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     Imagine that you are working on a puzzle, and another person is working on their own duplicate puzzle.  

Whoever finishes first stands to gain a large sum of money.  You’ve both been working on your respective 

puzzles for a while, but the other person seems to be making much better progress than you are. 

     Now, I come along, and I tell you that I am willing to give you a boost.  I will complete a large portion of 

the puzzle for you, and that will put you ahead of the other person.  You will likely receive the money instead 

of the other person.  My question is this:  Do you accept my help? 

     I suspect that for most of us, our first inclination is “Heck yeah!”  After all, who doesn’t like money?  

Some of us would probably accept the assistance, and never look back.  Some of us would accept the help, 

win the money, and not think about it until after the money is sitting safely in our bank account.  We might 

even feel a little bit bad for the person who lost.  Probably not enough to give them the money, but a little bit. 

     If we really stopped to think about what transpired, however, wouldn’t we all have to admit that this 

attitude is just a teeny bit selfish?  Actually, a lot selfish.  The other person obviously would have wanted to 

win the money; wouldn’t they have some feelings about what happened, too?  To ignore their point of view is 

narcissistic and careless.  Wouldn’t they say that the fact that you received that help was unfair?  You might 

not admit it right away, but I bet you would sure admit it if the other person had received the assistance 

instead of you. 

     It is easy to accept an unfairness when you are the beneficiary, but the right thing is not always easy.  A 

reflective, fair person is also concerned when someone else is treated unfairly.  I submit that if you desire to 

be a fair person, you would have to turn down the offer of assistance.  If the person offering the assistance is a 

figure of authority, and they are telling you that you should take it, I know it can be extremely difficult, but 

that is not an excuse.  Accepting the offer makes you an unfair person. 

     If you don’t care at all about whether you are fair or not, I have nothing more to say to you.  You would 

just accept the offer and say that if being unfair leads you to getting a big payday, then that makes it all the 

better.  And of course you would be right.  Good luck in your life; I think you’ll need it.  I am only addressing 

my words to those who care about being fair. 

     We are not yet done, however.  Let’s say you do turn down my offer of assistance, and I look at you 

funny.  I point out that given the difference in completion rates, it is clear that without my help, you will lose.  

You say you understand, but you would rather lose and be fair, than try to gain some unfair advantage. 

     But then I tell you that you are mistaken; it isn’t an unfair advantage.  You are intrigued.  If the advantage 

given you would not be unfair, then you could rightly accept it.  You are suspicious, however, and demand to 

know how that could be possible. 

     I tell you that it is not your fault that you are doing poorly relative to the other person; it is the fault of 

other people.  Wow.  We all want it to be the case that other people are responsible for our failures.  It feels 

better than to admit that we are responsible ourselves.  Yet, you aren’t just going to submit to that emotional 

pull, and instead you want an explanation.  You want to understand how other people can be responsible 

before you admit that your failure is not due to your own lesser ability, talent, or intellect. 

     I have no shortage of explanations.  First, I point to the fact that someone may have chosen the puzzles in a 

certain way.  Perhaps they chose puzzles that you in particular aren’t very good at.  If they did, then there is 

no way you could compete fairly against another person who was good at those kind of puzzles.  Since the 

competition itself is unfair, then fairness would demand that you get some kind of assistance. 

     It sounds so easy.  You could so easily go along with it, take the help, and go on your way.  I submit to 

you, however, that going along with this sort of thing is wrong in at least three ways.  First, it might not be 

factually true and the burden of proof is on the one who makes the claim; second, even if the puzzle were 

chosen in this way, it would still not justify getting the extra help; and three, searching for excuses for your 

failures is exactly the wrong kind of attitude to take if you want to be successful at anything. 

     The first criticism is that you don’t know that the puzzle was chosen in some biased way against you.  If 

you happen to be wrong, then you have gotten assistance which you didn’t deserve.  Your accepting aid now 



would mean you are cheating your opponent.  Again, if you care more about getting the money than being 

fair, this reasoning would not be convincing to you, but if you prefer fairness over money, then you must 

continue searching for justification.  Let’s face it; unless you have proof that the puzzle was chosen in some 

underhanded way, shouldn’t we assume that it wasn’t?  In which case, accepting the extra assistance would 

not be fair. 

     Moreover, let’s suppose that the person or persons offering the money for the contest did indeed choose a 

kind of puzzle at which you in particular are not good.  How is that supposed to justify your getting extra 

help?  When they set up the contest, they chose a Rubik’s Cube over some other kind of puzzle, and you are 

terrible at solving Rubik’s Cubes.  They want to give an award to someone who can solve the Rubik’s Cube 

puzzle the fastest.  Clearly, you would not be able to solve it the fastest.  How is that supposed to justify your 

getting assistance so that you can finish before someone who is better than you?  How arrogant.  Doesn’t that 

attitude presuppose that you deserve to win every competition you are in? 

     You ARE less talented than the other person in regard to solving the Rubik’s Cube.  So, in fact, you still 

would be responsible for your failure, wouldn’t you?  You might feel that it would be nice if you had been 

given more time to prepare for the competition in question, but they point out that the rules have been 

available for ten years.  Some people began preparing then, and they used their talents and abilities to get 

faster at solving the cube.  You did not.  How then is it supposed to follow that you should receive some kind 

of extra help which no one else is getting? 

     In fact, there is another contest next year, and you can enter that contest then.  You are informed as to what 

kind of puzzle it will be, and you have an entire year to prepare.  Should you fail to prepare well enough 

during that time, or you just don’t have the natural talent in this area, would that justify you receiving a leg up 

on that contest?   

     You are beginning to think that my offer of help is condescending, and that I must have some kind of 

ulterior motive, but I’m not yet finished.  I point out that the problem isn’t just that you aren’t good at these 

puzzles now, but even if you had trained for them, you still wouldn’t be good enough to win the competition.  

You could try all you want and practice for as long as you want, but you still would finish behind other 

people who didn’t try as hard.  You ask again, how is that supposed to justify your sneakily getting a leg up 

on the competition?  That just means that they have more talent than you in this area, and so they deserve to 

win.  Your taking the aid would take something away from them that they deserve. 

     Only if the other competitor and the judges agree, then in that case it would be perfectly fine for me to get 

the assistance.  Golfers have a handicap, and in other sports one might be spotted a few points.  One could 

also get a head start, or be aided in some other way.  But notice carefully what happens in these cases.  

Everyone publicly acknowledges the inferiority of one party, and the superior party agrees to modify the rules 

in order to make the game more challenging for all.  Keep this in mind.  Furthermore, let's say that in the 

puzzle you are solving, the other competitor vociferously rejects any kind of head start or beneficial 

advantage for you.  In this case, your deficiency would not justify your receiving the assistance, and we 

would all recognize it as cheating. 

     I then tell you that it isn’t that you are bad at these puzzles individually.  If it were just that you as an 

individual were bad at these puzzles, then that would be one thing.  The truth is that people who come from 

the same city as you quite often do poorly on these types of puzzles, and everyone knows it. 

     Again, you have to ask yourself, is it true?  Is it really true that people from your city do worse, on 

average, than anyone else?  If it is false, then I am not only lying to you, but I am trying to trick you into 

taking unfair advantage of someone else.  But even if it is true, then what would it justify?  Perhaps people in 

your city are just not as good as other people at solving these kinds of puzzles.  Perhaps they are not as good 

at solving puzzles in general.  But how is that supposed to justify you getting extra assistance?  Perhaps you 

as an individual, unlike other people from your city, are good at solving puzzles, in which case wouldn’t you 

agree that your getting assistance is patently unfair? 

     Let’s say that it is true that you are not that good at the puzzle given you.  How does the fact that people 

from your city perform poorly on these puzzles justify you getting a head start over other people?  It seems 

that at the very least we would have to inquire as to why people in your city perform poorly.  Perhaps people 

from another city came and took away your teachers, so that you didn’t have anyone to teach you how to do 

puzzles.  Perhaps the teachers and parents in your city don’t like puzzles, and so they didn’t encourage you to 



learn how to do puzzles.  In both of these cases, it is true that we might be able to separate you from the 

responsibility for not knowing how to do these kinds of puzzles.  But it still wouldn’t justify you getting an 

unfair advantage over another person, would it? 

     Your competitor didn’t steal your teachers.  He wasn’t your father.  The blame in these cases would 

belong to the ones who took away your opportunity, or indeed, your teachers and parents.  We can’t punish an 

innocent third party, can we, because of the faults of other people?  If the goal of the puzzle is to find the 

fastest puzzle solver, then how does punishing the speedier person for the failures and crimes of other people 

help us to accomplish this goal?  It does not. 

     I could point out that in your grandparents’ time, no one from your city was even allowed to participate in 

the contest to solve these kind of puzzles.  Would that change your basic analysis?  I don’t see how it would.  

You are being allowed to participate.  You could win, as long as you measure up to your competitors on the 

same standard.  How could the crimes committed against your grandparents entitle you to an unfair advantage 

against someone today?  Yes, it might feel good, but wouldn’t it make you just about as uncaring of fairness 

as the person who unfairly denied your grandparents the opportunity to even compete at all. 

     Maybe I could argue that in the future you will be treated unfairly.  People will find out that you are from 

your city, and they will refuse to give you jobs or other things of value.  So, it must follow that it would be 

okay for you to take advantage of this opportunity to be unfair to someone else, right?  Bull.  If being unfair is 

wrong, then you shouldn’t be unfair.  Case closed.  We have not yet seen that your getting additional 

assistance is fair, so it still follows that you should not receive the assistance.  The puzzle is run fairly, in that 

every competitor is judged on the same standard, and it accurately measures your abilities in comparison to 

someone else. 

     Consider lastly what I have been attempting to do.  I have been trying to give you any excuse for you to 

not accept responsibility for your own life.  I have offered excuse after excuse about how your failures are the 

fault of other people, and not your own.  I have urged you to act immorally and unfairly for your own 

benefit.  I have tried to get you to do what you know deep down is completely unfair and wrong.  I have also 

tried to get you to be jealous and envious of what other people can achieve.  I have judged you not as an 

individual but simply as a member of a group, I have presupposed that members of that group are basically 

inferior to members of other groups, and I have tried to get you to admit it yourself.  I have tried to make you 

paranoid about how other people see you and how they are trying to treat you.  I have also attempted to make 

you think that you are incapable of succeeding on your own, and that I am the only one who can help you. 

     If you buy into all of this, how could you possibly be expected to find the drive and the motivation to 

succeed.  I would, in fact, have been destroying your life prospects and turning you against your fellow man. 

     Let’s even admit that there are some people out there who hate those from your city and will refuse to give 

them jobs.  How are your life prospects improved if I convince you that all people hate you, that your life is in 

their hands and not your own, and that you deserve to be given extra advantage over everyone else because of 

it?  This attitude is a self-fulfilling prophesy.  If you believe it, then you will never succeed on your own.  

You would be much better off if you accept the attitude that even if there are some horrible people out there, 

there are also many good people who will accept you as you are, and will reward your hard work and effort.  

But you must accept that these good people will adamantly refuse to give you extra advantage over others, 

and will place you against the same measuring stick as everyone else. 

     If you haven’t recognized it so far, my analogy is supposed to be applied to the issue of affirmative action.  

The puzzle in the analogy refers to any kind of test or standard for admission to college or which any business 

might have for hiring people.  I use city origin instead of race, simply to avoid prejudicing your decisions. 

     For those readers who might benefit from affirmative action, I want you to take what I have written so far 

and take it to heart, and realize who is trying to help you and who is trying to hold you back.  It may not be 

intentional, and I doubt that it usually is, but those who support affirmative action are the ones who are 

lowering your chances of succeeding in the future.  They are the ones stealing opportunity from you and it is 

their approach which will poison your mind against other people.  Those who are opposed to affirmative 

action believe in you.  We think that you have the same potential as any other person, and that if we hold you 

to the same standards as other people that you will have the chance to measure up.  We oppose treating you as 

some kind of cog in our schemes to right the world, and want you to be treated as an individual, with your 

own goals and dreams, and your own life to live.  We will fiercely condemn anyone who treats you as 



different from others as well as those who want to treat you as if you are weaker or less talented than others.  

We want you to succeed in life, and we believe that you can. 

     Yes, there are people who will prejudge you based on your race.  So what?  Everyone gets prejudged for 

all sorts of things.  That doesn’t justify you being treated as someone who cannot succeed on his or her own.  

That is why we must insist on rejecting any form of preferential treatment, and why we must insist that people 

be treated equally, on the same standards. 

     For those of you who have not yet been convinced, perhaps you still feel somehow that my analogy is 

faulty.  One might object that a puzzle is not a like the SAT’s, and city origin is not like race.  Let’s think 

about it. 

     The SAT and exams like it are very much like puzzles, but they much more.  They measure multiple skills 

and talents all at once.  They are much more involved than solving a Rubik’s Cube, for example, or 

completing a Sudoku puzzle.  They measure skills like reading comprehension, complex reasoning and 

drawing inferences, and problem solving.  They also measure basic knowledge, including mathematical 

knowledge and application, vocabulary, and more.  These are not trivial or irrelevant skills.  In fact, they are 

the exact ones which educators strive to teach their students, and they are important in the workplace as well.  

Those people who have these skills will get the better jobs and receive the higher salaries.  If people from one 

city do not learn these skills or knowledge and so do not get these good jobs, then so be it.  That could not 

justify rigging the system to get a few of them into better colleges.  In fact, it completely misunderstands how 

things work.  You can’t just throw a person into a college and expect him to absorb the information.  He must 

work hard at it, and that is why we have admission standards in the first place.  Those who show that they 

have the best skills and the most knowledge do deserve to “win” the competition, and get the admissions to 

the best universities, because they are the ones who have demonstrated that they will be able to make the most 

of the opportunity given them. 

     Perhaps two objections will be made here.  One is that people from some school systems will be better 

trained by their schools than others.  This fact is undoubtedly true.  If you believe that this is the result of 

racism, then you have fallen prey to the disabling belief that there is prejudice around every corner.  It is the 

school systems which are the most interested in removing racial animus.  It is teachers and school 

administrators in general who are most concerned with equalizing learning among all racial groups.  It is 

simply paranoid rationalization to blame these people for racism against some of their students. 

     Furthermore, this attitude again places the burden of a child’s education on their teachers and principals.  

This is exactly the wrong attitude which we should instill in children.  Each child should learn that his 

education is in his own hands, which indeed, it is.  Can any student in America deny that he or she has failed 

to take advantage of what some teacher tried to do?  Wouldn’t every student have to admit that he or she 

could have learned more, or retained more, if he or she had asserted him or herself more in school? 

     If it was your parents who failed to motivate you to learn, then why would that justify you getting a leg up 

over someone whose parents did encourage them?  They did learn more, they did get a better education, and 

because of that, they deserve a position in school before you.  To ignore that basic fact or to treat it as if it 

weren’t conclusive is a shame, and one which is ultimately damaging.  One must accept that one’s success or 

failure is in one’s own hands before one can learn from one’s failures. 

     Consider the analogy again.  It doesn’t seem fair that one person who is good at a puzzle competes against 

a person who isn’t, but remember, the SAT is not some secret test of which students are unaware.  They all 

know that it is coming, and that it will in part determine whether they will be accepted to any particular 

college.  That knowledge motivates some to learn more in school, and some people ignore that motivation.  

Those who ignore the motivation, or even those who were not motivated enough, cannot have any claim 

against their fellow students that they should be treated any differently.  Even if they were motivated to try, 

but simply do not have the talent or ability to learn as well as others, this deficiency cannot be used as a 

reason to give them an unfair advantage over someone else. 

     Perhaps we could postpone the test until each side is given a chance to catch up.  We already do that.  It is 

called grade school and high school.  That is where you are given the chance to catch up to anyone else, and 

everyone of every race is capable of doing so, as long as they put in the effort and time. 

     And, if you fail the competition, you are still not out of luck.  You can always become more educated, and 

then reapply at any college which turned you down the first time.  Every community college has remedial 



courses if you need them, and the knowledge needed to succeed on SAT’s and entrance exams is widely 

available if you just look.  Your failure should motivate you to learn even more the lesson you failed to learn 

in grade school:  that you have to take responsibility for your life.  Unfortunately, too many people are trying 

to teach you a different lesson:  that your failure is due to other people and there is nothing you can do about 

it. 

     No, I think the analogy here is quite good, and that in fact any differences only strengthen the argument 

against affirmative action.  One still might argue that city of origin is not like race, and that if we had used 

race originally in our analogy, our reasoning might have gone differently. 

     I submit that if it would have affected your reasoning, then you are a racist.  Being a racist means thinking 

that races are somehow inherent natural classes.  It is to think that being of a certain race connects you to 

everyone else in that race in some strong sense, and separates you somehow from all others.  It is to think that 

being a member of a race gives you properties, or sets of properties, which all other people in that race share, 

and which people outside that race do not. 

     Race does no such thing.  The only thing that people of a certain race share is that they can be said to 

belong to that race, just like city of origin.  There is no inherent property shared by people who are from a 

certain city, just as in race.  People from the same city have different attitudes, backgrounds, cultures, ideas, 

moral viewpoints, and just about everything else, exactly as people do who are from the same race.  Your 

being a member of a certain race doesn’t make you act a certain way or adopt a certain viewpoint, and isn’t 

this assumption the same one we rightfully condemn in racists and bigots? 

     Our earlier reasoning was exactly as it should have been.  Race cannot be an excuse, either for racists to 

fail to grant opportunities to some, or for others to blame their failures on.  Nor, can it be an excuse to obtain 

some kind of unearned advantage over others. 

     Those who come to offer you affirmative action think otherwise.  They think they you are an individual 

second, and a member of some group first.  They condescendingly think that you cannot succeed without 

their beneficence, and that your group is inherently inferior to other groups.  They want you to accept their 

offer and become complicit in their attempt to cheat other individuals out of something which they have 

rightly earned, and they want you to think that your life is out of your control.  They also will lead you into a 

path of paranoid doubt, skepticism, and cynicism, from which it will be very difficult to liberate yourself.  

The next time someone tells you that you need affirmative action, you should tell them to go to hell. 

     Call me biased if you must, but if so, I am biased toward truth, justice, fairness, and treating each 

individual as an individual and not as belonging in some constricting racial box.  I will judge you not by your 

skin color or racial category, but by the content of your character, which means that sometimes you will 

succeed, but that sometimes you will be found lacking.  Just like everyone else in the human race, you will 

sometimes fail, or lose the competition to someone else.  I will have the honesty to tell you so, as well as the 

faith in you that you will learn from your mistakes and grow as a result.  Would you really have it any other 

way? 

 


