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Bakke v. Regents of the U of C
Case background:

Year: 1978
Chief Justice: Warren Burger
Associate Justices: William Brennan, Byron White, Thurgood Marshall, Harry Blackmun, John Stevens, Lewis Powell, William Rehnquist, Potter Stewart

Allan Bakke was a white male who applied to the University of California Davis Medical School and was denied admission. Applicants were evaluated by a 5-person committee and given a benchmark score out of 500 points. Minority applicants were evaluated and admitted by a separate committee with different standards. However, minority applicants did not have to meet the 2.5 GPA requirement of regular applicants. The school reserved 16 seats for minority applicants and could not be given to regular applicants. Bakke applied and was denied twice, and he did not qualify for the special admission seats. He complained that the admissions program utilized a racial and ethnic quota. He applied a third time but was rejected. Soon after, the school admitted several minority applicants with significantly lower benchmark scores than Bakke’s. He filed suit seeking an injunction to allow him into the school claiming that the school had discriminated against him based on race and thus violated his rights guaranteed to him by the Fourteenth Amendment. The California Supreme Court ruled in favor of Bakke, and the university then appealed to the United States Supreme Court.
Issues: 

Whether or not a university can reject an applicant based on race or meeting a quota?
Decision:


The Supreme Court decided, with a 6-2 vote, that race could be one, but only one, or numerous factors used by discriminatory boards such as college admissions boards. Minority quotas separate minority applicants from the competition among the regular applicants. The quotas technically discriminate against regular applicants and are thus unconstitutional. The justices stated that the university could use race as a “plus” factor though not a major deciding factor. Race could be taken into account in a “holistic review.”
Majority Opinion:

Justice Powell wrote the opinion with four justices agreeing with one part and the other four justices agreeing with the other part. They found that the special admissions program is undeniably a classification based on race and ethnic background. The Fourteenth Amendment shall prove the same protection to all citizens and not differ between individuals. Discrimination against members of the white “majority” cannot be suspect if its purpose is characterized as “benign,” and preferring members of any one group for no reason other than race or ethnic origin is discrimination, which the Constitution forbids. A university may make its own decisions as to education including the selection of its student body. Qualifications and characteristics are more important than race in the diversity of an organization. Setting minority seat requirements does not create a genuine diversity.
