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Members of the faculty, graduating students and their families, and friends of *Sciences Po, |

am glad to speak at this celebration. I have read of (;)Sciences Po’s initiative to achieve excellence

in diversity, made a priority by President Descoings. Through that initiative, talented students from

all quarters of French society are drawn to this great school. The design is to deepen the complexion
and life experiences of the student body and, eventually, the top ranks of government and business in
France. Other institutions of higher education have copied the model set by Sciences Po, and
(»ythat is a measure of the program'’s success.

In the United States, kindred efforts to embrace a wider society in schools and workplaces
started in the late 1960s, and I have been told that *affirmative action—or what Europeans call
positive discrimination—would be an appropriate topic for this talk.

I will begin with a few comparative side glances. Several post-World War I human rights
charters recognize that a nondiscrimination principle alone will not ensure substantive equality.

(3) To combat centuries of inequality and to uplift people disadvantaged because they belong to long

subordinated populations, many modern constitutions allow, or even require, affirmative action.

@ Affirmative action in the United States has had a seesaw, up and down history. The term was

coined in 1961, but implementation of the concept did not shift into high gear until the administration
of Republican *President Richard Nixon. In 1969, Nixon's Labor Department published its
pathmarking Philadelphia Plan, in large part to combat high rates of unemployment among African-
American men, and to break down *nepotism in the construction trades. The plan required
construction enterprises that held contracts with the Government to set goals and timetables for
hiring minority workers. Enterprises that failed to comply risked termination of their contracts.
Within just a few years, the model was extended to cover the whole of the United States and all
government contracts, including those held by universities. Coverage was also expanded to include
women as well as racial and ethnic minorities. I was the beneficiary of the Nixon Administration’s
affirmative action effort when, in 1972, [ was engaged by the Columbia University law faculty as the

first woman ever to hold a *tenured position there.
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In sum, affirmative action measures are controversial because they send both inspiring and
disturbing messages. Affirmative action has potential to lessen substantive inequality, foster
diversity, and promote the economic and social well being of people raised in unprivileged
communities. But they also charge that they unfairly discriminate against individuals not personally
responsible for society’s transgressions. I do not downplay the opposition, but balancing (5 the pros
and cons, I subscribe to what *Justice O’Connor wrote in the Michigan law school case: “[T]o
cultivate . . . leaders with legitimacy in the eyes of the citizenry, . . . the path to leadership must be
visibly open to the talented . . . individuals of every race and ethnicity.” “Effective participation by
members of minority groups and women in the civil life of our Nation is essential if the dream of
one Nation, indivisible, is to be realized.” We will all profit from a more diverse, inclusive society,
understanding, accommodating, even celebrating our differences, while pulling together for the

common good.
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