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The View from 2009: Changes in The DiVersiTy 
LanDsCape aT BerkeLey

In the two decades from 1970 and 1990, the Berkeley 
campus of  the University of  California experienced one 
of  the most dramatic transformations in the ethnic and 
racial composition of  its undergraduate student body of  
any college in the country. For example, in 1968, whites 
constituted more than 75 per cent of  the students. 
Blacks made up only 2.7 per cent – the Chicano/Latino 
population made up only 1.3 per cent, and while we lack 
precise figures on the percentage of  Asian students, it is 
clear that their numbers never reached as high as 7 per 
cent. In stunning contrast, in 1989, whites were only half  
of  the entering freshman class.

This change reflected in part the demographic shifts 
in the ethnic and racial composition of  the state. The 
immigration laws of  1965 reversed eight decades of  
exclusionary practices against Asians, and within a dozen 
years California’s Asian population surged from less than 

3 per cent to more than 10 per cent. During this same 
period, sharp increases in immigration from Mexico and 
Central America would re-shape the landscape of  the 
Central Valley and the main coastal cities. 

But the new composition of  Berkeley’s students was 
not just a function of  the inexorable march of  these 
demographic changes. University admissions policies 
also played an important role – and grew out of  a 
growing commitment to ethnic and racial diversity by the 
university administration under the Chancellorships of  
Ira Michael Heyman and Chang-Lin Tien. 

A very pro-active affirmative action admissions 
program was initiated at Berkeley, under Chancellor 
Heyman in the 1980s. It was largely a response to the 
mismatch between the demographics of  the state 
population and the composition of  the student bodies 
that came to Berkeley. The active admissions policies 
were designed to make Berkeley more reflective of  the 
composition of  the population of  state. However, these 

moves would encounter increasing 
public opposition – most notably 
a primarily white backlash against 
affirmative action – reflecting 
public sentiments and the social 
and political organizing and 
mobilization strategies of  a 
focused group of  political activists. 
As more and more “students 
of  color” enrolled at Berkeley, 
there was a push for curricular 
change that would better reflect 
the shifting composition. While 
this was true for many college 
campuses across the country, 
the Berkeley history and very 
prominent public presence made 
it a natural site and these times 
became a propitious period for 
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student activism. It was in this context that, in 1989, 
Chancellor Heyman commissioned a study by the 
Institute for the Study of  Social Change to review the 
situation and report back on “campus climate”. Over the 
next 18 months, several hundred students were interviewed 
by a dozen faculty researchers, both in groups that were 
“homogeneous” and later, “heterogeneous.” The outcome 
was “The Diversity Project” – a short monograph that sold 
out two printings and “went national” when the New York 
Times devoted considerable space to the report in early 
October, 1990. The Diversity Project captured two aspects 
of  high tension – on the one hand, students expressed 
their frustration of  what many described as retreats (by 
other students, of  course) into “balkanized enclaves” 
–but on the other hand, many provided accounts and 
experiences of  circumstances and situations in which 
they felt that their educational experience had been 
enriched by being at a site that had them at least “brush 
up against” students from radically different social and 
cultural backgrounds. What they lamented was the failed 
opportunity for more class-room framed experiences.

1995 UCB FIRS T  YEAR  ADMISSIONS
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Now, exactly two decades later, we look back over 
a comparable period of  re-composition to a) mark the 
20th anniversary of  the original Diversity Project, and b) to 
document some of  the impacts of  that re-composition. 
In the years that followed the end of  the Chancellorship 
of  Chang-Lin Tien in 1997, there were again important 
shifts in the student body. In 1996 the California electorate 
passed a ballot Proposition (No. 209) that prohibited 
the use of  race, sex, or ethnicity as a basis for providing 
preference for school or college admissions. The actual 
implementation of  this law would not take place in UC 
admissions policies until the fall class of  1998. The 
explicitly liberal admission policies of  the 1980s and 
early 1990s were suddenly replaced with policies which 
prohibited the consideration of  race or ethnicity as 
factors in the selection of  new college admits.1

proposiTion 209: PROHIBITION AGAINST 
DISCRIMINATION OR PREFERENTIAL 
TREATMENT BY STATE AND OTHER 

PUBLIC ENTITIES. 
INITIATIVE CONSTITUTIONAL 

AMENDMENT.

• Prohibits the state, local governments, districts, 
public universities, colleges, and schools, and other 
government instrumentalities from discriminating 
against or giving preferential treatment to any 
individual or group in public employment, public 
education, or public contracting on the basis of  race, 
sex, color, ethnicity, or national origin. 

• Does not prohibit reasonably necessary, bona fide 
qualifications based on sex and actions necessary for 
receipt of  federal funds. 

• Mandates enforcement to extent permitted by federal law. 
• Requires uniform remedies for violations. Provides 

for severability of  provisions if  invalid. 
The demographic composition of  the new classes of  

freshmen at UCB changed dramatically after Proposition 
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209 was implemented. As can be seen clearly in the 
table above, African-American and Chicano/Latino 
enrollment declined sharply in fall, 1998. For first-year 
admissions in the ten years following the implementation 
of  Proposition 209, the percentage of  African American 
and Chicano/Latino student admits never recovered 
significantly from the peak years in the mid 1990s, 
despite the growth in the proportion of  Chicano/Latino 
students in the California public high school population.

The percentage of  Hispanic (Chicano/Latino) public 
high school graduates, continued to increase during the 
period of  1998 through 2007. However, the initiatives 
and programs that were designed to make the University 
of  California more representative of  the ethnic and racial 
composition of  the state’s population were eliminated 
or reduced in the wake of  Proposition 209. This ballot 
initiative was designed by its promoters to target ethnic 
and racial preferences that were core elements of  
California’s affirmative action programs for school and 
college admissions, public employment, and government 
contracts. As Berkeley political scientists Bruce Cain and 
Jack Citrin pointed out, the passage of  Proposition 209 
was only one of  several ballot initiatives designed to give 
political voices to public resistance among white voters 

to policies that they perceived might alter the tangible 
or symbolic benefits enjoyed by various ethnic or racial 
groups.2

 The passage of  Proposition 209 in November 1996 
was one of  several occasions on which California 
voters have employed direct democracy to alter 
policies providing tangible or symbolic benefits to 
ethnic minorities. As long ago as 1964, they approved 
an initiative, later ruled unconstitutional, overturning 
the Rumford Fair Housing Act. In 1986, voters passed 
an English-only amendment to the state constitution. 
In 1994, they overwhelmingly adopted Proposition 
187, a measure designed to restrict the access of  
illegal immigrants to most state services. And 1998 
brought the victory of  Proposition 227, an initiative 
requiring the elimination of  most established bilingual 
education programs in public schools.3

1  Official title and Summary prepared by the Office of the Attorney General, State of California. See 

http://vote96.sos.ca.gov/BP/209.htm

new FreShman enrollment by ethnIcIty 
Fall 1996 through Fall 2000

Ethnicity Fall 1996 Fall 1997 Fall 1998 Fall 1999 Fall 2000

African-American 233 6.5% 257 7.3% 126 3.5% 126 3.6% 148 4.1%

American Indian 52 1.4% 23 0.7% 14 0.4% 22 0.6% 20 0.5%

Chicano/Latino 545 15.1% 470 13.4% 269 7.4% 329 9.3% 320 8.8%

Asian-American 1,431 39.7% 1,468 42.0% 1,562 42.8% 1,581 44.9% 1,629 44.7%

White 1,089 30.2% 1,017 29.1% 1,090 29.9% 1,110 31.5% 1,122 30.8%

Other 60 1.7% 76 2.2% 48 1.3% 61 1.7% 63 1.7%

Not Given 196 5.4% 187 5.3% 540 14.8% 295 8.4% 341 9.4%

Subtotal - Citizens & Immigrants 3,606  3,498  3,649  3,524  3,643  

International 102  75  86  94  92  

Total 3,708  3,573  3,735  3,618  3,735  

Subtotal - African-American, American Indian, 
Chicano/Latino 830 23.0% 750 21.4% 409 11.2% 477 13.5% 488 13.4%

Sources: Office of Student Research, Office of Planning and Analysis, UC Berkeley

2 Bruce Cain, Jack Citrin, and Cara Wong, Ethnic Context, Race Relations, and California 

Politics, 2000. Public Policy Institute of California; San Francisco, CA. p.47
3 Ibid.
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insTiTuTionaL anD organizaTionaL impaCT

Perhaps the most significant impact of  the 
changing student body was the demand for, and the 
ultimate implementation of  curricular change that 
would better reflect the changing composition of  the 
undergraduate population. The leading edge of  this 
was the institutionalization of  the American Cultures 
requirement – passed by the Academic Senate in the early 
1990s. This was a policy change stipulating that every 
student take at least one course approved as “American 
Cultures” – the content of  which was to be comparative 
of  at least three of  five broadly defined racial and ethnic 
groups. Over the next decade and half, more than four-
hundred courses would be completely revised to meet 
the terms of  this policy. Nowhere else in the country 
had such a broad experiment in comparative pedagogical 
innovation been instituted. 

While the first few years met resistance by a minority 
of  students who chafed at the idea of  any requirement, 
this early period also witnessed the emergence of  a new 
collegial engagement by scores of  faculty who exchanged 
ideas and learned from each other in a series of  summer 
seminars funded by the American Cultures Center. 
Many of  these faculty would testify years later as to how 
these planning seminars had been the most intellectually 
challenging. In addition to the curricular innovation, 
there was also a strong push for what came to be called 
“engaged learning” – a general idea that advocates 
claimed as a superior way of  student-participation in the 
learning experience. Some classes would build in a field 
research component, where students were required to go 
out into the community to gain first hand knowledge of  
subject matter that ranged from architecture to health 
policy, from criminal justice forensic techniques to 
museum curator backstage operations. Among the most 
successful and enduring was the Undergraduate Research 
Apprenticeship Program, in which students could gain 
first-hand experience under the mentorship of  a senior 

faculty member in the course of  the professor’s own 
research projects. Again, students who were enrolled in 
this program would provide rich testimonials as to how 
it shaped their intellectual interests along a trajectory that 
described how their apprenticeships often generated their 
own intellectual interests – motivating them to go on to 
graduate studies that permitted them to explore more fully 
subject matter they had begun to encounter during their 
time as undergraduate assistants. The institutionalization 
of  these programs has been the enduring legacy of  the 
new combinations of  students and the kinds of  interests 
they brought to the academic enterprise.

where Do we go from here?

In an effort to make the Berkeley campus more 
representative of  the composition of  the state’s population, 
a pro-active admissions process (1983-96) made great 
progress in increasing the number and proportion of  
Blacks and Latinos among the undergraduate students. 
In the wake of  these efforts stalled by the after effects 
of  Proposition 209, advocates of  a more representative 
student body have suggested that part of  the burden for 
redress should focus on the K-12 system, providing more 
and new resources to increase its educational success in 
preparing more students from under-represented groups 
for admission to the university. Some of  this energy has 
involved developing teaching methods and pedagogy 
that articulate with the interests and experiences of  youth 
(e.g. providing after-school and summer programs which 
support academic advancement for underrepresented 
students) but these types of  efforts have yielded limited 
results in the last decade.

The mission and mandate for the University of  
California as a land grant institution clearly states that its 
very reason for being is to bring education to the general 
public in an effort to strengthen the economy and polity 
of  the state. This suggests that other avenues should be 
pursued to better align with this mission. A fundamental 
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policy change which has been pursued, but which could 
yield additional substantial results, is improving the 
articulation between community colleges and the UC 
system. This is not a novel idea. It has been the subject 
of  reports and study by the California Post-Secondary 
Education Commission. It has also been one of  the foci 
of  University of  California admissions policies around 
seeking to enhance the inclusiveness of  the student body 
at the UC campuses. But the community college pipeline 
does offer the prospect of  making further advances in 
increasing the diversity of  admits to UC. The California 
State University system recruits over 50 per cent of  
its students from community college graduates. This 
contrasts with UC Berkeley, which recruits between 
25 and 30 per cent of  entering students from the 
community college system. If  there is to be a continuing 
commitment to enhancing equity and inclusiveness, 
particularly in these difficult times, it requires a renewed 
commitment to implement the goal of  the Master Plan 
– by increasing the articulation between the different 
hubs of  the California public college and university 
system. Progress has been made in this area by UC, with 
full year community college transfers to the University 
California system increasing by about 40 per cent over 
the last decade, going from 10,177 in 1998/99 to 14,112 
in 2008/09.4

With tuition increasing to over $10,000 a semester next 
year and with enrollment reflecting an overwhelming 
majority of  Whites and Asian Americans we would 
do well to be reminded of  the situation that Governor 
Pat Brown faced at the beginning of  the 1960s. That 
administration made the long range strategy to expand 
the access to inexpensive four year college and university 
training for the state’s population. In these times, the 
public debate is far less on equity and access – but 

instead has riveted attention upon those who have more 
resources and social capital now worrying about blocked 
opportunities and blocked futures for their own children. 

In the long view, the state of  California faces a future 
of  increasing racial and ethnic apartheid in access 
to credentialed and skilled positions which require a 
minimum of  a four year college or university training – 
the main opportunity track in this rapidly changing post-
industrial economy. Latinos comprise 38 per cent of  the 
high school graduates of  the public high schools.5 The 
trajectory is now very clear: the State of  California and 
its higher education system can look forward to a two 
tier training and employment future – in which Whites 
and Asians have far more access to higher education, and 
a corresponding better access to economic and social 
opportunity. The vision of  public serving, land grant 
universities driving and sustaining access to a growing 
economy, modified with an eye to civil rights and social 
justice in the 1980s and 90s, is now morphing into a 
newly configured (but historically reminiscent) ethnically, 
racially stratified political economy. The richness of  the 
quilt of  diversity as the locus of  good education in a 
diverse society is a vision of  diversity in higher education 
that is rapidly fading. It can still be rescued, but only with 
a re-invigorated and proactive social policy.

 Troy Duster
 November, 2009

4 California Postsecondary Education Commission-Transfer Totals, http://cpec.ca.gov/OnLineData/

TransferTotals.asp?Seg=A 

5  Graduates by Ethnicity State of California, 2007-08, California Department of Education, 

Educational Demographics Office (CBEDS, sifc07 8/7/09)
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