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In this paper I suggest that if affirmative action is
Justified, the poor are entitled to it no less than women
and African Americans, and even more.! Remark-
ably, the literature on affirmative action has concen-
trated on arguments for and against the practice. It
is hard to find discussions on who is entitled to affir-
mative action, what criteria should be applied, and
whether some groups should be given precedence over
others. This is surprising, since some groups which
have a prima facie claim to affirmative action (e.g.
the poor) are excluded from it today. Moreover, in
some programs (e.g. that of the United States De-
partment of Labor Employment Service) some minori-
ties are given precedence over others (e.g. African
Americans over Hispanics).?

The entitlement and precedence questions are im-
portant not only because several groups which may
be entitled to affirmative action are at present ex-
cluded, but also because the situation of excluded
groups is aggravated by affirmative action. By its na-
ture, affirmative action excludes some groups by pre-
ferring others. But of those excluded, the most likely
to suffer are the least advantaged. For example, a
white man deprived of advancement because of affir-
mative action is more likely to be poor than rich; gay
than heterosexual; and physically challenged than un-
challenged. Thus, affirmative action incurs the risk
of helping some disadvantaged people at the expense
of other disadvantaged people. Those who would have
the right to enjoy affirmative action but are excluded
from it may suffer triple discrimination: by society;
by not being included in affirmative action programs
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although they should be; and by their situation wors-
ening because of affirmative action programs.®

In average, the poor enjoy less health than the rich.
They also die younger. This is true not only of natu-
ral deaths, but also of crime-related deaths. Poor
people, even if not involved in unlawful activities in
any way, are more likely to die as the result of a vio-
lent crime than rich people are. On the other hand,
although they are more exposed to criminal violence,
the poor are less protected by the police than the rich
are.
The poor receive less satisfactory representation
in court than the rich. Their lawyers are frequently
less experienced and eloquent, and less research is
done on possible loopholes in their opponents’ cases.
Unlike rich people, they are not financially able to
sustain a lengthy trial. Not all are equal before the
legal system.

In average, poor people’s children receive worse el-
ementary and secondary education than rich people’s
children. When they grow up, children of poor fami-
lies are less likely to be accepted by the best colleges
or by programs preparing students for more desir-
able and higher paid jobs. When the achievements
poor people’s children are sufficient for entering such
colleges and programs, they are less likely to be able
to afford them. :

The poor are also not likely to become rich.* Not-
withstanding the popular myth, those born into pov-
erty are likely to stay there. Stories about people who
were shoe-shiners in childhood and are multi-million-
aires today are appealing, but in reality such cases
are rare.

Although, from early childhood, the poor do not
have the same opportunities as others, and their pov-
erty is not their fault, they are frequently seen both
by themselves and by others as at least partial “fail-
ures” or “losers.” Notwithstanding sayings such as
“there is nothing to be ashamed about in being poor”
people frequently try to hide their poverty. There is a
tendency to view the poor with some well hidden (or



not so well hidden) suspicion and fear. Such stereo-
types, in turn, again reduce the chances of the poor
to climb the economic ladder.

The poor, then, are underprivileged and discrimi-
nated against, both explicitly and implicitly, in ways
resembling those that women and African Americans
have known. They enjoy less protection from the po-
lice; are not equal before the legal system; receive
inferior (frequently segregated) education; have fewer
opportunities from the very beginning; and have little
chance to exit from their underprivileged situation.

Many arguments for and against affirmative ac-
tion are as strong or as weak applied to the poor or
to women and African Americans. This is true, for
example, of arguments such as that affirmative ac-
tion is contrary to the merit principle and thus may
lower the level of research and of service given to the
public;® that it is unjustified since it harms those
who were never themselves guilty of discrimination;®
that affirmative action contradicts the liberal-indi-
vidualistic principle;’ or that it will alienate mem-
bers of the privileged groups who otherwise would
have supported the cause of the underprivileged.®
The analogy also holds good for answers to these criti-
cal objections, such that there is still a fair degree of
both explicit and implicit discrimination;® that all
members of the privileged groups have profited from
the disadvantages of the underprivileged;® or that
since the merit and the liberal-individualistic prin-
ciples are anyway not strictly upheld, enforcing them
fully is not justified when the underprivileged stand
to lose from this.!

However, some arguments for and against affirma-
tive action do apply differently to women and African
Americans on the one hand, and the poor on the other.
In some cases affirmative action is justified as a com-
pensation to the underprivileged and discriminated
against.'” At other times it is intended as a means
for changing the situation of the disadvantaged in
the future.”® It is assumed to do so in several ways:
(a) People tend to help members of their own group
through advice, connections, or inside information. If
there were more, e.g., African American or women
lawyers and executives, they would help more Afri-
can Americans and women to enter these professions.
(b) Knowing of the existence of affirmative action
would encourage African Americans or women to try
to reach higher positions. (¢) The presence of more
African Americans and women in desired positions
would change (even unconsciously) the self-image of
other women and African Americans and would help
them believe themselves more capable of achieving
such positions (this is the “role model argument”). (d)
The presence of more women and African Americans
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in enviable positions would change their social im-
age, and society in general would come to respect them
more, diminishing part of the implicit social diserimi-
nation against them. However, whereas the compen-
satory justification as well as (a) and (b) apply to the
poor as much as to women or African Americans, (c)
and (d) do not. When the poor reach higher positions
they will not be conspicuous as having been poor.

However, affirmative action affecting the poor is
also immune to a criticism that applies to affirma-
tive action favoring women and African Americans.
According to this objection, a woman and an African
American in a desired position will not be admired
since everyone will assume that they reached it
through affirmative action; it will be said that they
did not arrive where they did through their own com-
petence. Thus, women’s and African Americans’ im-
age will not be improved. Moreover, African Ameri-
cans and women who could and would have achieved
the position without the help of affirmative action will
also be “contaminated,” since they too will be sus-
pected of owing their achievements not to merit but
to affirmative action. Thus, affirmative action would
actually damage the image and social status of the
individuals who enjoy it and the groups to which they
belong.’* This argument, however, does not apply to
affirmative action for the poor, since when they reach
higher positions they are, again, inconspicuous as
having been poor.

These two arguments seem to balance each other.
But even if only the first is accepted, it does not seem
that the case for affirmative action for the poor be-
comes much weaker than that for African Americans
or women.

One justification for affirmative action, the argu-
ment from diversity, may seem to apply differently
to the poor on the one hand and to women or African
Americans on the other, but in fact does not. Accord-
ing to this contention, affirmative action is recom-
mendable also because it helps introduce women’s and
African Americans’ perspectives and ways of thought
into circles hitherto dominated by those of white men.
Thus, affirmative action should be welcomed since it
makes us more pluralistic and sensitive to the vari-
ety of needs that exist in society.’> However, the poor
too can help introduce new perspectives into the so-
cial discourse, and they too can encourage pluralism
and sensitivity. In some ways, the perspectives of poor
and rich probably differ more widely than those of
middle-class African Americans and middle-class
whites, or women and men.

Similarly, one argument against affirmative action
may seem to apply to the poor more than it does to
women or African Americans, but in fact does not:



that other means of helping deprived groups are as
helpful but less problematic. Such means may include
remedial schooling and job training, condemnation
of discriminatory and unfair treatment, advertise-
ment of objective merit criteria, anti-discriminatory
legislation, ‘outreach’ programs, or fellowships.!®
Some means that have been suggested for ameliorat-
ing the situation of the poor are high minimum wage,
guaranteed income, reduction of taxes, health care,
and early childhood educational programs.!” But
again it is not clear why the poor should be seen as
different here from African Americans or women. The
discrimination and disadvantages the poor suffer, like
those that women and African Americans do, have
both financial and cultural aspects. Poverty is not only
a matter of money but also of tacit and explicit dis-
crimination, self-image, and social image. Since the
1960’s economists and social scientists have been dis-
cussing what has come to be called “the culture of
poverty.”® The argument that other means are as
helpful as affirmative action but less problematic is
as strong, or as weak, in application to women, Afri-

can Americans, or the poor.

There are a few other arguments that may be made
for and against applying affirmative action programs
to the poor. One is that although the poor are disad-
vantaged, they are not discriminated against. Sup-
porters of affirmative action who are also strong ad-
herents of free market economy may assert that
whereas discrimination against African Americans
and women should not be “part of the game,” the dis-
advantages that the poor suffer should. The rich make
more money, and may use it as they see fit. It is only
to be expected that they will buy themselves and their
families better police protection, finer legal represen-
tation, superior education, and preferential opportu-
nities. It is also only natural that they will want to
leave their wealth to their offspring, and not to strang-
ers.

The question of how fair the present “economic
game” is, is too wide to be discussed in this context.
Supporters of affirmative action who deem the “game”
fair will indeed not see the disadvantages the poor
suffer as having to do with discrimination, and should
not support affirmative action for the poor. Those who
do see the present “economic game” as unfair should
accept that the poor are entitled to affirmative ac-
tion. Of course, there will be many degrees between
the two poles. The more unfair and discriminatory
the economic game is believed to be, the more one
will be committed to affirmative action also for the
poor.

Some supporters of affirmative action may believe
that any disadvantaged group is entitled to it. Oth-
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ers may believe that any group suffering from dis-
crimination is entitled, and yet others that only
groups which are both discriminated against and dis-
advantaged are. I belong to the third group. How-
ever, those belonging to the first group are necessar-
ily committed to affirmative action for the poor even
if they hold the present “economic game” to be fair
and non-discriminatory.

Another argument against instituting affirmative
action for the poor may be that whereas there is hope
that affirmative action for women and African Ameri-
cans will eventually prevail against discrimination
to the point that there will be complete equality
among ethnic groups and between the sexes, complete
economical equality will never exist. There will al-
ways be richer and poorer.

However, I do not think that affirmative action pro-
grams are committed to equality; they are commit-
ted to fairness or non-discrimination. Fairness and
non-discrimination between sexes and among ethnic
groups consists in equality. But one may believe that
the economic game may be fair even if it incorporates
some degrees of inequality. The aim of affirmative
action for the poor does not have to be complete equal-
ity; it can be a fairer and more humane economic sys-
tem.

It may also be claimed that since economical posi-
tions exists on a continuum, it is not clear where the
poverty line should be drawn. The approach for draw-
ing the poverty line I rely on here was first suggested
by Benjamin S. Rowntree in 1901, and since revised
both by him and others.!® It relies on the calculation
of the level of income needed to meet the minimal
standards of subsistence. In Rowntree’s first study
these standards covered the minimum diet needed to
maintain physical health, cheap clothing, and mod-
est housing. In later suggestions by him and others
allowance was made also for minimal educational
needs, health insurance, and the minimal standards
of appearance needed for social interaction. Accord-
ing to this approach, the criteria for being poor would
frequently concur with the criteria qualifying for state
aid such as food stamps.?®

Similarly, it may be argued that many of the claims
about the poor, presented in section 1 above, are not
true of people who fell to poverty from affluence. I
believe this is certainly true; people who fell from af-
fluence to poverty are frequently better educated,
more healthy, and enjoy a better self-image than
people born into poverty. Moreover, they have better
chances of climbing the economic ladder again. (How-
ever, the quality of the medical care, police protec-
tion, and legal representation they receive immedi-
ately drops, and their likelihood of being harmed by



criminal violence immediately rises.) Thus, people
who fell from affluence to poverty may form a special
group among the poor, a group to which my argu-
ments do not apply as strongly as to the poor in gen-
eral, and hence whose members are not entitled to
affirmative action as the poor in general do.

I think it has been sufficiently shown that the poor
are entitled to affirmative action no less than women
or African Americans. But I argue also that the poor
should be given precedence to affirmative action over
African Americans and women. First, poverty is an
important indicator for having been disadvantaged
and discriminated against. When we help rich Afri-
can Americans or rich women, we can be less sure
that we are really helping those who have been dis-
criminated against and disadvantaged than when we
help the poor. (Of course, this argument is weaker
for those supporters of affirmative action who see the
“role model” argument as the main justification for
it, and for those who think the “economic game” is
fair.)

Second, the logic of the justification for affirmative
action entails that the more underprivileged and dis-
criminated against a group is (all other things being
equal), the more should its members be given prece-
dence over members of other groups. But the poor
seem underprivileged and discriminated against more
than African Americans as such or women as such.
To illustrate this let us perform the following thought
experiment: assume that you are given the choice
whether to be born (all other things being equal) a
poor white or a rich African American; or to be born a
poor man or a rich woman. Which would you choose?
Which is more likely to enable you to develop your
potential, live longer, enjoy good health, succeed in
your career, have a positive self-image, and live hap-
pily? Alternatively, in which option are you more
likely to experience humiliation, lack of fulfillment,
frustration, and a sense of failure? I think that the
answer is obvious. All other things being equal, it is
worse to be poor than to be an African American or a
woman. But if this is so, the poor have a stronger
claim to affirmative action than do women or African
Americans. (Again the argument becomes weaker the
more one is an adherent of free market economy who
believes that the poor are “fairly disadvantaged.” In
such a case it may be claimed that being a poor white
man is thought worse than being a rich woman or a
rich African American because of disadvantages that
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are irrelevant to affirmative action.)

I believe the above arguments to have shown that, all other
things being equal, if affirmative action is justified, the poor
are entitled to it no less than women or African Americans,
and even more. Thus, if affirmative action programs are
instituted, the poor should be included in them, and be given
precedence over rich women or rich African Americans. A
rich African American man or a rich white woman have, all
other things being equal, a weaker claim to affirmative ac-

tion than a poor white man.

A fortiori, considerations of wealth should be taken
into account when deciding between members of the
same group. Just as the logic of the justification for
affirmative action entails that an African American
woman should have precedence over a white woman
or an African American man, so a poor woman should
have precedence to affirmative action over a rich
woman, and a poor African American over a rich Af-
rican American. Of course, for similar reasons a poor
African American should be given precedence over a
poor white, and a poor woman over a poor man.

But the discussion above has also indicated the gen-
eral criteria that should be used in decisions concern-
ing entitlement and precedence to affirmative action.
Decisions involve determining whether discrimina-
tion against a certain group, its disadvantage, or both,
should be taken into account; assessing the degree of
the discrimination or disadvantage (or both); decid-
ing which justifications of affirmative action apply to
which groups; and evaluating how central these jus-
tifications are to affirmative action. For example,
when judging whether, or to what extent, gays or the
physically challenged are entitled to affirmative ac-
tion, an assessment should be made of how discrimi-
nated against they are, how disadvantaged they are,
and whether both should be taken into account. Like
women and African Americans, the physically chal-
lenged will be conspicuous in desirable positions, and
thus the “role model” argument will apply to them.
Gays, like the poor, will not be conspicuous (unless
they chose to assert themselves publicly) and hence
the “role model” argument will not apply. But a deci-
sion will also have to be made on how central is the
“role model” argument for affirmative action. Those
who think it very central will endorse (in this respect)
the claim of the physically challenged more readily
than that of gays, or will give the former precedence
over the latter.?
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