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Competition for positions in American medi-
cal schools is often vicious. Lured by the
astronomical salaries that await them as surgeons
or private Practitioners,' thousands of the na-
tion’s top young scholars become obsessed with
making good grades in college so as to ensure
their admission. Once in, the tension is eased:
anyone who is accepted to 2 medical school is
bright enough to handle the academic load. The
anxiety comes in the four years of preparation
8 an undergrad,®> where the students must
produce top grades, or forget about a medical
career. Pre-med students? resort to extreme, and
often absurd methods of improving their chances
of getting accepted. Any serious candidate who is
getting a C in a course, or sometimes even 2 B,
will, rather than accept the low grade, drop out
of the course altogether, so that his record will
not be marred. This results in five year under-
graduate programs for some students, for they
feel that only with a perfect 4.0 average® will
they be guaranteed a spot in medical school.
Some of the less scrupulous candidates stoop to
what is known as “back stabbing™*: that s, by
means of some foul play,® they sabotage other
pre-med students’ [ab Projects, so as to get better
grades than they, and thus eliminate more

competitors for the coveted med school posi-
tions.
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As if competition were not stiff enough,’
another factor has recently emerged to hinder
those potential candidates who have a unique
disadvantage: being white males. In a society that
has long been dominated by this group, recent
measures have been taken to even matters up,8
so that distribution of “prestige™ jobs, such as
doctors, lawyers, executives, and any other posi-
tions that command authority and a high salary,
is more even, with minorities and women getting
their share of the opportunities. This has been
done through what is known as the “quota
system,” whereby a college or professional
school admits, every year, a certain number of
minorities or women, regardless of the fact that
white males whom they compete with may have
better credentials. This system takes place not
only in schools considering candidates for admis-
sion; employers, both privately and publicly
funded, are also under pressure to hire a certain
number of women or minorities, to atone for'®
the years of discrimination that the groups
endured.

The institution primarily responsible for
quota systems is known as “Affirmative Action.”
Their avowed purpose is to place minority
members in the visible,!! responsible positions
which have been denied to them over the years.
The rationale is that minorities will wallow'? in
a sense of low self-esteem, and thus be unproduc-
tive members of society, if they do not have
“role models”!® in prominent positions. For
example, if a young black sees that there are no
black teachers, lawyers, or doctors, he will
assume that these fields are closed to him.
Affirmative Action contends that businesses and
professional schools must admit a certain number
of minority members, regardless of the fact that
they might have inferior credentials to the whites
whom they compete with, in order to establish in
each profession models, so that youngsters will
realize that they have the opportunity to hold
responsible, well-paying jobs. The hope is that
minorities, rather than assuming that they can
never achieve status in a society dominated by
white males, can have something to aspire to.

Another contention by Affirmative Action
supporters is that minority students who ultima-
tely get their degrees will return to the ghettos!?
to practice, to work with their communities as
well as to provide role models for youngsters: by
providing ghettos with qualified, concerned doc-
tors, health care in impoverished urban areas,
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presently a current national concern, will be
greatly improved; and lawyers who work in the
cities will provide legal aid and defense for those
who could not otherwise afford it. The idea
behind Affirmative Action was stated succinctly
by then-President Lyndon Johnson in 1965,
when he signed the Executive order leading to
the first Affirmative Action program: addressing
the students of Howard University, a predomi-
nantly black school near Washington, D.C., he
said, “You do not take a person who for years
has been hobbled'® by chains and liberate him,
bring him up to the starting line of a race and
then say, ‘You are free to compete with all
others,” and still believe that you have been
completely fair.”” In a few generations, Affirma-
tive Action supporters claim, differences in
achievement levels between whites and minorities
will disappear, and such programs will become
unnecessary; presently, though, we must admit
minority members to high level positions to
increase their social status and self-esteem, so
that they can someday be on a social and
economic par with whites.

Critics have found much wrong with Affirma-
tive Action programs. They claim that minorities
will, as a result of the lower rates of achievement
expected of them, become complacent, and
assume that they will be rewarded for lesser
accomplishments. Thus, they will become lazy,
for they will not have to work as hard as whites
in order to be successful: the rewards will be
granted to them because of race, rather than
effort. Additionally, minorities will assume that,
since they need an advantage in competing with
whites, they are inherently inferior. These fac-
tors, critics claim, will combine to cause minori-
ties to sink even lower in self-esteem than they
are at present. America has always been a nation
where the work ethic'® has been highly valued:;
many second generation whites who have had to
work their way up from poverty resent the fact
that present-day minorities have opportunities
handed to them; after all, the Irish, Jewish,
Italian, and Polish immigrants were heavily discri-
minated against upon their arrival to America,
and had to work their way up the social ladder
with almost as many obstacles as now face
Blacks, Chicanos,'” and Asian-Americans, our
current minorities. The major difference seems to
be that today’s minorities are easily distinguished
by their skin colors(or, in the case of women, by
their sex;)while a second generation Italian or
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Pole could easily assimilate his new country’s
speech and customs, and thus blend in, a black is
marked by his skin. Therefore, he is an obvious
target not only for racial abuse, of which he
certainly has had more than his fair share, but
the good will of philanthropists such as the
Affirmative Action people.

Conflicts occur when a highly qualified white
male is rejected for a position in favor of a
competent, but lesser qualified minority mem-

er. This practice is known as reverse discrimi-

nation: that is, rather than a minority member
being discriminated against, as has been the
custom in the United States, a member of the
dominant faction of society is denied his oppor-
tunity. The issue of rights is raised: should a
person who has worked hard towards a goal, such
as admission to medical school, and achieved
high grades for his efforts, be rejected, while a
member of a minority group, who has lower
grades, is admitted largely because he represents
a minority?

The problem, as a result of a current court
case, is about to reach the breaking point.'®
Allan Bakke, a Vietnam veteran, applied to the
University of California at Davis medical school
five years ago, and was rejected. He applied again
the following year, and was once more rejected;
concerned, he did some checking and found that
other students with lesser qualifications had been
admitted ahead of him. Their only advantage, as
far as Bakke could determine, was that they were
Black, Mexican-American, or Asian-American.
Bakke, a holder of a 3.5 (out of a possible 4.0)
grade point average in college, had been over-
looked in favor of candidates with G.P.A.’s'?
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low as 2.1, and with far lower Medical Board
scores. Understandably, he was upset, and decid-
ed to file suit to challenge his rejection.

His case has now reached the United States
Supreme Court, and the decision that the court
arrives at will have profound effects on the
nation’s evaluation process. Should Bakke win
and Affirmative Action, with its quota system,
be declared unconstitutional, the hopes of many
minority aspirants will be dashed. Minorities
claim that their true abilities are not measured by
the white educational system, for they must
respond to the white cultural expectations, and
are thus handicapped in their schooling, and
penalized in the evaluation process. The quota
system, they maintain, makes up for this im-
balance. Should Bakke lose, it will mean that
many white males will be working at a disadvan-
tage in competing for prestigious positions, and
often will go unrewarded?® for a great deal of
hard work. The problem of race as criteria for
hiring or admission purposes is a difficult one to
resolve, for both sides present legitimate argu-
ments. The question facing the court is: is one
means of discrimination, regardless of previous
injustices, better, or even more seriously, more
constitutional than another? The decision that
the court reaches will profoundly effect the
futures of millions of young Americans.
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