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The relative invisibility of women—particularly white women—as beneficiaries of affirmative action programs belies the extent to which deep divisions over gender and family structure have interacted with racial and class consciousness in affirmative action discourse since its inception in the early 1960s. This paper explores how supporters of affirmative action for women promoted a concept controversial among both conservatives and racial liberals because of its potential to disrupt traditional gender roles and transform family structures. My survey of this debate touches on the wide range of arguments skeptics and opponents marshaled against affirmative action for women, and the strategies proponents pursued to combat these challenges.

Affirmative action for women not only evoked to conservatives the specter of women abandoning their families to seek paid work in a man’s world, but also threatened liberal solutions to racial inequality and poverty that involved the imposition of traditional white gender norms on the African American community.  Advocates of affirmative action for women first had to overcome the objections of racial liberals to expanding such policies beyond their original targets—African American men—as the long-running controversy over the Moynihan Report’s implications revealed.  In the context of academic employment, Jewish men found their disproportionate success threatened not only by men and women of color, but by the women of their own community.  

Once proponents of affirmative action for women had convinced their liberal male colleagues to include women, they faced formidable obstacles from those who opposed affirmative action more generally.  My paper examines the various conservative arguments against affirmative action for women, including free-market critiques that emphasized the unfair and ultimately counterproductive nature of gender preferences, and cultural conservative objections centering on the ways in which affirmative action assaulted the traditional family structure.

