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 Affirmative action remains one of the most debated public policies in contemporary 
democracies. Framed as a corrective mechanism against historical injustices and 
structural inequalities, it has evolved differently across political systems. This paper 
examines affirmative action within the broader framework of international relations 
and comparative public policy, focusing on its normative justifications, institutional 
designs, socio-economic outcomes, and political contestations. Drawing on cases 
from the United States, India, South Africa, and Brazil, the study situates affirmative 
action within debates on equality, distributive justice, and identity politics. Using 
qualitative policy analysis and secondary data interpretation, the paper argues that 
affirmative action functions not only as a domestic redistributive instrument but also 
as a normative signal of democratic commitment to inclusive citizenship in the global 
order. While evidence suggests measurable gains in representation and access to 
education and employment, implementation challenges, judicial contestation, and 
political polarization remain significant. The paper concludes by proposing a 
framework for designing equity-oriented policies that balance meritocratic norms 
with social justice objectives.  
Keywords:  Affirmative action; equality; social justice; quotas; democracy; public 
policy; identity politics; comparative politics 
 

1. Introduction 

Affirmative action constitutes one of the most debated instruments of distributive justice in modern democracies. 
Designed to address structural inequality and historical injustice, it seeks to expand access to education, 
employment, and political representation for historically marginalized communities. Although terminology 
differs—reservations, positive discrimination, employment equity, diversity mandates—the normative objective 
remains consistent: to reduce entrenched social disadvantage. 

Across democratic systems such as the United States, India, South Africa, and Brazil, affirmative action has 
emerged as a response to specific historical injustices—racial segregation, caste hierarchy, apartheid, and 
systemic exclusion. Yet beyond domestic redistribution, affirmative action also shapes international perceptions 
of democratic legitimacy. In a global order increasingly attentive to inclusion, domestic equity policies serve as 
normative indicators of state commitment to justice. 

This article addresses four central questions: 

1. What normative theories justify affirmative action? 
2. How do institutional designs vary across democratic contexts? 
3. What empirical outcomes can be observed? 
4. How does affirmative action influence democratic legitimacy internationally? 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Normative and Philosophical Foundations 

The intellectual foundation of affirmative action is anchored in liberal egalitarian thought. John Rawls’ 
“difference principle” contends that inequalities are permissible only if they benefit the least advantaged members 
of society.¹ This theoretical logic supports redistributive mechanisms when structural disadvantage undermines 
fair equality of opportunity. 

Ronald Dworkin further argues that equality requires compensatory treatment where background conditions 
distort competition.² Similarly, Iris Marion Young critiques purely formal equality, emphasizing structural 
oppression embedded in institutions.³ 

Opponents, however, emphasize procedural neutrality and meritocracy. Critics argue that group-based 
preferences risk reverse discrimination and may entrench identity categories.⁴ This normative tension remains 
central to judicial review in constitutional democracies. 

2.2 Historical Institutionalism and Policy Evolution 

Historical institutionalism explains why affirmative action policies endure once embedded within constitutional 
frameworks. In India, constitutional provisions (Articles 15 and 16) institutionalized reservations at 
independence, generating path dependency.⁵ In the United States, affirmative action evolved through executive 
orders and judicial interpretation during the civil rights era.⁶ 

South Africa’s post-apartheid constitution institutionalized employment equity and Black Economic 
Empowerment as transformative tools.⁷ Brazil adopted university quota legislation in 2012 following decades of 
racial inequality debate.⁸ 

These cases illustrate how institutional context shapes policy durability. 

2.3 International Norm Diffusion 

Constructivist international relations scholarship highlights the diffusion of equality norms through global 
institutions.⁹ Affirmative action policies align with global human rights commitments and Sustainable 
Development Goal 10 (Reduced Inequalities). States may adopt equity measures not only for domestic justice 
but also to signal compliance with global democratic norms. 

3. Methodology 

This research adopts qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) with the following features: 

 Case Selection: Democracies with distinct historical injustices. 
 Data Sources: Constitutional provisions, legislative texts, court judgments, government reports, and 

peer-reviewed academic literature. 
 Analytical Focus: Representation, educational access, employment equity, judicial contestation. 
 Temporal Scope: Post-1960 period to present. 

The methodology emphasizes interpretive policy analysis rather than quantitative modelling, consistent with 
comparative institutional research in political science. 

 



 International Journal of Web of Multidisciplinary Studies 
E-ISSN: 3049-2424  

 

IJWOS | Volume 3 Issue 3, March 2026  |  https://ijwos.com                                                                           126 
 

 

4. Institutional Designs 

Table 1. Comparative Institutional Models of Affirmative Action 

Country Target Groups Policy Mechanism Constitutional / Legal 
Basis 

Scope 

United 
States 

African Americans, 
minorities, women 

Diversity admissions, 
executive mandates 

Civil Rights Act 
(1964); judicial rulings 

Education, 
employment 

India Scheduled Castes, 
Scheduled Tribes, 
OBCs 

Quotas (reservations) Constitution Articles 
15 & 16 

Education, public 
employment, 
legislature 

South 
Africa 

Black, Coloured, 
Indian populations 

Employment Equity 
Act; BEE 

Post-1996 Constitution Employment, 
ownership 

Brazil Afro-Brazilians, 
public school 
graduates 

Federal university 
quotas (2012) 

Federal Law 
12.711/2012 

Higher education 

Source: Author compilation based on constitutional and legislative documents. 

5. Empirical Outcomes 

5.1 Education Access 

In India, enrolment rates among Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes in higher education have increased 
significantly since the 1990s.¹⁰ Brazil’s federal university quotas substantially diversified public institutions 
within a decade.¹¹ 

In the United States, minority enrolment expanded after civil rights reforms, though recent Supreme Court rulings 
have limited race-conscious admissions.¹² 

5.2 Employment Equity 

South Africa’s Employment Equity Act improved representation of historically disadvantaged populations in 
managerial positions, though income inequality remains high.¹³ Corporate diversity initiatives in the United States 
increased minority participation in professional sectors during the late twentieth century.¹⁴ 

5.3 Political Representation 

India’s reserved legislative constituencies guarantee representation of marginalized communities in parliament 
and state assemblies, enhancing descriptive representation.¹⁵ 

6. Judicial Contestation and Political Debate 

Affirmative action remains subject to constitutional scrutiny. The United States Supreme Court has periodically 
narrowed permissible criteria in admissions decisions.¹⁶ In India, the Supreme Court introduced the “creamy 
layer” principle to exclude economically advanced members of beneficiary groups.¹⁷ 

Judicial review reflects democratic negotiation rather than systemic failure. 

7. International Legitimacy and Soft Power 
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Affirmative action contributes to normative credibility in global politics. States advocating social justice 
internationally derive moral authority from inclusive domestic policies. This reinforces democratic soft power 
and enhances participation in multilateral human rights discourse. 

8. Critiques and Policy Design Challenges 

Key critiques include: 

 Identity entrenchment 
 Elite capture within beneficiary groups 
 Administrative inefficiency 
 Political polarization 

Effective design requires periodic review mechanisms and socio-economic criteria integration. 

9. Toward a Balanced Model 

An adaptive framework should: 

1. Combine group and class-based targeting. 
2. Ensure transparency and data monitoring. 
3. Include sunset clauses and impact assessment. 
4. Invest in early education equity to reduce long-term dependency. 

10. Conclusion 

Affirmative action remains a central mechanism for addressing systemic inequality in democratic societies. 
Comparative evidence demonstrates measurable gains in representation and opportunity. While politically 
contested, it reflects a deeper normative commitment to inclusive citizenship. 

In the international arena, equity-oriented governance enhances democratic legitimacy and reinforces global 
justice norms. The future of affirmative action depends on balanced institutional design, judicial moderation, and 
sustained political commitment to equality. 
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