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On Tuexday the Supreme Court will hear arguments in two cases chdlenging the
Universty of Michigan's admissons policies, which award minority applicants extra
points. The court's decison could change admissons policies naionwide and has
prompted a debate about diversty on campus and affirmative action in higher education.

Opponents of affirmative action hold thet justice in matters of race requires dgrict
adherence to a policy of "colorblindness” Many Americans share this view: | know
because | used to be one of them.

Despite its superficia apped, colorblindness is a fdse ided. No understanding of the
American socia order that ignores racid categories is possble, because these sociadly
congtructed categories are embedded in the consciousness of al of us. Because we use
race to articulate our sdf-undergandings, we must sometimes be mindful of race as we
conduct our public affairs.

This fact lies & the heat of the Universty of Michigan's defense of its admissons
policies. In our recidly dratified society, diversty is a necessay pat of an effective
college educetion. To atan such diversty, in turn, the explict use of race in the
admissions process is necessay.

The case the Supreme Court will hear next Tuesday is the most important affirmative
action litigation of the last quarter-century. The stakes for American higher education
could hardly be greater. College and universty adminigtrators, both public and private,
are nearly unanimous in their conviction that blacks and Hispanics should be present in
meaningful numbers among those inducted into the upper ranks of American society.

But the ggnificance of these cases resches far beyond the ivory tower. Elite higher
education is the primary place in America where access to influence and power is
rationed. If blacks and Hispanics are to achieve genuine equdity in this society, they
must be able to participate in these indtitutions.

The dedgnation each soring of the fortunate young people who will enter prestigious
colleges and univerdties is a publicly visble, high-stakes civic exercise. These "sdection
rituds’ are political acts, and ther perceived farness is crucid to the legitimacy of our
socid order. Supporters of affirmative action recognize that the presence -- in more than
token numbers -- of blacks and Hispanics a sdective colleges and universties is
necessary to assure this perception, and the redlity, of farness. That is racid diversty a
the mogt sdective inditutions is required to demondrate the genuindy democratic
character of the process through which we, in effect, choose our dlites.



The argument about affirmative action in college admissions is redly a dispute about the
meaning of racid jugtice A powerful civics lesson is provided by these disputed policies:
by usng race as a factor to determine who will have access to their ranks, exclusve
colleges and univerdties publidy confirm that a racdly integrated dite is an essentid
element of ajust society.

Taking race into account, in univerdty admissons or in other aspects of life, does not
require abandoning a commitment to individudism. One can hold tha race is irrdevant
to a person's mora worth -- that people, not groups, are the bearers of rights -- and il
affirm that to ded effectivdy with individuds, we must condder the categories of
thought in which they understand themsdlves.



