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One American's Story

The Ford and 
Carter Years

James D. Denney couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
Barely a month after Richard Nixon had resigned amid the
Watergate scandal, President Gerald R. Ford had grant-
ed Nixon a full pardon. “[S]omeone must write, ‘The
End,’” Ford had declared in a televised statement. “I have
concluded that only I can do that.” Denney wrote a letter
to the editors of Time magazine, in which he voiced his
anger at Ford’s decision.

A PERSONAL VOICE JAMES D. DENNEY

“ Justice may certainly be tempered by mercy, but there
can be no such thing as mercy until justice has been
accomplished by the courts. Since it circumvented jus-
tice, Mr. Ford’s act was merely indulgent favoritism, a
bland and unworthy substitute for mercy.”

—Time, September 23, 1974

James Denney’s feelings were typical of the anger and the disillusion-
ment with the presidency that many Americans felt in the aftermath of the
Watergate scandal. During the 1970s, Presidents Gerald Ford and Jimmy
Carter sought to restore America’s faith in its leaders. At the same time,
both men had to focus much of their attention on battling the nation’s
worsening economic situation.

Ford Travels a Rough Road
Upon taking office, Gerald R. Ford urged Americans to put the Watergate scan-
dal behind them. “Our long national nightmare is over,” he declared. The
nation’s nightmarish economy persisted, however, and Ford’s policies offered
little relief.

Terms & NamesTerms & NamesMAIN IDEAMAIN IDEA

•Gerald R. Ford
•Jimmy Carter
•National Energy Act
•human rights

•Camp David
Accords

•Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini

The Ford and Carter
administrations attempted to
remedy the nation’s worst
economic crisis in decades.

Maintaining a stable national
economy has remained a top
priority for every president since
Ford and Carter.

WHY IT MATTERS NOWWHY IT MATTERS NOW

▼

Two women
protest President
Ford’s pardon of
Richard Nixon.
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“A FORD, NOT A LINCOLN” Gerald Ford seemed to
many to be a likable and honest man. Upon becoming
vice president after Spiro Agnew’s resignation, Ford can-
didly admitted his limitations. “I’m a Ford, not a Lincoln,”
he remarked. On September 8, 1974, President Ford par-
doned Richard Nixon in an attempt to move the country
beyond Watergate. The move cost Ford a good deal of pub-
lic support.

FORD TRIES TO “WHIP” INFLATION By the time Ford
took office, America’s economy had gone from bad to
worse. Both inflation and unemployment continued to
rise. After the massive OPEC oil-price increases in 1973,
gasoline and heating oil costs had soared, pushing infla-
tion from 6 percent to over 10 percent by the end of 1974.
Ford responded with a program of massive citizen action,
called “Whip Inflation Now” or WIN. The president called
on Americans to cut back on their use of oil and gas and
to take other energy-saving measures. 

In the absence of incentives, though, the plan fell
flat. Ford then tried to curb inflation through a “tight
money” policy. He cut government spending and encour-
aged the Federal Reserve Board to restrict credit through
higher interest rates. These actions triggered the worst
economic recession in 40 years. As Ford implemented his
economic programs, he continually battled a Democratic
Congress intent on pushing its own economic agenda.
During his two years as president, Ford vetoed more than
50 pieces of legislation.

Ford’s Foreign Policy

Ford fared slightly better in the international arena. He
relied heavily on Henry Kissinger, who continued to hold
the key position of secretary of state. 

CARRYING OUT NIXON'S FOREIGN POLICIES Following
Kissinger’s advice, Ford pushed ahead with Nixon’s policy
of negotiation with China and the Soviet Union. In
November 1974, he met with Soviet premier Leonid
Brezhnev. Less than a year later, he traveled to Helsinki,
Finland, where 35 nations, including the Soviet Union,
signed the Helsinki Accords—a series of agreements that
promised greater cooperation between the nations of
Eastern and Western Europe. The Helsinki Accords would
be Ford’s greatest presidential accomplishment.

ONGOING TURMOIL IN SOUTHEAST ASIA Like presidents before him, Ford
encountered trouble in Southeast Asia. The 1973 cease-fire in Vietnam had broken
down. Heavy fighting resumed and Ford asked Congress for over $722 million to
help South Vietnam. Congress refused. Without American financial help, South
Vietnam surrendered to the North in 1975. In the same year, the Communist gov-
ernment of Cambodia seized the U.S. merchant ship Mayagüez in the Gulf of Siam.
President Ford responded with a massive show of military force to rescue 39 crew
members aboard the ship. The operation cost the lives of 41 U.S. troops. Critics
argued that the mission had cost more lives than it had saved.
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DIFFICULTDIFFICULT

DECISIONSDECISIONS

PARDONING 
PRESIDENT NIXON

President Ford’s pardon of
Richard Nixon outraged many
Americans. But President Ford
argued that the pardon of
Richard Nixon was in the coun-
try’s best interest. In the event 
of a Watergate trial, Ford argued,
“ugly passions would again be
aroused. . . . And the credibility
of our free institutions . . . would
again be challenged at home and
abroad.” Ford called the pardon
decision “the most difficult of my
life, by far.” 

In 2001, after more than 25
years, Ford received the John F.
Kennedy Profiles in Courage
Award for his courageous 
decision in the face of public
opposition.

1. How might the country have
been affected if a former
United States president had
gone on trial for possible
criminal wrongdoing?

2. If you had been in President
Ford’s position, would you
have pardoned Richard
Nixon? Why or why not?

MAIN IDEAMAIN IDEA

A

Making
Inferences

Why was
Ford’s call for
voluntary actions
to help the
economy
unsuccessful?



Carter Enters the White House
Gerald Ford won the Republican nomination for president
in 1976 after fending off a powerful conservative challenge
from former California governor Ronald Reagan. Because
the Republicans seemed divided over Ford’s leadership, the
Democrats confidently eyed the White House. “We could
run an aardvark this year and win,” predicted one
Democratic leader. The Democratic nominee was indeed a
surprise: a nationally unknown peanut farmer and former
governor of Georgia, Jimmy Carter.

MR. CARTER GOES TO WASHINGTON During the post-
Watergate era, cynicism toward the Washington establish-
ment ran high. The soft-spoken, personable man from
Plains, Georgia, promised to restore integrity to the nation’s
highest office, “I will never tell a lie to the American people.”

Throughout the presidential campaign, Carter and Ford
squared off over the key issues of inflation, energy, and
unemployment. On Election Day, Jimmy Carter won by a
narrow margin, claiming 40.8 million popular votes to
Ford’s 39.1 million.

From the very beginning, the new first family brought
a down-to-earth style to Washington. After settling into
office, Carter stayed in touch with the people by holding
Roosevelt-like “fireside chats” on radio and television. 

Carter failed to reach out to Congress in a similar way,
refusing to play the “insider” game of deal making. Relying
mainly on a team of advisers from Georgia, Carter even
alienated congressional Democrats. Both parties on Capitol
Hill often joined to sink the president’s budget proposals, as
well as his major policy reforms of tax and welfare programs. 

Carter’s Domestic Agenda
Like Gerald Ford, President Carter focused much of his
attention on battling the country’s energy and economic
crises but was unable to bring the United States out of its
economic slump.

CONFRONTING THE ENERGY CRISIS Carter considered
the energy crisis the most important issue facing the
nation. A large part of the problem, the president believed,
was America’s reliance on imported oil. On April 18, 1977,
during a fireside chat, Carter urged his fellow Americans to
cut their consumption of oil and gas.

A PERSONAL VOICE JIMMY CARTER 

“ The energy crisis . . . is a problem . . . likely to get pro-
gressively worse through the rest of this century. . . . Our
decision about energy will test the character of the
American people. . . . This difficult effort will be the ‘moral
equivalent of war,’ except that we will be uniting our
efforts to build and not to destroy.”

—quoted in Keeping Faith

B

KEY PLAYERKEY PLAYER

JIMMY CARTER
1924–

James Earl Carter, Jr., was born
into relative prosperity. His father,
Earl Carter, was a disciplinarian
who tried to instill a sense of
hard work and responsibility in
his son.

To earn money for himself,
Carter undertook a variety of jobs
selling peanuts, running a ham-
burger and hot dog stand, collect-
ing newspapers and selling them
to fish markets, and selling
scrap iron.

Before entering politics, Carter
joined the navy, where he
excelled in electronics and naval
tactics. In 1952, he joined a
select group of officers who
helped develop the world’s first
nuclear submarines. The group’s
commander was Captain Hyman
G. Rickover. Carter later wrote
that Rickover “had a profound
effect on my life—perhaps more
than anyone except my own par-
ents. . . . He expected the maxi-
mum from us, but he always con-
tributed more.”

MAIN IDEAMAIN IDEA

B

Analyzing
Causes

What factors
played a signifi-
cant role in
Carter’s election?

This 1976
campaign
toy exaggerates
Jimmy Carter’s
well-known smile
and parodies his
occupation as a
peanut farmer.

▼
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Nonfarm Employment by Sector, 1950–2000

Sources: Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2000; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; Historical Statistics of the United States
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SKILLBUILDER Interpreting Graphs
1. How much greater was the percentage of employment in service industries in 1980 than

in 1950?
2. What additional change is shown by the year 2000? Do you think the trend will continue?

A CHANGING ECONOMY Many of the economic problems Jimmy Carter strug-
gled with resulted from long-term trends in the economy. Since the 1950s, the
rise of automation and foreign competition had reduced the number of manu-
facturing jobs. At the same time, the service sector of the economy expanded
rapidly. This sector includes industries such as communications, transportation,
and retail trade. 

The rise of the service sector and the decline of manufacturing jobs meant big
changes for some American workers. Workers left out of manufacturing jobs faced
an increasingly complex job market. Many of the higher-paying service jobs
required more education or specialized skills than did manufacturing jobs. The
lower-skilled service jobs usually did not pay well.

Growing overseas competition during the 1970s caused further change in
America’s economy. The booming economies of West Germany and countries on
the Pacific Rim (such as Japan, Taiwan, and Korea) cut into many U.S. markets.
Many of the nation’s primary industries—iron and steel, rubber, clothing, auto-
mobiles—had to cut back production, lay off workers, and even close plants.
Especially hard-hit were the automotive industries of the Northeast. There, high

energy costs, foreign competition, and computerized production
led companies to eliminate tens of thousands of jobs.

CARTER AND CIVIL RIGHTS Although Carter felt frustrated by
the country’s economic woes, he took special pride in his civil
rights record. His administration included more African Americans
and women than any before it. In 1977, the president appointed
civil rights leader Andrew Young as U.S. ambassador to the United
Nations. Young was the first African American to hold that post. To
the judicial branch alone, Carter appointed 28 African Americans,
29 women (including 6 African Americans), and 14 Latinos. 

However, President Carter fell short of what many civil rights
groups had expected in terms of legislation. Critics claimed that
Carter—preoccupied with battles over energy and the economy—

failed to give civil rights his full attention. Meanwhile, the courts began to turn
against affirmative action. In 1978, in the case of Regents of the University of
California v. Bakke, the Supreme Court decided that the affirmative action policies
of the university’s medical school were unconstitutional. The decision made it
more difficult for organizations to establish effective affirmative action programs.
(See Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, page 818.)
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Andrew Young
stands outside 
the United
Nations in New
York City, in 1997.
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Analyzing
Causes

What factors
played a role in
America’s
economic
stagnation?
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Vocabulary
lobby: a special-
interest group that
tries to influence
the legislature

In addition, Carter presented Congress with more than
100 proposals on energy conservation and development.
Representatives from oil- and gas-producing states fiercely
resisted some of the proposals. Automobile manufacturers
also lobbied against gas-rationing provisions. “It was impos-
sible for me to imagine the bloody legislative battles we
would have to win,” Carter later wrote.

Out of the battle came the National Energy Act. The
act placed a tax on gas-guzzling cars, removed price con-
trols on oil and natural gas produced in the United States,
and extended tax credits for the development of alternative
energy. With the help of the act, as well as voluntary con-
servation measures, U.S. dependence on foreign oil had
eased slightly by 1979.

THE ECONOMIC CRISIS WORSENS Unfortunately, these
energy-saving measures could do little to combat a sudden
new economic crisis. In the summer of 1979, renewed vio-
lence in the Middle East produced a second major fuel
shortage in the United States. To make matters worse, OPEC
announced another major price hike. In 1979 inflation
soared from 7.6 percent to 11.3 percent. 

Faced with increasing pressure to act, Carter attempted
an array of measures, none of which worked. Carter’s scatter-
shot approach convinced many people that he had no eco-
nomic policy at all. Carter fueled this feeling of uncertainty
by delivering his now-famous “malaise” speech, in which he
complained of a “crisis of spirit” that had struck “at the very
heart and soul of our national will.” Carter’s address made
many Americans feel that their president had given up.

By 1980, inflation had climbed to nearly 14 percent,
the highest rate since 1947. The standard of living in the
United States slipped from first place to fifth place in the
world. Carter’s popularity slipped along with it. This eco-
nomic downswing—and Carter’s inability to solve it during
an election year—was one key factor in sending Ronald
Reagan to the White House. 

ECONOMICECONOMIC

THE EARLY 1980s
TEXAS OIL BOOM

The economic crisis that gripped
the country in the late 1970s
was largely caused by the
increased cost of oil. The OPEC
cartel raised the price of oil by
agreeing to restrict oil production.
The resulting decrease in the
supply of oil in the market
caused the price to go up.

Most Americans were hurt by
the high energy prices. However,
in areas that produced oil, such
as Texas, the rise in prices led to
a booming economy in the early
1980s. Real-estate values—for
land on which to drill for oil, as
well as for office space in cities
like Houston and Dallas—
increased greatly. (See supply
and demand on page R46 in the
Economics Handbook.)

Unemployment and Inflation, 1970–1980
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SKILLBUILDER Interpreting Graphs
1. What trends did the economy experience during the Carter years? 
2. Which year of the Carter administration saw the greatest stagflation (inflation plus unemployment)?

MAIN IDEAMAIN IDEA

C
Summarizing

How did the
National Energy
Act help ease
America’s energy
crisis?
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A Human Rights Foreign Policy
Jimmy Carter rejected the philosophy of realpolitik—the pragmatic policy of
negotiating with powerful nations despite their behavior—and strived for a for-
eign policy committed to human rights.

ADVANCING HUMAN RIGHTS Jimmy Carter, like Woodrow Wilson, sought to
use moral principles as a guide for U.S. foreign policy. He believed that the United
States needed to commit itself to promoting human rights—such as the free-
doms and liberties listed in the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of
Rights—throughout the world.

Putting his principles into practice, President Carter cut off military aid to
Argentina and Brazil, countries that had good relations with the United States but
had imprisoned or tortured thousands of their own citizens. Carter followed up
this action by establishing a Bureau of Human Rights in the State Department.

Carter’s philosophy was not without its critics. Supporters of the containment
policy felt that the president’s policy undercut allies such as
Nicaragua, a dictatorial but anti-Communist country. Others
argued that by supporting dictators in South Korea and the
Philippines, Carter was acting inconsistently. In 1977, Carter’s poli-
cies drew further criticism when his administration announced
that it planned to give up ownership of the Panama Canal.

YIELDING THE PANAMA CANAL Since 1914, when the
United States obtained full ownership over the Panama Canal,
Panamanians had resented having their nation split in half by
a foreign power. In 1977, the two nations agreed to two
treaties, one of which turned over control of the Panama Canal
to Panama on December 31, 1999.

In 1978, the U.S. Senate, which had to ratify each treaty,
approved the agreements by a vote of 68 to 32—one more vote
than the required two-thirds. Public opinion was also divided.
In the end, the treaties did improve relationships between the
United States and Latin America.

THE COLLAPSE OF DÉTENTE When Jimmy Carter took office,
détente—the relaxation of tensions between the world’s super-
powers—had reached a high point. Beginning with President
Nixon and continuing with President Ford, U.S. officials had
worked to ease relations with the Communist superpowers of
China and the Soviet Union.

However, Carter’s firm insistence on human rights led to a
breakdown in relations with the Soviet Union. President Carter’s
dismay over the Soviet Union’s treatment of dissidents, or
opponents of the government’s policies, delayed a second
round of SALT negotiations. President Carter and Soviet pre-
mier Leonid Brezhnev finally met in June of 1979 in Vienna,
Austria, where they signed an agreement known as SALT II.
Although the agreement did not reduce armaments, it did pro-
vide for limits on the number of strategic weapons and
nuclear-missile launchers that each side could produce.

The SALT II agreement, however, met sharp opposition in
the Senate. Critics argued that it would put the United States
at a military disadvantage. Then, in December 1979, the Soviets
invaded the neighboring country of Afghanistan. Angered over
the invasion, President Carter refused to fight for the SALT II
agreement, and the treaty died.

WORLD STAGEWORLD STAGE

SOVIET–AFGHANISTAN WAR
Afghanistan, an Islamic country
along the southern border of the
Soviet Union, had been run by a
pro-Soviet government for a num-
ber of years. However, a strong
Muslim rebel group was intent on
overthrowing the Afghan govern-
ment. Fearing a rebel victory in
Afghanistan, the Soviet Union 
sent troops to Afghanistan in late
1979.

While the Soviets had superior
weaponry, the rebels fought the
Soviets to a stalemate by using
guerrilla tactics and knowledge of
the country’s mountainous terrain.

After suffering thousands of
casualties, the last Soviet troops
pulled out of Afghanistan in
February 1989. Fighting between
rival factions continued for years.
The Taliban, a radical Muslim fac-
tion, eventually gained control of
the country and imposed harsh
rule based on its version of
Islamic fundamentalism.

U.S.S.R. CHINA

IRAN
AFGHANISTAN

PAKISTAN

INDIA

MAIN IDEAMAIN IDEA

E

Identifying
Problems

What
criticisms were
made of Carter’s
foreign-policy
philosophy?
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F

Analyzing
Causes

What led to
the collapse of
détente with the
Soviet Union?



Triumph and Crisis in the Middle East
Through long gasoline lines and high energy costs, Americans became all too
aware of the troubles in the Middle East. In that area of ethnic, religious, and eco-
nomic conflict, Jimmy Carter achieved one of his greatest diplomatic triumphs—
and suffered his most tragic defeat.

THE CAMP DAVID ACCORDS Through negotiation and arm-twisting, Carter
helped forge peace between long-time enemies Israel and Egypt. In 1977, Egyptian

president Anwar el-Sadat and Israeli
prime minister Menachem Begin met
in Jerusalem to discuss an overall
peace between the two nations. In the
summer of 1978, Carter seized on the
peace initiative. When the peace talks
stalled, he invited Sadat and Begin to
Camp David, the presidential retreat
in Maryland.

After 12 days of intense negotia-
tions, the three leaders reached an
agreement that became known as the
Camp David Accords. Under this
first signed peace agreement with an
Arab country, Israel agreed to withdraw
from the Sinai Peninsula, which it had
seized from Egypt during the Six-Day
War in 1967. Egypt, in turn, formally
recognized Israel’s right to exist. Still,
many issues were left unresolved.
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GEOGRAPHY SKILLBUILDER
1. Location What OPEC countries are shown on the map?
2. Human-Environment Interaction How does Israel’s

location contribute to its conflicts?

G
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G
Summarizing

What was the
significance of the
Camp David
Accords?



U.S. hostages
were blindfolded
and paraded
through the
streets of Tehran. 

Joking at the hard work ahead, Carter wrote playfully in his diary, “I resolved
to do everything possible to get out of the negotiating business!” Little did the
president know that his next Middle East negotiation would be his most painful.

THE IRAN HOSTAGE CRISIS By 1979, the shah of Iran, an ally of the United
States, was in deep trouble. Many Iranians resented his regime’s widespread 
corruption and dictatorial tactics. 

In January 1979, revolution broke out. The Muslim religious leader
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (FQyE-tIPlE rL-hIPlE kI-mAPnC) led the rebels in
overthrowing the shah and establishing a religious state based on strict obedience
to the Qur’an, the sacred book of Islam. Carter had supported the shah until the
very end. In October 1979, the president allowed the shah to enter the United
States for cancer treatment, though he had already fled Iran in January 1979. 

The act infuriated the revolution-
aries of Iran. On November 4, 1979,
armed students seized the U.S.
embassy in Tehran and took 52
Americans hostage. The militants
demanded that the United States send
the shah back to Iran in return for the
release of the hostages.

Carter refused, and a painful year-
long standoff followed, in which the
United States continued quiet but
intense efforts to free the hostages.
The captives were finally released on
January 20, 1981, shortly after the
new president, Ronald Reagan, was
sworn in as president. Despite the
hostages’ release after 444 days in
captivity, the crisis in Iran seemed to underscore the limits that Americans faced
during the 1970s. Americans also realized that there were limits to the nation’s
environmental resources. This realization prompted both citizens and the
government to actively address environmental concerns.
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•Gerald R. Ford
•Jimmy Carter

•National Energy Act
•human rights

•Camp David Accords
•Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini

1. TERMS & NAMES For each term or name, write a sentence explaining its significance.

MAIN IDEA
2. TAKING NOTES

Create a time line of the major
events of the Ford and Carter
administrations, using a form such
as the one below.

Which two events do you think were
the most important? Why?

CRITICAL THINKING
3. EVALUATING DECISIONS

Do you think that Ford made a good
decision in pardoning Nixon? Explain
why or why not.

4. COMPARING
How were the actions taken by
Presidents Ford and Carter to
address the country’s economic
downturn similar? How did they
differ?

5. ANALYZING ISSUES
Do you agree with President Carter
that human rights concerns should
steer U.S. foreign policy? Why or
why not? Think About:

• the responsibility of promoting
human rights

• the loss of good relations with
certain countries

• the collapse of détente with the
Soviet Union

event two

event three

event four

event one

▼



REGENTS OF THE UNIVERSITY OF 
CALIFORNIA v. BAKKE (1978)

ORIGINS OF THE CASE In 1973, Allan Bakke applied to the University of California
at Davis medical school. The school had a quota-based affirmative-action plan that
reserved 16 out of 100 spots for racial minorities. Bakke, a white male, was not admitted
to the school despite his competitive test scores and grades. Bakke sued for admission,
arguing that he had been discriminated against on the basis of race. The California
Supreme Court agreed with Bakke, but the school appealed the case.

THE RULING The Court ruled that racial quotas were unconstitutional, but that schools
could still consider race as a factor in admissions.

818 CHAPTER 24

LEGAL REASONING
The Court was closely divided on whether affirmative-action
plans were constitutional. Two different sets of justices formed 
5-to-4 majorities on two different issues in Bakke.

Five justices agreed the quota was unfair to Bakke. They
based their argument on the equal protection clause of the
Fourteenth Amendment. Justice Lewis Powell, writing for the
majority, explained their reasoning.

“ The guarantee of
equal protection can-
not mean one thing
when applied to one
individual and some-
thing else when
applied to a person of
another color. If both
are not accorded the
same protection, then 
it is not equal.”

The four justices that
joined Powell in this part of
the decision said race should
never play a part in admis-
sions decisions. Powell and

the other four justices disagreed. These five justices
formed a separate majority, arguing that “the attain-
ment of a diverse student body . . . is a constitutionally
permissible goal for an institution of higher education.”
In other words, schools could have affirmative-action
plans that consider race as one factor in admission deci-
sions in order to achieve a diverse student body. 

UNITED STEELWORKERS OF AMERICA v. WEBER
(1979)

The Court said a business could have a short-term
program for training minority workers as a way of fix-
ing the results of past discrimination.

ADARAND CONSTRUCTORS v. PENA (1995)
The Court struck a federal law to set aside 10 percent
of highway construction funds for minority-owned busi-
nesses. The Court also said that affirmative-action 
programs must be focused to achieve a compelling 
government interest.

RELATED CASES

U.S. CONSTITUTION, FOURTEENTH AMENDMENT
(1868)

“No state shall . . . deprive any person of life, liberty,
or property, without due process of law; nor deny to
any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection
of the laws.”

LEGISLATION

LEGAL SOURCES

▼

Allan Bakke receives his
degree in medicine from the
medical school at U.C. Davis
on June 4, 1982.
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On October 8, 1977, protestors march in suppport of affirmative action at a park in Oakland, California.

THINKING CRITICALLYTHINKING CRITICALLY

CONNECT TO HISTORY
1. Evaluating Research articles about Bakke in the library

or on the Internet. Read the articles and write a para-
graph for each one explaining the writer’s point of view on
the case. Conclude by telling which article gives the best
discussion of the case. Cite examples to support your
choice.

SEE SKILLBUILDER HANDBOOK, PAGE R16.

CONNECT TO TODAY
2.

Visit the links for Historic Decisions of the Supreme Court
to research and read about Proposition 209, California’s
1996 law banning affirmative action at state universities.
Prepare arguments for an in-class debate about whether
the law will have a positive or negative long-term effect.

WHY IT MATTERED
Many people have faced discrimination in America.
The struggle of African Americans for civil rights in the
1950s and 1960s succeeded in overturning Jim Crow
segregation. Even so, social inequality persisted for
African Americans, as well as women and other minor-
ity groups. In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson
explained why more proactive measures needed to be
taken to end inequality.

“ You do not take a person who for years has
been hobbled by chains and . . . bring him up to
the starting line of a race and then say, ‘you are
free to compete with all the others’ and still justly
believe that you have been completely fair.”

As a result, Johnson urged companies to begin to
take “affirmative action” to hire and promote African
Americans, helping them to overcome generations of
inequality. Critics quickly opposed affirmative action
plans as unfair to white people and merely a replace-
ment of one form of racial discrimination with another.

University admissions policies became a focus of
the debate over affirmative action. The Court’s ruling
in Bakke allowed race to be used as one factor in admis-
sions decisions. Schools could consider a prospective
student’s race, but they could not use quotas or use
race as the only factor for admission.

HISTORICAL IMPACT
Since Bakke, the Court has ruled on affirmative action
several times, usually limiting affirmative-action plans.
For example, in Adarand Constructors v. Pena (1995), the
Court struck a federal law to set aside “not less than 10
percent” of  highway construction funds for businesses
owned by “socially and economically disadvantaged
individuals.” The Court said that affirmative-action pro-
grams must be narrowly focused to achieve a “com-
pelling government interest.”

On cases regarding school affirmative-action plans,
the courts have not created clear guidelines. The
Supreme Court refused to hear an appeal of a 1996
lower court ruling that outlawed any consideration of
race for admission to the University of Texas law school.
Yet in the 2003 decision in Grutter v. Bollinger, the Court
protected a University of Michigan law school admis-
sions policy that required the admissions committee to
consider the diversity of its student body. The Court
reaffirmed the Bakke view that “student body diversity
is a compelling state interest.”

Since the Grutter decision, several states have passed
laws or constitutional amendments requiring race-blind
admissions—effectively barring affirmative action.
These laws were passed by ballot initiative, reflecting a
popular view that sees affirmative action as “reverse dis-
crimination.”

▼
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