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AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

The goal of afﬁrmative action is to help restore equality of opportunity.
Opportunities that have been lost because individuals have been treated as
inferiors because of certain attributes (such as sex or race).41 The aim of this
measure is to decrease discrimination against these individuals and increase
the number of such individuals employed in occupations where discrimination
has occurred. Afﬁrmative action aims to restore employment opportunities that
would have been lost as a result of discrimination.42
Afﬁrmative action is often thought of as backward looking.43 However,
I see it as forward looking. It is only backward looking insofar as history
informs us how equality of opportunity has been denied to some candidates.
It is current rather than past inequalities afﬁrmative action is meant to remedy.
As such it is forward looking.
Afﬁrmative action is often referred to by other terms, such as preferential
hiring or reverse discrimination. I have chosen not to employ these phrases
because of the implications they have. The ﬁrst suggests that beneﬁciaries are
in some way receiving preferential treatment. I will argue they are not. The
term reverse discrimination suggests that what is now occurring is simply
a reverse of the discrimination that occurred before.44 I shall argue that this
claim is equally unfounded. I shall instead favour the term afﬁrmative action,
which suggests an undertaking to right a present wrong.
In order to remove existing imbalances in equality of opportunity it is
necessary to treat people differently. This may be done through measures like
afﬁrmative action, which means actively recruiting people from groups who
are discriminated against. Afﬁrmative action can include measures such as
quotas, where a number of places are set aside for individuals from the relevant group. For example, in Germany ﬁrms that employ more than 20 people
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have to employ at least 5% of their workforce from the registered disabled.45
Another example of afﬁrmative action may be to have short lists that are composed either entirely or in large part by members of disadvantaged groups. For
example, in order to increase the number of women in the English Parliament
the Labour Party continues to use all women short lists for some constituencies.46 Afﬁrmative action is meant as a temporary measure and can be discarded
once discrimination is no longer a problem. The purpose of afﬁrmative action
is overcome a present injustice.
While quotas might be more appropriate where there is a speciﬁc history
of prejudice being displayed there are other less stringent measures that might
be used. Examples include advertising more widely, inviting applications from
minorities, and challenging the methods of selection. One might initially set
lower standards for women in areas where they have little or no experience.
Additional experience gives men an unfair advantage in a test that does not
demonstrate aptitude. Which method should be put in place will depend on
the situation. Working environment may also be something that afﬁrmative
action can inﬂuence where that working environment prohibits an individual
from performing to the best of their abilities and thus advancing their career.
Increasing the number of female mechanics, for example, may help to remove
a chauvinistic atmosphere (where one exists).
One of the beneﬁts of afﬁrmative action is that it creates role models and
lets women know that they have more options.47 In industries where women do
not have role models they are less likely to attempt to get jobs. Having no role
models is an obstacle insofar as women will think that if other women have
not achieved success in a particular occupation, then there is little point in their
trying. As Judith Jarvis Thomson argues, it is plainly true that women need role
models because they “need concrete evidence that those of their … sex can
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become accepted, successful, professionals—plainly, you won’t try to become
what you don’t believe you can become.”

DOES AFFIRMATIVE ACTION WORK?

Afﬁrmative action cannot be justiﬁed if it is not effective at increasing the
number of women being employed; at stopping discrimination. There is, however, evidence that suggests that afﬁrmative action can work under the right
conditions.49 The seminal work by Jonathan Leonard50 provides evidence that
afﬁrmative action affects the employment and occupational status of women
and minorities. This is backed up by others51:
Establishments using afﬁrmative action generate greater ﬂows of minority applicants,
and more recent hires (or employees) who are minority or female. For the most part,
though, the minority and female hires at these establishments do not have lower
qualiﬁcations or current performance (as measured by supervisor ratings).52
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