental question of how, if at all, race should be consid
ered relevant in admission decisions. 

In a narrower sense, the question before the Court is whether a white 
applicant, Allan Bakke, was improperly denied admission to the Med
ical School of the University of California at Davis because of the op
eration of a special (and separate) admission program that reserved six
teen places out of one hundred in each entering class for minority 
students. The Supreme Court of California held this admission program 
to be unconstitutional, and the Regents of the University of California 
have asked the U.S. Supreme Court to overturn that ruling. Since 

* This essay was published in the Summer 1977 issue of University· magazine and in the Prince
ton Alumni Weekly of September 26, 1977. It was cited on three separate occasions m Justice 
Lewis Powell's decision on behalf of the Supreme Court. 
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Princeton does not have a medical school, since we are a private uni
versity, and since the admission policies we follow at both undergrad
uate and graduate levels differ significantly from those in effect at the 
Davis Medical School (we do not have a separate admission process 
for minority students nor do we set aside a particular number of places 
for them), it might be thought that this case has no specific implications 
for us. That could in fact be right, for no one knows how narrowly or 
how broadly the Supreme Court will rule. But while we do not expect 
to be affected directly by the disposition of this case, the language of 
the majority opinion of the California Supreme Court and the sweeping 
nature of the arguments advanced in some of the briefs filed in the 
appeal make it hard to be at all sure that the ruling will be a narrow 
one. 

Moreover, whatever the scope of the Court's decision, the Bakke 
case has stimulated discussion of such basic questions as: What consid
erations should be taken into account in deciding which individuals to 
admit from among the large number who apply? Is it ever proper to 
consider the race of an applicant, among other attributes? If so, why, 
and in what ways? Are there significant distinctions to be drawn be
tween the use of quotas and other approaches to the recruitment of mi
nority students? 

The answers given to these questions are of obvious importance not 
only to colleges and universities, but to the country as a whole. They 
will influence powerfully the opportunities available to individuals to 
develop their talents to the full; and they will also influence, no less 
powerfully, both the kind of society to which we aspire and the likeli
hood of realizing the hopes so many of us share—for a society in which 
people of many races work together and live together with larger meas
ures of good will and shared respect than exist today. 

In stating my own views on some of these questions, I am aware of 
the different connotations and emotional overtones associated with the 
very term "race" (which is, nevertheless, unavoidable in this discus
sion). In addition, it is clear that many of the questions most at issue 
are sensitive, difficult, and divisive; that good people, with the best 
possible motives, have come to different conclusions; and that some of 
the issues are constitutional and involve complex considerations of a 
legal nature that place them outside the competence of those of us who 
are not lawyers. Accordingly, this is a personal statement, and it is 
directed to questions of educational policy rather than to questions of 
constitutional law. The responsibility for the language and the argu-
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ment is mine; at the same time, this statement does reflect substantially 
the main policies and rationale followed at Princeton during the last 
decade as we have undertaken to make the University more accessible 
to minority students as well as to others. 

In thinking about this difficult set of questions, one must begin by 
considering the broad purposes to be served in making admission de
cisions—purposes that must themselves reflect the still more funda
mental goals of the educational institution as a whole. It is, after all, 
only within the context of reasonably well understood objectives that 
any particular policy can be assessed. At least part of the disagreement 
engendered by discussion of the Bakke case can be attributed, I think, 
to differences in assumptions about purpose—differences that are often 
implicit. While it may be argued that essentially everything that can be 
said about purpose is either so obvious or so general as to be of no help, 
there is a basic question to be decided explicitly concerning the nature 
of each institution and the group or groups to which those responsible 
for it should feel a primary obligation. American higher education is 
noted for its healthy diversity, and different approaches to admission 
should be expected to follow from different institutional objectives. 
Institutional diversity is particularly useful in enabling us to test out 
alternative approaches in a relatively new area of activity where there 
may be no single "best" approach, and where the best combination of 
approaches for the nation as a whole may be known only after consid
erable time has passed. 

In the case of this University, there is a primary commitment to 
learning itself, including research as well as liberal education in a wide 
variety of disciplines. Thus, our fundamental obligation is not to any 
identifiable set of individuals—whether they be applicants, current stu
dents, graduates, or faculty members—even though we depend upon 
and care greatly about all these groups. Rather, our obligation is to the 
society at large over the long run, and, even more generally, to the 
pursuit of learning. Amorphous as this way of putting things may 
sound, I think there is no escaping our obligation to try to serve the 
long-term interests of society defined in the broadest and least parochial 
terms, and to do so through two principal activities: advancing knowl
edge and educating students who will in turn serve others, within this 
nation and beyond it, both through their specific vocations and as citi
zens. 

It is clear that admission decisions are critical to our ability to serve 
these broad purposes. Accordingly, we invest a great amount of effort 

This content downloaded from 130.184.252.3 on Fri, 04 Jun 2021 19:01:58 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



A D M I S S I O N S  A N D  T H E  R E L E V A N C E  O F  R A C E  4 2 5  

in deciding which individuals to admit from among the large number 
who apply. While there are many ways of looking at the admission 
process, for present purposes it may be helpful to distinguish three 
broad sets of considerations that are involved in choosing among ap
plicants: (1) the basic qualifications of individuals; (2) the composition 
of the student body; and (3) the potential contributions to society of 
those applicants possessing the basic qualifications. 

BASIC QUALIFICATIONS 

It is self-evident that no purpose would be served by admitting stu
dents who were unable to take advantage of the educational opportu
nities offered by a university with demanding academic standards. 
Every candidate must demonstrate that he or she is capable of doing 
well at Princeton, and a first obligation of those responsible for admis
sion is, therefore, to decide which applicants have the basic qualifica
tions necessary to satisfy our requirements. 

Of course, requirements are different at undergraduate and graduate 
levels and among graduate programs. At Princeton the graduate admis
sion process is decentralized, with departments and schools accepting 
responsibility for presenting to the dean of the graduate school recom
mendations concerning the disposition of each application; the under
graduate college, on the other hand, has a single office of admission 
which acts on all applications. In the discussion that follows, my main 
emphasis is on undergraduate admission. 

Decisions regarding basic qualifications at the undergraduate level 
are made on the basis of such evidence as previous academic prepara
tion, including both courses taken and grades earned; recommendations 
of teachers and others concerning personal qualities as well as aca
demic achievement and promise; aptitude and achievement test scores; 
the experiences of other students at the University who had similar 
qualifications; and so on. Reading an applicant's folder to determine 
even basic qualifications is of course by no means a purely mechanical 
process. As is well known, there is no perfectly reliable or perfectly 
"objective" measure of any part of a candidate's credentials, and even 
such seemingly precise data as grades and test scores have to be ex
amined carefully to determine what actual quality of achievement they 
reflect and what predictive power they may be thought to have in each 
instance. 

More generally, it is essential to try to understand why an applicant 
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has done what he or she has done and then to arrive at a prognosis for 
the future. While race is not in and of itself a consideration in deter
mining basic qualifications, and while there are obviously significant 
differences in background and experience among applicants of every 
race, in some situations race can be helpful information in enabling the 
admission officer to understand more fully what a particular candidate 
has accomplished—and against what odds. Similarly, such factors as 
family circumstances and previous educational opportunities may be 
relevant, either in conjunction with race or ethnic background (with 
which they may be associated) or on their own. 

Any college or university to which admission is highly competitive 
has far more applicants who possess all the basic qualifications than it 
has places. Some candidates (a relatively small number) are so out
standing in every respect that they are obvious choices for admission 
by any standard. The real problems of choice arise in deciding which 
individuals to admit from among the large group who also have very 
strong qualifications, who are thought capable of doing the work and 
doing it well, but who are not so clearly outstanding as to be placed in 
the very top category. 

In deciding among this group, we do not start from the premise that 
any applicant has a "right" to a place in the University. We start rather 
from the premise that we have an obligation to make the best possible 
use of the limited number of places in each entering class so as to ad
vance as effectively as we can the broad purposes we seek to serve. 
Within the very real limits imposed by the fallibility of any selection 
process of this kind, we try hard to be fair to every applicant; but the 
concept of fairness itself has to be understood within the context of our 
obligations as a university. Accordingly, in making these difficult 
choices among well-qualified candidates, the second and third sets of 
considerations come into play. 

THE COMPOSITION OF THE STUDENT BODY 

The relevance of the second set of considerations is based on the 
premise that the overall quality of the educational program is affected 
not only by the academic and personal qualities of the individual stu
dents who are enrolled, but also by the characteristics of the entire 
group of students who share a common educational experience. While 
I believe this to be true for the graduate program too, it is especially 
important for undergraduate education and, as a consequence, affects 
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admission decisions much more significantly at that level. The differ
ence is one of degree, related partly to the ages and experiences of the 
students, partly to the purposes of their educational programs and es
pecially to the emphasis given to academic specialization, and partly to 
the respective roles of extracurricular and curricular activities. 

In a residential college setting, in particular, a great deal of learning 
occurs informally. It occurs through interactions among students of 
both sexes; of different races, religions, and backgrounds; who come 
from cities and rural areas, from various states and countries; who have 
a wide variety of interests, talents, and perspectives; and who are able, 
directly or indirectly, to learn from their differences and to stimulate 
one another to reexamine even their most deeply held assumptions 
about themselves and their world. As a wise graduate of ours observed 
in commenting on this aspect of the educational process, "People do 
not learn very much when they are surrounded only by the likes of 
themselves." 

It follows that if, say, two thousand individuals are to be offered 
places in an entering undergraduate class, the task of the Admission 
Office is not simply to decide which applicants offer the strongest cre
dentials as separate candidates for the college; the task, rather, is to 
assemble a total class of students, all of whom will possess the basic 
qualifications, but who will also represent, in their totality, an interest
ing and diverse amalgam of individuals who will contribute through 
their diversity to the quality and vitality of the overall educational en
vironment. 

This concern for the composition of the undergraduate student body, 
as well as for the qualifications of its individual members, takes many 
forms. While we are of course interested in enrolling students who are 
good at a great many things and not one-dimensional in any sense, we 
also try to enroll students with special interests and talents in the arts 
and in athletics; we seek a wide geographical representation; we admit 
foreign students from a variety of countries and cultures; we recognize 
the special contribution that the sons and daughters of alumni can make 
by representing and communicating a sense of the traditions and the 
historical continuity of the University; and we work consciously and 
deliberately to include minority students, who themselves represent a 
variety of experiences and viewpoints. 

We must accept as a fact of life in contemporary America that the 
perspectives of individuals are often affected by their race as by other 
aspects of their background. If the University were unable to take into 
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account the race of candidates, it would be much more difficult to con
sider carefully and conscientiously the composition of an entering 
class that would offer a rich educational experience to all of its mem
bers. 

In the nature of things it is hard to know how, and when, and even 
if, this informal "learning through diversity" actually occurs. It does 
not occur for everyone. For many, however, the unplanned, casual en
counters with roommates, fellow sufferers in an organic chemistry 
class, student workers in the library, teammates on a basketball squad, 
or other participants in class affairs or student government can be subtle 
and yet powerful sources of improved understanding and personal 
growth. . . . 

It is of course true—and it should be recognized—that the presence 
on campus of students of different races sometimes results in tensions 
and even in hostility. But it is also true that acknowledging this reality, 
and learning to cope with it, can be profoundly educational. In this as 
in other respects, we often learn at least as much from our bad days as 
from our good days. 

Perhaps a specific illustration will help make the point. Last October 
a number of undergraduate dormitories were circulated with leaflets 
purporting to associate a particular student group with the political and 
racial views of Lester Maddox. The leaflets called for the exclusion of 
minority students and other "undesirables" from the University. Not 
surprisingly, initial reactions were sharp, and the incident quickly gave 
rise to the expression of bitter feelings on many sides. In some ways 
these feelings grew even more intense at a later point, when it became 
clear that the leaflets had been designed as a hoax—and mixed with the 
sharpness and bitterness was an incredulity that any individuals could 
be so insensitive to the feelings of others. 

This kind of controversy, and the insights it provided, either would 
not have occurred at all, or would have been far more muted, if there 
had been fewer minority students at Princeton willing and able to ex
press their reactions, some in quite biting and personal terms. Because 
of these students, and many others, an experience that was hurtful and 
disturbing also proved to be very instructive. A number of white stu
dents, caught up in the controversy inadvertently, acquired a deeper 
understanding of the sensitivities of their fellow students who were 
members of racial minorities, as well as a new awareness of the seri
ousness of the underlying problem of racism. In addition, a number of 
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minority students learned something about their own insecurities and 
biases, and about ways of coping with provocations. . . . 

These kinds of learning experiences, sometimes very satisfying and 
sometimes very painful, are important not only for particular students 
in an immediate sense but also for the entire society over time. Our 
society—indeed our world— is and will be multiracial. We simply 
must learn to work more effectively and more sensitively with individ
uals of other races, and a diverse student body can contribute directly 
to the achievement of this end. One of the special advantages of a res
idential college is that it provides unusually good opportunities to learn 
about other people and their perspectives—better opportunities than 
many will ever know again. If people of different races are not able to 
learn together in this kind of setting, and to learn about each other as 
they study common subjects, share experiences, and debate the most 
fundamental questions, we shall have lost an important opportunity to 
contribute to a healthier society—to a society less afflicted by the fail
ure of too many people to understand and respect one another. 

POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO SOCIETY 

The third set of considerations involved in deciding whom to admit 
from among the large number of qualified candidates also has to do 
with contributions to the society. Here, however, we are concerned not 
with the broad educational consequences of a diverse student body but 
with assessing the potential contributions to the society of each individ
ual candidate following his or her graduation—contributions defined in 
the broadest way to include the doctor and the poet, the most active 
participant in business or government affairs and the keenest critic of 
all things organized, the solitary scholar and the concerned parent. 

Assessing the long-range potential of any applicant—trying to deter
mine what the characteristics of individuals can tell us to expect from 
them beyond their days as students—is, of course, extremely difficult. 
People change, circumstances change, and there is simply no way of 
predicting with any great degree of confidence how a particular person 
will develop as a student in a given educational environment, let alone 
after he or she has left the University to assume new responsibilities. 
Nonetheless, if we take seriously our obligation to assign the limited 
number of places available to us with the ultimate purposes of the in
stitution in mind, we have no alternative but to try to make these as
sessments of potential, difficult as they may be. 
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On the basis of our experience, many factors need to be taken into 
account. A candidate's grade point average and test scores, though sig
nificant in assessing potential as well as basic qualifications, are by no 
means all that are important. It is necessary to try to understand the 
motivation of the individual, the drive that he or she can be expected 
to bring to any task at hand, qualities of character and of personality, 
leadership abilities, skills in relevant non-academic areas, and the per
sonal traits necessary to overcome adversity. 

In making such judgments, the race of the individual, as well as 
many other factors, can be relevant in several respects. It is simply not 
possible to understand how individuals have come to be the people they 
are without considering the elements that have shaped them. If two 
candidates have achieved roughly the same academic results (both 
meeting fully our basic qualifications), and one has done so in spite of 
serious difficulties, perhaps including the effects of racial discrimina
tion (or, analogously, the effects of having been disadvantaged in some 
other way), then that individual may be thought to have demonstrated 
a degree of drive and determination that should be given weight in the 
competition for admission. 

Race is relevant in another respect. It is a fact of contemporary life, 
noted by many commentators of quite different persuasions, that our 
country needs a far larger number of able people from minority groups 
in leadership positions of all kinds. To put the point bluntly—and to 
borrow for a moment from the vocabulary of my own discipline of 
economics—the demand for minority individuals in many professions 
and fields, compared with the supply, is significantly greater than for 
the rest of the population. And, I would argue, the true social demand, 
which should be seen as reflecting the needs of the society as a whole 
as well as those immediately relevant to its constituent elements, is 
even greater than the sum total of the perceived demands of individual 
institutions, businesses, governmental agencies, and the like. It seems 
to me indisputable that the welfare of the entire society will be ad
vanced through the fuller development and application of the talents of 
minority members of our population and that this cannot be accom
plished without overcoming the substantial disparities that exist now 
between the races in professional opportunities and attainments. 

It is most certainly not my view that we should expect—much less 
try to force—a kind of "proportional representation" of different races 
or ethnic groups in various professions. But one can stop far short of 
advocating that kind of statistical outcome and still refuse, as I do, to 
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regard as acceptable the present disparities which are clearly products 
of generations of unfair treatment. 

The substantial public and private support of higher education in this 
country reflects a longstanding conviction that our institutions of higher 
learning in all of their forms contribute importantly to the development 
of what may be called the "social capital" of the nation. We have long 
believed that the human resources of the society are enhanced enor
mously by making liberal and humane learning, as well as professional 
education, available to a large proportion of our people. What is in
volved here is partly the enhancement of very personal qualities, in
cluding the ability to appreciate things of beauty, to develop a set of 
values, to do nothing less than to lead a full life; and partly the devel
opment of talents essential to the social, economic, cultural, and polit
ical welfare of the entire society—to the quality of our collective lives, 
if you will. 

If colleges and universities serve these large societal purposes 
through the individuals they have educated, as well as through schol
arship and research, then it seems to me to follow directly that in mak
ing admission decisions educational institutions must take into account 
the needs of the society—including the need for minority persons who 
can contribute through the law, medicine, the ministry, business, and 
other professions; who can pursue scholarly careers in the arts and sci
ences; who can serve in positions of public trust; and who can, in fact, 
take a full part in every aspect of the life of the nation. If the educa
tional institutions were prevented from being sensitive to race as one 
factor among others that are relevant in considering the potential con
tributions of individuals to the society, then it would be far more diffi
cult—indeed impossible—to discharge responsibly the obligation to 
develop as fully as possible the "social capital" of the country. 

In thinking about social capital, it is important to have in mind a very 
broad concept; we are certainly not talking primarily about economic 
values or qualities reflected mainly in the marketplace. We mean to 
include the ability of individuals to contribute through the multitude of 
informal roles open to the concerned citizen, as well as through voca
tions and the more formal channels of public service. With this broad 
conception before us, it is helpful, I think, to view the admission proc
ess as involving what are, in one sense, long-term investment deci
sions. In making its selections, the admission office has to consider 
which individuals among those with the basic qualifications are most 
likely over long periods of time to provide what the economist would 
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call the greatest benefit (or highest yield) in terms of contribution to the 
society. 

Thinking in these terms can be useful in part because it allows us to 
recognize explicitly that risk and potential return are both factors to be 
taken into account. For reasons that are familiar to all of us, having to 
do with prior preparation and with the pervasive effects of discrimina
tion, the admission of some minority students may entail modestly 
greater risk than the admission of some non-minority students. But 
surely it is appropriate to take reasonable risks, remembering that we 
are talking only about applicants above the "basic qualifications" 
threshold, in recognition of the very substantial potential returns that 
may result. (I underscore "some" to emphasize that significant num
bers of minority students have had excellent preparation, test well, and 
have appreciably stronger academic records than many white students 
who are admitted. One of the discouraging by-products of much of the 
recent discussion stimulated by the Bakke case is that it seems to have 
encouraged a certain tendency to assume that all, or nearly all, minority 
students are less well qualified academically than all, or nearly all, 
white students. This is not so, and it is unfair to individuals and harmful 
to our understanding of the real issues to think that it is so.) 

Of course, the same considerations apply generally in the admission 
process. It is often the case that one student with lower test scores than 
another will seem a better choice to the admission officer because of 
what appears to be a greater potential, even though the individual may 
also represent a somewhat greater risk. In short, paying special atten
tion to minority students, because of the barriers many have had to 
overcome and because of the need society has for larger numbers of 
well-educated persons from minority groups, is fundamentally only an 
extension of an important established principle: namely, the need to 
think hard about every candidate's potential contribution in the light of 
both what the individual is at the time of application and what he or she 
may yet become.* 

* In my view there has been an unfortunate tendency m some of the recent discussion growing 
out of the Bakke case to assume that arguments pertinent to questions of admission apply without 
qualification to questions of employment, and vice versa. Thinking about admission decisions as 
having many of the attnbutes of a long-term investment decision related to the creation of social 
capital has the important advantage of suggesting some significant differences (as well as some 
similarities) between admission decisions and various kinds of university employment decisions. 
For example, the appointment of a postdoctoral fellow has both some of the attnbutes of an ad
mission decision (in that one is investing in the further development of an individual's talents and 
thus trying to develop more social capital for the future) and some of the attnbutes of an employ
ment decision (in that the person may be expected to contribute immediately and directly to the 

This content downloaded from 130.184.252.3 on Fri, 04 Jun 2021 19:01:58 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



A D M I S S I O N S  A N D  T H E  R E L E V A N C E  O F  R A C E  4 3 3  

For all of the reasons given above, we have concluded, as have many 
other educational institutions, that in making admission decisions at the 
present time it is proper to be sensitive to the race of applicants as well 
as to a great many other characteristics. For my own part, I am con
vinced, firmly convinced, that this is a correct conclusion. But that is 
certainly not to say that it is easily reached or that many of us, myself 
included, reach it without recognizing the substantial and important 
considerations that pull in the other direction. 

There is a real tension, which I think should be acknowledged ex
plicitly, between the strong arguments in favor of being sensitive to 
race in admission decisions and a deeply felt desire to be free of what 
is in the ultimate sense a wrong way of distinguishing among human 
beings. We care finally about what people are and can accomplish as 
individuals, and not primarily about their race, sex, religion, family 
background, or politics. To be sure, this is an ideal that we never live 
up to completely, either individually or institutionally, but it is an ideal 
nonetheless. And it is largely because of the power of this ideal, and 
because we are so aware of the abuses that may follow if we depart 
from it, that one can certainly understand the feelings expressed by one 
of my colleagues when he said: "I wish we could wear blindfolds when 
we admit people." 

Tempting as it may be to base policies on a vision of the world as 
some of us might wish it to be, it is the present reality that we must 
address as honestly and as thoughtfully as we can; and I am persuaded 
that, at this juncture in our history, race is relevant. It is relevant be
cause, as I have tried to indicate, "wearing blindfolds" would make it 
harder for us to do three important things in admission: (1) to under
stand as fully as possible what the record of each applicant really rep
resents in the way of past achievement and future promise as a student; 
(2) to attain a diversity within the student body that can affect signifi
cantly both the quality of the immediate educational experience on the 
campus and the long-term ability of people of different races to work 

achievement of a particular research result). At the other end of the spectrum, the appointment of 
a senior full professor has much less to do with the further development of an individual's talents 
(though one always hopes that some further learning will occur) and much more to do with trying 
to put to good use talents that have been developed quite fully already. Of course, there are also 
other important differences between admission and employment decisions, having to do with the 
extent and nature of the commitment of the institution to the individual and of the individual to 
the institution, the risks for both the individual and the institution associated with having one's 
expectations disappointed, and so on My general point is simply that the questions of policy 
concerning admission and the questions of policy concerning employment are both extremely 
important; each deserves to be considered carefully in its own right. 
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well with each other; and (3) to assess as thoughtfully as possible every 
applicant's potential long-run contributions to the society. 

The disadvantages of proceeding in this way are obvious. Any time 
that we allow judgments which are inevitably subjective in more than 
the usual degree to enter a process of choice, we open up the possibility 
of abuse—of unwise or wrongful use of discretion. Any time that we 
allow an attribute such as race to be taken into account at all, we are 
reminded that too often in the past the consequence has been the arbi
trary and unfair limitation of opportunities for particular groups. More
over, acknowledging the propriety of taking race into account in any 
way can make it somewhat harder to resist arguments that we should 
pay more attention to other attributes for which at least some of the 
same arguments might be advanced but for which, on balance, the case 
is less persuasive. Taking race into account may also, in the short run 
at least, exacerbate some antagonisms and generate a new and opposite 
sense of unfairness, even while contributing to the easing of these same 
tensions over the long run, as we seek to move through what many of 
us hope will prove to be a transition period (though quite possibly a 
long and difficult one). Finally, as I have said, any consideration of 
race can create a genuine moral dilemma for all of us, of every race, 
who do not want to think about ourselves or others in such terms. 

Conclusions on most important issues are "on balance" conclu
sions, and those who conclude, as I do, that race does need to be taken 
into account in admission decisions should not be reluctant to acknowl
edge the difficulties and the dangers. Indeed, awareness of the full 
range of concerns is essential if we are to devise sensible methods of 
translating this general conclusion into specific policies and proce
dures—policies and procedures that are consistent with the purposes 
and particular circumstances of each educational institution and that 
minimize the risk that undesirable results will follow from good inten
tions. 

At Princeton, it has not been our view that sensitivity to race should 
lead to a quota system, and we have avoided the use of quotas at both 
undergraduate and graduate levels. We have chosen not to set aside 
specific numbers of places for minority students or to establish separate 
admission procedures. Rather, we have made special efforts to identify 
and attract minority students and we have given them some special con
sideration in the general admission process, just as we have a number 
of other groups, including (at the undergraduate level) applicants with 
artistic and athletic abilities, and children of alumni. 

This content downloaded from 130.184.252.3 on Fri, 04 Jun 2021 19:01:58 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



A D M I S S I O N S  A N D  T H E  R E L E V A N C E  O F  R A C E  4 3 5  

While this approach to the admission of minority students does not 
imply any formula for determining specific numbers (and in fact the 
enrollment of minority students has fluctuated appreciably over the last 
decade or so), it would be quite wrong to suggest that the numbers of 
those who enroll are irrelevant or unimportant. They matter from the 
standpoint of the contribution we are able to make to the society 
through the minority students whom we educate. They matter too from 
the standpoint of our ability to achieve important educational objectives 
on the campus. As we have learned from our experience, when there 
are very few minority students they are apt to feel isolated and unable 
to make the contributions to the University that we hope and expect 
them to make; moreover, under such circumstances, particular minor
ity students may also feel especially strong pressure to subordinate 
some of their own individuality to a perceived need for group identifi
cation. Thus, both the importance of encouraging all students to feel 
free to be themselves and the general case for diversity argue for the 
desirability of attracting a large enough number of minority students to 
permit a significant degree of diversity within that group as well as 
within the entire student body. 

At the same time, while recognizing that for all of these reasons 
numbers are significant, we believe strongly that each applicant must 
be judged as an individual. This is the fundamental reason why the 
number of minority students should be expected to vary somewhat as 
the pool of minority applicants changes in size and quality, as other 
circumstances change (including the number and quality of other ap
plicants), and as experience is gained in admitting and educating a stu
dent body that is diverse along many dimensions. 

It is for others to decide whether there are differences in constitu
tional law between these approaches. Whatever the legal distinctions, 
however, it seems seriously wrong to allow the discussion growing out 
of the Bakke case to become polarized in the sense of implying that the 
only alternatives are either adopting quotas based on race or being en
tirely insensitive to race in making admission decisions. Indeed, in 
trying to achieve our own educational objectives, we have rejected both 
of these positions. 

Proceeding as we have—taking account of race along with many 
other factors, but not through the mechanism of a separate admission 
procedure geared to filling an established number of places—has 
seemed to us to have two major advantages: 

First, it encourages, even forces, comparisons of candidates who 
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present different kinds of special attributes, especially at that point in 
the process when the most clear-cut admission decisions have been 
made, and only a relatively small number of places remains for a rela
tively large number of strong, but not clearly superior, applicants. 
Making comparisons across various groups, and having them made by 
a single set of admission personnel, seems fairest to all candidates. This 
procedure has the advantage of directing attention on a continuing basis 
to the whole set of considerations that seem relevant in the admission 
process—and doing so in as consistent a way as possible. 

The second advantage of this procedure is, in my judgment, at least 
as important: It makes clear to the minority students, as to all other 
students, that everyone who has been admitted has been part of a single 
admission process, carried out by a single admission staff. An impor
tant reason for having a diverse student body is to encourage people 
who are different from each other to learn from each other and to do so 
with mutual respect. Any process that separates minority students from 
other students in terms of perceived criteria or a separate process can 
work against this objective, in terms of the way minority students see 
themselves and in terms of the way others see them. Minority students, 
like all other students, should know that they have been admitted be
cause they have earned admission—because they are expected to do 
well and to make important contributions to the University and to the 
society—and not because they are the means whereby we manage to 
achieve some predetermined numerical result. 

In commenting on a draft of a paper I wrote some time ago on affirm
ative action in employment, a friend of mine said that he thought I had 
failed to state an important ultimate objective: the desirability of trying 
to achieve a situation in which every individual, from every back
ground, felt "unselfconsciously included." That states an elusive ob
jective, not attainable for many people in any full sense now, no matter 
how hard we strive to reach it. But for me it continues to be a phrase 
full of meaning, indicative of a right direction, and suggestive of a goal 
worthy of our best efforts. 
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