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INTRODUCTION

tion in the United States had undergone quite dramatic changes. During

the previous two decades, the divorce rate had nearly tripled, the percent-
age of children living in single-parent homes had doubled, being married by
one’s carly twenties was no longer normative for women, and the proportion
of families being headed by women alone increased by over 50 percent. Some
predicted that marriage would become less likely for American women in gen-
eral. The family formation changes that took place between 1960 and 1980
were the most substantial of this century and they have continued into the
1990s, albeit at a somewhat slower pace.

These changes have been pervasive throughout American society, but in
certain respects they have been displayed more sharply in the African American
population. Although shifts in black divorce rates and shifts in the proportion
of children in single-parent houscholds paralleled general population trends,
changes in marital timing and prevalence have been far more dramatic among
blacks. Fifty years ago, African American women and men were far more likely
to have married by age twenty to twenty-four than the general American popu-
lation—with nearly 60 percent of black women and 40 percent of black men
having wed by that age. Today, one-quarter of black women and less than one
of eight black mcn have married by their early rwenties. In a reversal of the
previous trend, blacks now marry considerably later than do Americans in gen-
eral. The proportion of black women and men who ever marry has also declined
significantly—particularly over the past twenty years (although black marital
prevalence peaked in 1970). Simultaneously—due in large part to these interre-
lated patterns of later marriage, high rates of divorce, and increased sin-
glehood—the percentage of African American women maintaining families
alone has increased dramatically since 1970, and more than half of all black
children now reside in single-parent homes.

The recent changes represent a significant shift in the basic structure of the
African American community and family life, which would seemingly have
serious implications for community functioning and individual well-being.

BY THE MID-1980s, it had become apparent that patterns of family forma-

xvii
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Black children being raised by mothers alone are three times more likely to be
impoverished than those raised by two parents (Sweet and Bumpass, 1987).
There are other less measurable potential effects. For example, concerns about
the societal consequence of having large numbers of young males unattached
to the traditional socializing structures have been raised (Rossi, 1984). Young
men not committed to the responsibilities of being husbands or fathers and
not engaged in other formative pursuits (such as college or meaningful work)
may choose to affiliate’ with alternative, less socictally appealing social forms,
such as gangs. The increasing alienation of economically disadvantaged young
African American men from the stabilizing influence of family has broad societal
implications, not the least of which is the welfare of future generations who
may be deprived of paternal inpur.

In the summer of 1989 we convened a meeting to discuss the recent and
rapid marital decline among African Americans—to empirically examine the
likely causes, correlates, and potential impact of such change on both communi-
ties and individuals, and to discuss the policy implications. Scholars conducting
research on this issuc were relatively few at the time and spread among a number
of disciplines. As a consequence, there had been little opporunity for scholarly
exchange. The research conference was designed to provide a vehicle for the
presentation of ideas, for discussion, and for debate by bringing together lcad-
ing researchers on African American marital decline and related subjects. This
book derives from that effort. Most of its chapters were first delivered at the
meeting as working papers.

The variety of perspectives included in this book reflects an unusual disci-
plinary rangc among the authors—anthropology, demography, economics,
criminal justice, history, social psychology, and urban sociology. Some chapters
also reflect the disciplinary perspectives of others who did not present at the
conference but who contributed significantly to the discussions, including law,
clinical psychology, psychiatry, and social welfare.

Several conceptual perspectives receive unusual attention in this book be-
cause they have dominated scholarly discussions of this subject. Issues of “mate
availability” (including sex ratio) and whether and how limited marital options
may affect both social psychological adaptation and the broader community
structure arc cxplored in a number of chapters. The speculations offered by
Maria Guttentag and Paul Secord (1983) concerning the effects on societies of
sex ratio imbalance have served as a springboard for a good deal of research and
debate on this topic. Relatedly, several chapters explore the issue of increasing
uncmployment and underemployment among African Amcrican men and its
consequences for family structure and family maintenance. A particular focal
point of this latter work is William Julius Wilson’s (1987) theory that mariral
decline and particularly the increase in female-headed families among African
Americans are functions of the declining availability of men with stable em-
ployment.
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We do not approach this subject dispassionately, for we believe that the
African American family has been the primary survival mechanism through
centuries of oppression. Furthermore, we do not hold the view that cither the
nuclear family or marriage is the only vehicle permitting the development of
healthy communities and individuals. Yet we do view the dramatic decline in
African American marriage with some alarm. The work presented herein is an
attempt to achieve an objective understanding of the issues involved in such
change. As discussed in Chapter 1, changes in the manner in which families are
formed and maintained is a global phenomenon that reflects, in part, a changing
world view about the status of women and fundamental shifts in the economic
structures of many socictics. Clearly, many marriages have benefited neither
women and children nor men. Societies worldwide are struggling to redefine
both marriage and family—some progressively, and others regressively, in our
view. Our hope is that this volume will contribute substantively to such discus-
sions in our own society, at a time when the matter has become grist for a
rather vitriolic national debate.

Chapter Précis

This volume is divided into four sections: Sociological and Historical Con-
text; Sociological Antecedents of African American Marital Patterns; Conse-
quences and Correlates of African American Marital Decline; and Public Policy
and African American Family Formation. The two chapters in Section One and
the last chapter in Section Four are more conceptual than empirical in orienta-
tion. However, the remaining chapters present the results of original, often
controversial, research. Since this is still a rather new area of investigation and
a key aim of this volume is to advance future work, we have included a critical
response for each empirical article. The critiques evaluate the contributions of
the studies and identify new questions raised by these works. In essence, then,
the commentaries provide a guide for further research development on the
question of African American family formation. In this volume, rather than
attempt to espouse a particular perspective, we have elected to present a range
of viewpoints and rcscarch strategies. In this way, the reader will obtain a
broad view of the issues and controversies that currently characterize this very
passionate debate. Summaries of each of the chapters follow.

Two chapters form Section One. In Chapter 1 (Tucker and Mitchell-
Kernan), we present the statistical background that stimulated the aforemen-
tioned conference and which forms the demographic context for this volume.
Trends in the United States over the last fifty years (1940—-1990) in family
formation and household organization are presented and analyzed. Statistics
are presented for both the national population and for blacks, Hispanics, and
whites. We also present and discuss the major theoretical formulations offered
to explain the recent trends in family formation.
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In Chapter 2, Brenda Stevenson, of UCLA’s Department of History, dis-
cusses the historical context of African American family formation. She critically
analyzces prevailing historical treatments of black family structure and reconcep-
tualizes the link between the conditions of slavery and late twentieth century
African American marital behavior. From Stevenson’s neorevisionist perspec-
tive, she argues that the slavery experience created and fostered critical differ-
ences between African American and white families that have persisted and led
to current racial differences in family formation behavior. Plantation records
are used to explore the nature of family formation and maintenance during
slavery.

We believe that an historical frame for this book is critical—that current
trends must be examined within the context of previous patterns and previous
mfluences. Stevenson’s paper is part of an emerging body of empirical historical
work (c.g., Morgan ct al., 1993; Ruggles, 1994) that contradicts a scholarly
trend that followed publication of Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s (1967) controver-
sial “Report” on African American families {discussed in greater depth in Chap-
ter 1). A number of historical trcatments in the late 1960s and the 1970s
showed remarkable similarity in African American and white family structure
m the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, despite the harsh effects of
slavery. However, these new writers assert that there have always been funda-
mental differences in the way that persons of African descent and persons of
European descent arranged households in this society and that the impact of
slavery and oppression on black family forms was substantial. We would argue,
then, that the historical evidence demonstrates that situational factors have been
distuptive of African American family life since the time that Africans first arrived
here as slaves. This unique history may make black families even more vulnera-
ble to new situational challenges, such as higher male mortality and economic
decline, and may thercfore help account for the very recent more dramatic
changes in family formation. That is, the absence of economic and ecological
support for stable family life among African Americans, over a period of several
hundred vears, may have exacerbated the fragility of family forms.

Section Two is focused on the sociological antccedents of the new trends
in marital behavior. We have elected to highlight sociological processes, as
opposcd to other kinds of phenomena (e.g., psychological) due to the promi-
nence of such factors in current explanatory theorizing. Chapter 3, by Univer-
sity of Chicago sociologists Mark Testa and Marilyn Krogh, presents data from
the very significant program of rescarch mounted in inner-city Chicago by
William Julius Wilson to examine the social and economic context of family
formation. Testa and Krogh examine the relationship between employment and
marriage among young men faced with out-of-wedlock pregnancy. They have
employed as an interpretive framework Wilson’s (1987) theory relating the
decline in African American marriage to the decline in employment opportuni-
ties for minority males—particularly those in the inner cities. In an innovative
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approach in this area, they use event-history modcls to test and compare five
distinct maodels of that rclationship. Sheldon Danziger, of the University of
Michigan’s School of Social Welfare and the Institute for Public Policy Plan-
ning, provides the commentary on this research.

In Chapter 4, sociologist Robert Schocn, of Johns Hopkins University,
argues that the underlying “propensity” to marry varies among ethnic groups
and explains in part the recent divergence of black and white marriage patterns.
In particular, he proposes that black women would be less likely to enter mar-
riage since they do not benefit to the same degree as white women do from
“traditional” marital exchanges in which women receive economic gains from
marriage. Using 1980 census data from the state of Wisconsin, he cxplores this
notion by analyzing intra- and interracial marriages among blacks and non-
blacks. He also tests the still-debated theories forwarded by Davis (1941) and
Merton (1941) regarding interracial marriages as exchanges of race and socio-
economic status. The commentary is by David M. Heer from the University of
Southern California’s Department of Sociology.

In Chapter 5, sociologists K. Jill Kiecolt, of Virginia Polytechnic Institute
and State University, and Mark A. Fossett, of Texas A & M University, have
investigated the relationship between mate availability and marital outcomes
among African Americans at both individual and aggregate levels. Using inter-
view responses from the National Survey of Black Americans (linked with cen-
sus indicators of sex ratio) and structural indicators from Louisiana cities and
parishes, Kiecolt and Fossctt have undertaken a unique test of the sex ratio
hypotheses forwarded by Guttentag and Secord (1983) and others. Sociologist
A. Wade Smith of Arizona State University comments on this study.

Three chapters form Section Three, which examines correlates and conse-
quences of marital decline—including marital disruption. These studies were
conducted by sociologists, psychologists, and an anthropologist and are focused
on macro and micro (individual-level) processes. Our own work is presented
first. In Chapter 6, we examine the attitudinal, as well as structural, correlates
of current marital behavior and expectations among blacks, Latinos, and whites.
Focusing in particular on individual perceptions of the macro processes believed
to influence marital decline (i.c., mate availability, economic constraints), we
explore the distinctive relationships among perceived structural conditions, atti-
tudinal patterns, and marital behavior and expectation in different ethnic
groups. Social psychologist James S. Jackson of the University of Michigan
critiques that chapter.

Chapter 7 was prepared by sociologist Shirley Hatchett, of the University
of Illinois at Urbana, and social psychologists Joseph Veroff and Elizabeth
Douvan, of the University of Michigan. They present data from their longitudi-
nal study of marital experience, which followed nearly 400 recently married
black and white couples over a three-year period. In this chapter, they conduct
a very claborate examination of aspects of the initial period of marriage that
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are related to marital success and instability, focusing in particular on psycholog-
ical and economic factors. UCLA clinical psychologist Hector F. Myers pro-
vides the commentary for this study.

Chapter 8, the last in this section, is authored by University of Chicago
sociologist Robert J. Sampson. Starting with Wilson’s (1987) theory of the
influence of male employment on family structure, Sampson examines compro-
muised male availability in a community as a function of unemployment and low
sex ratios, and how the consequent changes in family structure are related to
community crime levels. He offers and tests the hypothesis that persistent high
crime rates stem largely from structural linkages among unemployment, eco-
nomic deprivation, and family disruption. This study also tests Wilson’s notion
that the impact of male joblessness on family structure is more extreme in black
than in white populations. Sampson explores these issues through analysis of
census data and FBI offender rates from the 171 cities in the United States
with populations greater than 100,000 in 1980. Comments on this highly
provocative study are provided by UCLA sociologist Melvin L. Oliver.

Section Four includes two chapters specifically focused on public policy.
The first, by cconomists William Darity, Jr., of the University of North Caro-
lina, and Samuel Myers, Jr., of the University of Minnesota, considers the
impact on family structure of a depleting supply of marriageable black men due
to both increasing mortality and institutionalization. Consideration of this issuc
by economists is quite rare and, in the first part of their chapter, Darity and
Myers discuss in some detail the linkage between black male marginality and
the development of an underclass. Focusing on the years 1976 and 1985—
perhaps the most critical expansc of time in changing marriage patterns among
blacks—the authors employ the Census Bureau’s Current Population Surveys
(CPS) and other data sources to compare various indicators of male availability
as predictors of female family hcadship among blacks and whites. They also
directly test the competing notions of sex ratio and welfare payments as contrib-
utors to marital decline. The second part of the chapter is devoted to the
consideration of policy options, based on projections of female headship proba-
bilitics for the year 2000 as a function of changes in sex ratios, welfare incomes,
and other factors. The critique of this chapter is written by social psychologist
Phillip J. Bowman of Northwestern University.

In Chapter 10, economist Lynn C. Burbridge of Wellesley College exam-
ines the policy implications of black marital decline. She explores how underly-
ing values define the interpretation of the “problem™ and what role government
should play in addressing the issue. Burbridge presents and critiques a number
of policy instruments that can be used to address the problems associated with
changing marital behavior, Focusing in particular on governmental support for
families and children and the relative absence of programs for men, she offers
new directions to address contemporary and future concerns.

In Chapter 11, the concluding chapter of the book, we summarize and
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synthesize the findings reported in the research papers. We also discuss the
implications of the presentations—the studies as well as the commentaries—for
furure research and social policy. We place these findings in global perspective
and propose a rescarch agenda, linked to policy, that is more appreciative of
the various levels of analysis required to understand the complex issue of family
formation bchavior.

Two final comments. Notably absent from this volume is an empirical
examination of the impact of marital decline on children. This omission is not
a conscquence of our belief that this is an unimportant question—quite the
contrary! This question forms the centerpiece of many discussions of this issue
and is currently the subject of so much heated debate that the presentation of
a single study on children’s effects seems terribly insufficient. We are simply
unable to adequately address this topic within the empirical framework used
for this book. We hope that a similar volume focused solely on the impact on
children of new family formation trends is soon prepared.

Also, when we first proposed this conference, we had to rely on 1980
census data to examine trends. As described in greater detail in the first chapter,
the 1990 data show that, in ccrtain respects, African American changes have
slowed or reversed slightly, while family formation trends in the general popula-
tion continue unabated. Since marital decline is now more dramatically charac-
teristic of American society in general, it has become more alarming to certain
clements of the population at large. Recent scholarly reactions to this trend
have begun to appear in the national lay press (e.g., Barbara Dafoe Whitehead’s
article in the Atlantic entitled “Dan Quayle Was Right,” 1993). The emphasis
is on the impact of marital decline on children and may be setting the stage for
a major public policy campaign. When we began this work, it was within the
context of a political environment that emphasized minimizing government
involvement in social policy and human welfare. The political winds have now
changed somewhat. It will be interesting to note the foci of future efforts
directed toward the family and whether they approximate the arcas identified
by the authors of this volume as critical factors in African American marital
decline.
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1 TRENDS IN AFRICAN AMERICAN
FAMILY FORMATION:
A THEORETICAL AND
STATISTICAL OVERVIEW

M. Belinda Tucker
and
Claudia Mitchell-Kernan

modern scholarship and debate for nearly one full century. Beginning

with Du Bois’s (1899, 1908) landmark studies of the black community
in Philadelphia, social scientific inquiry has variously considered black families
as adaptive, resilient, deviant, pathological, culturally distinctive, African reten-
tive, and “just like yours.” The particular form of the debate, and the direction
of the research, have often been shaped by the politics of the moment—as evi-
denced by the reaction to Danicl Patrick Moynihan’s (1967) now infamous
“report” on the Negro family and the recent response to the “family values”
theme of the 1992 presidential race (which many regarded as a thinly veiled
attack on nonnuclear families).

We begin this chapter with a brief overview of the major thematic trends in
research on African American family formation. Because a number of extensive
reviews are available, we will not review the findings of the vast literature on
the African American family (Billingsley, 1992; Hill, 1993; Taylor et al., 1991).
Rather, our objective is to identify scholarly directions and the forces that
appear to have shaped the research agenda over time. We will then examine
the general and ethnic specific patterns of family formation and related indica-
tors over the last fifty years in the United States, in order to detail the character
and context of change among African Americans. Finally, the primary concep-
tual approaches that have been employed to interpret recent trends in black
marriage will be considered.

Q FRICAN AMERICAN family formation patterns have been the subject of
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A Century of Study:
Views of African American Family Formation

A long scholarly tradition has emphasized examination of the lives of persons
of African descent in the United States. Community studies conducted over
the first half of this century have been a particular strength (c.g., Du Bois,
1908; Davis et al., 1941; Drake and Cayron, 1945; Frazier, 1957) as these
observers conveyed the complex texture of the black experience and the inter-
connectedness of institutions, individuals, and societies. The psychology of Afri-
can American life was also explored in landmark treatments (Clark and Clark,
1947; Rohrer and Edmonson, 1964; Kardiner and Ovesey, 1951) that left no
doubt that the peculiar circumstances of blacks in America had left an indelible
mark.

A central theme in these carly studies, as well as in later research, has been
the family, as both community institution and the predominant instrument of
socialization. A particular focus has been patterns of family formation and ways
in which African American families appear distinctive from those of the majority
population, cspecially with regard to the lower prevalence of nuclear families
and higher proportion of children born out of wedlock. In light of the recency
with which the nuclear family emerged as the normative and dominant family
form in the Western world, it is a bit paradoxical that family forms which
depart from this model have so often been treated as deviant in the social
scientific literature over the last half century. The incidence of families in which
a husband-father is absent and which are headed by a female has been variously
referred to as matriarchal, matrifocal, maternal, or matri-centered—terms which
have been used to characterize African American families.

E. Franklin Frazier viewed the female-headed black family as both a symp-
tom and source of family disorganization and a variety of other social ills and
was quite blunt in his formulation of ills attendant to this type of family:

The widespread disorganization of family life among Negroes has affected
practically every phase of their community life and adjustment to the larger
white world. Because of the absence of stability in family life, there is a lack
of traditions. Life among a large portion of the urban Negro population is
casual, precarious, and fragmentary. It lacks continuiry and its roots do not go
deeper than the contingencies of daily living. This affects the socialization of
the Negro child. With a fourth to a third of Negro families in cities without
a male head, many Negro children suffer the initial handicap of not having the
discipline and authority of the father in the home. Negro mothers who have
the responsibility for the support of the family are forced to neglect their
children who pick up all forms of socially disapproved behavior in the disorga-
nized arcas in which these families are concentrated. (Frazier, 1957, pp.

636—637)
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Although Frazier’s views reflect the patriarchal conception of family roles
characteristic of the period, his thoughts are not all that distinct from certain
contemporary critiques of single-parent families. Recent revisionist assessments
of the impact of single parentage on children also consider the loss of the
father’s involvement in childrearing problematic (e.g., Whitehead, 1993). De-
spite Frazier’s harsh assessment of the impact of male absence on family life,
unlike many contemporary critics, he believed that the root causes of such
disorganization were racism, cconomic deprivation, ubanization, and other so-
cietal factors—rather than moral disintegration.

Irrespective of recent indictments of more general social trends in Western
socicties, much of the writing on African American family forms over the last
quarter century challenged the pathological image of black families portrayed
in earlier work. Since the mid-1960s, a number of scholars have devoted consid-
crable attention to defending the African American family as a culturally rooted
and adaptive family form. The single most important stimulus for this new
direction of inquiry, which is manifest throughout the social sciences as well as
in historical studics, was the publication of Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s The
Negro Family: The Case for National Action. Moynihan did not share the popular
optimism of the time that conditions for blacks were improving (an optimism
encouraged among some by the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act) and
singled out as a special problem among black Americans those families that
were without a husband-father and headed by a female. In his view, evidence
was abundant that black communities were deteriorating and the situation of
the black family was at the heart of the problem. Moynihan pointed out that
one-quarter of all black familics were “broken”; one-quarter were headed by
women; and one-quarter of all black children were born out of wedlock. What
seemed most alarming was the evidence that female-headed households were
on the rise, increasing from 18 percent in 1950 to 25 percent of all black
househoelds in 1964.

Moynihan’s monograph not only generated a heated controversy but
spawned a substantial revisionist literature which continues to be influential in
African American family studies. The late Herbert Gutman, in the introduction
to The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom (1976), acknowledged Moynihan’s
influence in stimulating his own interest in historical studies of the African
American family. Moynihan’s title, The Negro Family (our emphasis), reflected
the long-standing preoccupation with one type of lower-class black family. This
focus provided the prevailing image of African American families and fueled
the production of a report predicated on the characteristics of a single family
type. Billingsley (1968) and Scanzoni (1971) demonstrated the limitations of
such a perspective by documenting that a great range of family types character-
ized the African American population. Other work sought to challenge Moyni-

han’s supposition (and Frazier’s before him) that a family without a husband-
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father is by definition problematic. Such a perspective assumed that equivalence
of structure denoted equivalence of function.

Indeed, the Moynihan report revived a decades-old debate that had been
sparked by the differing perspectives of sociologist E. Franklin Frazier and
anthropologist Melville Herskovits. While both men relied on historical argu-
ments, the former saw the family form as emerging in the wake of a slavery-
weakened institutionalized family, while the latter regarded it as a cultural reten-
tion of west African family orgamzation. The west African “deep structure” of
family forms among persons of African descent in the Western Hemisphere has
been argued to be manifest in scveral organizational features observed among
blacks in the United States, the Caribbean, and in South and Central America:
a preference for blood kin ties over affinal ones (Sudarkasa, 1981); the great
emphasis placed on children (Nobles, 1978); and, relatedly, the maternal role
being accorded priority over the conjugal role (Bell, 1970).

A Politicized Research Agenda

Moynihan’s book was indeed a turning point for both scholarly and politi-
cal discussion of the African American family. Ten years after the publication
of Moynihan’s report, Walter Allen (1978) examined empirical approaches and
the ideological underpinnings of scholarship on the black family. He found, not
surprisingly, that much of the writing and research were focused on differences
between the family structures of American blacks and whites and thar this work
was dominated by three ideological perspectives: cultural equivalence, cultural
deviance, and cultural variance. [It is noteworthy that the classical community
studies of Du Bois (1908), Drake and Cayton (1945), and Davis, Gardner,
and Gardner (1941) had no such fixation with racial comparisons.] In sum,
research from the cultural equivalence perspective de-emphasizes or undermines
distinctions between black and white families. Included in this genre are studies
that attribute racial differences to class factors. Allen argued that implicit in this
view is the notion that white middle-class family organization and function
constitute the norm that blacks must approximate to be viewed as legitimate.
The cultural deviance perspective explicitly views the nuclear family with a male
provider and head (which at that time was the most prevalent family form
among white Americans) as normative. Black deviations from the nuclear family
are judged to be dysfunctional or pathological. Allen cited Moynihan’s work as
exemplifying the cultural deviance ideology. The cultural variation argument
views black distinctiveness not in negative terms, but as a positive outgrowth
of distinctive sociocultural contexts. A particular focus of research espousing
this view has been the adaptive quality of African American families. Walker
(1988) conducted a similar review a decade later and found Allen’s framework
to be essentially applicable—an indication that, conceptually, at least, the pri-
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mary thrust of African American family research had not changed all that
much—with comparative work and explanations of racial differences still a
dominant focus.

On the positive side, Moynihan’s alarm did serve to stimulate a closer
examination of black families, historically and contemporaneously. On the other
hand, the rescarch agenda of the next quarter century seemed to be largely
dictated by a perceived need to respond to the Moynihan assertions. After all,
Moynihan’s report was specifically designed to influence public policy generally
and federal priorities in particular. The intent of subsequent scholarship was
therefore to correct misconceptions, to challenge biases, to offer alternative
explanations for distinctive forms of family formation, and to more fully depict
the variety of family forms found among African Americans. Certainly, from a
tactical perspective, a directed research agenda of this nature was critically
needed in order to thwart public initiatives based on what many believed to be a
faulty interpretation of the African American “situation.” Yet, a more expansive
conception of inquiry may have led to earlier recognition of the dramatic change
in African American family life that was afoot. Indeed, the invidious black-white
comparisons that were often recast as “abnormal-normal” served to discourage
global comparative work that might have helped us to understand the transfor-
mations in the context of societal change worldwide.

Most recently, Robert B. Hill (1993) led a team of scholars (including
Andrew Billingsley, Eleanor Engram, and Carol Stack, among others) who once
again examined research on black families. They found that the conventional
treatment of black families in social scientific research included an investment
in the “deficit model,” a tendency still to “exclude the bulk of black families by
focusing on only one subgroup,” and a failure to acknowledge new research
findings and programmatic insights. Moynihan’s legacy has apparently endured.
In a refreshing break from the past, however, the Hill group adopted what they
termed a “holistic” perspective to focus specifically on the current “crises” facing
black families. Acknowledging that they were simply complying with Du Bois’s
(1899, 1908) assertion that an understanding of the conditions of blacks in
America required an assessment of the influence of history and culture along
with social, cconomic, and political forces, they examined the impact of condi-
tions in each of these areas, as well as psychological dynamics (e.g., discourage-
ment, self-esteem) and public policy, on the well-being of African American
familics. They, in particular, emphasized the increasing diversity of experiences
and life-styles among blacks in the United States. Although this study was not
an analysis of research focused specifically on African American families, it
reestablishes the legitimacy of the original empirical and conceprual paradigms
tor the study of black famulies, as framed by Du Bois (1908), Frazier (1957),
Drake and Cayton (1945), and others. The reactive research agenda may have
finally settled into the past.
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In Search of New Conceptual Paradigms

Given the current heated political debate about “family values” and appro-
priate family forms, it is easy to see how the research agenda can be molded
by political imperatives. Individual scholars are sensitive to the potential uses
of their work and may conceptualize research with such concerns in mind.
Nevertheless, it seems to us that the need to “defend” African American family
forms has led to a narrow conceptualization of black family formation patterns
and a failure to confront real problems. First, there is a notable absence of work
focused on African American family formation in a global context. That is, the
comparative dimension of black family researchers stands primarily in reference
to white Americans (with a few comparisons with Caribbean and African popu-
lations). In fact, family formation is undergoing change in virtually all Western
nations, and in most other countries and cultures as well (¢.f. Clark, 1984;
Eekelaar and Katz, 1980; Popenoe, 1988). While the underlying causes of these
changes may differ substantially from one societal context to the next, we must
consider the reality of a world that is increasingly linked through travel, commu-
nications, mass media, literature, and art. Very disparate societies are now inter-
dependent and interinfluential. We may learn a great deal from a less provincial
perspective.

A sccond problem is that only over the last half decade have researchers
concentrated on the fact that African American family formation parterns have
undergone recent, very rapid, change. The fact of these changes, their causes,
and their consequences are now being considered by a fairly small group of
sociologists and a few economists but have been virtually ignored by all other
disciplines. A comprehensive multidisciplinary effort to understand a fundamen-
tal and dramatic societal shift is simply absent.

In the next section, we examine patterns of family formation and living
arrangements among Americans in general, blacks, Latinos,! and whites from
1940 through 1990. We examine other ethnic groups, not for purposes of
comparison, per se, but in order to provide a societal context for examination
of African American parterns of family formation. That is, it has not always
been clear in recent discussions of black families that change is pervasive in this
regard throughout American society. For the most part, the Latino figures to
be examined are limited to 1970 through 1990, and are presented for reference
only, since interpretation of trends is limited to only a twenty-year period. Data
on Asian American populations are simply too limited to be considered in this
discussion. Qur intent is to identify areas of both change and stability in the

n general, we use the term Latino to describe Chicano populations and persons of Mexican
and Latin American ancestry in the United States, with the following exceptions. When census
data are being described, the Census Bureau’s terminology for that particular census year will be
employed: that is, Hispanie is uscd for the 1990 and 1980 census and related reports; Spanish origin
is used for 1970 census and related reports.
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United States as a wholc, and for all three groups, and to pinpoint turning
points for specific trends.

Statistical Trends: 1940-1990

Table 1.1 presents data from a varicty of census reports at decennial points
for the years 1940 through 1990 on marriage, divorce, household structure,
household maintenance, women’s labor force participation, and households
with children in poverty. Obviously, this table docs not provide the range of
houschold characteristics available through census statistics, but it does illumi-
nate the arcas that we believe arc key to an understanding of African American
family change.

Marriage

Marital timing. The statistics clearly demonstrate that both women and
men, as well as persons of all three focal ethnic groups, now marry later than
was the case in any of the earlier decades. Since 1960, the percentage of women
in the general population who married by age twenty to twenty-four has dc-
creased by 46 percent. The corresponding figure for whites is 43 percent, but
64 percent among black women. The table also makes clear the oft-cited fact
that the 1950s and early 1960s were distinctive in terms of marital parterns of
this century—a period when marital prevalence was greatest and early marriage
was normative among all groups (for discussion of this phenomenon see Cher-
lin, 1981). If 1940 is used as the comparison point, change is somewhat less
substantial: 27.5 percent for the total population of women and 20.3 percent
for white women. However, change among black women is still quite striking
at 62.2 percent. The male figures are very similar. In the general and white
populations, 1960 to 1990 change was 54.8 percent and 51.8 percent, respec-
tively. The 1940 to 1990 change, though, was only 24.5 percent for the total
population and 14.6 percent among white males. Change among black males
was substantial for both periods: 70.1 percent since 1960 and 65.5 percent
since 1940. Among both sexes, it is evident that blacks married earlier than
whites in 1940, but that the pattern reversed itself among women in 1960 and
among men, most clearly, in 1970.

Ever married.  Again, the tendency to marry at lcast once has been quite
variable over the last fifty years. It is notable, however, that the peak period of
marriage differs for blacks and whites. Both black women and men were most
likely to have been ever married in 1970, while the peak year for whites was
1960. In fact, over the last fifty years, the likelihood of ever getting married
has acrually increased in the total and white populations and remained essentially



TABLE 1.1

Eamily Formation Patterns and Living Arvangements, United States: 1940-1990

Variable/Ethnicity 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990
Women marricd by age 20-24 (percent)
Total 513 65.6 69.3 64.2 44.8 37.2
Black 59.6* 65.7 61.9° 55.8 216 225
White 50.3 65.6 70.4 65.2 43.1 40.1
Hispanic NA NA NA NA 43.8 44.4
Men married by age 20-24 (percent)
Total 274 39.9 45.8 45.3 31.2 20.7
Black 38.7¢ 43.9* 44.5° 40.1 15.3 133
White 26.1 394 46.3 46.4 27.9 22.3
Hispanic NA NA NA NA 299 26.5
Women ever married (percent)
Toral 70.8 79.9 81.0 77.0 77.1 77.2
Black 73.9 79.2% 77.7° 82.6 65.9 63.1
White 72.3 80.0 814 78.7 78.8 79.4
Hispanic NA NA NA 73.5 72.4 72.5
Men ever married (percent)
Total 65.2 73.6 75.1 71.9 70.3 70.1
Black 64.5 71.3% 69.5% 75.7 59.4 56.6
White 65.3 74.0 75.6 72.9 77.5 72.0
Hispanic NA NA NA 67.8 65.7 63.1
Divorce rate per 1,000 married women
Total NA NA 42.0 60.0 120.0 166.0
Black NA NA 78.0 104.0 258.0 358.0
White NA NA 380 56.0 110.0 153.0
Hispanic NA NA NA 81.0 132.0 155.0
Women living alone (number)
Total NA NA NA 7,149 11,269 13,950
Black NA NA NA 675 1,096 1,525
White NA NA NA 6,425 9,800 12,161
Hispanic NA NA NA NA 591 442
Women living alone {percent)
Total NA NA NA 9.3 12.4 13.6
Black NA NA NA 85 10.6 12.9
White NA NA NA 9.4 12.4 14.0
Hispanic NA NA NA NA 12.5 6.0
Men living alone (number)
Total NA NA NA 3,965 7,075 9,049
Black NA NA NA 518 910 1,084
White NA NA NA 3,384 5,905 7,718
Hispanic NA NA NA NA 303 415

Sowurces: National Center for Health Stadstics, 1990; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1950, 1951a, 1951b, 1953, 1955,
1961, 1963a, 1963b, 1963c, 1964, 1966, 1971, 1973, 1975a, 1975b, 1980, 1982, 1984, 19902, 1991b, 1991c¢,
1992a, 1992b.

*Based on “nonwhite” rather than black populations.
*Based on 1952 CPS data.
*Based on 1988 reported and inferred data.

10



Variable/Ethnicity 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990
Men living alone (percent)
Total NA NA NA 5.6 8.5 10.1
Black NA NA NA 7.5 10.8 12.4
White NA NA NA 5.4 8.2 9.9
Hispanic NA NA NA NA 6.8 57
Adults living alone as percentage of all households
Total NA 11.9% 131 17.1 22.6 24.6
Black NA NA NA 1.9 2.5 NA
White NA NA NA 154 19.9 NA
Hispanic NA NA NA NA .007 NA
Nonfamily households (perccnt)
Total 9.9 10.8 15.0 18.8 26.3 29.2
Black 14.7¢ NA 18.5% 22.0 28.0 28.8
White NA NA 14.7 18.4 26.2 294
Hispanic NA NA NA 13.0 17.8 184
Families maintained by women alone (percent)
Total 15.2 15.0 9.3 10.7 14.6 16.5
Black 22.6° 2408 27.0¢ 28.0 40.3 43.8
White 14.5 15.0 16.0 8.9 11.6 129
Hispanic NA NA NA 15.3 20.1 231
Birthrates for unmarried women {age 15—44)
Total 7.1 14.1 21.6 26.4 29.4 36.6°
Black 35.6¢ 71.2* 98.3% 955 82.9 88.9
White 36 6.1 9.2 13.9 17.6 26.6
Hispanic NA NA NA NA NA NA
Children in single-parent homes {percent)
Total NA 7.1 S.1 11.9 19.7 24.7
Black NA NA 219 31.8 45.8 54.8
White NA NA 8.4 8.7 15.1 19.2
Hispanic NA NA NA NA 211 30.0
Families with children under 18 vears of age below povcrty 1cvel (pcrccnt)
Total NA NA 19.7 14.7 155
Black NA NA 66.6 34 9 355 354
White NA NA 15.3 85 11.2 11.8
Hispanic NA NA NA 24.5 27.2 298
Women in labor force (percent)
Total 258 290 345 41.4 49.9 57.4
Black 37.6% 37.14 41.7¢ 47.5 53.2 58.7
White 241 283 336 40.6 51.2 57.2
Hispanic NA NA NA 38.1 47.4 53.5
Married couples with both wife and husband in labor force (percent)
Total 29.6 238 30.5 39.2 52.0 49.5
Black NA 31.8* 33.5¢ 50.7 58.9 53.0
White NA 20.7 30.2 382 51.3 49.1
Hispanic NA NA NA 349 51.3 459
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stable since 1970, following a steep decline from 1960. Declines from peak
periods are minimal for whites (2.5 percent among women, 4.8 percent among
men), but higher among blacks (23.6 percent for women, 25.2 percent for
men). Today, blacks as a group are less likely to marry than either whites or
Hispanics. This was not the case fifty years ago. The fact that change is not
more substantial among blacks, despite popular notions to the contrary, is due
in part to the pervasiveness of marriage among older black women. Although
94 percent of black women born in the 1930s married eventually, some demog-
raphers have estimated that, based on recent trends, only 70 percent of black
women born in the 1950s will marry (Rodgers and Thornton, 1985). Using
¢ven more recent data, Norton and Miller (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992b)
estimate that fewer than three of four black women overall can expect to marry,
compared to nine of ten white women.

Since blacks, Latinos, and whites evidence different age structurcs (with
whites being oldest as a group and Latinos being youngest), it is useful to
examine age cohort data whenever available. In a recent Census Bureau report
that analyzed marriage patterns of women by age since 1975 (using data from
the three most recent marriage history surveys—U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1992b), it is clear that some decline in marital prevalence is cvident among both
blacks and whites, aged thirty to thirty-nine (data on Latinas are not available for
1975). Among womcen aged forty to forty-four (a point at which the potential
of ever marrying is reduced substantially), marital decline was minimal among
whites (from 95.9 percent to 93.4 percent), but quite dramatic among blacks,
declining from 95.1 percent to 82.1 percent (a nearly 14 percent decrease).
Again, however, these data permit us to examine change only from the 1970s,
a peak period of marriage for all groups.

Divorce. Even if the chance of marrying has not changed as much for all
groups as some believe, those marriages are less likely than ever to be main-
tained. Divorce has been an area of dramatic change for all groups. The 1990
overall divorce rate (the number of divorces per 1,000 married women) is
nearly four times the 1960 rate. The factors of incrcase among whites and
blacks since 1960 werc very similar—4 and 4.6, respectively. Although 1960
figures are not available, divorce rates nearly doubled among Hispanics between
1970 and 1990. Still, black women divorce at a rate that is more than double
that of either white or hispanic women.

Age cohort comparisons for divorce demonstrate significant change since
1975 among all groups for ages thirty to fifty-four (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1992b). Even in the oldest cohort, fifty to fifty-four, the percent divorced after
their first marriage incrcased among white women from 16.8 percent to 28.5
percent (a nearly 70 percent increase!). Among black women in the same age
cohort, with a level that initially was almost twice that of whites, a 32 percent
increase was cvident, rising from 29.7 percent to 39.2 percent. The U.S. Burcau
of the Census (1992b) estimate is that if recent trends continue, four of ten
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first marriages of the youngest cohort will end in divorce. The authors note
that divorce rates in the United States are among the highest recorded in the
world.

Living Arrangements

Living alone. Simultaneous with changes in marriage patterns, living ar-
rangements among Americans have also undergone transformation. Living
alone is much more commonplace today than it was fifty years ago. Examining
the available data since 1970, change in this area is evident among both women
and men in all three ethnic groups. Notably, black women are slightly less likely
to live alonc than are white women—which may be a function of the greater
longevity of white women, as well as the greater tendency of blacks to live in
cxtended family situations. However, black men are somewhat more likely to
live alone than cither white or Hispanic men. Yet these differences are extremely
small, indicating that, with the exception of Hispanics, the tendency to live
alone in this socicty is quite similar across ethnic group and gender. The increase
in the sheer volume of persons living alone is quitc striking. As shown in Table
1.1, the total number of women living alone has nearly doubled just over the
past twenty years, while the number of men living alone has increased by a
factor of 2.3.

Nonfamily households. The increase in the likelihood of living in house-
holds without other family members has been substantial and consistent across
ethnic and gender groupings. The proportion of persons living in nonfamily
households has doubled since 1960 and those proportions are nearly identical
for blacks and whites. Nearly one-third of black and white households are
nonfamily units. Although Hispanics are much less likely to live in such house-
holds, nearly one in five Hispanic houscholds are made up of unrelated indi-
viduals.

Families maintained by women alone. There is a perception afloat today
that a much greater proportion of family units is being maintained by women
alone. However, the statistics presented in Table 1.1 contradict this view for
the United States population as a whole. The tendency of women to maintain
families alone is essentially unchanged since 1940 and 1950. In fact, there has
been a slight decrease in the proportion of white women heading familics
without men. These percentages have indeed fluctuated, with 1970 representing
the point at which female headship was lowest among white women. But
among both black and Hispanic families, change has been substantial. Black
women are now twice as likely to maintain families alonc as they were in 1940.
Furthermore, the change has been a steady increase over that period of time,
without the fluctuations observed among white women. Since 1970, the ten-
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dency of Hispanic women to maintain households alone has increased by 50
percent.

Children

Children born out of wedlock. Birthrates among vunmarried women age
fifteen to forty-four have steadily increased in the general population over the
last fifty years. The 1988 out-of-wedlock birthrate (i.e., number of births per
1,000 unmarried women) represents a fivefold increase since 1940. The incrcase
has been most dramatic among white women: the 1988 rate of birth among
unmarricd white women was seven times the 1940 rate. Qut-of-wedlock births
among black women have been consistently higher than those for whites. How-
ever, although the black rates have also increased, there has been a good deal
more fluctuation in the black figures. Black rates peaked in 1960 and the black-
white differential has decreased substantially. In 1940, black births among un-
marricd women were five times the white rate; by 1988, the differential had
been halved.

Children in single-parent homes. The proportion of children who live with
only one parent has grown quite dramatically among all ethnic groups. Overall,
the extent of children living in single-parent homes has more than tripled since
1950. The ethnic breakdowns indicate that such living situations for children
have been more prevalent among blacks than whites for all years for which data
are available (i.e., since 1960). Still, the likelihood that children will live in
one-parent homes is quite high—25 percent of all white children in 1990 and
nearly one-third of all Hispanic children. The ycar 1990 has been a watershed
year of sorts, with evidence that black children living in single-parent homes
now make up the majoriry of all black children (54 percent).

Families with young children living below the poverty level. Although the
changing living arrangements of children would suggest that their economic
situation has severely declined, census poverty figures portray a somewhat dif-
ferent picture. The likelihood that families with children under the age of eigh-
teen will be living below the poverty level has actually decreased since 1960 for
all populations except Hispanics. The decrease has been greatest among black
children, largely due to the fact that conditions were so severe in 1960, when
two-thirds of all black families with young children were impoverished. Now
one-third live in poverty, which is only slightly higher than the Hispanic pro-
portion, yet triple the white proportion. Still, there are ominous trends in this
area. After reaching new lows in 1970 in the level of poverty among families
with children, impoverishment has steadily increased since that time among
whites and Hispanics and, after increasing between 1970 and 1980, has re-
maincd essentially stable among blacks.
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Family Employment

Women in the labor force. One factor cited in marital delay, marital dis-
ruption, and nonmarriage has been the increased labor-force participation of
women (c.g., Becker, 1981; Ross and Sawhill, 1975). Howcver, mounting
evidence suggests that although women’s employment may delay marriage,
working women are more likely than those who do not work to marry eventu-
ally (e.g., Cherlin, 1981; Goldscheider and Waite, 1991; Oppenheimer, 1988).
It is clear that employment among all groups of women has increased steadily
and substantially over the last fifty years. Now the majority of women in all
ethnic groups work outside the home. This was not the case even in 1980.

Dual-worker married-couple families. Married-couple families in which
both female and male heads work have likewise increased and have nearly dou-
bled in proportion since 1940. Black families have been and continue to be
most likely to have dual workers, although the ethnic differential has declined.
Since 1970, half of black families have had dual workers. Now close to half of
all ethnic groups evidence this employment pattern.

Summary

These data make it clear that American patterns of family formation and
maintenance have indeed undergone substantial change over the last fifty years
in a number of important respects. Compared to 1940, American women and
men marry later, are substantially more likely to divorce, and are far more likely
to live alone or in homes without other family members.? It is clear that, with
later marriage and more divorce, Americans are likely today to spend signifi-
cantly more time outside of marital unions, even if marriage does occur at some
point. And although women in the general population are no more likely to
maintain families alone now than they did fifty years ago, the birthrates among
unmarried women have increased dramatically. Because of this change and the
increased rate of marital disruption, one in four American children now live in
single-parent homes. [It is interesting to note that it was, apparently, the 25
percent threshold that stimulated Moynihan’s aggressive attention to the Afri-
can American family—i.e., a quarter of Negro births out of wedlock, a quarter
of Negro families headed by women, a quarter of urban Negro marriages dis-
solved (Moynihan, 1967)]. In addition, most women in this society now work
outside the home, and the employment of both wife and husband in a family is

28weet and Bumpass (1987) argue that reliance on census dara acrually understates the trend
toward later marriage ar nonmartiage, due to underestimation of female first marriage rates berween
the ages of twenty and twenty-four in 1969 by 11 percent and overestimation in 1979 by the same
rate (p. 21).
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now typical. This is the current societal context within which change in all
sectors of American society must be considered.

It must be reemphasized that although we have described patterns of behav-
ior for the major ethnic groups as a whole, these groups display different age
structures. Examination of available age cohort data demonstrates both ethnic
similarities and differences, but generally supports the overall data with respect
to declining marital prevalence in American society at large. Indeed, the patterns
of behavior displayed by a population as a whole are also significant indicators
of societal demands, norms, and responses.

These society-wide changes also characterize African American patterns of
family formation and maintenance. There are differences in degree of change
and some countervailing trends. That is, change among blacks has been substan-
tially greater than that observed in the general population in the areas of marital
timing (i.c., greater delay) and in the likelihood that black women will maintain
a family alone. The proportion of black women and men who ever marry has
also declined by nearly 20 percent over the last fifty years, while the figures for
the gencral population have remained steady. And thar figure is even more
striking among middle-age women. However, the rate of increase of out-of-
wedlock births is substantially lower among African American women than the
increase among women in general or whites. Still there are areas of speciat
concern for African American families. The combined impact of greater marital
delay, more nonmarriage, a very high divorce rate, and a continuing high rate
of births out of wedlock (all interrelated phenomena) is observed most acutcly
through the living arrangements of children and the burden of family responsi-
bilities borne by women. Alrhough family impoverishment has not changed in
recent decades, the majority of African American children are now living in
single-parent homes. And, in more than four out of every ten black familics a
woman is maintaining that family without the support of another adult. It is
toward these distinctive trends that relate very directly to the well-being of
African American families and communities that this volume is addressed.

Understanding African American Marital Change

Given that African American family formation patterns have undergone such
rapid change, with a greater degree of intensity in certain key respects than that
observed in other sectors of this society, what accounts for these trends? The
recent changes in family formation patterns in the United States in general, and
the divergence of African American marital patterns in particular, have given
rise to a rencwed scholarly emphasis on the determinants of marital and
childbearing behavior and family structure. This recent work can be distin-
guished from the black family work described at the outset of this chapter, for
several reasons. First, the focus is the contemporary shift in African American
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family formation patterns, rather than the trends emerging from slavery and its
aftermath. Second, the carliest thrust of this interpretive line was the impact
on marriage of World War II-induced changes in birthrates in the society at
large (described in greater detail below). Third, the primary emphasis has not
been the defense of African American family forms, but rather the identification
of forces that have altered long-standing traditions. The ideological paradigms
identificd by Allen (1978) to describe the earlier thrust of black family re-
search—cultural equivalence, cultural deviance, and cultural variation—do not
fully capture the foci of this new genre of work as a whole. Although individual
rescarchers may indeed have a nuclear family ideal in mind when designing and
interpreting their studies, the fact that the nuclear model does not currently
describe the family formation pattern of any major sector of American society
has diminished the likelihood that this ideal dictates the research agenda.

The predominant focus of this recent work has been macro-level economic
and demographic constructs. Relatively little research has emphasized individual
(micro) level analyses or the attitudinal dimensions of changing family forma-
tion patterns. A useful conceptual scheme for organizing the dominant theoreti-
cal formulations is found in the work of Dixon (1971). In attempting to under-
stand cross-cultural differences in marriage behavior, she proposed three
mediating factors between social structure and nuptiality: (1) the availability of
mates; (2) the feasibility of marriage; and (3) the desirability of marriage. We
briefly review the major work in this area using Dixon’s analytical framework.

Mate availability. Demographers contend thar a “marriage squeeze”™—
a decrease in the availability of marriage partners—among female members of
the baby boom has led to delays in marriage and lower marriage rates, particu-
larly for women (Glick, Heer, and Beresford, 1963; Rodgers and Thornton,
1985; Schoen, 1983). This shortage of partners is due to the gradual increase
in birthrates following World War II, coupled with the tendency of women to
marry slightly older men. Baby boom women were therefore seeking husbands
from older but smaller cohorts. Although this marriage squeeze affected all
races, it exacerbated the impact of the mortality-driven decline in African Ameri-
can sex ratios, evident since the 1920s (Cox, 1940; Jackson, 1971; McQucen,
1979; Staples, 1981a,b), and led, some think, to a broadening of mate selection
standards among black women (Spanicr and Glick, 1980).

Guttentag and Secord (1983) argued that imbalanced sex ratios throughout
time have had major socictal consequences, with male shortage leading to
higher rates of singlehood, divorce, out-of-wedlock births, adultery, and tran-
sient relationships; less commitment among men to relationships; lower societal
value on marriage and the family; and a rise in feminism. One impact of the
marriage squeeze among white women, they suggested, is an incrcase in interra-
cial marriage. They cited imbalanced sex ratios as a factor in black marital
decline and an increasing out-of-wedlock birthrate. Epenshade (1985) noted,
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however, that some of the data presented by Gutrenrag and Secord appear to
challenge their own thesis—for example, black sex ratios have declined since
1920, but marital decline has only been evident since the 1960s. Also, African
American out-of-wedlock birthrates have declined since the 1960s. Neverthe-
less, there has been empirical support for some aspects of the Gurtentag and
Secord speculations from our own research and that of others (Jemmott, Ashby,
and Lindenfeld, 1989, Secord and Ghee, 1986; South, 1986; South and Mess-
ner, 1988; Tucker, 1987). The inconsistencies noted by Epenshade may stem
in part from the natrow focus on the demographic variable of sex ratio, rather
than the range of issues related to an individual’s potential for relationship
formation (c.g., cligibility, sociocultural preferences).

Marital feasibility. Sociologists and cconomists have been particularly con-
cerned about the relationship between the economic condition of African Amer-
ican males and black family structure. They have argued that black marital
feasibility has decreased because the increasing economic marginality of black
males has made them less attractive as potential husbands, and less interested
in becoming husbands, since they are constrained in their ability to perform
the provider role in marriage (Darity and Myers, 1986/87; Wilson, 1987).
There is empirical support for these arguments (e.g., Testa et al., 1989; Tucker
and Taylor, 1989), although analyses by Mare and Winship (1991) suggest that
socioeconomic factors cannot completely explain the drastic marital decline of
the last thirty years. Other cvidence suggests that the economic fortunes of
younger American males of all races have declined (Easterlin, 1980; Lichter
et al., 1991) and that therefore such concerns have affected overall marriage
patterns.

Related to these arguments is a theory of marital timing proposed by Op-
penheimer (1988) in which late marriage is seen as a function of an elongated
search strategy fueled primarily by uncertainty regarding male economic pros-
pects. With the dramatic decrease in young male cconomic viability generally
(i.c., not blacks only) and the increased training period (e.g., college), there is
no incentive to marry before more definitive information is available about the
potential economic gains to be had through marriage. Although reminiscent in
some ways of Becker’s (1981) economic theories of marriage, Oppenheimer
disputes Becker’s claim that women’s own improved economic prospects have
served to undermine the institution of marriage [a view shared in part by Ross
and Sawhill (1975), who saw the decreasing differential between black male
and female income as a factor in marital decline and instability]. Importantly,
however, both Becker and Oppenheimer also give primacy to male economic
fortunes as a marital stimulant. They are therefore consistent on this one theme
with Wilson (1987) and Darity and Myers (1986/87).

Desirability of marriage. Information about whether marriage is any
longer desirable can be obtained from two lines of work. Investigators have
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sought to determine whether cohabitaticn has become an acceptable substitute
for marriage (and thereby accounts for the decline of marriage). Such formula-
tions consider increased cohabitation as a cultural change, reflecting greater
sexual freedom among adolescents and young adults, the greater availability of
relatively effective contraception, increased financial independence of women,
and changes in gender roles, among other factors. Tanfer (1987) used data from
the 1983 National Survey of Unmarried Women, which includes never-married
twenty- to twenty-nine-year-olds, to determine predictors of cohabitation prev-
alence. Cohabitation was most prevalent among white, Protestant, and lower-
or lower-middle-class women, and twice as prevalent in the West as in the rest
of the country, Few differences between cohabitators and noncohabitators on
social-psychological attitudes emerged. Although this study did not include a
personal income measure and (understandably) contained no indication of the
financial wherewithal of actual and potential male partners, there is a clear
economic component: cohabitating women were significantly more likely to be
out of the labor force, and had significantly less education. Yet, black women
were still less likely to cohabitate than white women, which Tanfer believed to
be a function of the lack of availablc black male partners (Tanfer, 1987). Tanfer
concluded that cohabitation was only an advanced state of courtship and did
not constitute a marital substitute. Using the 1987-88 National Survey of
Families and Households data, Bumpass et al. (1991) found that declines in
both first marriage and remarriage rates have been offset in large part by increas-
ing cohabitation, and that the cohabitation trend has been led by the least
educated. It would seem then that the study of cohabitation in the United
States has not resulted in definitive findings about whether Americans continue
to desire marriage, although the available evidence does suggest that African
Americans are not choosing cohabitation over marriage.

A few rescarchers have cxamined changing attitudes about marriage. In
perhaps the most comprehensive assessment of changing attitudes toward fam-
ily in the United States, Thorton (1989) reviewed results from a number of
major data sets (including two national and one panel study). Examining re-
sponses to survey items from the late 1950s to mid-1980s, he found a substan-
tial weakening over the period in the “normative imperative” to marry, to
remain married, to have children, to be faithful to one’s spouse, and to differen- -
tiate male and female roles. However, he found #e significant shifts in the desire
to marry cventually or the desire ro remain single or childless. For example,
more than 90 percent of respondents in the Study of American Families (a
panel study of mothers and children) expected to marry, and there has been no
decline in that proportion since 1960 (Thornton and Freedman, 1982). Our
own survey of Southern Californians (which is discussed in detail in a later
chapter) indicated that marriage was highly valued, and that when controlling
for education, gender, and age, there were no differences in perceived impor-
tance of marriage on the basis of ethnicity. It is clear, however, that Americans
in general, and African Americans in particular, have become increasingly more
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accepting of singlehood (e.g., Thornton and Freedman, 1982; Staples, 1981b),
even if their personal preferences include eventual marriage. Thornton (1989)
views such changes as a shift toward greater tolerance of a broader range of
behaviors, rather than an endorsement of particular life-styles.

Integration and summary. Integrative research that examines and com-
pares all of these various perspectives has simply not been conducted. A few
recent studies have attempted to comparc aspects of the demographic and
economic arguments, with varied results: support for both availability and eco-
nomic arguments (Bennett et al., 1989; Lichter et al., 1992), support for eco-
nomic theories (Lichter ct al., 1991), lack of support for economic theories
(Mare and Winship, 1991), and lack of support for availability theories (Schoen
and Kluegel, 1988). With the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey
(CPS) data, Bennett et al. (1989) found that both demographic and economic
factors accounted for the increasing divergence of black and white marriage
patterns. In contrast, however, Mare and Winship’s (1991) analysis of census
microdata and CPS data showed little evidence that black or whitc marital entry
was a function of labor market trends for either men or women, or schooling
factors (thought by some to delay marriage). Although, when comparing census
labor market areas, Lichter et al. (1991) found that spatial variations in marriage
rates of both blacks and whites could be explained in part by differences in the
local supply of economically “attractive™ males (though these differences could
not completely explain the black-whitc marriage differential). Significantly,
Lichter et al. (1992) later demonstrated that women’s marital timing was di-
rectly linked to the availability of men of similar age and racc and to male
€conomic circumstances.

It is notable that, to our knowledge, only two studies have found no sup-
port for cither economic (Mare and Winship, 1991) or availability theories
(Schoen and Kluegel, 1988), while all of the remaining investigations (includ-
ing studies that do not explicitly compare perspectives) find some merit in one
of these views. In fact, in one of the most comprehensive studies of the matter,
Lichter et al. (1992) state that “racial differences mn marriage are located more
in structural marriage market opportunities than in the individual-level factors
typically considered in previous research” (p. 797). They further note that their
analyses demonstrate that “mate availability in local marriage markets is a sig-
nificant factor contributing to delayed marriage—and perhaps nonmarriage—
among black women” (p. 797). We conclude from all of this that there is
significant value in pursuing these lines of investigation. This in no way should
be construed to mean that these are the only potentially influential factors in
changing family formation patterns in the United States in general or in ac-
counting for diverging black marital trends. We recognize that a range of other
factors is involved, including women’s work-force participation, improved con-
traception, extended period of formal cducation, the declining gap between
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black female and male earnings, and changing conceptions of gender roles,
among others (c.f. Cherlin, 1981; Ross and Sawhill, 1975; Blumstein and
Schwartz, 1983)]. However, economic decline and high male mortality are
targets for social change. To know their precise role in changing family structure
could offer significant societal benefits. Because of the centrality of these phe-
nomena and their targetability for social change, economic and demographic
arguments are a particular focus of the empirical work presented in the chapters
that follow.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored trends in African American family scholarship. This
review suggested that the research agenda since the mid-1960s has been largely
reactive, and conscqucntly did not signal indications that dramatic changcs in
black family organization were under way. An examination of trends in United
States family formation patterns demonstrated that fundamental society-wide
change has occurred over the last half century (i.c., later marriage, more divorce,
more singlehood, more births out of wedlock, more nonfamily living arrange-
ments), but that in several significant respects, African American change has
been more substantial than that observed in other ethnic groups in the United
States. The large proportion ot black families being maintained by women alone
and the fact that most black children now live in single-parent households
represent marked departures from earlier African American family patterns. The
fact that black men and women are highly likely to live substantial periods of
their lives as unmarricd persons is also a significant change from just thirty
years ago. Theory and research directed at understanding these very recent
changes in family formation patterns, and greater decline of marriage among
blacks, have implicated demographic and economic factors as causative. These
arguments arc cxplored in greater detail in later chapters.

Ultimately, we wish to understand the differential involvement of various
factors in changing family formation patterns for different groups. That is,
similar family formation trends can reflect different historical experiences. For
example, we suggest, based on the research presented in this book and other
recent studies, that changes in African American patterns of family formation
are a function of a peculiar clustering of factors, including a history of oppres-
sive experiences which fostered an adaptive fragility in family formation (see
Brenda Stevenson’s discussion of black family structure in colonial and antebel-
lum Virginia), an ever-declining sex ratio (that became cxtremely critical by the
1960s in certain communities), the baby-boom-generated marriage squeeze,
the declining economic viability of certain sectors of the black male population,
increasing female employment, and society-wide value changes (in regard to
gender roles and family formation). If we view marital change as a function
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of a conflux of situational constraints, then social policy must confront those
constraints, rather than moralize.
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2 BLACK FAMILY STRUCTURE
IN COLONIAL AND
ANTEBELLUM VIRGINIA:
AMENDING THE
REVISIONIST PERSPECTIVE

Brenda E. Stevenson

can historians sought to explain certain aspects of the black experience in

the United States through a descriptive analysis of the development, sur-
vival, and function of the African American family.! Inspired by a sociopolitical
movement that began to attain national prominence during the 1950s and that
continued to capture public attention through the early 1970s, scholars were
challenged to review this country’s past for possible solutions to contemporary
issues. Central to these issues were problems of racial injustice historically
embedded in the notion that racial difference implied cultural inferiority or
absence.

The conflicts of that era demanded not only a closer and revisionist look
at the history of race relations in the nation but also a new perspective on the
races themselves, their sociopolitical histories and cultural heritage. Fired by this
initiative, revisionist scholars began to destroy unfounded and contradictory but
popular images of blacks. They aimed their attention at powerful historical
motifs found throughout scholarly, artistic, and literary texts that reduced black
males to either submissive, dependent, emasculated shadows of men or violent,
destructive beasts. As the woman’s perspective found its place in historical

B BEGINNING MORE than twenty years ago, a number of prominent Ameri-

1Several important works on the black family are available. The most important book-length
works that include descriptive analyses of the historic black family to emerge during this era include:
Blassingame (1972), Breen and Innes (1980), Genovese {1974), Gutman (1976), Kulikoff (1986),
Malone (1992), and White (1985).
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and other academic literature, some scholars made a similar attempt to rectify
denigrating depictions of black females, popularized as seductive wenches, trai-
torous mammics, and emasculating matriarchs.?

Centuries-old images and myths of blacks, many of which had become
fundamental to the American social identity, were effectively challenged in intel-
lectual and artistic circles. Revisionist scholars led the way, reexamining tradi-
tional sources of historical knowledge while unearthing and legitimizing other
forms of information in their search for a “black” perspective on black historical
identity and experiences. Their revolutionary work reflected a larger method-
ological and thematic shift occurring among historians internationally—the
new “social history.” Intellectuals began to view history from “the bottom up”
in an affirmation of the historical importance and unabiding humanity of the
“nonillustrious.” In response to these social and intellectual challenges, scholars
of the 1970s and 1980s were able to provide a wealth of information about
the experiences of black Americans as laborers, revolutionaries, parents, reli-
gious beings, artists, philosophers, and creators of a culture and ethos that
served them and the larger American society well.

In direct refutation of “traditional” history, scholarship, and social science
findings that denied the existence or social importance of the preemancipation
black family, revisionist scholars largely attributed the long-term survival of
enslaved African Americans to the viability of the slave family as their principal
sociocultural nstitution. Couching their discussions in the most available terms,
many of these scholars were unable to resist the temptation to make implicit
comparisons between the slave’s marital and familial practices and those of
European Americans. They inferred, through their choice of evaluative criteria,
that if, and only if, they could document that the historical black family was
similar in design, structure, function, and relations to that of whites, could they
then effectively argue that it had positive impact on black life.

At issue in this critique, however, is not the revisionists’ conclusions regard-
ing the “worth” of the black family. These scholars have irrefurably docu-
mented, albeit conditionally, that black families were of immense importance
and value to the African American individual and community. The purpose of
this chapter is to scrutinize carefully the revisionist assumption that the histori-
cal black family, specifically the slave family, was similar to that of European
Americans in intent or reality. Were, for example, the majority of slave families
nuclear in structure? Were most slave marriages monogamous? Did most slave
children grow up in households with two parents present? Were these domestic
arrangements—monogamy, nuclearity, co-residential parenting—the over-

2See, for example, Rlassingame’s important discussion of the images of black males in southern
literature and the southern white intellect and conscience (1972, pp. 132-216). Also sec White’s
analysis of the “Tezebel™ and “Mammy” images of black slave women (1985, esp. pp. 27—61) and
Whitc (1983).



Black Family Structure in Colonial and Antebelfurn Virginia [ 29

whelming social and cultural ideals of slave men and women as they were for
European Americans?

The basic premise asserted here is that the black family under slavery dif-
fered profoundly from that of European Americans structurally and in the ways
in which family members functioned as contributors, administrators, and recipi-
ents of family resources. The slave family was not a static, imitative institution
that necessarily favored one form of family organization over another. Rather,
it was a diverse phenomenon, sometimes assuming several forms even among
the slaves of one community. Moreover, this diversity cannot in itsclf be equated
with a weak or flawed institution, although some variety certainly was part of
the African American response to the difficulties of slave life. It also was a
response to the slave’s cultural difference. Far from having a negative impact,
the diversity of slave marriage and family norms, as a measure of the slave
family’s enormous adaptive potential, allowed the slave and the slave family to
survive.

Although this chaprer focuses specifically on the colonial and antebellum
slaves of Virginia, it has implications as well for the conditions and forms of
black family life duplicated throughout the pre—Civil War South. This particular
study draws on a number of sources of primary data for confirmation of its
conclusions, but principally slave registers, farm books and manuals, slave narra-
tive and autobiographical accounts, census records, and estate inventories. The
first section surveys the historiography of the southern slave family principally
centered on the major revistonist scholars of the 1970s and 1980s. The sccond
section discusses the family structures, marriage styles, and familial ideals of
colonial and antebellum Virginia slaves.

Old and New Revisionist Perspectives: An Overview
The prominent historian Kenneth Stampp rcassured his readers in 1956:

In Africa, the Negroes had been accustomed to a strictly regulated family and
a rigidly enforced moral code. But in America the disintegration of their social
organization removed the traditional sanctions which had encouraged them to
respect their old customs. . . . Here, as at so many other points, the slaves had
lost their native culture without being able to find a workable substitute and
therefore lived in a kind of cultural chaos. (p. 340)

Stampp was only one of many pioneering scholars who, while contributing
much to other aspects of the discussion of the African American experience,
belicved that southern blacks were unable to create a meaningful family institu-
tion because of the devastation of slavery. E. Franklin Frazier, W.E.B. Du Bois,
Stanley Elkins, and others headed a list of forceful intellectuals who believed
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that the environment of the slave experience had been such as to exclude the
development of black marriage and family norms. Revisionist historians defied
this scholarship, successfully arguing that the slave was able to negotiate his or
her bondage, maintain humanity, and construct a socially viable family. They
were able to counter notions of black social disorganization and pathology not
only by documenting slave family norms, but also by asserting that these norms
were strikingly similar to those of European Americans.

Revisionist historians implied that white and black families were compara-
ble in two important ways. First, they argued that the foundation of slave family
life, like that of Europcan Americans, was long-term, monogamous marriage.
Second, they tried to demonstrate that most slaves, like whites, lived in nuclear
families, that is, with parents and children present. Tt was not, however, just
the familial structures of African Americans and European Americans that these
scholars likened to one another. They also made analogous assertions about
gender convention and roles within the context of domestic life.?

Even while labeling the slave family as uniquely “democratic” or “egalirar-
ian,” for example, revisionist historians maintained that slave men and women
recognized and respected the slave man’s patriarchal rights as husband and
father. If the slave woman seemed to have an inordinate amount of influence
on the slave family, they almost unanimously explained, it only was in the
absence of her husband. The slave woman’s principal domestic roles, the histori-
ans surmised, were caregiver to her children and loyal supporter of her husband.

Monogamous marriages, nuclear families in which children lived with both
their parents, a wife’s submission to her husband’s leadership—the similarity
of these “ideals” to those of the European American family is clear and deliber-
ate in revisionist scholarship.

In The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South, Blassin-
game (1972) stated quite emphatically that “the Southern plantation was
unique in the New World because it permitted the development of a monoga-
mous slave family” (p. 77).* He argued that an equal male-female adult sex
ratio among slaves that made marriage partners available, the desire of slaves

3Regarding the European American southern family of the past, see: Cashin (1990), Clinton
(1982), Fox-Genovese (1988), Friedman (1985), Lebsock (1984), McMillen (1985), Mergan
(1952), Scott (1970), Smith (1980), and Wyatt-Brown (1982, pp. 226-271).

For a descriptive analysis of the development of the “modern” family in the United States,
see Degler (1980). He asserted four criteria for being categorized as the “modern American family,”
alt of which recur in the recent literature of slavery scholars: the companionate marital relationship;
worman’s sphere centered in the home, whereas that of the male as “breadwinner,” was outside at
work; an increased interest in childrearing as a family funcrion; and the development of a family
limited in size to that of the mother, father, and children (pp. 8-9).

4Blassingame attributed this development primarily to a balanced adult sex ratio among ante-
bellum slaves; the desire of the slaves themselves; and supporr of monogamy by many slaveholders
who hoped to use closc family relations to manipulate their slaves into obedience, to keep the
slaves content, and to promote slave-quarter morality (1972, pp. 77-78, 80-81, 87-88).
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to have monogamous marriages, and the religious sanction of slaveholders for
slave monogamy were the key determinants of widespread monogamy among
southern antebellum slaves.® Blassingame also explored slave family composi-
tion and relations, surveying a number of topics, including courtship rituals,
marital problems, the impact of extended kin, and childbearing and -rcaring.
He especially was concerned with correcting the myth of the “absent” or “emas-
culated” slave husband and father. Although clearly sensitive to the problems
of slave family and marriage, Blassingame viewed the antebellum slave family
not just as a nuclear entity, but as a democratic institution “where men and
women shared authority and responsibility.” Yet, the “democracy” he described
was one in which husbands and fathers worked hard to gain patriarchal status
and authority; one in which the implied roles of the woman were dutiful mother
and wife who provided food, attention, a comfortable home, and medical care.
Thus, although circumstances of the slave’s life might have prevented him or
her from completely affecting the nuclear-core, patriarchal family of nineteenth
century whites, one would surmise from Blassingame’s discussion that this was
the slave’s ideal .

His scholarly peers wholeheartedly agreed. Two years after the first edition
of The Slave Community appeared, Eugene Genovese in Roll, Jordan, Roil: The
World the Slaves Made (1974) was able to provide his audience with a more
extensive and nuanced discussion of the slave family, but one with strikingly
similar conclusions. Like Blassingame, Genovese considered the slave family to
have been more “egalitarian” in nature than that of contemporary whites be-
cause he believed that slave women cxercised greater household authority than
white women. Yet Genovese still argued that the “impressive norms of family
life” for slaves were those of monogamous marriages, nuclear families, and

SBlassingame particularly credited the impact of southern religious organizations on the sur-
vival of certain familial norms. He concluded that by the 1830s, for example, the “traditional
African family the blacks remembered had been transformed,” but “white churches reinforced in
the quarters family patterns inherited from Africa.” Yet, it is certain that the general impact of the
“white church” on any part of slave life and culrure is difficult to predict. Even if it was possible
to do so, “white churches” undoubtedly only “reinforced” that which was culturally familiar to
whites, and not that which was culturally different about blacks 1972/1979, pp. 149, 178-179).

®Although Blassingame noted on several occasions that the slaves encountered oppressive and
abusive situations that deterred their performance in family groups in some “traditional” ways, he
interpreted their family functions, relations, and structure in terms clearly defined by the model of
the “modern™ Western family. Discussing the function of the slave family with regard to the
husband, for example, Blassingame noted that it was “in his family [that} he found companionship,
love, sexual gratification, sympathctic understanding of his sufferings. . . . The slave woman, on
the other hand, could expect that her husband would be the “head of the family,” pravide some
supplemental material support and loving attention. He chose to couch the means by which males
and females received status within their families in traditional argument, ignoring other cultural
influences that may have caused slaves to define their families and their experiences in them in
other ways (1972/1979, pp. 78, 80, 88).
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ideals of gender-differentiated domestic power that were more akin to than
different from those of contemporary whites. According to Genovese, it was
because of these similarities in white and black families and the “value” that
slaves placed on a “two-parent, male-centered household” thart freed slave fami-
lies emerged in the postbellum South with a “remarkably stable base” (1974,
pp. 451452, 492).

In his extraordinary study, The Black Famaly in Slavery and Freedom, 1750—
1925 (1976), Herbert Gutman reinforced what by then were becoming increas-
ingly popular beliefs among history scholars about the slave family. Although
Blassingame and Genovesc had outlined much of what Gutman said in his
work, both the length of his book (664 pages) and its breadth (1750-1925)
rendered it the most important work to emerge on slave family and marriage
during this historiographical era.

From the beginning of the work, Gutman was clear about his intent. “This
volume,” he wrote in his introduction, “was stimulated by the bitter public and
academic controversy surrounding Daniel P. Moynihan’s The Negro Family: The
Case for National Action (1965).” Moynihan, Guuman informed his audience,
“had not created a fictive history” but had “reported what was then conventional
academic wisdom” when he described the twentieth century black family as the
root of the “tangle of pathology” characterizing African American life. Gut-
man’s purpose was not to challenge the judgment that latc twentieth century
black life was socially pathological or that this pathology derived from a matriar-
chy. Rather, his principal goal was to demonstrate, through sound historical
research, that the social problems of twentieth century blacks purportedly
founded on “a fatherless matrifocal family” were not inherited from slave
ancestors.”

Drawing on an array of primary source documents—most importantly de-
tailed slave lists, the marriage records of freed slaves, and the testimony of
former slaves—Gutman systematically made a case for southern slave family
stability and basic “traditional” norms. African American slave marriages and
families, he insisted, were distinct in some important ways, but “upon their
emancipation most . . . ex-slave families had two parents, and most older couples
lived together in long-lasting unions” (1976, p. 9). Monogamy, nuclear fami-

“Moynihan’s (1965) analysis of his statistics of the mid-twentieth century black family had
an immense impact on the generation of scholars of slavery that was emerging at that time. Gutman
{1976) noted in his introduction, for example, that “the controversy between Moynihan and his
critics sparked a preliminary study . . . which led to this book” (p. xvii). Moynihan’s conclusions
about the “pathology™ of the black family, which derived in part from a matriarchal family unit
and resulted in an emasculated and absent black husband and father, set the terms of description
and analysis of the slave family that Blassingame (1972/1979), Genovese (1974), Gutman (1976),
and others so ably addressed. These “terms,” however, were part of an ethnocentric worldview that
defined difference from the middle-class, Anglo-American norm as sociopathic. (See also Elkins,
1959; Frazicr, 1939; Stampp, 1956.)
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lies, and their stability clearly emerged in Gutman’s study as the most important
traits of slave families.®

Gutman’s contentions are most clearly borne out in the post-emancipation
documents he surveyed, especially the Union Army population census data
from 1865 and 1866 and Freedmen’s Bureau marriage registers. Yet, these
records tell us much more about the social expectations of those recording these
data and the immediate, and perhaps temporary, responses of slaves to their
“frecedom™ than give conclusive evidence of slave marriage and familial ideals
and realities. Providing some restraints to his own conclusions, for example,
Genovese added the vital warning: “the postbellum record should not be pro-
jected backward” (1974, p. 501).

Although no other work of importance from the revisionist era focused
specifically on antebellum southern slave marriage or family, other historians
writing on related topics accepted what became termed the “Gutman thesis.”
Robert Fogel concluded as late as 1989, for example, that “most slaves in the
United States . . . lived in ‘nuclear’ houscholds consisting of two parents and
children, sometimes with grandparents also present” (p. 150).° Even while
emphasizing the “matrifocality” of slave families and the importance of the role
of women in them, Jacqueline Jones in Labor of Love, Labor of Serrow: Black
Women, Work, and the Family from Slavery to the Present (1985) and Deborah
White in Av'w’t I o Woman?: Female Slaves in the Plantation South (1985)
unquestioningly accepted the dominance of the nuclear slave family and monog-
amous slave marriage as domestic structures. “The two parent, nuclear family,”
Jones wrote, “was the typical form of slave cohabitation regardless of the loca-
tion, size, or economy of a plantation, the nature of its ownership, or the age
of its slave community” (1985, p. 32). White followed suit in her exploration
of female identity, labor, and power within the context of what she also termed
the “cgalitarian™ slave family (1985, pp. 142—-143, 149-160).

However, White must be credited with voicing some important “post-
revisionist” views. She did establish the absolute importance of the slave woman
in the slave family and, through her investigation of the colonial slave woman’s
cxperience, made important conncctions between an African cultural heritage
and the domestic life of the antebellum slave. Indeed, most of the revisionists
suggested some constraints on the Gutman thesis. Blassingame, for example,
wrate vividly of some of the problems that undermined the stability of the
antebellum slave family. “The family was, in short, an important survival mecha-
nism,” he concluded. “Although it was weak, although it was frequently bro-
ken” (1979, p. 191). Genovese included several warnings in his discussion,

#Gutman here wrote specifically about the Virginia slave experience but concluded similarly
about slave family life throughour the South.

¥ Fogel asserted that 64 percent lived in nuclear familics, 21 percent lived in one-parent fami-
lies, and 15 percent lived in nonfamily houscholds (1989, p. 150, Table 5).
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including his suggestion that claims to the slave’s positive familial experiences
“must be rcad within limits—as a record of the countervailing forces even
within the slavocracy but especially within the slave community™ (1974, p.
451). And although Gutman clearly was more comfortable than Blassingame
or Genovese with characterizing slave families as “stable,” he made brilliant
suggestions for future revision, maintaining that one must not “underestimate”
the “adaptive capacities of the enslaved” or their “cultural difference” when
trying to understand slave kinship (Gutman, 1976, p. xx).

Colonialists were some of the first historians to take on the challenges for
future scholarship that Gutman and other revisionists posed. Mechal Sobel
(1987), Darrett Rutman and Anita Rutman (1984), Cheryll Ann Cody (1987),
Allan Kulikoff (1986), and Phillip Morgan (1987) are among the most success-
ful to do so. Focusing his attention on the tidewater counties of Virginia and
Maryland, for example, Kulikoff in a series of articles and later in his book-
length study, Tobacco and Slaves: The Development of Southern Cultures in the
Chesapenke, 1680—1800 (1986), persuasively described a relationship between
the various stages of southern African American cultural development and slave
kinship organization. Although conceding that the “religious beliefs, kinship
systems, and forms of social organization differed substantially” among African
slaves in the Chesapeake, Kulikoff assured his readers that “West Africans did
share some values and experiences” (p. 317) that in some ways affected the
social institutions they fashioned for themselves. Not surprisingly, his findings,
which emphasize the importance of variables such as plantation size and cultural
background of the slave, were different from those of revisionists. Kulikoff
discovered that on large plantations only abour half (47 percent) of the slaves
lived in nuclear households and that on smalt plantations only about 18 percent
did. He also documented substantial diversity in household membership, noting
that the majority of slaves on cither size plantation usually lived in: single-
parent—child units; only with other siblings; in a number of versions of ex-
tended kin arrangements; or with no kin at all (18 to 41 percent) (1986, pp.
317, 370-372).

Historians writing about the antebellum era also have begun to qualify
further, if not fundamentally challenge, some of the basic contentions of revi-
sionist slave scholars. Jo Ann Manfra and Robert Dykstra’s work, centered on
the late antebellum slave experience, for example, provocatively amends the
Gutman thesis. In their 1985 groundbreaking study, “Serial Marriage and the
Origins of the Black Stepfarmuly: The Rowanry Evidence,” they focused their
attention on the revisionist’s assumption of long-term slave monogamy. Center-
ing their research on the domestic relationships of the last generations of slaves
in Dinwiddie County, Virginia, their findings emphasized the significant rate
of family breakage and remarriage that led to a large incidence of scrial marriage
and stepfamily formation. For the last generations of Virginia slaves residing
in this southside, tobacco-producing county, long-term monogamous marriages
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and the nuclear families derived from them were not widely normative (Manfra
and Dykstra, 1985).

Whereas Manfra and Dykstra gathered evidence of multiple marriages, fam-
ily breakage, and reconstruction, in my 1990 article, “Distress and Discord
in Virginia Slave Families, 1830—-1860,” I explored the subtleties of slave do-
mestic conflict. Canvassing numerous sources, including slave autobiographical
accounts, slave inventories, and fertility statistics gleaned from reconstructed
slave family listings and census records, I questioned the dominance and func-
tional capacity of nuclear slave families by not only documenting widespread
matrifocality among latc antebellum Virginia slaves, but also by tracing its
impetus to both legal and logistic roots in the South as well as the sociocultural
prerequisites of both slave and slaveholder. The study also reopened a dis-
cussion of slave family stability, exposing both external and internal destabiliz-
ing forces. I argued that slave families and marriages often were complicated
by conflicts derived from slave owner interference (e.g., indiscriminate mar-
riage and family breakage, the removal of black adolescents and males from
their kin networks, forced breeding, and usurpation of parental control) as
well as inappropriate slave social behavior (e.g., color prejudice and domestic
violence).

The upper South was the focus of the Manfra and Dykstra and Stevenson
studies of the antebellum era, but historians of the deep South also have contrib-
uted to this new discourse. Of particular importance is Ann Patton Malone’s
meticulously researched and constructed analysis of slave kinship and household
composition, Sweet Chariot: Slave Famaly and Household Structure in Nineteenth-
Century Louisiana (1992). Malone garnered information from an impressive
155 slave communities in Louisiana as well as from a host of other sources in
order to document family relationships and structure, how they might have
changed over time, and under what circamstances they did change. Malone
masterfully argued that slaves lived in a varicty of households and contributed
to numerous kinds of kin-based relationships, both of which were subject to
tremendous change over time. But she also did much more. She created from
her data base a developmental model that purports to predict slave family
change and stability, Her contribution to the historiography, therefore, was
not just to provide new conclusions about the antebellum slave family, but also
to create a new methodological approach.

Malone’s findings parallel, to a certain extent, the conclusions about the
Virginia slave family that are presented in this chapter. Both studies emphasize
in particular the variability of slave family structure. Clearly, many conditions
of the antebellum South greatly affected the family life of slaves. Location—for
example, whether blacks resided in a border, deep South, or southwestern state
or territory; whether they lived in a settled or frontier region; whether they
had an urban or rural experience—was a very important factor. So too were
demographic characteristics, work conditions, and the gencration in which a
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slave lived. All of these variables could have a significant impact on slave mar-
riage and family. Despite the change over time, place, and space, however, there
were certain behavioral patterns and perspectives that continuously threatened
slave kinship. Blacks responded to these phenomena and their own cultural
difference in ways that ultimately defined their kin and social relationships as
unique from thosc of European Americans. Herein lies the basis for the differ-
ence between the findings of this study and those of Malone.

Regardless of an innovative methodology and a sophisticated, subtle read-
ing of her data, many of Malone’s most significant conclusions still arc those
of the revisionists. She conceded, for example, that “all recent historians of
slavery, including myself, agree that the two-parent nuclear family was the
societal ideal; that the dominant household type was the simple family; and
that within the simple family category, the two-parent nuclear family usually
prevailed” (p. 258). The findings gleaned from this study of Virginia slave life,
however, do not support Malone’s notion of the “nuclear ideal” and the asser-
tion that the “parents (or parent) and child unit was the vital core of the
slave community—the model for other relationships within the larger corporate
body” (p. 258).

The familial history of slaves in colonial and antebellum Virginia offers
compelling evidence that many slaves did not have a nuclear structure or “core”
in their families, and there is little evidence that suggests that a nuclear family
was their sociocultural ideal. Virginia slave families, although demonstrating
much diversity in form, essentially were not nuclear and did not derive from
long-term monogamous marriages. The most discernible ideal for their princi-
pal kinship organization was a malleable extended family that provided its mem-
bers with nurture, education, socialization, material support, and recreation in
the face of the potential social chaos the slaveholders’ power imposed. Matrifo-
cality; polygamy; single parents; abroad spouses; one-, two-, and three-
generational houscholds; all-male domestic residences of blood, marriage, and
fictive kin; single- and mixed-gender sibling dwellings—these, along with mo-
nogamous marriages and co-residential nuclear families, all comprised the famil-
ial experiences of Virginia slaves. Beneath this overwhelming record of diversity,
the extended slave family remained the most consistent norm and the most
clearly identifiable 1deal.

Even when there existed the physical basis for a nuclear family among
slaves—the presence of a husband, a wife, and their children—as 1t did for a
significant minority, this type of family did not function as it did for blacks in
precolonial Africa or whites in the colonial and antebellum South. Slave hus-
bands never provided the sole or most significant means of financial support
for their wives and children. Husbands had no legal claim to their families and,
accordingly, could not legitimately demand their economic resources or offer
them protection from abuse or exploitation. The primary role of the slave
mother, if compared to mainstream American gender convention, also was
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deeply compromised, for she never was able to give the needs of her husband
and children great priority. Even though most slave children were part of matri-
focal families, the slave woman’s most important daily activities encompassed
the labor that she performed for her owner, not her family. This responsibility
claimed so much of her time and energy that childbearing was limited, whereas
childrearing necessarily was a task she shared with a number of females, within
and outside of her blood and marriage-related family.

Likewise, although slave couples committed to monogamy may have been
devoted to and able to sustain feelings of love and respect for one another over
time—feelings sufficient to lead them to marry legally after emancipation—
many did not have the opportunity to express such feelings for more than a
few years while cnslaved. Across time and space, the frequent and indiscriminate
separation of slave spouses, temporarily and permancntly, denied them the op-
portunity to live together, to share the responsibilities of their houscholds and
children, and to provide cach other with sociosexual outlets.

Let us consider one example from antebellum Virginia—the family of Car-
oline Hunter, who was a slave in Suffolk, Virginia. Hunter lived as a small
child with her mother, free black father, and three brothers. The entire family
lived in “one room back of” her master’s home where they all “et, slep an’ done
evything in jus’ dat one room.” Although Hunter’s description of her family’s
composition indicates a monogamous marriage and a nuclear kin group, neither
the marriage nor the family remained intact very long nor ever really functioned
like those of European American marriages and families of the time (Perdue,
Barden, and Phillips, 1976, pp. 149-151).

The first to leave the Hunter clan was Caroline’s father. “My papa didn’t
stay wid us ve’y long,” she noted. “He left *cause my massa beat him.” Mr.
Hunter was a free black who chose to live with his slave wife and children but
refused to be treated as a slave. When his wife’s owner beat him “till he bled”
because his dog killed a sheep, Mr. Hunter left the family and went to reside
in Norfolk. The nuclearity of this slave family, unlike that of southern whites,
clearly did not presuppose a viable patriarchy erected on the superior economic
resources of the husband and father. Mr. Hunter had no patriarchal claim to
his wife or children and, once he went to live elsewhere, he was allowed to
visit them only on Saturday cvenings and Sundays, if at all (pp. 149-151).

Mirs. Hunter, as the head of this now matrifocal family, was left to rear her
four children alone while her abroad husband resided some twenty miles away.
Yet as family head, she had as little control over her destiny, much less that of
her children, as her husband had had. “Many a day my ole mama has stood by
an’ watched massa beat her chillun ’till dey bled an’ she couldn’ open her mouf,”
Caroline Hunter added. Her adolescent brothers refused to obey their master
and often received harsh whippings as a result. “I can’ never forgit how my
massa beat my brothers cause dey didn’ wuk. He beat ’em so bad dey was sick

a long time, an’ soon as dey got a smatterin’ better he sold “em,” she recalled.
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Although Caroline Hunter’s parents reunited after general emancipation, they
never were able to find her oldest brother. The Hunters’ postbellum status as
a nuclear family and Mr. and Mrs. Hunter’s monogamous marriage clearly did
not indicate much of the reality of their antebellum lives (pp. 149—151).

Legal, Economic, and Cultural Factors
influencing Slave Marriage and Family

Colonial slave masters quickly established the right to define and structure the
most intimate connections and activities of their slaves and servants, electing
to control various aspects of their scxual behavior and family life through their
power as lawmakers.'® Legislation, which in part defined “family” for these
blacks, both paralleled and contributed to the African’s decline in status from
that of indentured servant to that of slave. An act passed in 1662 that mandated
that the children of a black female, regardless of the color or condition of their
father, had to take the status of their mother had a profound effect on slave
families for two centurics.!! It not only placed 2 brand of perpetual servitude
on the next several generations of Virginia blacks, bur also provided the legal
context for matrifocal kinship groups among succeeding generations of slaves. 2
As such, slavcholders not only identified a slave child’s status with that of his
or her mother, but routinely identified the child’s parcntage solely with the
mother, often denying any acknowledgment of the father’s role—biologically,
emotionally, socially, or materially.

Within the owner’s perception of an ordered domestic world, the legal
association between slave mother and child reinforced the cultural dictates of
their society with regard to gender-differentiated responsibility. Owners be-
lieved that slave women, as childbearers, had a natural bond with their children
and that it was their responsibility, moreso than that of the children’s fathers,
to carc for their offspring. Many masters frowned upon separating mothers
from their young children but refused to act similarly for fathers. Slave owners’
preferential treatment of slave mothers made it difficult for slave men to have
equal influence in the day-to-day activities of their families, particularly as many

108ee, for example, the numerous, early laws established in Guild (1969, pp- 21-24).

UThe 1662 statute read: “Whereas some doubts have arisen whether children got by any
Englishman upon a negro woman should be slave or free, Be it therefore enacted and declared by this
present grand assembly, that all children borne in this country shall be held bound or free only
according to the conditon of the mother, And that if any Christian shall commit fornication with
a negro man or woman, he or she offending shall pay double the fines imposcd by the former act”
(Hening, 1823, p. 170).

2For a helpful discussion of matrifocality, sec Tanner (1974, pp. 129-156). See especially
Tanner’s definition of marrifocality (p. 131).
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of them did not live with their children. It is not surprising, therefore, that
among a compilation of reminiscences of Virginia former slaves, the large ma-
jority spoke of the importance of their mothers while they were growing up,
but less than half referred to their fathers. Matrifocality was a fundamental
characteristic of most slave families, even when fathers were present.!®

Matrifocal slave families were not inherently problematic. Found through-
out the ancestral homes of southern slaves in western and central Africa, their
reappearance in the colonial and antebellum South suggests an important rcla-
tionship between the slave’s indigenous cultural past and present, albeit within
profoundly different social contexts. The lack of control that slave mothers had
of their domestic affairs as a result of colonial southern legislation and customs,
to say nothing of nascent sexism, did much o undermine the stability of matri-
focal slave families. Designation of a child’s status as a slave, based on the legal
disposition of a mother who had no protective rights over her sexual being,
her reproductive organs, or the inherent financial potential of her offspring,
provided owners with a substantial economic incentive to support matrifocal
slave families and various breeding schemes. Even the sexual abuse of female
slaves ultimately meant a financial gain for owners. Both the law of 1662, which
ascribed the connection between the slave child and mother, and a 1691 act,
which instructed the courts to “banish forever” those whites, free or bond, who
intermarried with a Negro, mulatto, or Indian, institutionalized the degradation
of Virginia slave women and the bastardization of their children.'*

One must also consider the demographic characteristics of colomial slave
life. A seventeenth century population, negatively characterized by a severe
adult gender imbalance, small numbers of persons dispersed over large areas,
and a high mortality rate, permitted few opportunities for slaves to marry,
remain married long enough to produce children, or to structure co-residential

12Of the former slaves discussed in Perdue et al. (1976), 82 percent spoke of the physical
presence of their mothers during most of their childhood years, whereas only 42 percent recalled
consistent contact with their fathers. Also, fully one-third of those who did make mention of the
presence of their fathers during their childhoods noted that these men did not reside on the same
farm or plantation with them but lived elsewhere. As “abroad” husbands and fathers, they only
visited on weekend days or holidays (Perdue, Barden, and Phillips, 1976; Rawick, 1972, p- 30).
For examples of attempts of antebellum Virginia masters to sell slave mothers and children as a
unit, see Virginia newspapers: Genius of Liberty, Qctober 26, 1818; Washingtonian, Octaber 19,
1848; Loudoun Clronicle, March 1, 1850.

YThe law of 1662 also mandated that those “Christians” who had sexual relations with
“negroes” were to be fined. The 1691 statute stipulated that the mulatto children born of free
or servant white women and black males were to be “bound out” by church wardens until the
age of thirty. The Virginia colonial legislation lowered the ages of release in 1765 to twenty-
one years for males and eighteen years for females. Further legislation passed in 1753 stipulated
a six-month prison term and a fine of ten pounds for whites who intermarried with blacks or
mulattos. An additional law of 1792 ser the fine for intermarriage at thirty dollars (Guild, 1969,
pp- 26-27).
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marriages or nuclear families.*® Poor physical health, psychological distress, and
their age at the time of arrival meant that African women were scarcely able to
reproduce the slave population. By the mid-eighteenth century, native-born
slave women were beginning to improve the population’s natural growth rate.
Unlike African imports, Creole slave women usually began bearing children at
an earlier age, could provide their infants with natural immunities to local
illness, and arc believed to have had superior physical and emotional health—all
of which allowed them to have more live births and perhaps healthier children.
A natural increase in the black population first became important in the Virginia
Chesapeake during the 1720s and 1730s and continued to improve over the
decades, a testament to the importance of family and children among eighteenth
century slaves. It was only then that significant numbers of slaves had an oppor-
tunity to form families (Kulikoff, 1986, pp. 68—73; see also Gundersen, 1986).

Even then, with an adult sex ratio that still favored men at least two to one
in some places, many continued to suffer a loncly sociosexual existence. More-
over, many of the households and communities that colonial slaves did help to
form often were not defined by blood relationships, marriage, culture, or even
race, but rather by economic and production necessities. Evidence suggests,
however, that slaves did manage to create strong, companionable, codependent
friendships with other servants and slaves who were African, Native American,
and European. The documented examples of coopcration among colonial Vir-
ginia servants and slaves of various races in group escapes and other forms of
resistance, as well as the creation of early laws that were meant to provide
prohibitive punishments for interracial marriages and procreation, indicate
close, kinlike relationships that these early residents attempted to form with
one another across racial, cultural, and conventional lines. They created their
kin networks with those with whom they felt if not cultural or blood affinity,
then some political or “class” affiliation as well as social and emotional compati-
bility. The extended family ideal, a common trait of numerous indigenous Afri-
can cultures from which slaves derived, took on its broadest interpretation
during the first generations of colonial southern slaves.'®

Natural increase among the numbers of slaves eventually produced an cqual
adult sex ratio. This “balance,” effected during the relatively long colonial era,

15By the end of the scventeenth century, the colony had a black population estimated between
six and ten thousand, of whom males were the clcar majority. The numbers arriving increased
tremendously during much of the eighteenth century. Approximately 100,000 blacks, mostly Afii-
cans, entered the Chesapeake regions of Virginia and Maryland between 1690 and 1770 (Kulikof,
1986, p. 67; Morgan, 1975, pp. 421-423; Writcr’s Program, 1940, p. 8).

8Regarding the cooperative activities of fugitive slaves and servants of various races and
cthnicitics, sce Windley (1983); also see Mullin (1975). Regarding the African culrural heritage
of groups rcpresented among Virginia slaves, see Adaba et al. (1978), Busia (1954, pp. 196-207),
Douglas (1954, pp. 2-7, 13--15), Kulikoff (1978), Little (1954, pp. 111-113, 115-135), Mbiti
(1990), Mercier (1954, pp. 210-233), Paulme {1974), Piage and Piage {1981), Sargent (1982),
Smith (1964), Thomton (1992).



Black Family Structure in Colonial and Antebellum Virginia /41

suggested to revisionist scholars the basis for monogamous marital relationships
and nuclear families among late eighteenth and nineteenth century slaves. Some
emphasized the availability of slave spouses among large slaveholdings.!” Cer-
tainly the rise in the number of slave women and the overall increase in slave
population density caused a flourishing of slave marriage and family formation.
However, the question of what kinds of marriages and families emerged, struc-
turally and functionally, remains to be resolved. For example, a review of late
cighteenth century and antebellum slave lists reveals that, even among large
slaveholdings, many adult slaves did not marry; and among those who did
marry, many did not reside daily with their spouses. Consequently, neither a
majority of slave children nor adults lived in nuclear familics. These were the
realities of Virginia slave family life that economic, social, and cultural circum-
stances imposed.

Residential Patterns

Virginia colonial and antebellum planters traditionally divided their agricultural
cnterprises among a number of locations, establishing working farms often
distributed over long distances. Slave masters staffed each farm with the slave
personnel they believed best suited that farm’s particular needs, rarely consider-
ing the impact of their decisions on a slave’s marital or familial rclationships.
Evidence in the form of slave lists, which indicate residential patterns, substanti-
ates that large Virginia slaveholders with several tobacco or grain farms to
operate were not any more likely to shift the residence of a slave from one of
their farms to the next in order to keep slave couples or families united than
smaller slaveholders were willing to buy family members of their slaves. Both
wealthy and middling slave owners routinely based such decisions on economic
teasibility or necessity, not their concerns for slave family life. Thus, the assump-
tions by some revisionist scholars about the availability of slave spouses and the
feasibility of monogamous marriages and nuclear families within large slave-
holdings are not informed by the reality of slave work assignments and conse-
quent residential patterns. The economic priorities of large slaveholders usually
helped to ensure numerous abroad marriages and often eliminated favorable
opportunitics for permanent marital relationships, nuclear families, and uninter-
rupted reproduction cycles among their slaves, even after their adult sex ratio
was even.

George Washington, for example, was the largest slaveholder in the north-
ern tidewater county of Fairfax, Virginia, at the end of the eighteenth century.

17See, for example, Blassingame (1979, pp. 77—78). Kulikoff (1986, pp. 352—380), however,
ook into account the continued spatial distribution of colonial stave families even after there is an
even sex ratio established. I concur with Kulikoff and assert here the continuation of this trend in
Virginia throughout the antebellum era.
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The details of the physical distribution of his slave property, as well as his wife’s,
are illuminating because of the size of their slaveholdings and the meticulous
description Washington left of the slaves themselves—their marriages, ages,
familial composition, and residential and occupational designations. According
to his own compilations, Washington controlled 188 slaves in 1783, 216 in
1786, and 316 in 1799, whom he distributed among the five farms that com-
prised his Mount Vernon estate. The overall adult sex ratio for his slave popula-
tion was excellent for a holding as large as his——1.03 in 1786 and .90 in 1799,
representing a slight shift from a male to a female majority (eighty-seven men,
ninety-six women) as the eighteenth century came to a close.'®

It is clear from his diaries, correspondence, and last will and testament that
Washington was aware of slave family ties and was sympathetic to them, per-
haps more so than most of his peers. Yet whereas it is certain that Washington
was opposed to destroying slave families through sale, it also is obvious that
he routinely determined the residences of his slaves based on his labor and
production needs, rather than his concern that slave couples or families sharc
the same residence. His priorities, in turn, helped create an expansive slave
community across his property—a slave community characterized by a diversity
of marriage styles and family and household structures. Particularly prevalent
were examples of abroad marriages, residential matrifocality, and significant
numbers of single parents and adults. The patterns of family lifc among the
Washington slaves that persisted on his farms deny that there was a preponder-
ance of residentially nuclear families and bring into question the functional
importance of monogamy even when it did cxist, because many “monogamous”
couples did not live together.

Among George Washington’s five farms, the Mount Vernon or “home”
plantation had the largest slaveholdings (see Table 2.1). Its size and the nature
of the work of the house, yard, and skilled slaves, which would have brought
them physically and perhaps emotionally “close” to their master, might have
provided a conducive atmosphere for the maintenance of residentially nuclear
families among the slaves. To some extent it did—therc were six families com-
prised of at least a father, a mother, and their children living together at Wash-
ington’s Mansion House property in 1799. But these six families characterized

18 George Washington owned several thousand acres of land in Fairfax, Frederick, Loudoun,
and Hampshire counties. His slave property had grown greatly over the years, constructed through
purchase, slave procreation, and his marriage. Washington principally grew tobacco until the era
of the Revolution and then almost abruptly began to produce wheat and other grains. Like many
of the other planters in the area, he divided his slave property among his various farms and business
operations, hiring some out when possible, renting some himself when necessary. He also had
white indentured laborers and hired scveral overseers and underoverseers to supervise his slaves.
Washington also sometimes used black men as overseers on his Dogue Run, River, and Muddy
Hole farms (“Black Mount Vernon”; “Housing and Family Life™; “Negroes Belonging to George
Washington™; “List of George Washington’s Tithables”; Fitzpatrick, 1925, pp. 15-22; Padover,
1955; Ritter, 1931; Wall, 1980, pp. 55-61).
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TABLE 2.1
Slave Famaily Housebold Types: Mount Vernon, 1799

Mansion ~ Muddy Dogue  Union River

Houscehold Type House Hole Farm Run Farm Farm  Farm
Nuclear 6 2 3 0 4
Couple 2 0 1 0 2
Abroad couple 0 2 2 2 3
Wife and children (husband 4 4 4 3 6
abroad)
Husband (wife and children 21 1 0 0 0
abroad)
Single mother, children 2 3 2 2 2
Single father, children 0 0 0 0 0
Single womcn 9 1 2 5 1
Single men 15 1 1 4 6
Adolescents 0 3 2 1 3
Siblings 1 0 0 0 1
Children 0 0 0 4 3

Sonrce: “Negroes Belonging to George Washington in His Own Right and by Marriage,” 1799,

the familial experiences of only a minority, or 27 percent, of the ninety-six
slaves in residence at the time. The remaining persons lived quite differently.
There are two obvious reasons Washington’s slaves did not form more co-
spousal, residential, nuclear houscholds. First, the adult men at the Mansion
House outnumbered the women by almost two to one (forty-four men, twenty-
three women), allowing few of the men to marry the women who worked and
resided on this part of the Washington estate. More than one-third of the
Mansion House slave men were not married, and 60 percent of the married
men had abroad wives. Sccond, Washington dispersed the members of the slave
tamilies that did exist over quite a distance, some as far as seventeen miles away
and across the Potomac River on his River Farm. Others lived at the homes of
friends, kin, and business acquaintances. Altogether, 61 percent of the married
men (twenty-on¢) and women (four) at Washington’s home plantation did not
live with their spouses but had abroad husbands or wives. There also were two
single mothers. Consequently, more slave children lived in houscholds with
only their mothers present than with both parents. Moreover, a substantial
number of resident men (fifteen, or 34 percent) and women (eleven, or 48
percent) were not married at all. These single adults usually lived with extended
family members, their familics of birth, or in gender-segregated housing (“Ne-
groes Belonging to George Washington™).
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Collectively, the other four farms that Washington owned represented even
more cxaggerated conditions of residential and complete matrifocality, abroad
marriages, and single adults. Union Farm, Washington’s last acquisition whose
slaveholdings included many blacks he hired from Mrs. Danicl French, had the
largest number of nonnuclcar families and abroad marriages. The slave house-
hold composition on this farm is important because it exemplifies slave domes-
ticity on newly established farms—a low incidence of co-residential marriage
or of nuclear familics altogether. Of the thirty-six slaves who resided at Union
Farm in 1799, none lived together as a married couple or within a nuclear-
structured family. There were four women with abroad husbands, three of
whom were mothers residing with their children; only one married man, whose
wife lived elsewhere; five single women, threc of whom were mothers; four
single men; three children whose mothers were abroad; and one orphan child,
named Jesse.

Thus, of the 183 men and women who resided on all of Washington’s five
farms in 1799, only thirty lived together as married couples, whereas as many
as fifty-eight (66 petrcent) of all those who were identified as married had abroad
spouscs. Many of Washington’s slaves who were married, therefore, may have
had monogamous relationships, but they routinely did not live with their
spouses and could not provide each other with regular emotional or sociosexual
support. Moreover, a sizable number of adult slaves were not married at all—32
percent of the slave men and women who resided on Union Farm, for example,
were single, as were 30 percent of all the adults at Mount Vernon. Significantly,
as many as 75 percent of those slave families with children did not have fathers
present on a daily basis—44 percent of the slave mothers had abroad husbands,
whercas 30 percent were single or had no identifiable spouses. The majority of
slave mothers, therefore, raised their children in residentially or complete matri-
focal structured households, without the daily support and input of fathers.
Two-parent dwellings were more myth than reality on the Mount Vernon estate
in 1799.

The residential parterns of George Washington’s slaves provide a compel-
ling example of the physical context in which black slaves developed their mari-
tal and familial relations. So too do the patterns of the slaves belonging to
William Fitzhugh. Likec Washington, Fitzhugh was a descendant of a presti-
gious line of Virginia planters who arrived during the seventeenth century,
patented large tracts of tidewater property, imported servants, bought slaves,
and established prosperous tobacco plantations. Although the emphasis of the
family’s business shifted over time from tobacco to grain and corn production,
and Fitzhugh owned considerably more slaves than his ancestor—224 by the
beginning of the nineteenth century—his blacks were quartered on three farms
that comprised the Ravensworth cstate.!® Although the majority (70 percent)

¥ Regarding the ancestral line of William Fitzhugh and the family’s life-style in seventeenth
century Virginia, see Davis (1963).
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lived in kin groups in 1801, 71 percent of the slave mothers on his farms tived
with their children but not with their husbands. Fitzhugh’s slave men, like
Washington’s, were much more likely to live outside of kin groups. Fully 69
percent of the sixty-eight slaves belonging to Fitzhugh who did not live in
family groups, for cxample, were adult males, many of whom were either single
or had abroad wives, or families who belonged to someone else (Sweig, 1982,
pp. 116-131).

The next generation of Fitzhugh slaves, most of whom then were the prop-
erty of the younger William Henry Fitzhugh, lived somewhat differently. The
dwindling sizc of Fitzhugh’s slaveholdings due to death, sale, and inheritance
suggests serious consequences for this slave community that are obvious when
one reviews the changes in slave family and houschold membership. There were
only eighty-threc slaves residing on the Ravensworth estate in 1830, 63 percent
fewer than in 1801. Within the context of this greatly diminished slave commu-
nity, the toll to slave family life is clear: although a slight majority still lived in
family groups, fully 46 percent did not. Moreover, less than half of those who
lived with at least one family member lived in nuclcar households. The majority
lived in a varicty of houschold types, including matrifocal units, homes with
only grandparent(s) and grandchildren present, and extended family groups
that included varied marricd and blood-related kin. Thus, although the repre-
sentation of nuclear families among the Fitzhugh slaves increased slightly from
1801 to 1830, the majority of his slaves still did not live in nuclear houscholds.
Moreover, the numbers of persons who lived with any blood or marriage kin
at all decreased significantly (24 percent) over just twenty-nine years, a haunting
indictment of what could and did happen to slave marriages, families, and
communities over time (Sweig, 1982, pp. 116—-131).

Slave lists from later years of the antebellum era overwhelmingly substanti-
ate the persistence of earlier trends of diversity in slave domestic structures that
physically resulted from large, and perhaps growing, numbers of abroad slave
marriages, single mothers, and absent adolescent and adult males. Likewisc,
slave lists from Virginia counties as geographically diverse as Sussex and
Gloucester in the southeast, Nottoway and Charlotte in the southern picdmont,
Essex in the central tidewater region, Frederick in the north, Madison in the
mountainous west, and the city of Richmond provide conclusive documenta-
tion of these kinds of domestic situations for slaves throughout the state.?®

Wslave lists surveyed include: Fitzhugh List (Madison Co.), 1853, Ambrose Powell Hill
Papers, Virginia Historical Society, Richmond, Virginia (hereafter referred to as Va. Hist. Soc.);
Ledger of William and Samuel Vance Gatewood (Essex and Bath Cos.), 1772-1863, Va. Hist,
Soc.; Robert and Charles Bruce Slave Lists (City of Richmond and Charlotte Co.), 1798-1859,
Bruce Family Papers, Va. Hist. Soc.; William H. Gray List (Loudoun Co.), 1839-1865, Gray
Family Papers, Va. Hist. Soc.; Joshua Skinner Slave List, 1785-1835, Va. Hist. Soc.; List of the
Bryan Family Slaves (Gloucester Co.), 1845—-1865; Grinnan Family Papers, Va. Hist. Soc.; Slave
Lists of Col. C.W. Gooch (Richmend), 1830, 1839, 1852, Gooch Family Papers, Va. Hist. Soc.;
Slave List of Sarah Pirzgerald (Nottoway Co.), 1864, Fitzgerald Family Papers, Va. Hist. Soc.;
Digges Slave List, 1770-1860 (Frederick Co.), Digges Family Papers, Va. Hist. Soc.
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Continued and perhaps increased variability among Virginia slave kinship
groups is not surprising given the high volume of slaves exported from the state
as part of the domestic slave trade. Slaveholders and traders shipped hundreds of
thousands (almost 68,000 between 1850 and 1860 alone) of Virginia slaves to
the lower South and Southwest during the pre—Civil War nineteenth century.
The majority of those slaves left without spouses, children, parents, or other
kin.?! Virginia former slave Lorenzo Ivy provided a typical scenario:

My master was very good to his slaves, and they thoughr a great deal of him.
But all of our happy days were over when he went South and caught the
cotron fever. . . . He tuk two of my aunts an’ lef dere husbands up heah an’
he separared all tergether seven husbands an’ wives. One *oman had twelve
chillun. Yessuh! Separated dem all an’ tuk ’em south wif him to Georgey an’
Alabamy (Blassingame, 1979, pp. 736-737; see also Perdue, Barden, and
Phillips, 1976, pp. 151-152).

When the consequences of the domestic slave trade or other economic
priorities of the slave master did not disrupt slave marriages and families, the
“natural” cycle of a slaveholding often did. Time and time again family fortunes
dwindled and masters sold slave property to pay off debts. Slaves died from
accidents, diseases, and natural causes. Owners died, too, and their slave prop-
erty was divided among heirs. In every instance, slave marriages, families, and
communities were threatened. Remembering the death of his master, Henry
Box Brown of Louisa County, Virginia, stated: “It mattcred not how benign
might have been our master’s conduct to us, it was to be succeeded by a
harrowing scene. . . . [W]e must now be separated and divided into different
lots, as we were inherited by the four sons of my master.” Brown was only
thirteen years old at the time, but he vividly recalled the 1829 scene that sepa-
rated him and all his siblings, except the youngest, from his mother. “It is a
difficult matter to satisfactorily divide the slaves on a plantation,” he explained,
“for no persons wishes for all children, or for all old people. . . . There is no
equitable way of dividing them, but by allowing each one to take his portion
of both children, middle aged and old people; which necessarily causes heart-
rending scparations” (Brown, 1851, p. 34).2

Slave registers retained in the Fitzhugh family papers and those of Colonel
Claiborne William Gooch of Richmend provide an opportunity to view the
kind of impact on slave family life that these changes had over time. Three
Gooch family slave registers have survived: One from 1830 lists thirty-five

N Eor a discussion of the domestic slave trade, see Sutch (1975). Regarding Virginia specifi-
cally, see Manfra and Dykstra (1985, pp. 32—34), Stevenson (1990, pp. 103—124, 293-297), and
Sweig (1982, pp. 189-261).

2Brown was born in 1816 in Louisa County but escaped to freedom in 1848. Regarding
his escape, see Still (1872/1968, pp. 81-86).
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slaves; another from 1839 indicates twenty-seven; and the last, dated 1852,
names forty (slave lists of Colonel Gooch, 1830, 1839, 1852). The slave list
from 1830 does not designate family groups; those dated 1839 and 1852 do
(sce Table 2.2). When one analyzes the Gooch documents, general patterns of
matrifocal structurcs in children-inclusive, nonnuclear houscholds appear. For
example, whereas 70 percent of the Gooch slaves lived in blood-related kin
groups in 1839, three of the five residential family units among these slaves
were comprised only of a mother and her children. Remarkably, the numbers
of Gooch slaves living with family members (i.e., blood relations or spouses)
increased by the next generation (represented by the 1852 list) to include virtu-
ally everyone. Yet, out of the nine discernible family households, only one-third
were two-parent inclusive or residentially nuclear.?® Six, or the remaining two-
thirds, were households that included only one parent and his or her children—
five were mother-present, again indicating the prevalence of matrifocal families,
and only one included a father and his children (slave lists of Colonel Gooch,
1830, 1839, 1852).

What perhaps is even more indicative of challenges to and change of family
life among these slaves, however, is evidence of slave community dispersal and
possible destruction. Comparing the Gooch list of 1830, for example, to those
of 1839 and 1852 suggests such a pattern. Of the thirty-five Gooch slaves listed
in 1830, twenty-one (60 percent) did not reappear on the slave registers of
1839 or 1852. Over half of the Gooch slave community, nine males and eleven
fermales, disappcared between 1830 and 1839. Sale and high mortality rates
undoubtedly produced this extreme loss in the Gooch slave community and
families during this nine-year period. A note written on the 1830 list provides
details of the fate of some of these slaves: “Sell Julict and child and Milly and
put two boys in their places. . . . Sell William and replace him with a likely
Tractable boy for the house—hire some of the young females out—and put
out others for their victials and clothes™ (slave list of Colonel Gooch, 1830).

It is clear that such menumental losses over a relatively short period of time
(twenty-two years) not only placed a tremendous burden on slave marriages and
families as well as the general slave community, but forced slaves to continu-
ously restructure their families and communities in order to respond to these
losses and the addition of other slaves that owners bought or rented to meet
new and changing labor needs. Under such circumstances, no other kinship
structure than the malleable, broadly inclusive extended family was available to
slaves that could provide a modicum of persistent stability. Certainly, extended
slave families experienced extreme pressures, but they persisted to support those

BThere also was a two-generational parent-inclusive household noted in the 1852 list: the
elderly couple Aaron and Sukey, their three children—Lavinia, Julia, and Richard—and the youn-
gest generation of their family, Lavinias unnamed child of nineteen or twenty months {Slave Lists
of Colonel CW. Gooch, 1839, 1852, Gooch Family Papers, Va. Hist. Soc.).



48 / SOCIOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT

remnants of slave marriages and nuclear families that did not survive or those
abroad marriages, matrifocal families, single adults, and orphans who needed
greater institutionalized familial support.

Slave Marriage and Family ldeals

The preponderance of evidence drawn from the slave registers and from the
autobiographical accounts of slaves substantiates that Virginia slaves had a vari-
ety of marriage and family structures, especially matrifocality, abroad spouses,
and extended family networks. The data also identify the problematic nature of
slave domestic relations and some of the sources of thosc problems. What
remains to be investigated 1s the question of slave marriage and family ideals.
Although it is difficult to prove conclusively, some slaves may have willingly,

TABLE 2.2

Slave Pamilies, Unattached Adults, Adolescents, and Children
Among Holdings of Colonel Clasborne Gooch, Richmond, Virginia

1830 (family ties not available)

Harriet (8)

Apphia (7, daughter to Sarah)
Patsy (6}

Betsy (5)

Georgianna (4, daughter to Sarah)*
Sophia (1, daughter to Nelly)

Females (agce) Males (age)
Old Eve (about 62) Prince (49)
Jane (59) William (30}
Nelly (30) Turner (25)
Sarah (30) Tom (21)
Aggy (26) Nelson (18)
Aggy’s two [children] Dick (17)
Jultet (21) Patrick (14)
Lydia (19) William (11)
Lydia’s one [child] Lewis (?)
Anna (14) Dixon ()
Patry (2) Davy (1)
[?]bira (12) Solomon (3)
Lavinia (12) Hunter (3)
Milly (11) Henry (1)

*Georgianna and Georgiana refer to same person. Spelling was recorded differently in the two lists.



1839 (family groups indicared)

John (32) and Polly (30)
Vinny (daughter, 7}
Caroline (daughter, 6)

Sarah {about 39)
Apphia (daughter, 15)
Georgiana (daughrer, 13)~
Mary (daughter, 8)
Matlda (daughrer, 3)

Lydia (28)

Hardenia (daughter, 6}
Mahala (daughrer, 1)

Patrick (23) and Anna (22)
George (son, few days old)

Nelly (38)
Sophia {daughrer, 9)
Margaret (daughrer, 6)
Ellen (daughrer, 1)

Children and adolescents without designated family ties

Emanuel (12)
Solomon (12)
Horace (10)
Peter (?)

Adults without designated family ties

Turner (about 32)
Nelson (27}
Anthony (36)
Tom (30}

1852 (family groups indicated)

Patrick (37) and Anna (35)
Mary Jane (12)
Tom Princer {10)
Charles (6)
Beverly (4)
Adeline (2)
Edward (4 months)

Mary (44)
Sarah (20}
Solomon (18)
Joc (16)

Fanny Ellen (16)
Mary Ann (14)
Linsy (12)
Elisabeth (9)
Jane (6)

Matilda (36)
Henry (15)
Laura (12)
Robert (10)
Alice (7)

Aaron (62) and Sukey (56)
Julia (15)
Richard (12)
Lavinia
Lavinia’s child (19 or 20 months)
Nelson (43 [or 4021} and Judy (33)
Jim (son, 2)
Turner {45)
Evelyn (7)
Sarah (50}
George (27)
Big Solomon (23)
Milly (33)
William (12)
Sophy (20)
Molly (10)

49
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or willfully, “chosen™ marital or familial structures other than those that could
be termed monogamous or nuclear. For example, regard for rules of exogamy
aside, it is known that many slave men chose to marry women who did not
live on their farm or plantation, ostensibly because it allowed the owner less
control and it protected either spouse from witnessing the other’s abuse (Blas-
singame, 1979, pp. 164—165). Many examples of abroad marriages and the
matrifocal houscholds that resulted, therefore, did not all exist solely because
of an owner’s interference. Neither did the substantial rate of serial marriage
nor did rare examples of polygamy persist throughout Virginia slave history
because blacks lacked control of their domestic lives. For example, Manfra and
Dykstra’s (1985, p. 32) survey of late antebellum slave couples who resided in
the southside of Virginia indicates that of those slave marriages terminated
before general emancipation, 10.1 percent ended as a result of mutnal consent,
and another 10.8 percent ended because of spousal desertion. Blassingame con-
cluded similarly for slave couples living in Mississippi, Tennessee, and Louisiana
(1972/1979, Tables 1 and 2). Certainly, these voluntary breaks—attributable
to incompatibility with one’s partner, feelings of betrayal, or a host of other
problems that might plague any marriage—supported the development of some
scrial slave marriages. They also support the assertion that slaves exercised
choice in their private lives, and some chose not to have monogamous marriages
or nuclear families (Blassingame, 1972/1979, Tables 1 and 2, p. 90; Manfra
and Dykstra, 1985, p. 32).

Consider, for example, former slave Israel Massic’ insistence that Virginia
slave men and women “understood” and sought out polygynous marital rela-
tionships. Polygyny, where it occurred, did not foster the development of nu-
clear families, but rather matrifocal houscholds and a broad-based extended
family network such as found throughout Virginia slave communitics. “Naw,
slaves didn’t have wives like dey do now. I'll tell ya de way we useta do. Ef I
liked ya, I jes go an’ tell marster I wanted ya an’ he give his consent—dart’s on
de same plantation cf both slaves wuz his,” Massie began his description. “Ef
I see another gal over dar on another plantation, I'd go an’ say to de gal’s
marster, ‘T want Jinny fer a wife’. . . . I got two wives now, ain’t I? Hit may
be still another gal I want an’ I'll go an’ git her. Allright now, dars three wives
an’ slaves had as many wives as dey wanted. Do ya kno> women den didn’t
think hard of cach other? Got *long fine together.” Massie went on to illustrate
late antebellum slave polygyny with an example from his own farm. “When
Tom died,” he added, “dar wuz Ginny, Sarah, Nancy, an’ Patience. All four
dar at de grave crying over dat one man. Do ya kno’ . . dem women never
fow’t, fuss, an’ quarrel over dem men folks? Dey scemed to understood each
other. Yes siree! Not any bit of hit” (Perdue, Barden, and Phillips, 1976, p.
209).

Polygyny, or something akin to it in which a slave man had long-standing,
contiguous intimate relationships with more than one woman, probably was
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a much more popular alternative to monogamy than has been realized. The
unavailability of marriageable slave men in those slave communities that were
hit particularly hard by the domestic slave trade provided the physical condi-
tions for such behavior. Minimal knowledge of ancestral domestic arrangements
(in Islamic and many traditional religious groups) also could have provided its
cultural sanction among some slaves. Yet, few records remain of polygyny prac-
ticed among antebellum slaves, probably because these kinds of marriage ar-
rangements could not be legalized after general emancipation.

Given the predilection of local churches, northern missionaries and teach-
ers, and Freedmen’s Burcau representatives in the postbellum South to establish
monogamy as the only choice of marriage relationships among freed slaves,
it is not surprising that “recorders” of freedmen’s domestic relations ignored
postbellum polygynous or polygamous relationships. More than a few probably
appear in the official records of that day as mere “promiscuous couplings™ of
onc kind or another, “immoral” behavior, or adultery. Likewise, black men and
women who were recently freed undoubtedly felt pressure to change this aspect
of their lives, or at least to camouflage it from public view.

Massie again is instructive in his description of what became of polygamous
relationships once slaves were freed at the end of the Civil War: “Now, out of
all dem wives, when Lee surrendered, ya choose from dem one oman an’ go
an’ git a license an’ marry her. Some turned all dey wives loose an’ got a new
wife from some tother place.” Although he offered no real explanation of why
postbellum Virginia slaves abandoned polygyny as a viable marital structurc,
he (and probably many others) clearly was awarc that it was illegal for free men
to have more than one wife. Former slaves hoping to legitimize their domestic
world through acquisition of the marriage license had to publicly abandon
polygyny. Regardless of the reason for this postbellum change, it is clear that
Massie and the slaves he referred to acted as if monogamy, or even serial monog-
amy, were not the only marriage alternatives they had (Perdue, Barden, and
Phillips, 1976, p. 209).

The slave’s cultural heritage, complex rules of exogamy operative among
African American slaves, a desire to extend one’s social world beyond one’s
residential community, and the psychological need to establish some “emotional
distance™ between onesclf and one’s loved ones all contributed to the “choices”
slaves made about their domestic lives given the rigid constraints their masters
imposed. They also inform us about possible marriage and family ideals.

The slaves’ intense concern not to marry a close blood relation, for example,
probably also greatly influenced the numbers of abroad marriages that existed.
On the farms and plantations where generations of intermarriage and procre-
ation had created intricate and complex kinship ties, probably only discernible
to a member of that slave community, black men and women could find few
choices for a spouse because they had to avoid marriage with a close blood
relation. This kind of avoidance is practically undetectable by scholars who have
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to rely on slave lists produced by owners or overseers who rarely would concern
themselves with the minute details of these kinds of slave intimacies. Yet, clearly
many masters realized that their slaves were upholding stringent rules of exog-
amy. Georgia Gibb recalled that her master “never sell none of his slaves, but
he’d always buy more. . . . [D]at keeps de slaves from marrying in dere famblies”
(Perdue, Barden, and Phillips, 1976, p. 105). Thus, she identifies her owner’s
knowledge of his slaves’ respect for such rules. Numerous stories circulated
among slaves about the shame and horror associated with someone marrying a
close blood relation likewise expressed explicit rules of exogamy that were at
play in Virginia slave communities and that inspired slaves to marry someone
abroad.”

The practice of male slaves marrying 2 woman who did not live close by
also can be linked to African American conventions of manhood that both free
blacks and slaves shared. Black men in Virginia viewed travel and the “adven-
ture” associated with it as a “npatural” desire and activity of a “man.” “In the
year 1827, a spirit of adventure, natural to most young men, took possession
of me, and I concluded to leave Virginia and go to Ohio,” John Malvin, a
Virginia free black, confessed. “Slaves always wanted to marry a gal on “nother
plantation ’cause dey could git a pass to go visit ’em on Saddy nights,” former
slave Tom Epps recalled. Massie’s description of polygamous marriages that
allowed some siave men to have two or three wives on different farms not
only suggested the sociosexual pleasure men gained from polygamy and
the “freedom™ to enjoy it that abroad marriages allowed, but also the delight
they gained from the “travelling” necessary to maintain multiple intimate
rclationships.

Conclusions

Whereas the issuc of “force” versus “choice” and all the sociopolitical and cul-
tural variables that are involved obscure an unimpeachable decision as to the
slaves” marriage and familial ideals, three conclusions have been substantiated.
First, neither monogamous marriages nor nuclear families dominated slave fam-
ily forms. Matrifocal familics, abroad spouses, and extended families were very
prevalent. Second, slave marriages and families exhibited a diversity of form and
relationship that marked them substantially different from those of European

M §laves often taught each other rules of exogamy through the stories they told of “mistaken”
marriages between two persons too closely related by blood.

2 Masters allowed abroad husbands, not wives, to visit theit spouses, usually one day a week
(Saturday cvening through Sunday evening), if the woman did not live a preat distance away
(Malvin, 1879/1988, p. 37; Perdue, Barden, and Phillips, 1976, pp. 89, 209; Rawick, 1972, p. 45).
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Americans. Even when slaves did live in nuclear households and sustained mo-
nogamous marriages, these institutions did not function similarly to those of
contemporary whites. Third, the slaves’ ideals of marriage and family were not
imitative or necessarily sanctioned by European Americans. Rather, they were
variable, uniquely multifaceted, and complexly derived culturally and socially.
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blacks 1s the growing joblessness of black males. A long literature in

sociology links rates of marital disruption (divorce, scparation, and de-
sertion) with the inability of fathers to provide stable financial support to their
families (Moynihan, 1965; Scanzoni, 1982). Recent writings hypothesize a
similar link between male joblessness and never-married parenthood (Cherlin,
1981; Wilson, 1987). Although initial evidence for these relationships appeared
mixed (Lerman, 1989), recent empirical investigations demonstrate a robust
association between male employment and marriage (Ellwood and Rodda,
1990; Fossett and Kiecolt, 1993; Lichter, LeClere, and McLaughlin, 1991;
Lichter et al., 1992; Testa et al., 1989). The findings are less conclusive for
nonmarital parenthood (Plotnick, 1988; South and Lloyd, 1992}, and a num-
ber of studies question the overall importance of male joblessness as an explana-
tion for recent trends in marriage and nonmarital fertility (Vinovskis, 1988;
Mare and Winship, 1991; Testa, 1991).

This chapter provides new evidence on the relationships among male em-
ployment, nonmarital parenthood, and marriage. It draws on retrospective
event-history data collected by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC)
for the 1987 Urban Poverty and Family Structure (UPES) survey in Chicago.
The sample frame was restricted to census blocks (primary sampling units) in
which 20 percent or more of the 1980 residents of the tract had family incomes
below the federal poverty line. The geographical area encompassed by these

Q PROMINENT explanation for the declining level of marriages among

59



60 / SCCIOLOGICAL ANTECEDENTS

poverty tracts constitutes for the purposes of this study the inner city of Chi-
cago. This paper focuses on the 415 black men in the sample.

The large number of black men in the sample who fathered their first child
out of wedlock (N = 247) enables us to cstimate the effect of employment on
marriage after conception (legitimation) as well as on marriage before concep-
tion (conventional marriage). We estimate these models for the entire sample
of black men born between 1941 and 1969 and for separate birth cohorts. We
also estimate a model of the relationship between employment and premarital
conception. We use hazards regression methods to explore the effects of em-
ployment and other variables on these marital and parental transition rates.

The chapter begins by considering alternative hypotheses of variation in
the relationship between male employment and marriage over time. We discuss
the sample data and methods of analysis in the third section and present our
results in the fourth section. We find that while the age-specific rate of marriage
has declined for successive cohorts of black men, the age-specific rate of father-
hood has remained constant. As a result, successively larger fractions of cohorts
of black fathers arc unmarried at the conception of their first child. During this
same period, successively smaller fractions of cohorts of black men are stably
employed. Compared to men who are out of work and not in school or the
military, men in stable employment are substantially more likely to marry. While
marriage rates have declined across cohorts, cohort-specific analyses show that
the decline in marriage has been much more precipitous among nonemployed
men than among employed men. As a consequence of the diverging marriage
rates between working and nonworking men, the relationship between male
cmployment status and marriage is strengthening over time. Although these
results are consistent with theories of the ghetto underclass (Wilson, 1987),
they should be regarded as provisional. Replications of these findings with
other samples will be necessary to assess whether they are artifacts of sample
sclection or indicators of valid trends. We discuss some public policy implica-
tions of these findings later in the chapter.

Theoretical Perspectives

Until recently, most men and women could be expected to marry and then
have children. Consequently, most theoretical discussions of marriage have fo-
cused on conventional marriage (before conception of a child) and on marital
stability. Two theories explicitly predict a positive relationship between male
employment and marriage. Economic theories posit that the initiation and con-
tinuation of marriage depend on the advantages of marriage relative to nonmar-
riage (Becker, 1981). Social cxchange theories posit that mariral stability de-
pends on each partner’s fulfilling his or her expected roles (Scanzoni, 1982).
Under a “traditional” division of market and domestic labor, earnings support
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from the man increases the financial advantages of marriage for the woman and
fulfills traditional role expectations for the man. From either partmer’s perspec-
tive, male joblessness decreases the attractiveness of their marrying and staying
together.

Less systematic consideration has been given to the effects of male employ-
ment status on marriages which occur during pregnancy or after the child’s
birth. Even studics of blacks, whosc rates of premarital pregnancy have long
exceeded whites, frequently neglected the factors affecting post-conception mar-
riages. This was understandable when most black single-parent familics were
the consequence of divorce, separation, or desertion. But now that most black
single-parent families result from never-married parenthood, and white out-of-
wedlock childbearing has increased, greater consideration must be given to the
factors affecting marriage after a premarital conception.

Figure 3.1 charts trends in the percentage of firstborn black children who
were conceived out of wedlock and the percentage of these pregnancies that
resulted in marriage before the child’s birth. Estimates are derived from the
responses of women in the 1980 and 1982 Current Population Surveys
(O’Connell and Rogers, 1984) and in the 1987 UPES survey. There is remark-
able similarity between the two samples. The differences reflect the higher con-
centration of poor people in the Chicago sample. Since the early 1960s the
percentage of out-of-wedlock conceptions among blacks has risen nationally
and in Chicago, while the percentage of premarital pregnancies that are legiti-
mated prior to the child’s birth has declined. Both trends have contributed to
the rise in the percentage of black single-parent families.

Trends in post-conception marriages can readily be studied within existing
theoretical frameworks. However, neither economic nor social exchange theo-
ries provide explicit guidance on how economic and noneconomic factors possi-
bly interact when the birth of a child is impending. Even though male jobless-
ness is expected to reduce post-conception marriage rates, changes in other
factors, such as the stigma of illegitimacy, the availability of wclfare, and the
mother’s access to extended familial support, can interact with male employment
to strengthen or dilute the effects on marriage over time.

We now discuss five hypotheses concerning variation over time in the rela-
tionship between male employment and post-conception marriage which have
some validity in theory or empirical studies. These five alternatives are dia-
grammed in Figure 3.2. We assess the validity of these alternative hypotheses
with our sample data in our Discussion section.

No Relationship
Between Male Employment and Declining Marriage Rates

The first alternative is the null hypothesis of no relationship between male
employment and marriage. It asserts that expectant couples decide to marry or
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Firstborn black children conceived out of wedlock
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to remain single for reasons that are largely separate from the employment
status of the father. If true, it would mean that the decline in post-conception
marriage ratcs must depend on factors other than increased male joblessness.
Although there is little theoretical backing for this hypothesis, there is empirical
support for considering it further. For example, in studies from the 1960s,
Scanzoni (1982) found that couples who faced a premarital pregnancy tended
to marry earlier than those who did not, regardless of social class. This suggests
that the social pressure to legitimate a premarital pregnancy probably out-
weighed counterbalancing financial concerns. Whether the man was employed,
in school, or out of work, the couple was expected to marry and do their best
to make ends meet while raising their child. Any effect of male cmployment on
marriage was presumably felt after the fact.

A recent review of the literature by Lerman (1989) lends additional credi-
bility to the null hypothesis by raising doubts about the rclationship between
male employment and never-marriced parenthood. Research by Plotnick (1988)
shows no relationship between the likelihood of a woman’s becoming a never-
married mother by the age of nincteen and the state-level rario of single em-
ployed men to single women of the same race. Lerman’s own investigations
show no effects of area unemployment rates and past jobholding on the likeki-
hood that young men remain childless, live with their children, or become
absent fathers (Lerman, 1986). The only evidence of a positive relationship
between male employment and marriage which Lerman cited is a previous study
of ours (Testa et al., 1989). It shows that inner-city fathers in stable employ-
ment were twice as likely to marry the mother of their first child as fathers
without a job.

Since Lerman’s review, a number of empirical studies have appeared that
examine the rclationships among male employment, nonmarital parenthood,
and marriage (Ellwood and Rodda, 1990; Fossett and Kiecolt, 1993; Lichter
ctal., 1992; Lichter, LeClere, and McLaughlin, 1991; South and Lloyd, 1992).
Most report a positive association between employment and marriage, but the
findings are less conclusive on the relationship between employment and non-
marital parenthood. A major problem with comparing these studics is that
different social processes are examined. For example, our previous study ex-
amined flows into marriage atter pregnancy and childbirth; Plotnick (1988)
examined flows into parenthood before marriage; and Lerman (1986) looked
at differences in the stocks of absent parents at a given time. Because the proba-
bility of premarital parenthood can be viewed as the product of two successive
probabilities—(1) conceiving a child out of wedlock and (2) not marrying prior
to childbirth—it is quite possible that male employment exerts little effect on
the unconditional probability of premarital conception but a strong effect on
the conditional probability of legitimation. A “reduced form” model of child-
birth out of wedlock might show a small camulative cffect of employment on



Effect of Employment on Marriage | 65

premarital parenthood cven if the conditional cffect of male employment on
legitimation is large. In addition, by ignoring flows into marriage after a child
is born, one runs the risk of seriously underestimating the causal significance
of male employment status on overall marriage rates.

Constant Relationship, Stable Marriage Rates

The second alternative is the obverse of the null hypothesis. It posits a
positive relationship between male employment and marriage. Moreover, it
posits that the rates of marriage for employed and jobless men have remained
constant over time. If true, it would mean that increased male joblessness fully
accounts for the decline in post-conception marriage.

As mentioned above, the first part of this hypothesis is supported by numer-
ous studies which show a positive effect of male employment on marriage rates.
The second part of the hypothesis stands up less well to empirical scrutiny.
Available data indicate that the magnitude of the male employment effect would
have to be implausibly large in order to account fully for the decline in black
marriage rates (Schoen and Kluegel, 1988). Either marriage rates had to decline
equally for both working and nonworking men or the rates had to de-
cline much more steeply for one group than for the other. These alternatives
lead us to consider three final hypotheses of variation over time in the relation-
ship between male employment and marriage.

Constant Relationship, Declining Marriage Rates

Alternative 3 (Figure 3.2) is a synthesis of the first two alternatives. It
assumes a constant relationship between male employment and marriage but
posits that marriage rates have declined just as much among working men as
among nonworking men. If true, it would mean that the decline in black mar-
riages is partly due to increased black male joblessness but mainly due to other
factors. For example, the hypothesis that black women have become less in-
clined to marry as their carnings potential has converged with that of black
men (Farley, 1988) belongs in this category. So docs Ehrenreich’s (1983) argu-
ment that men generally have become more reluctant to take on family responsi-
bilities even when they can afford to do so. Economic theory also predicts a
drop in inner-city marriage rates as a result of the decline since 1974 in real
wages for non-college-educated men. To some extent, this effect may have been
offset by the decline in the real vatue of AFDC benefits during this same period.

The early evidence in support of these views comes mostly from comparing
trends in black marriages, controlling for work status or educational level. For
example, Jencks (1989) reported that the decline between 1960 and 1980 in
the proportion of black men who were married and living with their wives was
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almost as large among black men who had worked throughout the previous
year as the decline among black men in general. Lerman (1989) reached similar
conclusions by comparing increases in the fraction of college and non-college-
educated men who are still single (that is, never married). Between 1970 and
1980, the fraction of black men who were unmarried by age twenty-nine rosc
nearly as much among those with some college (19 to 29 percent) as among
high school dropouts (24 to 38 percent).

More recent investigations lend additional support to the hypothesis of
equal declines in marriage among working and nonworking men. Examining
decennial census data, Mare and Winship (1991) found that employment trends
had relatively small effects on declines in rates of marriage. Only about 20
percent of the changes in marriage rates for black men from 1960 to 1980
were attributable to decreasing employment rates. In a more direct test of the
hypothesis, Ellwoed and Rodda (1990) modelled the effects of work and earn-
ings on transitions into marriage using two panels from the National Longitudi-
nal Surveys of Labor Market Experiences of Youth (NLS). They found no
evidence of change in the proportional impact of work and earnings on mar-
riages between the 1967-71 and 1980-86 observation periods. This is consis-
tent with the hypothesis of equal declines.

Because both studies involved national samples, it is uncertain whether
these same patterns hold for ghetto-underclass populations. Also because they
lacked information on parental status, it is uncertain whether recent cohorts of
working and college-educated men have become more reluctant to marry even
when they face childrearing responsibilities. The drop in black marriages reflects
declines in conventional marriage as well as decreases in rates of legitimation.
Modelling only those flows into marriage that occur after the conception of a
child might show diverging trends between working and nonworking fathers.

A Strengthening Relationship
Between Male Employment and Marriage

One type of divergence is diagramed as Alternative 4 in Figure 3.2. It shows
the differences in post-conception marriage rates widening between jobless and
stably employed men. Nearly all of the decline is confined to jobless men. If
correct, the relationship between male employment and post-conception mar-
riage should be strengthening over time.

There are several plausible reasons for predicting a divergence in marriage
trends between jobless and stably employed men. One is that the reduced stigma
of out-of-wedlock childbearing may have relieved low-income couples from the
social pressure to legitimate a premarital pregnancy when the man is unem-
ployed. Another is that expanded legal entitlements to public assistance may
have enabled more pregnant women to forgo marrying the father if he is not
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working.! A third reason comes from Wilson’s (1987) theory of the ghetto
underclass.

According to Wilson, major shifts in the urban economy have greatly deval-
ued the labor of men without a college education or craft skills. These shifts in
labor demand have disproportionately affected blacks living in ghetto neighbor-
hoods, creating, in effect, an economic underclass. Moreover, the movement of
middle-class and working-class blacks out of older inner-city neighborhoods
has isolated the remaining ghetto residents (largely women and children) from
mainstream norms and behaviors. As a consequence, the behavior of inner-city
residents has sharply diverged from mainstream conventions. This is reflected
in increased levels of out-of-wedlock births, welfare dependency, crime, and
drug abuse.

Wilson and Neckerman (1986) use statistics on blacks to draw inferences
about the ghetto underclass, since inner-city poor are disproportionatcly repre-
sented among blacks. Wilson and Neckerman observe that the rising proportion
of black single parents mirrors the declining ratio of employed black males per
one hundred females (the male marriage pool index—MMPI). By comparison,
there is little correspondence between the slowly rising levels of white single
parenthood and changes in the white MMPI. They infer that the large decline
in black married-couple families can be linked to the employment problems
experienced by black men, while the smaller decline in white married-couple
families is probably due to the increased employment of white women. They
acknowledge that more direct measures at the individual level are necessary to
test their inferences.

A Weakening Relationship
Between Male Employment and Marriage

Alternative 5 is the obverse of Alternative 4. It posits that most of the
decline in marriage rates has occurred among working men rather than non-
working men. If correct, the relationship between male employment and mar-
riage should be getting wcaker over time. The assertion that the relationship
between male employment and marriage is becoming weaker follows from argu-
ments about the pauperization of the working class. According to Murray

'Between 1968 and 1971, the United States Supreme Court struck down numerous rules
and regulations that had restricted a single mother’s eligibility for AFDC benefits, including local
residency requirements, the “man-in-the-house™ rule, and regulations that had denied assistance to
“employable mothers.” In addition, the Court required welfare agencies to give fair hearings and
proper notice to recipients threatened with termination of benefits. According to Parterson, these
changes heightened cligible families® awareness of their entitlements under the law and led to a
large jump in the AFDC participation of eligible families from about 33 percent in the carly 1960s
to more than 90 percent in 1971 (Patterson, 1986).
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(1984), eligibility changes made to the AFDC program between 1961 and
1969 gave employed, low-income fathers a financial incentive to avoid marriage.
Specifically, he argues that the 1968 Supreme Court decision striking down the
“man-in-the-house™ rule made it advantageous for employed, low-income fa-
thers to cohabit rather than marry. If the man married, his family would become
ineligible for AFDC benefits. If he lived with his partner out of wedlock, they
could combine her welfare grant with his minimum-wage earnings and in effect
double their houschold income. To the extent that people’s behaviors were
consistent with this logic, these changes in AFDC eligibility rules increased the
rate of out-of-wedlock births? (U.S. Congress, House Committce on Ways and
Means, 1985).

Murray cites the sharp rise in AFDC caseloads during the 1960s as offering
strong circumstantial evidence in support of his arguments. There is 2 close
correspondence between the timing of AFDC rule changes and the rise in
AF¥DC recipients. Murray acknowledges, however, that the correspondence
could be mere coincidence. A better test of his hypothesis is to compare the
post-conception marriage rates of employed men with unemployed men from
successive cohorts. As one reviewer of our previous study observed: “Since
financial disincentives to marry are greatest for cmployed fathers, all other
things equal, the decline in marriage resulting from the changes in welfare
regimes should be greatest for employed fathers” (Daniel, 1989, p. 3). This
prediction assumes an initial strong relationship between male employment and
post-conception marriage rates which gradually weakens under the influence of
liberal welfare rules. If low-income couples began to behave in a fashion consis-
tent with Murray’s argument, we should observe a sharp decline in the ratc of
legitimation after 1968 among employed fathers in the inner city. The compara-
ble change among nonemployed men should be slight since the financial incen-
tives for them remained unchanged.

Methods

To assess the empirical validity of these five alternative hypotheses, we drew on
retrospective data collected by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC)

It is worth noting that Murray’s hypothesis, as stated here, is often confused with other
notions about the presumed effects of AFDC on family life. Most often, it is confused with asser-
tions that women have babies in order to collect AFDC benefits or thar state variation in illegitimacy
is affected by differences in statc AFDC-benefit levels. Murray disavows both of these interpretations
(Murray, 1985). He emphasizes that AFDC affords pregnant women a broader array of choices
about childbearing and marriage and not that welfare encourages poor women to become pregnant.
He also contends that real differences in state-welfare packages are modest when food stamps,
medicaid, and public housing benefits are included in the comparison. He says his argument is
about nationwide changes in eligibility rules and not about modest differences in state-welfare
packages.
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on the employment, parental, and marital histories of 415 black men aged
eighteen to forty-four who participated in the Urban Poverty and Family Struc-
ture (UPFS) survey. We use these data to estimate general and cohort-specific
models of the effects of employment and other variables on age-specific rates
of marriage. To the extent that the effect of male employment has been chang-
ing over time, thesc changes should be revealed by our estimation of marriage-
rate models for separate birth cohorts. Before doing this, however, we first
discuss our sample data, the methods for estimating rate models, and the statisti-
cal validity of our inferences.

Sampie

NORC conducted the UPFES survey in 1987 with a multistage, stratified
probability sample of 2,490 Mexican, Puerto Rican, non-Hispanic white, and
black persons aged cighteen to forty-four years who resided in City of Chicago
poverty tracts. At last census count, 40 percent of Chicago’s three million resi-
dents resided in poverty tracts.

The UPES sample was selected in multiple stages. In the first stage, blocks
(primary sampling units) within poverty tracts were divided into four ethnic
strata and then sorted by census tract. From this sorted file, a sample of block
units (single blocks or groups of blocks) was selected with probabilitics propor-
tional to the number of households in each block unit. NORC then dispatched
specially trained interviewers to list cach dwelling unit on each block. From
this list, individual dwelling units were selected for door-to-door screcning
interviews with probabilities inversely proportional to the prior stage of selec-
tion. The screening interviews were necessary to identify cligible respondents
for the main survey.

Screening consisted of a brief interview with a representative of each se-
lected dwelling unit. Interviewers spoke with a houschold member at least
fifteen years old who could supply information about the composition of the
household. The interview elicited the names of all household members, each
member’s sex and age and, for persons over fourteen years old, their ethnicity,
marita] status, number of children born, and number currently living with them.
Persons eligible for the survey included Mexican, Puerto Rican, black, and
non-Hispanic white mothers and fathers eighteen to forty-four years old. Also,
a subsample of childless black men and women aged eighteen to forty-four was
selected for interviews.?

3 According to the screening interviews, the Chicago inner-city population aged eighteen to
forty-four was 66 percent black, 13 percent Mexican, & percent Puerto Rican, 2 percent other
Hispanic, 11 percent non-Hispanic white, and 2 percent other ethnic groups. In order to ensure
adequate numbers of Mexican, Puerto Rican, and non-Hispanic white respondents, NORC
mounted a second phase of block scicction and household screening to idenufy additional age-
eligible Mexican, Puerto Rican, and non-Hispanic white parents. Unlike the first-phase screening,



70 / SOCIOLOGICAL ANTECEDENTS

NORC completed personal in-depth interviews with a total of 2,490 per-
sons. There were 291 completed interviews with black respondents who were
screened as fathers and 124 completed interviews with black respondents who
were screened as non-fathers.* The UPFS survey completion rates were 77
percent for black fathers and 79 percent for black non-fathers. These rates
compare favorably to completion rates for other surveys of similar populations.
The subsample of 415 black males aged eighteen to forty-four are the subjects
of our analysis.

Model Estimation

The UPFS survey used a recent innovation in survey research, the life-
history calendar (Freedman et al., 1988), to record major events in the lives of
respondents. Use of the calendar improves recall of past events by enabling
respondents to compare the dates of events with major milestones, such as
births of children and marriage. With these retrospective data, we are able to
conduct a quantitative analysis of life histories.

Analyses of life histories focus on changes from one state to another over
time, such as a change in marital status from single to married (Kalbfleish and
Prentice, 1980; Tuma and Hannan, 1984). The purpose is to gauge the causal
significance of predictor variables, such as education, employment status, and
family structure, on the rate of change. The rate of change is called a hazard or
transition rate.

In event-history models, the transition rate is assumed to control the occur-
rence of an cvent (c.g., marriage) as well as the time undl irs occurrence (e.g.,
years remaining single). In formal terms, the transition rate is defined as the
instantaneous probability of an event’s occurring at a specific moment. It is
calculated from the number of people experiencing an event at a specific time
relative to the number of people “at risk™ of experiencing that event up until
that time. Intuitively, it indicates the level of risk to which a person is exposed.
Once a person has experienced the event in question, he or she is no longer at
risk.

which used an equal probability sample of dwelling units, the second-phase screening selected
dwelling units disproportionately from poverty tracts with heavy concentrations of Mexicans,
Puerto Ricans, or non-Hispanic whites. The sample data from both phases can be combined and,
with the appropriate sample weights, used to produce unbiased estimates of population statistics.

4 Subsequent face-to-face interviews with respondents did reveal some crrors in the screening
of race and parental status. Two fathers who were mistakenly screencd as nonblack were later
reclassified as black during the interview. Also, one percent of fathers were later reclassified as
nonparents because they were determined during the interview to be step- or adoprive parents.
Five percent of black fathers were reclassified as nonparents and 19 percent of black male nonparents
were reclassified as fathers as a result of the survey. There were no other reclassifications of parental
status among the other ethnic groups. Most of the errors in the black sample appeared to be
concentrated among the clder respondents who had a child at younger ages. The final classification
showed 793 biological fathers, 9 adoptive or stepfathers, and 116 black male nonparents.
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Event-history models solve several analytic problems associated with the
quantitative study of life histories. In particular, they offer a way to deal with
censored observations and competing events. For instance, in the UPES survey
some respondents had never been married at the time they were interviewed.
Their marriages may happen at somc time in the future, if at all. Consequently,
our knowledge of their marital history is incomplete or “censored.” In ordinary
regression analysis, censored observations arc sometimes dropped from the
study, assigned a maximum value, or truncated at an arbitrary cutoff datc (Alli-
son, 1982). Hazards regression analysis avoids these ad hoc solutions by re-
taining censored obscrvations in the risk pool for the calculation of transition
rates up until the time of the interview. In this way, all the information known
about a censored case is used. That is, up until the date of the interview, the
event in question did not happen.

Event-history models also provide a way to analyze competing events. For
instance, the event of becoming an unmarried father precludes marrying before
childbirth (conventional marriage). To analyze these competing events, we use
an approach recommended by Allison (1984). It involves dropping cases out
of the risk pool when a competing event occurs, much like dropping a case
out of the risk pool when an observation is ccnsored. For example, when we
are examining the rate of conventional marriage, a man is dropped from the
risk pool when he conceives a child before marriage. Similarly, when we are
examining the ratc of marriage to the mother of the first child, a man is dropped
from the risk pool when he marries another woman. Event-history analysis also
provides a way to analyzc conditional events. For instance, the only men “at
risk” of a post-conception marriage (legitimation) are men who conceived a
child before marriage. Men who did not conceive a child before marriage are
not included in the risk pool for legitimation.

In event-history models, transition rates are posited as varying as a function
of age or time and as a function of predictor variables. The time function can
be defined explicitly or left to vary freely as a “nuisance function.” Because we
have no a priori sense of the functional form of time dependence in the case of
marriage, we chose the latter approach, commonly known as proportional haz-
ards regression. This approach is partially parametric because only the effects
of the exogenous variables are cstimated explicitly. The transition rate is the
product of a bascline hazard function, which varies freely with time, and a set
of predictor variables, some of which are fixed and others of which vary with
time.

Statistical Inference

Statistical inference from complex sample surveys, such as the UPES survey,
requires the use of different computational procedures from the default proce-
dures found in standard statistical packages, such as SAS, SPSS, and BMDP.
These packages assume that the data come from a simple random sample. While
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these packages can produce unbiased sample estimates of means, proportions,
and other statistics by using the appropriate sample weights, the standard errors
these packages generate for constructing confidence intervals and for asscssing
statistical significance will almost always be too small. As a result, the associated
confidence intervals and statistical tests will be incorrect.

Several procedures are available for computing the correct standard errors
for means, proportions, and other statistics based on complex survey designs.
In this study, we employ the Taylor series method of variance estimation using
computer software written by C. Dennis Carroll of the Office of Educational
Research and Improvement, Department of Education (Carroll, 1988). These
Taylor scries estimates from a complex sample vary considerably more than
estimates from a simple random sample of comparable size. We find, however,
that the ratios of the corrected variance to the simple random sample variance
(the design effect, or deff) in the UPFS are not very large. The only exceptions
are those variables that are highly clustered by census tract, such as residence
in public housing.

It should be noted that we usc sample weights and make adjustments for
design effects only when estimating population statistics, such as proportions
and means. We do not use samplc weights in our hazards regression analysis
and instead treat the sample as unweighted. If one does employ sample weights,
the asymptotic theory upon which significance tests are based collapses. Because
there is disagreement over the appropriatencss of using sample weights in event-
history analyses (Hoem, 1987), we have chosen to ignore the weights in order
to obtain approximate test staistics.

Results

In this section, we present the results of our hazards regression analysis of the
effects of employment and other variables on rates of marriage. Our variable
of employment is taken from a monthly measure of activity status which we
constructed for each respondent based on information he supplied for the life-
history calendar. We coded one activity per month: work, school, or mulitary
service. Work took precedence over both school and military reserves. Persons
who were neither employed, in school, nor in the military were coded as “inac-
tive” for that month. Because only jobs lasting six months or longer were
recorded on the life-history calendar, the category of inactive sometimes in-
cludes a small proportion of working men in jobs of brief duration.

Besides activity status, we also include in our hazards regression models
the following predictor variables: fatherhood status, cohort indicators for the

5We arc grateful to Martin Frankel, Roger Tourangerou, and Kenneth Rasinski of NORC
for helping us to obrtain the necessary computer software and for reviewing our results.
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year of the man’s birth, whether fatherhood was intended or unplanned, period
of military service (draft or volunteer army), high school graduation, incarcera-
tion in jail or prison, and family structure at age fourteen.® With the exception
of birth cohort and family structure, all of the remaining predictor variables
can change values over time.

In the following sections, we present descriptive statistics on the dependent
variable of marriage and the predictor variables of fatherhood and activity status
for four birth cohorts of black men aged eighteen to forty-four living in inner-
city Chicago in 1987. We then present the results of our hazards regression
analysis of the effects of activity status and the other variables on general and
cohort-specific marriage rates.

Marital and Parental Events

Figure 3.3 diagrams the distribution of marital and parental events for
black men in the UPES survey. The Taylor series estimates of the standard
errors are shown in parentheses.” An estimated 41 percent of black men aged
cighteen to forty-four reported never having fathered a child or never having
been married by the time of the NORC interview. Another 13 percent reported
marrying prior to the conception of their first child, and 46 percent reported
conceiving their first child prior to marriage.® Thus nearly onc-half of the black
male respondents are estimated to have become fathers before marrying.

Approximately one-half of the premarital fathers eventually married. An
estimated 5 percent of premarital fathers legitimated the child’s conception

$Most of the men in this sample (71 percent) were born in Chicago. About 19 percent were
born in Mississippi or Arkansas and the remainder in other Southern states. The percentage born
in Chicago rose from 37 percent for the 194149 cohort to 83 percent for the 1961-69 cohort.
In spite of the lower percentages born in Chicago among the older cohaorts, most Southern-born
men attended high school and began their working lives in Chicago. The average age of migration
north was twelve and a half. Ovcrall, 76 percent of the men in this sample had mothers who
completed at least an cighth-grade education. This percentage increases from 51 percent for the
oldest cohort to 88 percent for the youngest, which parallcls the rise in the percentage of men
born in Chicago. Also, about 44 percent of the men reported living with their mother only at age
fourteen. This percentage was about the same for all four cohorts. About half of the men came
from large families with at least five brothers and sisters (including halfsiblings). And about 41
percent of the men reported that their mother worked outside the home while they were growing
up. The percentage of men whose families ever received public aid while they were growing up
increased from 15 percent in the oldest cohort to 43 percent in the youngest. Again this increase
corresponds to the rising percentage of men born in Chicago. We explored these background
variables for inclusion in our hazards regression models, but, with the exception of living in a
mother-only family at age fourteen, we found that they were not related to martiage rates.

7 An approximate 95 percent confidence interval can be constructed by adding and subtracting
twice the Taylor corrected standard etror from each estimate.

$Throughout this chapter, conception of a first child refers to the first conception that resulted
in a live birth. We do not have any information for men on conceptions that resulted in an abortion
or miscarriage.



FIGURE 3.3

Marital and parental transitions of black men aged 18—44
in Chicago poverty tracts, 1986.
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before its birth. Overall, 2 percent of all respondents married during their
partner’s pregnancy, and an additional 10 percent married after the child’s birth.
Some 9 percent of respondents conceived their first child out of wedlock but
reported marrying 2 woman other than the mother of their first child. An
estimated 25 percent of respondents were never-married parents. These data
show that over one-half of the marriages among black men occurred after the
conception of their first child.

Marital and Parental Events by Birth Cohorts

Figure 3.3 combines data from several cohorts of black men which obscure
important diffcrences in marriage rates when marital events are classified by
birth cohort. Table 3.1 shows that the proportion married at selected ages has
declined significantly for successive cohorts. To take account of censoring, we
computed these estimates from the Kaplan-Micr survival distributions of age
at first marriage. The Breslow and Mantel-Cox tests of the equality of the
distributions across birth cohorts are also shown.

An estimated 48 percent of black men born between 1941 and 1949 had
married by age twenty-five, compared to 21 percent of black men born between
1961 and 1969. Similar cohort differences exist at other ages, and the hypothe-
sis of equal distributions is rejected at the 0.01 significance level. These cohort
differences arc consistent with a rising age at first marriage. The same holds
true for pre-conception marriages, except that the hypothesis of equal distribu-
tions cannot be rejected.

Table 3.2 displays similar information from the Kaplan-Mier survival distri-
butions of age at first fatherhood. The data show only slight differences in the
percentages of cohort members who become fathers. An estimated 62 percent
of black men born between 1941 and 1949 conceived their first child by age
twenty-five, compared to 57 percent of black men in the youngest cohort. The
hypothesis of equal distributions cannot be rejected at the 0.20 significance
level. These cohort similarities imply a stable age at first fatherhood.

A generally rising age at first marriage in conjunction with a stable age at
first fatherhood means that successively larger fractions of recent cohorts of
black fathers arc unmarried at the birth of their first child. If we compute the
ratio of premarital fathers to all fathers at age twenty-five in Table 3.2, we find
that two-thirds of the oldest cohort of fathers were unmarried at their child’s
birth, compared to nine-tenths of the youngest cohort.

Activity Status by Birth Cohorts

In order to assess the effects of male employment on transition rates into
first marriage, we need to consider how the activity status of different cohorts
has changed over this same period of time. The top panel of Table 3.3 presents



TABLE 3.1

Proportion Marvied ar Selected Ages, by Birth Cobort:
Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986

Age
Marital Status
Birth Cohort 19 22 25 28 31 n
First marriage
1941-49 8.8 29.0 47.6 55.5 63.2 98
1950-55 54 21.0 35.1 414 47.6 90
195660 1.8 10.2 235 31.7 — 99
1961-69 1.9 109 20.5 — — 128
All cohorts 3.5 l6.4 30.3 38.4 45.9 415
p-values: Breslow 0.001; Mantel-Cox 0.005
Pre-conceprion marriage
1941-49 35 14.0 21.2 23.7 24.6 98
1950-55 1.6 7.0 14.8 16.3 16.9 90
1956-60 1.0 2.8 74 10.4 — 99
1961-69 0.8 59 148 — — 128
All cohorts 1.1 6.5 129 15.5 16.3 415
p-values: Breslow n.s.; Mantel-Cox n.s.
TABLE 3.2
Proportion Pavents at Selected Ages, by Birth Cohort:
Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986
Age
Mariral Status
Birth Cohort 16 19 22 25 28 31 "
First fatherhood
1941-49 29 17.7 46.9 62.0 67.7 77.0 98
1950-55 21 27.4 52.1 62.9 67.7 71.0 90
1956-60 26 18.6 39.7 48.1 58.5 — 99
1961-69 1.7 18.1 32.6 56.5 — — 128
All cohorts 2.0 19.7 41.1 55.1 62.3 67.6 415
p-values: Breslow n.s., Mantel-Cox n.s.
Premarital fatherhood
194149 2.6 13.2 32.0 39.8 42.3 49.6 98
1950-55 1.2 245 42.7 51.6 53.9 56.1 90
195660 1.9 16.6 33.8 42.1 47.5 — 99
1961-69 0.9 12.9 30.2 52.6 — — 128
All cohorts 1.2 15.6 336 44.2 48.0 52.0 415

p-values: Breslow n.s.; Mantel-Cox n.s.
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the percentage of each cohort of black men who were inactive on the birthdays
listed. The bottom panel of Table 3.3 presents the percentage of cach cohort
who were in school, in the military, or at work. The percentages of cach co-
hort who are inactive and active sum to 100 percent.

The data show that on their sixteenth birthday, less than 10 percent of
cach of the cohorts were inactive. Most were still in high school. On their
nineteenth birthday, 33 percent of cach cohort were inactive. On their twenty-
second birthday, large cohort differences begin to emerge. The inactive propor-
tion declines to 21 percent for the 194149 cohort and to 31 percent for the
1950-55 cohort. By contrast, the inactive proportion riscs to 42 percent for
the 1956—60 cohort and to 37 percent for the 1961-69 cohort. These dispari-
ties narrow only slightly at later birthdays.

The United States military build-up in Vietnam betwceen 1966 and 1969
accounts for some of the oldest cohort’s lower levels of inactivity at ages nine-
teen and twenty-two. At later ages, the largest source of the differences comes
from the decline in the proportion of each cohort in stable work. Table 3.4
shows that the percentage engaged in stable work at each age is lower for
each successive cohort. At age twenty-two, almost fifteen points separate the
employment percentages of the 1941-49 and 1956—60 cohorts. At age twenty-
cight, the employment gap widens to nearly eighteen percentage points.

Table 3.4 also shows that the inactivity levels of the youngest cohort would
have been even higher at ages ninetcen and twenty-two were it not for their
higher school enrollments. The percentage of the 196169 cohort in school is
twelve points higher at age nineteen, and seven points higher at age twenty-two
than the 194149 cohort. Since students can be considered semi-dependent on
families and government for support, the percentages of students and inactive
youth may be combined to estimate the magnitude of social dependency among
inner-city black youth. In the youngest cohort, students and inactive youth
constitute about 62 percent of inner-city black youth at age nineteen and about
48 percent at age twenty-two. This compares to a social dependency ratio, two
decades earlier, of a little under 47 percent at age nineteen and 26 percent at
age twenty-two for the oldest cohort.

The prolonged social dependency of inner-city youth parallels similar trends
among middle-class youth. The critical difference, however, is that most nonem-
ployed, middle-class youth are enrolled in college while most nonemployed,
inner-city youth are “on the street.” Efforts by out-of-school youth to obtain
blue-collar jobs in the industries that once employed their fathers have been hurt
by massive shifts in city ecconomies from centers of manufacturing to centers of
service, administration, and information exchange (Kasarda, 1989). The effects
of these shifts are clearly evident in the changing occupations held by successive
cohorts of young men.

The most common occupation reported by respondents at ages nincteen
to twenty-cight changed from operative and assembler jobs among the oldest
cohort to scrvice jobs (waiters and janitors) among the youngest cohort. The
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TABLE 1.3

Percentage Inactive and Active (in School, Military, or Work) at Selected Ages,
&y Birth Cohort: Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986

. Age
Activity Status
Birth Cohort 16 19 22 25 28 31 n
Inactive
1941-49 9.7 29.4 214 29.0 29.0 18.5 98
1950--55 11.2 33.8 30.6 322 379 427 90
195660 10.2 37.7 42.3 43.0 43.4 — 99
1961-69 6.4 32.3 36.8 — — — 128
All cohorts 8.8 334 336 352 364 29.6 415
p-values: Breslow n.s.; Mantel-Cox ns.
Active
1941-49 90.3 70.6 78.6 71.0 71.0 815 98
1950-55 88.8 66.2 69.4 67.8 62.1 57.3 90
1956-60 39.8 62.3 57.6 57.0 56.6 — 99
1961-69 93.6 67.7 63.2 — — — 128
All cohorts 91.2 66.6 66.4 64.8 68.5 70.4 415

p-values: Breslow n.s.; Mantel-Cox n.s.

Note: Taylor series estimates of standard errors for separate cohorts vary from 4 for 10 percent and 90 percent to 6
for 50 percent. For all cohorts, the standard errors vary from 2 for 10 percent and 90 percent to 3 for 30 percent
and 70 percent.

second most common occupation changed from clerical and administrative jobs
to handlers and laborers. Altogether, operative and assembler jobs, clerical jobs,
driving jobs, labor jobs, and service jobs accounted for about 65 percent of all
the occupations reported by each cohort at each age. The modal occupation
for each cohort was generally the same at each age. The only obvious change
was the loss of operative and assembler jobs by the two older cohorts.

As occupations shifted from manufacturing to service employment, the
jobs also became more irregular. With the exception of the youngest cohort at
age nineteen, the median number of months worked by jobholders decreased
for each cohort. Between ages twenty-two and twenty-five, one-half of the
1941-49 cohort worked thirty-three months or more. At later three-year age
intervals, one-half of the oldest cohort worked the full thirty-six months. By
comparison, the younger cohorts fared less well. Between ages twenty-two and
twenty-five, one-half of the 1950—55 cohort worked for only eighteen months
or more, and one-half of the 1956-60 cohort worked for only thirteen
months or more.
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TABLE 3.4

Percentage in Type of Activity at Selected Ages, by Birth Cohort:
Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986

Age

Activity Type
Birth Cohort 16 19 22 25 28 31 n

Work
194149 10.0 43.2 57.4 67.4 70.0 80.6 98
1950-55 8.9 365 49.3 58.2 549 54.1 90
1956-60 7.7 314 429 51.9 52.3 — 99
196169 7.1 34.4 49.6 — — — 128
All cohorts 81 356 49.2 5§9.3 593 68.4 415

p-values: Breslow n.s.; Mantel-Cox n.s.

School
1941-49 80.3 17.6 4.4 0.9 09 0.9 98
1950-55 79.9 20.9 10.4 6.4 7.2 3.2 90
1956--60 82.1 20.9 8.9 1.9 4.3 — 99
1961-69 86.5 297 11.2 — — — 128
All cohorts 83.1 23.6 8.9 2.6 4.2 2.0 415

p-values: Breslow n.s.; Mantel-Cox n.s.

Military
194149 — 9.8 169 2.7 — — 98
1950-55 — 8.8 9.7 3.2 — — 90
195660 — 10.8 5.8 3.2 — — 99
1961-69 — 3.6 24 — — — 128
All cohotts — 7.4 83 2.8 — — 415

p-values: Breslow n.s.; Mantel-Cox n.s.

Noze: Taylor series estimates of standard errors for separate cohorts vary from 4 for 10 percent and 90 percent to 6
for 50 percent. For all cohorts, the standard errors vary from 1 for 2 percent and 98 percent to 3 for 50 percent.

Marital Transitions by Activity Status and Birth Cohorts

The above data show that during the period of time that marriage rates of
black men have declined, there has been a corresponding increase in the propor-
tion of black men who are inactive. To examine the relationship between activity
status and marriage, we present in this scction the results of the hazards regres-
siont analysis of the effects of activity status and other variables on rates of first
marriage. We cxamine four categories of marriage. The first is all first marriages,
regardless of the woman’s relationship to the man’s first child. The second is
limited to only thosc first marriages that were to the mother of the man’s
first child. It includes both marriages that preceded the child’s conception and
marriages that followed the child’s conception. Cases involving a first marriage
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to another woman are censored at the date of the marriage. The third and fourth
categories are pre-conception and post-conception marriages treated separately.

We estimate three separate models for each category of marriage. Model 1
estimates the effects of activity and fatherhood status on rates of marriage.
Modcl 2 adds the cohort indicators for the year of the man’s birth. Model 3
adds the remaining variables: period of military service (draft or volunteer era),
whether or not the pregnancy was unwanted, high school graduation, incarcera-
tion, and family structure at age fourteen.

Table 3.5 displays the results of the three modcls for all first marriages.
Model 1 provides an initial test of the null hypothesis of no relationship be-
tween employment status and rates of marriage. The exponentiated coeflicients
for activity status in Model 1 show how engagement in work, school, or military
service increases (greater than 1.0) or decreases (less than 1.0) the likelihood
of marriage at each age. The reference category is men who are inactive.

The results indicate that the null hypothesis can safely be rejected. The ex-
ponentiated coefficient for work under Model 1 reveals that men who are em-
ployed are twice as likely to marry at each age compared to men who are
inactive. School and military service can be interpreted in similar fashion. Model
1 shows that single men who are attending high school or college are no more
or less likely to marry than inactive men. By contrast, single men who enter
the military are over three times more likely than inactive men to marry. Model
1 also controls for out-of-wedlock fatherhood. Men who conceived a child out
of wedlock are over twice as likely to marry at a given age compared to men
who remain childless.

Model 2 provides a test of the second hypothesis. According to this hypoth-
esis, cohort differences in rates of marriage are attributable enrirely to cohort
differences in the proportions of black men who are stably employed. We
showed in Table 3.4 that the proportions of black men in stable employment
at selected ages declined for each successive birth cohort. The results in Table
3.5 show, however, that these declines in stable employment do not fully ex-
plain the secular decline in marriage rates among black males. The exponenti-
ated coefficicnts for birth cohorts under Model 2 show that regardless of activity
and fatherhood status, black men born during the 1940s were more likely to
marry than men born during the 1960s (the reference group).

In Model 3, we distinguish between military service that began during the
draft and military service that began after 1974 with the introduction of the
volunteer army. The results show that men who served during the draft were
no more likely to marry than men who were inactive. The exponentiated cocth-
cient for the draft is not significantly difterent from 1.0. Converscly, men who
entered the service after the introduction of the volunteer army were much
more likely to marry at a given age than inactive men. The exponentiated
coefficient is larger than 7.0. This difference agrees with our intuitive sensc of
how military service affects the chances of 2 man’s remaining single or marrying.
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TABLE 3.5

Hazards Regression Estimates of Effects on Age-Specific Rates of First Marviage:

Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Variables exp(b) bis.e. exp(b) b/s.e. exp(b) b/s.c.
Activity status
Work 2.30 4.46 2.15 4.24 1.93 3.50
School 1.28 0.73 1.29 0.75 1.09 0.26
Military 3.54 428 3.10 3.78
Draft 1.19 0.39
Volunteer 7.51 5.71
Fatherhood 2.34 5.43 2.44 5.63 4.25 6.51
Unplanned pregnancy 0.55 ~2.88
Birth cohorts
1941-49 2.03 2.62 2.60 3.47
1950-55 1.66 1.86 1.87 2.27
1956-60 1.25 0.80 1.35 1.07
High schoal graduate - 1.41 2.18
Incarceration 0.69 -1.24
Mother-only family at age 14 0.87 -0.94

Note: n = 413; censored = 52.5 percent.

Men who entered the armed services during the draft were more likely to be
shipped overseas for combat. Men who enlisted in the volunteer army werc
more likely to be in noncombat duty. The better pay and benefits of the volun-
teer army also made it easier to support a family.

Under Model 3, we also attempt to distinguish between premarital preg-
nancies that were intended from those that were unintended. We code a preg-
nancy as being intended if the respondent reported that he was trying to have
a baby when his first child was conceived. Otherwise, we code it as being
unintended. Approximately 80 percent of the fathers reported that their first
child was conceived unintentionally. This percentage was about the same for
all four cohorts. We acknowledge that this retrospective distinction between
intended and unintended pregnancies is problematic. Still, we include this indi-
cator under Model 3 to explore whether unwilling fathers were just as likely to
legitimate a premarital pregnancy or birth as willing fathers,

In Table 3.5, the coefficient for fatherhood under Model 3 refers to fathers
who reported having intentionally conceived their first child. They were over
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four times more likely to marry at a given age compared to men who had not
yet conceived a child. In order to estimate how an unintended pregnancy affects
the age-specific rate of marriage, we multiply the cocfficient for fatherhood by
the coefficient for unintended pregnancy. This reduces the fatherhood effect to
2.33 (4.25 x 0.55). These results show that fathers who reported that their
first child was unintended were less than half as likely ro marry compared to
fathers who reported that the pregnancy was intended. While we cannot rule
out the possibility that married fathers are more prone to recall that their first
child was intentionally conceived than never-married fathers, these results
strongly suggest that whether a pregnancy is planncd or unplanned affects the
likclihood of marriage.

The last three variables included under Model 3 are high school graduation,
incarceration, and family structure. Family structure is coded as a fixed variable.
It is coded 1.0 if the respondent lived in a mother-only family at age fourteen
or 0.0 if he resided with both his parents, stepparents, or another adult. Both
high school graduation and incarceration are coded month by month as time-
varying variables. Once a respondent graduates, we switch the graduation vari-
able from 0.0 to 1.0; otherwise we leave it fixed at zero. We do the same for
incarceration. Once a respondent spends a month or longer in a detention
center, jail, or prison, we switch the incarceration variable from 0.0 to 1.0. If
he has never been incarcerated, we leave the indicator fixed at zero. By including
these time-varying indicators in our hazards regression analysis, we can explore
if baving a high school diploma or a prison record affects a single man’s chances
of marrying. The exponentiated coefficients show that graduation from high
school increases the age-specific rate of marriage and that incarceration and
living in a mother-only family at age fourteen decreases the rate of marriage.
Although all three coefficients are in the expected direction, the ratio of the
coefficient to its standard error for both incarceration and family structure is
less than 2.0.

Table 3.6 displays the results of the same three models for those first mar-
riages which were to the mother of the man’s first child. This includes conven-
tional marriages cven if the couple has not yet had a child (only 3 percent of
respondents). Table 3.6 tells much the same story as Table 3.5. Employed men
and men serving in the military are more likely to marry the mother of their
first child at each age than men who are inactive. Men from the 194149
cohort are more likely to marry than men from the 1956—60 cohort. The
coefficients and levels of significance in Table 3.6 are generally a little smaller
than in Table 3.5. The most notable change is the drop in the coefficient for
unplanned pregnancy. Men who unintentionally conceive a child arc only 1.46
times as likely to marry (3.66 x 0.40) the mother of their first child as single
men who have not yet conceived a child out of wedlock. This compares to 2.33
in Table 3.5. Apparently, men who unintentionally conceive a child out of
wedlock are only slightly more likely to marry the mother of their child, even
though they are at somewhat higher risk of eventually marrying.
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TABLE 3.6

Hazards Regression Estimates of Effects on Age-Specific Rates of Marriage
to Mother of First Child: Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Variables exp(b) b/s.e. exp(b) b/s.e. exp(b) b/s.c.
Activity status
Work 1.98 3.34 1.84 2.95 1.63 2.29
School 1.04 0.09 1.05 0.11 0.88 -0.31
Military 3.56 4.09 3.09 3.58
Draft 1.26 0.50
Volunteer 7.06 5.19
Fatherhood 1.59 2.63 1.68 291 3.66 529
Unplanned pregnancy 0.40 -363
Birth cohorts
194149 1.96 2.32 2.56 3.18
1950-55 1.42 1.17 1.61 1.58
1956-60 1.05 0.16 1.14 0.43
High school graduare 1.38 1.80
Incarceration 0.53 -1.55
Mother-only family at age 14 0.82 -1.15

Note: n = 413; censored = 68.4 percent.

Table 3.7 presents the results of the three models for pre-conception (con-
ventional) marriages. Model 1 shows the familiar effects of activity status. Em-
ployment and military service increase the likelihood of conventional marriage
at each age relative to inactivity and school. There is no fatherhood coeflicient
for pre-conception marriages because cases are censored at the occurrence of
a premarital conception. The cocfficients for birth cohort, while successively
decreasing, are much smaller than the coeficients in the prior tables. This sug-
gests that changes in activity status account for a large amount of the secular
decline in conventional marriage ratcs. However, the inclusion of the remaining
predictor variables under Model 3 brings the birth cohort cocfficients into closer
alignment with the results in previous tables. While the effect of employment
status under Model 3 remains positive, the ratio of the cocfficient to its standard
error is just below 2.0. This drop in significance level is due largely to the small
proportion of conventional marriages in the sample data (13 percent).

Table 3.8 shows the three models of post-conception marriage. Model 1
shows the familiar effects of work and military service, while Model 2 shows
that the likelihood of post-conception marriage drops sharply over time. Men
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TABLE 3.7

Hazards Regression Estimates of Effects on Age-Specific Rates

of Pre-Conception Marriage: Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicagio Poverty Tracts, 1986

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Variables exp(b) b/s.e. exp(b) b/s.e. exp(b) b/s.e.
Activity status
Work 2.12 247 2.01 2.28 1.84 1.91
School 1.08 0.15 1.05 0.09 0.91 -0.18
Military 3.33 3.34 2.96 2.30
Draft 0.51 —0.64
Volunteer 6.70 3.74
Birth cohorts
1941-49 1.27 0.63 1.72 1.35
1950-55 1.21 0.46 1.38 0.78
195660 0.73 -0.72 0.82 -045
High school graduate 1.58 1.54
Incarceration 0.81 -0.79
Mother-only family at age 14 0.81 -0.79

Note: n = 413; censored = 83.8 percent.

born between 1941 and 1949 were over three times as likely to legitimate the
premarital conception of their first child as men born between 1961 and 1969.
Model 3 shows the familiar positive effect of volunteer military service and the
dampening effect of unintentional pregnancy. As in the previous tables, the
exponentiated coefficient for volunteer scrvice is about 7.0, and men reporting
unintended pregnancies arc half as likely to marry as men reporting intended
pregnancies. Unlike the previous tables, however, in this case the introduction
of the final control variables in Model 3 reduces the significance level of the
employment cocfficient to well below twice its standard error.

This reduction in the significance of the employment coefficient suggests
cither that employment is irrelevant to the decision to legitimate a premarital
pregnancy, or that the relationship between employment and legitimation is
changing over time. It is plausible to think that the employment effect may be
increasing as the stigma of single parenthood diminishes. This would strengthen
the importance of economic considerations. On the other hand, the relationship
between employment and legitimation may be weakening in response to
changed AFDC rules. In the following section, we explore the possible interac-
tions between employment and cohort on marriage rates by fitting separate
models to each birth cohort.
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TABLE 3.8

Huozards Regression Estimates of Effects on Rates of Post-Conception Marviage
to Mother of First Child: Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Variables exp(b) b/s.e. exp(b) bis.e. exp(b) b/s.e.
Acrivity status
Work 1.96 2.36 1.69 1.80 1.44 1.24
School 0.90 —-0.21 0.84 -0.32 0.76 0.54
Military 3.57 3.05 313 2.71
Draft 1.87 1.18
Volunteer 6.89 3.22
Birth cohorts
194149 2.83 2.44 3.50 2.90
1950-55 1.34 1.38 193 1.47
195660 1.57 1.00 1.58 1.01
Unplanned pregnancy 0.43 -3.29
High school graduate 1.29 1.05
Incarceration 0.34 -1.76
Mother-only family at age 14 0.85 -0.67

Note: n = 413; censored = 68.4 percent.

Activity Status and Birth Cohort Interactions

Examining the interactions between employment and birth cohort specified
in hypotheses three to five requires estimating separate models of marriage for
each cohort. Tables 3.9 and 3.10 present such cohort-specific models. Incarcera-
tion is not included in any of these models because we found it was often
monotonic over time with uncensored cases of marriage, which prohibits event-
history estimation. Since the cohort-specific samples are small (2 < 100), we
regrouped intentional and unplanned pregnancices together into the one variable
of fatherhood to reduce the number of predictor variables.

The top half of Table 3.9 displays separate models by cohort for all first
marriages. In these models a case is censored when a man enters the military.
Consequently, the comparison category for employed men is the same as in
previous models: men who are out of school, not at work, and not in the
military. The cxponcntiated cocfficient for work increases steadily from 1.64
for the 194149 cohort, to 2.10 to 3.36, and finally to 5.98 for the 1961-69
cohort. Morcover, the exponentiated coefficient for the fatherhood variable
decreases over the four cohorts from 3.70 for men born between 1941 and
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TABLE 3.9

Hazards Regression Estimates of Effects on Initial Marital Transitions, by Birth Cobort:

Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986

High Scheol Mother-Only
Work Graduation Family at 14 Fatherhood

Variable exp(b) bise. exp(b) bise. exp(b) b/s.e.  exp(b) bfse. n
All first marriages
194149 1.64 1.57 1.63 1.73 0.73 -1.05 3.69 4.27 97
1950-55 2.10 222 1.86 1.89 0.95 -0.17 1.98 1.99 90
195660 3.36 3.03 1.31 0.73 0.64 -1.26 2.34 2.18 98
1961-69 598 2.61 1.55 0.71 1.16 027 1.36 0.53 128
Marriages to mother of first child
1941-49 1.45 1.03 1.60 144 0.79 —0.69 2.18 2.26 97
1950-55 1.49 1.06 1.84 1.57 0.86 -0.39 1.31 0.68 90
1956-60 5.15 2.89 1.54 0.90 0.67 ~0.89 1.52 0.91 98
1961-69 7.40 2.48 129 0.40 0.80 -0.36 1.17 025 128

1949 to a statistically insignificant 1.36 for men born between 1961 and 1969.
Across birth cohorts, the effect of employment on all first marriages increases,
and the effect of fatherhood on all first marriages decreases.

The bottom half of Table 3.9 displays separate models by cohort for mar-
riage to the mother of a man’s first child. Again, the coefficient for the work
variable increases steadily over the cohorts. Compared to the coefficients for all
first marriages, the work coefficient for marriage to the mother of a first child
starts out smaller and ends up larger. As before, the cocfficient for the father-
hood variable decreases over cohorts. Unlike before, the coefficient for father-
hood is statistically significant only for the oldest cohort.

Like Table 3.9, the top half of Table 3.10 presents models of all first
marriages and marriages to the mother of a first child. In these models, however,
the two older and the two younger cohorts are combined in order to estimate
a coefhicient for military service. For the two older cohorts, military service
occurred almost entirely during the draft, while for the two younger cohorts,
it occurred during the volunteer army. Table 3.10 shows that military service
during the draft does not affect the likelihood of either all first marriages or
marriages to the mother of a first child, but volunteer service in the military
dramatically increases the likelihood of both. Otherwise, Table 3.10 tells the
same story as Table 3.9. The effect of employment on both types of marriage
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increases over cohorts, and the effect of fatherhood decreases. These trends are
especially pronounced for marriages to the mother of a first child. For men
born between 1941 and 1955, the likelihood of marriage to the mother of the
man’s first child was only slightly largcr among stably employed men than
among nonemployed men. For men born between 1956 and 1969, the likeli-
hood among employed men was six times larger.

The bottom half of Table 3.10 displays models for conventional marriages
and legitimations. Again, military service during the volunteer army increases
the likelihood of thesc marriages. Also, high school graduation increases the
likelihood of conventional marriages for the younger cohorts. But most signifi-
cantly for our analysis, the effcct of employment on these marriages increases
dramatically over the cohorts. The effect of employment is especially pro-
nounced for legitimations in the younger cohorts. While employment has no
effect on legitimation for men born between 1941 and 1955, it increases the
likelihood of legitimation by eight times for men born between 1956 and 1961.

Table 3.11 displays these same results in a simpler form than the event-
history models. The top half compares the percentages of employed and nonem-
ployed men who ever marricd before the child’s conception or by the child’s
third birthday, ignoring marriages to women other than the mother of their
first child. The bottom half compares the percentages of single fathers who
eventually married the child’s mother by the child’s third birthday. In both
cases, employment status is fixed at the date of the child’s conception. Hence, it
is a cruder indicator than the time-varying indicator we used in the event-history
analysis. Despite its simplicity, the results are striking. Across the four cohorts,
the percentage of employed men who ever married declined only slightly from
56 percent for men born between 1941 and 1949 to 43 percent for men born
between 1961 and 1969. Similarly, the percentage of employed single fathers
who eventually married by the child’s third birthday stayed relatively constant
at around 30 percent. By contrast, the marriage rates among men who were
not employed at the time of the child’s conception dropped sharply. Whereas
55 percent of the oldest cohort of nonemployed men ever married, only 10
percent of the youngest cohort did. Also, 46 percent of the oldest cohort of
noncmployed fathers legitimated the conception of their child by their child’s
third birthday compared to 4 percent of the youngest cohort. These cross-
tabulations exclude men who were observed for less than three years after the
conception of their first child, which accounts for the small number of observa-
tions in the youngest birth cohort. In spite of the small numbers, these cross-
tabulations clearly show that marriage rates among employed and nonemployed
black men in inner-city Chicago have been diverging over time. It is this diver-
gence in marriage rates which accounts for the strengthening relationship be-
tween employment and marriage over cohorts in the cvent-history models. The
ratio of marriage rates of employed to nonemployed men rises from approxi-
mately 1.0 in the older cohorts to between 4.0 and 8.0 in the younger cohorts.
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TABLE 3.11

Marriages to Mother of Fivst Child by the Child’s Third Birthday,
by Employment Status at Child’s Conception:
Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986

Employment Status at Child’s Conception

Employed Not Employed

Marriage Type Percent Percent

Birth Cohort Married n Married n
Marriages to mother of first child

1941-49 56 50 55 37

1950--55 46 31 30 42

195660 50 22 14 44

1961-69 43 7 16 26
Post-conception marriages

1941-49 32 34 46 29

1950-55 22 21 22 38

195660 33 18 8 39

1961-69 33 6 4 24

Premarital Conceptions

So far our analysis has estimated the effects of activity status and other
variables on marriage. We now turn to an analysis of premarital conceptions.
Previous studies find little relationship between male employment status and
the likelihood of fathering a child before marriage {Lerman, 1989). We think
this makes some scnse. Except for possibic variation in contraceptive practice,
there is little reason to believe that a young man’s activity status (in school,
work, military, or idle) has any direct bearing on his sexual behavior or risk of
carly fatherhood. On the other hand, once he has conceived a child out of
wedlock, our previops analysis shows that his ability to support a family strongly
affects the likelihood of his marrying. Collapsing the two processes and estimat-
ing a “reduced form” model is apt to obscure the actual effect of employment
on marriage.

Table 3.12 displays three models predicting the likelihood of premarital
conceptions at cach age. Modcl 1 shows that employment is unrelated to age-
specific risks of premarital fatherhood, even though military service is associated
with a higher risk. Model 2 shows no trend by birth cohort in the likelihood
of conceiving a child premaritally. This agrees with our estimates from the
Kaplan-Mier survival distributions (see Table 3.2). Model 3 shows that men
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TABLE 3.12

Hazards Regression Estimates of Effects on Age-Specific Rates of Premarital Conception:

Black Males Aged 18—44 in Chicago Poverty Tracts, 1986

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Variables exp(b) b/s.e. exp(b) bfs.c. exp(b) b/s.e.
Activity status
Work 1.18 1.10 1.20 1.20 1.27 1.52
School 1.08 0.41 1.08 0.39 1.13 0.60
Military 1.71 2.05 1.77 2.15
Draft 2.15 2.33
Volunteer 1.45 0.87
Birth ¢cohorts
194149 0.85 —0.85 0.82 -1.03
1950-55 1.02 0.08 0.99 -0.03
195660 .96 -0.24 0.94 -0.32
High school graduate 1.02 0.13
Incarceration 1.65 211
Mother-only family at age 14 0.95 -0.41

Note: n = 413, censored = 68.4 percent.

with a prison record are at greater risk of conceiving a child premaritally than
men who stayed out of jail. Also, only military service during the draft increases
the risk of premarital fatherhood. In sum, variables which strongly affect the
likelihood of marriage, especially employment and cohort, do not affect the
age-specific risks of premarital conception.

Discussion

This study provides evidence showing that black male employment is positively
related to marriage rates. The null hypothesis of no relationship is rejected for
all categories of marriage. Black single men who are in stable employment are
twice as likely to marry as single men who are inactive. Increases in black male
joblessness, however, do not fully explain declines in the incidence of marriage.
The hypothesis of stable marriage rates, controlling for employment status, is
rejected. Single men born between 1941 and 1949 were far more likely to marry
than men born between 1961 and 1969 regardless of employment. During this
same period of time, rates of premarital conception remained approximately
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stable for all four birth cohorts. An estimated 44 percent of all respondents
fathered their first child out of wedlock by their twenty-fifth birthday. There
was no relationship between employment status and the risk of premarital
fatherhood.

This study shows that marriage rates are declining in accordance with hy-
pothesis three. Moreover, cohort-specific analyses indicate that the fifth hypoth-
esis of converging marriage rates for working and nonworking men can also
be rejected. According to these data, employed black men in the inner city have
not shunned marriage in order to combine women’s AFDC benefits with their
earnings. Instead, the marriage rates of working and nonworking black men
appear to be diverging over time in accordance with hypothesis four. Conse-
quently, the relationship between male employment and marriage appears to
be strengthening over time. This finding is consistent with Wilson’s underclass
hypothesis linking male marriageability with the ability to support a family.

Both sample size limitations and the possibility of sample-selection biases
prevent us from definitely rejecting hypothesis three in favor of four. Because
the UPFS sample was restricted to poor census tracts, estimates of the magni-
tude of the employment effect among older cohorts may be biased downward
due to the migration of working- and middle-class families from inner-city
neighborhoods. Since the likelihood of out-migration most probably increases
with age, black men who were employed when they got married may be system-
atically underrepresented among the older cohorts in our sample. Consequently,
our estimate of the employment effect for the older cohorts in our sample could
be misleadingly small.

Another study (Testa, 1991) attempted to replicate these results with data
from the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), which was
conducted with a national sample of adults at the same time the UPES survey
was underway. The similarity in findings was striking for the main two results.
Employment status was unrelated to the likelihood of fathering a child out of
wedlock in both samples, but was strongly predictive of marriage rates. Where
the results differed was with respect to the intensity of the employment effect
over time. Whereas the Chicago sample showed a clear strengthening of the
employment effect, the result was only partially replicated with the national
data. The more parsimonious model of equal declines (Alternative 3) fit the
national data; therefore, we are inclined to attribute the Chicago trend as most
likely an artifact of the selective migration of working- and middle-class families
out of inner-city neighborhoods. Nonetheless, the hypothesis of strengthening
employment effects (Alternative 4) should not be completely dismissed. The
validity of the national findings is hampered by the lack of a sufficient number
of obscrvations. It will be important to continue pursuing this linc of inquiry
with much larger samples of single fathers.

One additional qualification to the findings should be made. All of the
inferences we have drawn assume that employment status influences marriage.
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Bur it could be otherwise: the intention to marry could motivate the search for
work. If the correct causal order is indeed from marriage intention to employ-
ment, rather than the other way around, the policy implications would be quite
different. Still, a reversal of the causal order does not obviatc the fac. that
employment is strongly associated with marriage. Even if stable employment
only cnables marriage, improving the employment status of men would still be
a necessary, if not sufficient, intervention to reduce levels of single parenthood.

In reflecting on these findings, we are reminded that most first births and
marriages occur during early adulthood. Over one-half of the black men in our
sample became fathers before their twenty-fifth birthday. This percentage has
not changed very much for successive cohorts of black men. What has changed
dramatically is the proportion who are working or serving in the military.
Presently, almost two-thirds of inner-city black males are either in school or
idle between ages ninetcen and twenty-two. They depend fully, or in part, on
government assistance, family help, or illicit activities for support. Few young
men at this age are in a position today to support a family.

It appears to us that public policy can take two directions in response to
the prolonged social dependency of inner-city youth. One direction is to renew
efforts to prevent unwanted pregnancies. Our finding that 80 percent of fathers
reported that the conception of their first child was unintended suggests the
need for improved male contraceptive practice. Also, raising the costs of absent
fatherhood through more vigorous child-support enforcement might help to
lower rates of premarital fatherhood.

A second direction is to create alternative roles for out-of-school youth
who are presently idle. Aside from military service, there are currently few ways
for out-of-school youth to reliably securc adult roles. The strong positive effect
of voluntary military service on marriage suggests to us that young men joining
the military find a secure role as productive adults. Their experience of sustained
work and decent pay is quite different from the irregular jobs and low wages
currently experienced by many young people, not just black males, when they
leave high school. Some groups are calling for the creation of alternative routes
to adulthood through a combination of national service, paid apprenticeships,
and cooperative school-employment tramning (William T. Grant Foundation,
1988). Dependable access to adult roles could mitigate the social isolation of
poor and minority youth. It strikes us as no coincidence that black men in
stable employment or military service are more likely to marry than youth who
are detached from the labor force. Establishing more such pathways to adult-
hood could provide not only the means to raise a family, but also the rcason
to wait to have a family.
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Conclusion

This study shows that black male employment is positively related to marriage
rates. Overall, we find that black men in stable employment are twice as likely
to marry as black men who are not in school, in the military, or at work.
Moreover, black men in voluntary military service are also more likely to marry
than men who are inactive.

Cohort-specific models reveal that the relationship between male employ-
ment and all first marriages in inner-city Chicago has strengthened over cohorts.
The relationship strengthens especially for marriages to the mother of the man’s
first child. Cohort-specific models also show that the relationship between pre-
marital fatherhood and marriage has weakened over cohorts, especially for mar-
riages to the mother of the man’s first child. This is consistent with a weakening
of normative pressures on couples to legitimate a premarital conception. Al-
though these results are consistent with theories of the ghetto underclass (Wil-
son, 1987), they should be regarded as provisional. Replications of these find-
ings with other samples will be necessary to assess whether they are artifacts of
sample selection or indicators of valid trends.

These models also underscore the importance of distinguishing the effect
of male employment on marriage from its effect on the conception of a child
before marriage. Male employment has virtually no impact on the latter. In fact,
none of our models fit the data on premarital conceptions very well. Premarital
conception may be random or related to variables not specified in our models.
Consequently, increasing the employment of men would not necessarily de-
crcase premarital conceptions, cven though it might increase the proportions
of pregnancies resolved through marriage. Preventing unplanned pregnancies,
in addition to increasing the employment of men, appears to be crucial to
increasing levels of married fatherhood.
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COMMENTARY

Sheldon Danziger

N AN IMPORTANT paper, first presented at a conference in 1984, William

Julius Wilson hypothesized that “the increasing inability of many black men

to support a family is the driving force behind the rise of female-headed
families” (Wilson and Neckerman, 1986, p. 258). He expanded on this theme
in his influential book, The Truly Disadvantaged (Wilson, 1987) and launched
a major research project—The Chicago Urban Family Life Project—to test this
and other relationships among employment, family structure, and social isola-
tion in the inner city. The chapter by Testa and Krogh utilizes data gathered
as part of Wilson’s Chicago project and evaluates Wilson’s hypothesis and sev-
eral others concerning the relationship between male joblessness and female
family headship.

Before beginning the discussion, let me briefly review the national data
that provide some perspective for this Chicago study. Table C3.1 shows the
living arrangements of American children in 1960 and 1990. Several points arc
relevant. First, the trends for whites and blacks are quite similar. Children of
both races are now more likely to live in mother-only families, especially with
never-married mothers. Despite similar trends, however, female hcadship
among white children in 1990 was quite similar to what it was for black children
in 1960—about one-sixth of all white children lived in mother-only families,
and fewer than one in thirty lived with a never-married mother. Finally, because
of the rapid changes in kving arrangements, more than half of black children
lived in mother-only familics in 1990. The single most rapid change was in the
percentage living with never-married mothers. Only about one in fifty black
children lived with never-married mothers in 1960, as compared to more than
one-fourth by 1990.

An important contribution of the Testa/Krogh chapter is its focus on non-
marital parenthood. Many ecarlier studics of the causes of female family headship

96
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TABLE C3.|
Living Arvangements of Children, 1960 and 1990

White Children Black Children

1960 1990 1960 1990
Percentage of children living with

Two parents 90.9 79.0 67.0 37.7
Mothers only 6.1 16.2 19.9 51.2
Never married 0.1 3.0 2.1 27.3
Divorced, separated, or widowed 6.0 132 17.8 23.9
Fathers only 1.0 3.0 2.0 3.5
Other relatives 14 1.4 9.6 6.5
Nonrelatives only 0.5 0.4 1.5 1.0

Source: U.S. Burean of the Census (1991).

have not distinguished berween the different types of female-headed families—
those headed by never-married as opposed to ever-married women.

Table C3.2 shows that all of these trends are associated with rising child
poverty. Children in two-parent familics have much lower poverty rates than
children in mother-only families; children living with never-married mothers
have much higher poverty rates than those living with ever-married mothers.
Living arrangements are now morc¢ important than race when it comes to child
poverty—black children in two-parent families have a much lower poverty rate
than white children living in mother-only families. For both white and black
children, but particularly for blacks, changes in marital status and living arrange-
ments have contributed to increasing poverty.

TABLE C3.2
Poverty Rate of Clnldren, by Living Arrangements and Marital Status of Pavents, 1990

Mother Only
All Two Never Father
Poverty Rate Children  Parents Divorced  Separated ~ Widowed Married Only
White children 14.5 87 334 51.7 32.6 57.2 17.1
Black children 42.7 18.1 46.2 592 54.1 67.9 374

Source: U.S. Burcau of the Census (1991).
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Given the importance of premarital conception in explaining the well-being
of black children, and having reviewed Chapter 3, it is easy in hindsight to
argue that the most interesting question that emerges from the chapter differs
from the one which motivated it. The chapter was directly motivated by and
does address Wilson’s “male marriageable pool hypothesis” about the effect of
employment on marriage. However, I wish the authors had focused instead on
trying to understand what economic, social, and psychological factors explain
this increased premarital childbearing. In particular, why do so many African
American children whose fathers are employed live only with their never-
married mothers?

Almost half of their sample, men aged cighteen to forty-four, had fathered
a child out of wedlock. Testa and Krogh’s finding in this regard actually fore-
shadows my critique and suggests an avenue for further research:

. none of ocur models fit the data on premarital conceprions very well.
Premariral conception may be random or related to variables not specified in
our models.

The data gathered by the Chicago project can shed light on this issue and
commend it to the authors for further research. But in this new research they
should rectify another problem mentioned in their conclusion—their use of a
very limited number of variables from a rich data set. Indeed, the authors
mention some of the omitted variables in the introductory section—the stigma
of out-of-wedlock birth, the availability of welfare, mother’s access to extended
familial support. I would add a range of variables that were gathered as part
of the Urban Poverty and Family Structure survey—religiosity, participation
in community organizations, social networks, attitudes toward marriage, as-
pirations, and so forth. The significance of the cohort variables in most of
the models suggests that they may be proxies for trends in these unmeasured
variables.

In addition, the authors proxy the economic status of the men by their
employment status at a point in time, by whether or not they are working. No
distinction is made between men who have stable versus sporadic work histo-
ries, men who have high-status versus low-status occupations, men who have
above-average versus very low earnings. I suspect that these dimensions of
employment may be significantly related to marital behaviors.

The authors sacrificed the richness of the data to the elegance of the hazard
model, which requires contemporaneous information on employment and mari-
tal status. [ would suggest a compromise. The authors could also provide the
reader with descriptive tables that address simpler questions. For example, were
men who were stably employed at “good jobs™ in their early twenties more
likely to have married and less likely to have fathered a child out of wedlock?
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Of course, neither their hazard models nor such tables can reject an alterna-
tive view—that the causality runs not from male employment to marriage, but
in the reverse direction. That is, men who desire to marry the mother of their
child, or men who feel strong pressure to do so, are more likely to seck employ-
ment. Such data may be available from the Chicago project, and it would be
worth investigating.

In some ways, the neglect of the broader range of noneconomic variables
is not surprising, as the key goal was to test Wilson’s view that male joblessness
was a prime determinant of female headship. However, this study and others
(reviewed in Testa, 1991) have concluded that

the magnitude of the male employment effect would have to be implausibly
large in order to account fully for the dedline in black male marriage rates.

In other words, by 1991 a number of papers had tested Wilson’s original
male marriageable pool hypothesis, and their findings led Wilson (1991) him-
self to this modification:

Finally, our data show a strong relationship between male employment status
and marriage. However, the data also suggest that the stronger the norms
against premarital sex, out-of-wedlock pregnancy, and single parenthood, the
less economic considerations affect decisions to marry. Our ethnographic data
show that inner-city black single parents feel little pressure to consummate a
marriage. They emphasize the importance of having secure jobs and financial
security before seriously considering matrimony. Ethnographic dara suggest
these responses reflect a linkage between evolving cultural arrangements,
<changing norms, and new structural realities. The result has been increased
out-of-wedlock births, a weaker family structure, the growth of persistent pov-

erty, and a rise in welfare receipt.

My reading of the literature, including Testa (1991) and Wilson (1991),
led me to sketch the complicated model shown in Figure C3.1. This model is
much easier to outline than to estimate, so it is not surprising that Testa and
Krogh focused only on the link between malc joblessness and marriage. A more
complex model requires information on the mothers as well as on the fathers,
particularly the mothers’ own opportunities for economic independence, atti-
tudes toward welfare and marriage, and the kinds of variables discussed in
Wilson (1987, 1991)—limited aspirations, negative social dispositions, casual
work habits, constrained class networks, and limited access to jobs.

This model also posits a role for some general societal views on commit-
ment to marriage, sanctions for out-of-wedlock birth, the stigma of welfare, as
well as the “ghetto-specific norms” discussed by Wilson. The model notes that
there are common factors to the common trends—increasing female headship
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FIGURE C3.1
Model of fuctors influencing vecent trends in patterns of family formation.
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for both whites and blacks—but additionat factors that are presumed to operate
only within “underclass areas.”

Testa and Krogh do estimate that marriage is twicc as common among
men who were ecmployed or in the military as among those who were inactive.
Unforrunately, they do not translate their hazard rates back into expected mar-
riage rates, so it is difficult to evaluate the absolute magnitude, as opposed to
the relative importance, of their main effect. For example, we are told that if
the probability that an unemployed man is married is X, then the probability
for an employed man is 2X, but we are never told X, the underlying rate. From
Figure 3.3, we learn that 66 percent of the sample never married, so I infer
that X is rather low for employed as well as unemployed men. This reinforces
my view that we should try to understand the low rate among employed men,
particularly employed men who have fathered children out of wedlock.

Jencks (1992) docs offer some descriptive tables that are consistent with
the Testa/Krogh conclusion. Jencks uses the 1960 and 1980 census data for
black men in different cohorts. For those between the ages of twenty-five and
twenty-nine, the probability of marriage declined by more than 23 percentage
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points over the two decades (from 69.8 to 46.1 percent). Marriage was much
more likely in any year for those working full time than for those not working
at all during the year, but the marriage rate actually fell by a greater amount
for the former. In this cohort, the ratc for full-year workers fell by 20 percentage
points (from 75.9 to 55.7 percent), while it fell by only 8 points (from 31.2
to 23.5 percent) for nonworkers. Ellwood and Crane (1990) make a similar
point, using data on employed and unemployed men in other cohorts over the
1960 through 1988 period. What these studies do not report, which Testa
and Krogh could present, are the changes across cohorts in out-of-wedlock
fatherhood by the employed and unemployed.

Wilson has called attention to three distinct problems—the inability of an
increasing percentage of black males to support a family; an increasing percent-
age of children who live in female-headed families; and the extent of economic
hardship and poverty in the inner city, especially the dire prospects for children
living therc. Even if male joblessness 1s not the primary cause of increascd
female family headship, each trend is important in its own right. Testa and
Krogh arc clearly correct in their policy conclusions-—renewed cfforts to pre-
vent unwanted pregnancies and to promote self-sufficiency among young men
(and I might add, young women), such as paid apprenticeships, national service,
or other training and work opportunitics. Unfortunately, as we all know, it
will take much more than this to resolve the economic and social criscs in the
inner city.
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4 THE WIDENING GAP BETWEEN
BLACK AND WHITE MARRIAGE RATES:
CONTEXT AND IMPLICATIONS

Robert Schoen

ARRIAGE RATES in the United States, and in a number of other Western

countries, have been declining for some time. Among American

women born around 1940, whose marriages were concentrated in the
years 1960—65, 97.3 percent of those surviving to age 15 married, and their
average agc at first marriage was 21.1 years (Schoen et al., 1985). However,
rates in the United States observed in 1983 imply that only 89.7 percent of
thosc surviving to age 15 will ever marry, and their average age at first marriage
will be 24.5 years (Schoen, 1987).

Declines in marriage have been particularly large for blacks (Cherlin, 1981),
and the growing divergence in black-white patterns has led some commentators
to speak of a “crisis” or a “deterioration” in contemporary black family life
(Staples, 1985; Wilson, 1978). At the same time, others have noted that there
are substantial compositional differences between the black and whitc popula-
tions. In particular, black females face a marriage market with fewer eligible
males of the same race than do white females (Spanier and Glick, 1980). As a
result, black females may be experiencing a “marriage squeeze” that depresses
their marriage rates and exaggerates black-white differences.

This chapter examines black and white patterns using propensities to marry,
measures which reflect the mutual attraction for marriage independent of popu-
lation composition. Focusing on previously unanalyzed data for Wisconsin in
1980, 1t looks at marrages by age, race, and educational attainment, and com-
pares black and white marriage levels and patterns of marriage choice.
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A Theoretical Perspective

The recent decline in marriage rates in the United States has been well docu-
mented, though much less attention has been given to changes in the character-
istics of persons who marry one another. That is unfortunate, because an analy-
sis of “who marries whom™ can shed considerable light on the nature of the
marriage bargain and how marriage is responding to social and economic
change.

Traditional marriage has been scen as the exchange of a male’s economic
resources for a female’s social and domestic services. Homogamy (i.e., marriage
between people with similar characteristics) has been considered the traditional
norm (Blau and Duncan, 1967; Carter and Glick, 1976). Edwards (1969)
related homogamy to exchange theory by taking a utility maximization perspec-
tive. The essence of his argument 1s that marriageable persons seek partners
who will maximize their rewards from marriage. Persons with similar character-
istics are likely to maximize each other’s rewards, as both are likely to reject
persons with resources inferior to their own, and persons with equivalent re-
sources are likely to have similar characteristics. Schoen and Wooldredge (1989)
extended Edwards’s reasoning, arguing that couples with equivalent resources
need not be similar on all characteristics relevant to marriage choice because
overall equivalence could result from exchanges between relative strengths in
diffcrent areas. Exchanges are apt to take place because husbands and wives
have traditionally filled different roles. Even though the traditional division of
labor by scx has been substantially eroded by women’s increased labor-force
activity, the socioeconomic status of the husband is still more important than
that of the wife in determining a couple’s status (Leslie, 1982; Nock and Rossi,
1978). As a result, women are more likely to stress their partner’s sociocco-
nomic characteristics, men are more likely to stress their partner’s noneconomic
(or social) characteristics, and both may be able to gain from an exchange.

With regard to interracial marriage, the classic exchange arguments arc
found in the studies of Kingsley Davis (1941) and Robert Merton (1941).
They theorized that most black-white marriages in the United States would be
between black males and white females, because those marriages could embody
exchanges between the groom’s higher socioeconomic status and the bride’s
“caste” status. Studies have shown that most black-white marriages do involve
black grooms, though whether that is due to the exchanges envisioned by Davis
and Merton remains in dispute (Monahan, 1976; Schoen and Wooldredge,
1989).

The theoretical considerations described above also relate to black-white
differences in éntraracial marriage behavior, because the social and cconomic
context in which the marriage exchange takes place differs by race. At all socio-
economic levels, black men hold more traditional beliefs about the role of
women than do white men, while black and whitc women hold similar views
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(Ransford and Miller, 1983). At the same time, black women are more econom-
ically active than white women, and the wage gap between males and females
is much smaller for blacks than for whites (Farley, 1988). Comparing the hourly
earnings of blacks relative to whites for persons aged twenty-five to thirty-four
in 1980, Farley (1984, p. 126) found that black women earncd 98 percent of
the amount earned by white women, while black men earned only 81 percent
of the amount earned by white men. Thus, with respect to the traditional
marriage exchange, black men, relative to white men, are likely to expect more
in terms of role behavior while being able to offer less in terms of economic
benefits, making the tradirional marriage exchange less advantageous to black
women than to white women.

That perspective leads to three hypotheses regarding black-white marriage
patterns. First, blacks are expected to have a lower propensity to marry because
they stand to gain less from the marriage exchange. Second, black women are
expected to marry a man with more education than their own less often than
white women, because the economic role of black women, relative to black
men, is greater than the economic role of white women relative to white men.
Third, interracial marriages are expected to involve more black grooms than
white grooms because black male/white female marriages offer the possibility
of exchanges between a male’s higher sacioeconomic status and a female’s race.

Past research on marriage patterns has provided only equivocal support for
the exchange perspective. However, those inconsistent findings may be only a
reflection of the methodological complexities involved in measuring intergroup
marriage. Much of the work done in the past only examined data on marriages,
and thus did not take into account the population at risk of marrying. The
population at risk is important because, other things equal, one would expect
more marriages between persons who share a common characteristic than be-
tween persons who share an uncommon one. The study by Schoen and Wool-
dredge (1989), which applied the exchange perspective described above to
1969-71 and 197981 data on blacks and whites in North Carolina and Vir-
ginia, found the results hypothesized here. The present analysis of data for
Wisconsin in 1980 cxamincs whether similar results can be found in a northern
state.

Measuring the Propensity to Marry

Since every monogamous marriage involves one male and onc female, an indi-
vidual’s chance of marrying is influenced by population composition. To control
for compositional effects, including the marriage squeeze, and to obtain compo-
sition-independent measures of marriage behavior, this chapter makes use of
the approach developed in Schoen (1981, 1986).
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Consider a male marriage rate of the form
W.L(A,B) = C(A.B)MA) (4.1)

where W,,(A,B) represents a male marriage rate for males with characteristics
A marrying females with characteristics B,

C(A,B) represents the number of marriages between males with charac-
teristics A and females with characteristics B, and

M(A) represents the number of males with characteristics 4.

The rate in equation (4.1) is sensitive to the composition of the male popula-
tion, but not to the composition of the female population. The analogous
female marriage rate is of the form

WHA,B) = C(A,B)/F(B) (4.2)

where Wi(A,B) represents a female marriage rate for females with characteris-
tics B marrying males with characteristics A, and
F(B) rcpresents the number of females with characteristics B.

The rate in equation (4.2) is sensitive to the composition of the female popula-
tion, but not to the composition of the male population.

Schoen (1981, 1986) derived an expression for the propensity to marry (or
the magnitude of marriage attraction), a measure analogous to a hazard rate
that reflects the underlying mutual attraction for marriage between males with
characteristics A and females with characteristics B independent of population
composition. Denoted by H(A,B), the propensity can be written as

H(A,B) = uW,,(A,B) + vW/{(4,B) (4.3)

where # is the length of the male age interval and » is the length of the female
age interval. As a sum of male and female marriage rates, it is sensitive to the
risk of marriage for both sexes.

To sce how the propensity remains independent of population composition
with respect to the characteristics recognized, consider the following example. A
certain population initially has » males, f females, and ¢ marriages. Its marriage
propensity is thus given by H = ¢/m + ¢/f. Now assume that the number of
males increases to m’ while the number of females and the propensity to marry
remain the same. It is reasonable to expect that the number of marriages will
increase, say to ¢’, but that the proportional increase in the number of marriages
will be less than the proportional increase in the number of males. That implics
that the new male marriage rate ¢'/m’ will be less than ¢/m. Furthermore, the
new female marriage rate ¢'/f will be greater than ¢/f because the number of
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marriages increases while the female population remains the same. Since the
propensity to marry does not change, equation (4.3) states that H = ¢'/m’ +
¢'/f; and thus the decline in the male rate is exactly offset by the increase in the
female rate. In short, the marriage propensity is independent of ‘population
composition because compositional changes lead to counterbalancing changes
in male and female marriage rates.

The Data

To analyze marriages specific to the age, race, and educational level of the bride
and groom, information on both marriages and the population at risk of mar-
riage arc needed. For the year 1980, data on 39,991 marriages were taken
from machine-readable data files provided by the state of Wisconsin (Wisconsin
Bureau of Health Statistics, 1983). Data on the unmarried population of Wis-
consin in 1980 were taken from the 5 percent Public Use Microdata tapes
issued by the Census Bureau (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1983).

The number of marriages available is sufficient to allow a detailed break-
down by age. For both males and females, seventeen age groups are recognized,
specifically ages 14—17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26-27, 28-29, 30-32,
33-35, 36—39, 40—44, 45—49, and 50-59. There are no marriages under age
14, and the few marriages at ages 60 and over are ignored. Race is a dichoto-
mous variable, black and nonblack. There are only a small number of marriages
involving persons who are neither white nor black, and it scems most appro-
priate to include them with the larger white group.

The educational lcvels of the bride and groom are available by single years
of schooling completed, but the analysis employs four categories that emphasize
the major credentialing points. Those categorics arc “less than four years of
high school,” “four years of high school,” “some college,” and four or more
years of college.” Education, while not an ideal measure, provides an objective
indication of the socioeconomic status of the couple at the time of marriage.

Results and Discussion

Equation (4.3) was used to calculate the matrix of marriage propensities by
age, race, and education. With the categories employed, there are 18,496 [i.c.,
(17 x 2 X 4)?] such propensities. The results by age are not shown, as age is
used primarily to control for compositional differences between the various race
and education groups. For convenience, expressions of the form (X,7) will be
used to refer to marriages involving a group X groom and a group " bride,
with B denoting blacks and N denoting nonblacks.

Table 4.1 presents numbers of marriages by race of the bride and groom.
Nearly 97 percent of all marriages were between two nonblacks, but there were



108 / SOCIOLOGICAL ANTECEDENTS

TABLE 4.1

Numbers of Marriages and Sums of Age-Specific Marringe Propensities,
&y Race of the Bride and Groom: Wisconsin, 1980

Bride’s Race

Groom’s Race Black Nonblack Total

Black 3.26 45 3.71
(1,013) (202) (1,215)

Nonblack .09 6.31 640
(60) (38,716) (38,776)

Total 3.35 6.76 10.11
{1,073) (38,918) (39,991)

Note: Figures in parentheses refer to numbers of marriages.

over a thousand (B,B) marriages. Only 262 marriages, 0.7 percent of the total,
were interracial.

‘The marriage propensities shown in Table 4.1 represent sums of age-race-
specific marriage propensitics over all 289 (i.c., 17 X 17) possible combinations
of age of bride and age of groom. For example, the figure of 3.26 shown for
(B,B) marriages is the sum of all of the age of bride/age of groom specific
propensities for (B,B) marriages. As the figure for (N,N) marriages exceeds
that for (B,B) marriages, the propensity for marriage between two nonblacks
is greater than the propensity for marriage between two blacks. Approximatcly
5 percent of all propensitics in the table are for interracial marriage. (By way
of comparison, the analogous figure for North Carolinz-Virginia 197981 is
1 percent.) The sum of the propensities for (B,N) marriages is five times as large
as the sum for (N,B) marriages, a finding consistent with the Davis-Merton
hypothesis.

Table 4.2 shows sums of age-specific marriage propensities by education
of the bride and groom, for all races combined. Educationally homogamous
marriages—that is, marriages where the bride and groom are at the same educa-
tional level—are by far the most common, and account for 47 percent of the
marriage propensitics in the rable. Among educationally heterogamous mar-
riages, the marriage propensities are greater when the cducation of the groom
is greater than the education of the bride, rather than when the education of
the bride is greater than that of the groom. The ratio of the six propensitics in
the lower left portion of Table 4.2, where the groom’s education exceeds the
bride’s, to the six propensities in the upper right portion, where the bride’s
cducation exceeds the groom’s, is 1.27. If we only consider combinations with
an educational difference of two or three categorices, that is, if we compare the
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TABLE 4.2

Numbers of Marviages and Sums of Age-Specific Marriage Propensities,
by Education of the Bride and Groom: Wisconsin, 1980

Bride’s Education

Less than
Groom’s Four Years of  Four Years of Some Four or More
Education High School High School College  Years of College Total
Less than four 1.66 1.70 47 13 3.96
years of high (2,058) (2,507) (420) (91) (5,076)
school
Four years of high 1.40 3.92 1.62 77 7.71
school (2,3706) (11,875) (3,139) {903) (18,295)
Some college .70 2.20 2.35 111 6.36
(464) (3,655) (3,301) (1,266) (8,686)
Four or more years 12 1.16 1.78 3.67 6.73
of college (90) (1,487) (2,168) (4,189) (7,934)
Total 3.88 8.98 6.22 5.68 24.76
(4,988) (19,524) (9,028) (6,541) (39,991)

Note: Figures in parentheses refer to numbers of marriages.

three lower left entries to the three upper right entries, the ratio is 1.45. Tablk
4.2 thus shows the expected pattern of women tending to “marry up” with
respect to educational level, with the tendency more marked for greater educa-
tional differences.

Table 4.3 presents arrays of marriage propensities, summed over age, by
both the race and educational level of the bride and groom. Among intraracial
marriages, the propensity for an (N,N) marriage is greater than the propensity
for a (B,B) marriage in thirteen of the sixteen education of bride/cducation
of groom combinations. All three exceptions involve combinations where the
education of the bride and groom differ by at least two catcgories. As these
figures reflect marriage propensities, they are independent of the effects of any
marriage squecze related to the age, race, and education composition of the
population.

Table 4.4 shows black/nonblack ratios for intraracial marriages by educa-
tional level, scparately for brides and grooms. To put the results for Wisconsin
1980 in a comparative context, figures for North Carolina-Virginia 1979-81
are also shown (Schoen and Wooldredge, 1989). The upper left entry, .70,
represents the ratio of all (B,B) marriage propensities for black grooms with
less than four years of high school (2.89, in the first row of Table 4.3, Pancl
A) to all (N,N) marriage propensitics for nonblack grooms with less than four
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TABLE 4.3

Numbers of Marviages and Sums of Age-Specific Marviage Propensities,
bty Education and Race of the Bride and Groowm: Wisconsin, 1980

Bride’s Education

Less than
Groom’s Four Years of  Four Years of Some Four or More
Education High Scheol High School College  Years of College Total
A. Black Groom and Black Bride
Less than four 1.20 99 47 23 2.89
years of high (120) (92) (32) {7) (251)
school
Four years of high 79 2.10 1.05 48 442
school (82) (284} (85) 2n (472)
Some college 20 1.48 1.81 .38 3.87
(19) {80) 91 24) (214)
Four or more years 15 41 1.20 1.61 3.37
of college 4) 13 (28) 31 (76)
Total 2.34 498 4.53 2.70 14.55
(225) (469) (236) (83) (1,013}
B. Black Groom and Nonblack Bride
Less than four 12 14 07 01 .34
years of high {15) 21y . (8) (1) (45)
school
Four ycars of high 07 .18 .13 04 42
school 7 (34) (17) ) (65)
Some college 01 .09 .30 .10 .50
(2) (13) (20) (9) (44)
Four or more years 03 .38 48 74 l.63
of college 2) (1) (11} (24) (48)
Total 23 79 98 .89 2.89
(26) (79) (56) (41) (202)

Nore: Figures in parentheses refer to numbers of marriages.

years of high school (4.14, in the first row of Table 4.3, Panel D). It is clear
that black marriage propensities are substantially less than nonblack marriage
propensities for both sexes, both areas, and all educational levels. Overall, there
does not seem to be any clear pattern by educational level. Neither well-
educated nor poorly educated blacks exhibit any distinct differences relative to
similarly educated nonblacks. That finding is consistent with the expectation
that blacks at all educational levels have less to gain from the marriage exchange.
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TABLE 4.3 (continued)

Bride’s Education

Less than
Groom’s Four Years of  Four Years of Some Four or More
Education High School High School ~ Coliege  Years of College Total
C. Nonblack Groom and Black Bride
Less than four 02 .02 .01 07 12
years of high (3) (5) 2) (2) (12)
school
Four years of high 01 .03 .04 A2 .20
school 4 (10) (5) (3) (22)
Some college .00 01 .04 01 .06
1) (3) (5) (1) (10)
Four or more years 0 02 .03 .09 14
of college (0) 4) (5) (7) (16)
Total .03 .08 A2 29 .52
(8) (22) (17) (13) (60)
D. Nonblack Groom and Nonblack Bride
Less than four 1.76 1.79 46 13 4.14
years of high (1,920) (2,389) (378) (81) (4,768)
school
Four years of high 1.56 4.02 1.65 73 7.96
school (2,283) (11,547) (3,032) (874) (17,736)
Some college .76 2.26 2.38 1.14 6.54
(442) (3,559) (3,185) (1,232) (8,418)
Four or more years 13 118 1.81 3.73 6.85
of college (84) (1,459) (2,124) (4,127) (7,794)
Total 421 9.25 6.30 5.73 2549
(4,729) (18,954) (8,719) (6,314) (38,716)

Table 4.5 examines how the pattern of women marrying up with regard
to education varies with the race of the bride and groom in both Wisconsin
1980 and North Carolina-Virginia 1979—81. The first two columns of the table
show that, except for (N,B) marriages in Wisconsin, there is little variability in
the proportion of marriages that are educationally heterogamous. The next
two columns give ratios that relate propensities for educationally heterogamous
marriages where the groom has more education to those where the bride has
more education. In (N,N) marriages, the ratio is 1.31 in Wisconsin and 1.33
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TABLE 4.4

Black/Nonblack Ratios of Sums of Age-Education-Specific
Marriage Propensities for Intvavacial Marringes:
Wisconsin, 1980; Novth Carolina-Virginia, 1979-81

North Carolina-
Wisconsin, 1980 Virginia, 1979-81
Educational Level Males Females Males Females
Less than four .70 .56 52 44
years of high
school
Four years of high .56 54 49 44
school
Some callege .59 .72 .59 57
Four or more years 49 47 52 73
of college
All 57 57 .53 .53

in North Carolina-Virginia, indicating that the sum of the propensities for
marriages where the groom has more education is about a third larger than the
sum of the propensitics where the bride has more cducation. For (B,B) mar-
riages, the results are less consistent. In Wisconsin, black women do marry up
with regard to education, but in North Carolina-Virginia, men do. The last
two columns of Table 4.5 show those ratios for marriages involving two- or
three-category educational differences. In (N,N) marriages, the ratios show
women marrying up by larger margins, but in (B,B) marriages both areas show
men marrying up. Those results may be exaggerating the importance of the
relative economic role played by black women or be signaling that there are
problems with education as a socioeconomic indicator for blacks. In any event,
they do support the hypothesis that black women marry up less than white
women.

If the bride and groom are of different races, the last four columns of Table
4.5 show that chances of marrying up with regard to education are dramatically
affected. In (B,N) marriages, women marry up while in (N,B) marriages men
marry up, both to a much greater extent than in intraracial marriages. Those
results are consistent with the Davis-Merton hypothesis, and strongly suggest
the possibility of exchanges between the groom’s educational level and the
bride’s race.
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Summary and Conclusions

This study has examined marriage patterns in Wisconsin in 1980 by age, race,
and educational level, using marriage propensities to focus on the underlying
mutual attraction for marriage independent of compositional effects. It found
that black marriage propensitics were smaller than white marriage propensities
at all educational levels, that black women married up with respect to educa-
tional level less than white women, and that there appeared to be exchanges
between the educational level of the groom and the race of the bride.

The study adopted an exchange theory perspective, with traditional mar-
riage viewed as the exchange of a male’s economic resources for a female’s
domestic services. Even though that traditional division of labor by sex has
been modified considerably, the socioeconomic status of the husband remains
more important than that of the wife. Conscquently, women are more likely
to stress their partner’s socioeconomic characteristics, men are more likely to
stress their partner’s noneconomic (or social) characteristics, and both may be
motivated to exchange. The results are fully consistent with such a view.

Two final points should be made. First, the marriage propensities of blacks
should be seen as quantitatively, not qualitatively, different from nonblacks.
For blacks as well as nonblacks, the marriage cxchange reflects the prevailing
system of social stratification. The race/education exchange (as hypothesized
by Davis, 1941, and Merton, 1941, to explain interracial marriage) found in
Wisconsin and in North Carolina-Virginia has its counterparts in the ethnicity/
education exchange found between Spanish-surnamed and non-Spanish-
surnamed persons in California (Schoen, Wooldredge, and Thomas, 1989), the
race/education cxchanges found between Chinese, Japanese, Whitcs, Hawai-
ians, and Filipinos in Hawaii (Schoen and Thomas, 1989), and the mother
tongue language/education exchanges found in the United States between per-
sons whose first language is English, French, German, Italian, Polish, and Span-
ish (Stevens and Schoen, 1988).

Second, the key difference between black and nonblack marriage patterns
seems to lie in the nature of the male-female rclationship and how that affects
the marriage exchange. There is apparently less consensus among black men
and women on what constitutes appropriatc sex-role behavior than there is
among white men and women. Black women have traditionally becn more
economically self-sufficient than white women and, given their economic posi-
tion, have less to gain from marriage. As Farley (1984, p. 170) and others have
observed, in the future we are likely to see white marriage propensities move
closer to the black pattern as white female labor-force participation continues
to rise. The extraordinary increasc in cohabitation suggests that the decline
in women’s economic dependence is heralding the sprcad of alternatives to
marriage.
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COMMENTARY

David M. Heer

with what demographers call the two-sex problem. The two-sex problem

is caused by “the fact that the observed behavioral rates of males and
females cannot both be consistently incorporated into either life table or stable
population models” (Schoen, 1981, p. 201). As a solution to the two-sex prob-
lem with respect to male and female marriage rates, Schoen has devised a mea-
sure he terms the propensity to marry. This measure reflects the “underlying
mutual attraction for marriage between males with characteristics A and females
with characteristics B independent of population composition” (Schoen, 1989).
Schoen denotes this measurce as H(A,B). He defines it as the weighted sum of
the rate of marriage of males of characteristic A to females of characteristic B
and the rate of marriage of females of characteristic B to males of characteristic
A. The weight for males is the length of the male age interval and the weight
for females is the length of the female age interval. Where male and female age
Intervals are each single years of age, the propensity to marry reduces to the
sum of the male and female rate.

Schocen’ measure of propensity to marry allows researchers to solve many
problems that were previously insoluble. First, use of the measure allows one
to compare marriage propensitics across populations that differ greatly in popu-
lation composition. This was not previously possible in situations where a com-
parison of female rates presented a different pattern than a comparison of male
rates. Second, use of the measure allows one to decompose a difference in rates
over time or between populations into a component due to change in marriage
propensities, a second component due to change in population composition,
and a third component due to interaction between change in marriage propen-
sity and change in population composition (Schoen and Klucgel, 1988).

In a recent paper Schoen and Wooldredge correctly state, “In one way or
another virtually all work on marital choice is seriously flawed because the

Fon SOMEWHAT more than a decade, Robert Schoen has been concerned
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composition of the marriageable population was not taken properly into ac-
count” (1989, p. 467). This generalization can be illustrated by a previous paper
I published (Heer, 1974). In that paper I attempted to test the Davis-Merton
hypothesis that racial-caste hypogamy is associated with class hypergamy. I
reported that the hypothesis received no support unless the availability of mar-
riage partners by educational attainment was held constant. However, I had to
admit that my own control for availability was inadequate. I concluded as
follows: “Thus there is good reason to believe that the testing of the Davis-
Merton theory (and its extension to racial-caste hypergamy) still suffers from
inadequate control on the real availability of spouses by race at each educational
attainment level. However, with the present data no more adequate control on
availability is obtainable” (p. 256).

In his current paper, Schoen relies on exchange theory to explain his various
findings. Exchange theory assumes that each individual in considering marriage
wishes to optimize his utility. Persons will marry if they can find a particular
partner who will provide them with more utility than they would have if they
remained unmarried. Potential partners, in turn, are also secking to maximize
their own utility. The utility-maximizing strategies of all participants in the
marriage market assurc that most marriages will be homogeneous with respect
to differentially evaluated characteristics. However, as pointed out by Schoen
and Wooldredge (1989) and previously by the economist Gary Becker (1976),
the gain in udlity from marriage is most likely if each partner can gain from
the relative strengths of the other. In the traditional marriage, women gained
from the greater wage-earning capacities of men and men gained utility from
enjoying the opportunity for sexual intercourse and procreation and a woman’s
superior parental and housekeeping abilities.

Unfortunately, most existing data on marriage propensities do not allow a
full test of exchange theory. It can easily be shown that females show a propen-
sity to marry men more cducated than themselves rather than less educated,
and hence to marry men more likely to be good economic providers. What
cxisting data on marriage certificates cannot show well are the characteristics of
women that are most attractive to men. In the traditional marriage, these were
supposed to be superior physical beauty and superior parental and housckeeping
abilities. Data on black-white marriage rates by whether the groom is black or
nonblack and by cducational attainment of both male and female are one of
the few data sets that allow a more complete test of exchange theory. However,
this more complete test is possible only if we assume that both men and women
value a nonblack skin color more than a black skin color. If we make this
assumption, then in a comparison of all marriages involving a black groom we
can say that the groom exchanges his superior educational attainment for the
privilege of having a bride of a superior skin color. The empirical data shown
here by Schoen support exchange theory very well providing we make this
assumption. The identical assumption concerning skin color was made by both
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Davis (1941) and Merton (1941), the two sociologists who first considered
black-white marriage in the light of exchange theory.

The major finding of Schoen’s current paper is that in Wisconsin the pro-
pensity of blacks to marry is much lower than the propensity of nonblacks to
marry. This finding is identical to a finding for North Carolina and Virginia
reported in Schoen and Wooldredge (1989). Since in the United States the
earnings capacities of black women relative to black men are far superior to
the earnings capacities of white women relative to white men, thesc results are
to be expected, given either thc mathematically elaborate theory advanced by
Gary Becker (1976) or the less mathematically elaborate assumptions of other
exchange theorists.

Further research making use of Schoen’s measure of propensity to marry
should prove quite fruitful. For example, one might compare the marriage
propensities of blacks and nonblacks in diffcrent states. T was disappointed to
find out that no direct comparison is possible between Schoen’s results for
Wisconsin and his results for North Carolina and Virginia. This apparently
results because Schoen used a greater number of age groups in his study of
North Carolina and Virginia than in his study of Wisconsin. Hence his measures
of marriage propensity in North Carolina and Virginia are greatly inflated rela-
tive to his measures for Wisconsin. However, this lack of comparability is very
casily remedied. Considering the ongoing debate about the impact of public
welfare on marriage behavior, it could be useful to comparc marital propensi-
ties in states with very diffcrent AFDC benefit rates. The AFDC benefit rate
in Wisconsin is one of the nation’s highest whereas the AFDC benefit rates in
both North Carolina and Virginia are quite low (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1989). A valuable contribution would be made if further research were to
correlate the marriage propensities of blacks in cach state with the level of
AFDC benefits. Also of intercst would be research providing the correlation
for all states berween the black propensity for marriage and the relative mean
wage of black women compared to that of black men. Finally, it would be
interesting to have research demonstrating the multivariate relationship be-
tween the black propensity to marriage in cach state, the level of AFDC benefits,
and the relative mean wage of black women compared to that of black men.
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and family structure among African Americans is receiving increasing
attention. Recent theories (Guttentag and Secord, 1983; Heer and
Grossbard-Schechtman, 1981) argue that the sex ratio, the number of men per
hundred women, influences many aspects of male-female relations including
marriage, divorce, fertility, sexual behavior, and gender roles. Supporting evi-
dence is beginning to accumulate (Guttentag and Secord, 1983; South and
Trent, 1988; South, 1988), and increasingly the sex ratio has been implicated
as a determinant of black family formation and family structure (Cox, 1940;
Darity and Myers, 1984; Guttentag and Secord, 1983; Jackson, 1971; Wilson
and Neckerman, 1986). Indeed, some have suggested that the so-called “crisis
in the black family” (Staples, 1985)—low marriage rates, high rates of divorce
and separation, and the prevalence of female-headed families—may be linked
to the low sex ratios for blacks (Darity and Myers, 1984; Guttentag and Secord,
1983; Jackson, 1971; Tucker, 1987; Wilson and Neckerman, 1986) which
result from high rates of mortality and institutionalization for black men (Cox,
1940; Jackson, 1971; Passel and Robinson, 1985; Spanier and Glick, 1980).
The hypothesized effects of the sex ratio on black family formation and
family structure have important implications for social theory. Low sex ratios
are predicted to result in a lower prevalence of marriage for women, fewer
husband and wife families, higher nonmarital fertility rates, higher proportions
of children born to unmarried mothers, and greater percentages of children

—I"—HE IMPACT of the availability of potential mates on family formation
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living in female-headed households. Until recently, explanations for such pat-
terns in black family structure focused on factors such as the legacy of slavery,
group subculture, class structure (especially the development of a permanent
black underclass), and group differences in education and human capital. Now
demographic factors are being added to this list.

The sex ratio hypothesis also has important implications for social policy.
It implies that demands on some social services (e.g., Aid to Families with
Dependent Children) will be closely linked to the sex ratio, as will the success
of various programs for amecliorating social problems such as black nonmarital
fertility. For example, if the sex ratio rather than the welfare state is the major
cause of black nonmarital fertility and female headship of families (Darity and
Myers, 1984), then policies that tighten welfare restrictions will simply increase
buman suffering rather than reducc levels of nonmarital fertility and femalc
headship.

Given its potential significance for theory and policy, the impact of the sex
ratio on black family formation and family structure should be carefully and
systematically examined. We address this question in the present study by con-
ducting both aggregate-level analyses and individual-level contextual analyses
using data drawn from the National Survey of Black Americans (Jackson,
Tucker, and Gurin, 1980) and the United Statcs census. Our results support
the sex ratio hypothesis at both levels of analysis. In the following sections, we
discuss the sex ratio hypothesis and its relevance for black family formation and
family structure, report the results of our tests of this hypothesis, and discuss
the implications of our research.

The Sex Ratio, Marriage, and Family Formation

Drawing on social exchange theory (e.g., Emerson, 1962, Thibaut and Kelley,
1959), the sex ratio hypothesis asserts that members of the scarcer gender
have a bargaining advantage in male-female relations because more alternative
relationships are available to them (Guttentag and Secord, 1983; Heer and
Grossbard-Schechtman, 1981). Guttentag and Secord (1983) term this advan-
tage “dyadic” power. They argue that it is rooted in normative marital sex
ratios, the number of “appropriate” men per hundred women, given normative
patterns of marriage between men and women of different characteristics (e.g.,
the number of black men aged twenty-two to twenty-six per hundred black
women aged twenty to twenty-four). Imbalances in the sex ratio shift the bal-
ance of dyadic power to members of the scarcer gender.

Bargaining between men and women is shaped not only by dyadic power,
but also by structural power, the control of political and economic resources
(Guttentag and Secord, 1983). In the United States as in virtually every society,
men have greater structural power than women. Thus, the traditional marital
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rclationship is one wherein men offer financial support and security to women
in exchange for scxual, childrearing, domestic, and other services (Heer and
Grossbard-Schechtman, 1981). Structural power must be taken into account
when predicting the effects of the sex ratio.

Because of differential structural power, the effects of imbalances in the sex
ratio should vary depending on which gender is scarce. For example, the sex
ratio has a weaker effect on men’s than on women’s marriage rates (Cox, 1940),
presumably because men are less dependent than women on a partner for eco-
nomic support. The theory predicts that this asymmetry would diminish if
gender differences in structural power were reduced. Thus, better economic
opportunities for women should lead to lower female marriage rates given
women’s reduced dependence on men for economic support, and they should
also be associated with a less steep slope of the effect of the sex ratio on female
marriage rates (Becker, 1973; Ermisch, 1981; Preston and Richards, 1975;
South, 1988).

The sex ratio hypothesis has several implications for marital status and
marital outcomes. Individuals are assumed to search for the best match they
can obtain, given their characteristics and those they desire in a partner (En-
gland and Farkas, 1986). Information about supply and demand for these char-
acteristics is imperfect, but members of the scarcer gender have more potential
partners (Guttentag and Secord, 1983). In interacting with members of the
opposite gender, individuals gain information about their relative position in
the marriage market, and they develop expectations concerning the “terms of
exchange”—the kinds of partners that are available to them and what conces-
sions (if any) they must make to securc a desirable partner.! Members of the
scarcer gender should tend to develop higher expectations and make more
demands of their partners, while members of the more abundant gender will
be pressured to lower their expectations of partners or risk doing without a
partner.

The lower the sex ratio (the scarcer men are), the more favorable the rela-
tionship outcomes men can negotiate because of their greater dyadic and struc-
tural power. Thus, men are predicted to be more reluctant to enter long-term
relationships, partly because they can offer fewer incentives to induce women
to enter scxual relationships. Conversely, women are predicted to receive fewer

!According to Guttentag and Secord (1983), members of cither the advantaged gender or
the disadvantaged gender need not be aware, and indeed are unlikely to be aware, of the extent to
which their options ate shaped by the sex ratio. Nevertheless, a person’s attitudes, expectations,
and negotiating positions in male-female relations should be influenced by the sex ratio even in
the absence of precise knowledge of the sex ratio and how it shapes his or her choices, just as other
aspects of social structure (e.g., city size or level of urbanization) influence attitudes and behavior
without the person’s conscious awareness (e.g., Fernandez and Kulik, 1981; reviewed by Kiecolt,
1988). Evidence from the popular press suggests that the public is somewhat aware of the sex
ratio, however (e.g., Churchill, 1946; Ebomy, 1947; Westoff and Goldman, 1984),
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rewards for conforming to traditional familial roles and will be forced to con-
sider nontraditional paths of marriage and family formation. Consequently,
both men and women are predicted to be less likely to marry—men, because
the wealth of alternative possibilities gives them the opportunity to avoid or
postpone traditional familial responsibilities (Staples, 1985); women, because
potential marriage partners are fewer in number and more reluctant to marry.

Some cffects of the sex ratio may be stronger among unmarried people,
but sex ratio effects are predicted among married persons as well (¢.g., possible
effects on the likelihood of divorce). A low sex ratio has been hypothesized to
weaken husbands’ commitment to marriage (Heer and Grossbard-Schechtman,
1981) by decreasing the value or utility that men place on marriage (Becker,
1973). As a result, husbands are hypothesized to provide fewer benefits and
lower “compensation” to wives (Heer and Grossbard-Schechtman, 1981), re-
sulting in less favorable subjective marital outcomes for women than for men
(Guttentag and Sccord, 1983). Ultimately this imbalance is predicted to
heighten the risk of separation and divorce {Guttentag and Secord, 1983; Heer
and Grossbard-Schechtman, 1981). At the individual level, this implies that the
sex ratio should be negatively related to the likelihood of experiencing marital
disruption.? At the aggregate level, all else equal, the sex ratio should be posi-
tively related to the prevalence of female marriage, the marital fertility ratc, and
the percentage of husband and wifc families. Similarly, the sex ratio should be
negatively related to the nonmarital birthrate and the percentage of nonmarital
births, since female exposure to the risk of nonmarital pregnancy will be greater
when the sex ratio is low. Moreover, these two effects should combine to create
a negative relationship between the sex ratio and both the nonmarital fertility
ratio and the proportion of children living in female-headed families.

Sex Ratio Research on Black Americans

Research on sex ratio effects on marital behavior among blacks is only
beginning to accumulate (Cox, 1940; Guttentag and Secord, 1983; Jackson,
1971; Spanier and Glick, 1980; Tucker, 1987; Wilson and Neckerman, 1986),
and quantitative analysis has usually been limited to bivariate correlations. Nev-
crtheless, the evidence strongly suggests that the sex ratio has dramatic conse-
quences for bchavior related to family formation. For example, Cox (1940)
reported strong correlations between the population sex ratio and the percent-
ages of married men and women in a sample of citics in the United States in

¥Low sex ratios also are predicted to increase the likelihood of wives” employment, because
women presumably view employment as a hedge against the financial insecurity that could result
from marital disruption (Guttentag and Secord, 1983; Heer and Grossbard-Schechtman, 1981).
Indeed, South and Trent (1988) found that women’s labor-force participation is negatively associ-
ated with the sex ratio at the socicral level.
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1930. Consistent with predictions of the sex ratio hypothesis, the sex ratio was
strongly and positively related to the percentage of married black women in
both southern and northern cities (» = 0.82 and 0.85, respectively) and nega-
tively related to the percentage of married black men (r = —0.22 in southern
cities and —0.50 in northern cites). Guttentag and Secord (1983, Chapter 8)
have reported similar strong zero-order correlations (ranging from —0.67 to
—0.87) berween the population sex ratio and the separation rate, the divorce
rate, and the proportion of single-parent families using state-level data in 1960
and 1970. Finally, a recent study using individual-level data indircctly supports
the notion that mate availability (as indexed by age) determines whether men
and women are married, as well as whether the unmarried have a main romantic
involvement (Tucker and Taylor, 1989).

Individual-Level Analysis

Methods

Data for our individual-level analysis were drawn from the 1980 National
Survey of Black Americans (Jackson, Tucker, and Gurin, 1980). This survey is
a representative, national, cross-sectional sample of 2,107 blacks eighteen years
of age or older in the continental United States (see Smith, 1987, for a discus-
sion of the sample). Only respondents aged eighteen to forty-four were included
in the analysis, as these are the ages at which the predicted effects of the sex
ratio on family life should be the strongest. Data for computing sex ratios were
drawn from published volumes of the United States census.

Measures

Marital status. An objective marital cutcome, marital status, was catego-
rized as legally married and living with spousc, divorced, separated, widowed,
never-married, or being in a common-law marriage (volunteered by respon-
dents). Respondents in either legal or common-law marriages were classified as
married.

Sex ratioc. We measured the sex ratio at the community level. Men and
women meet in cities or local areas (Catton, 1964; Cox, 1940), and rescarchers
studying the marriage market (Freiden, 1974; Goldman, Westoff, and Ham-
merslongh, 1984; Westoft and Goldman, 1984) and the marriage squeeze
(Akers, 1967; Ermisch, 1981) concur that marriage markets for most persons
are local. Thus, sex ratios at the community level are likely to have greater
effects on marriage than sex ratios at the national level. Community sex ratios
vary considerably (Cox, 1940, Passel and Robinson, 1985; Ermisch, 1981;
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Goldman, Westoff, and Hammerslough, 1984; Westoff and Goldman, 1984).
Like national sex ratios, they reflect the sex ratio at birth, changes in fertility
rates, and sex differences in mortality. Additionally, sex ratios in local areas also
are affected by age and gender differences in migration rates. Since migration
streams can involve large numbers of people and tend to change much more
quickly than fertility rates and gender differences in mortality, sex ratios are
likely to vary more across communitics at a single point in time than do national
sex ratios over time.® Analyses of metropolitan arcas in 1980 (Passel and
Robinson, 1985) and cities in 1930 (Cox, 1940) have documented substantial
variation in sex ratios for the black population.

Using census materials, a community sex ratic was computed for each
individual in the survey based on the age-sex structure of his or her SMSA
(Standard Metropolitan Statistical Arca) or nonmetropolitan county of resi-
dence as appropriate. After investigating several alternatives (Fossett and Kie-
colt, 1991), we ultimately measured the sex ratio by the number of black men
per hundred black women aged 15.0-44.9 in each community.*

Control variables. The models also included age, education, and income
as control variables. Age was measured in years. The square of age also was
included because previous research has shown that the relationship between
age and marriage is nonlincar (Tucker and Taylor, 1989). Education was mea-
sured by recoding years of education into seven categories (1 = one to six
years, 2 = seven to eight years, 3 = some high school, 4 = high school degree,
5 = some college, 6 = college graduate, 7 = graduate or professional school).
Income was measured by respondent’s (rather than family) income, coded to
the category midpoints in thousands of dollars.

Results

We tested whether the effects of the sex ratio are detectable at the individual
level by regressing on the sex ratio whether persons had ever been married and,
if so, whether they were divorced or separated. The models were estimated
using logistic regression. Age, the square of age, education, and income were
entered as controls.

Table 5.1 shows that, as predicted, the sex ratio is positively related to
the likelihood that women have ever married, and it is negatively related to the
likelihood that women who have ever been married are currently divorced. That
is, the greater the number of men in a local area, the more likely women are
to have ever been married, and the less likely they arc to be separated or di-

¥One nonmetropolitan county was excluded from the analysis because of its extreme value on
the sex rato (226). Excluding this county left the significance of the effects of the scx ratio virtually
unchanged.

*Data related to this point arc presented in the aggregate-level analysis.
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TABLE 5.1

Logir Coefficients from the Logistic Regression of Marital Status Variables
on the Community Sex Ratio, by Gender

Ever Married Divorced®

Men Women Men Women
Sex ratio 020 029* -.017 ~.029%
Age 1.041%** 709 x* -.226 4GT**
Age-squared — .014%%x —.009**%* .005 —.007%*
Education .035 —.066 155 —.227%
Income 063%* 005 —.029%* .051%*
Intercept —20.143%%* —14.505%%x —3.987 —4.684
Model chi-square 253.70%%* 300.36%** 61.33%*x 89.6]1%**
n 412 673 246 446

% Analysis restricted to cver-married respondents.

*p < 05, **p < 01, #¥*p < .00L.

vorced. In contrast, the sex ratio did not have a statistically significant effect at
the individual level on the likelihood that men have ever been married or that
they are divorced.® This was not altogether surprising, because aggregate-level
effects of the sex ratio on marriage rates for men have been found to be weaker
than those for women (Cox, 1940), and individual-level effects typically are
more difficult to detect. Perhaps larger sample sizes will be required to detect
effects on men, inasmuch as these are predicted to be smaller due to men’s
greater structural power.®

SFollowing Cox (1940), we also estimated a modcl that included the square of the sex ratio
to test for a nonlinear effect on marriage rates for men. Including this term did not significantly
improve the fit of the model.

$Scx ratio effects are inherently much more difficult to detect in individual-level contextual
analysis. This is because the goal of the survey is 1o provide a representative sample of individuals.
Consequently, large communities contribute disproportionately (but representatively) to the sam-
ple. All else equal, the variance in the sex ratio (ot any other community-level variable) will be
compressed because a small number of large citics dominates the sample (e.g., the largest 10 percent
of communities may contribute more than half of the sample, while the remaining 90 percent
contribute the rest of the sample). When the variance on an independent variable is compressed in
this way, there is less potential to detect effects in regression analysis, and the ability of the variable
to contribute to explained variance is limited. Consequently, contriburion to explained variance is
not always the most meaningful indicator of a variable’s effect. For example, the sex ratio can have
important policy implicarions for local areas which experience dramatic effects due to an unbalanced
sex ratio. This holds even when the sex ratio’s contribution to explained variance in an individual-
level sample is limited by the fact that the varjability in the sex ratio for individuals is smaller than
the variability in the sex ratio for communides.
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The control variables behaved as expected. Age was positively related to
the likelihood of ever having been married for both genders, although the
negative coefficient for the squared term indicates that the relationship levels
off with age. Age was positively related to being divorced for women, but not
for men. Men’s earning power significantly predicted whether they marry and
remain married. The higher their income, the more likely men were to have
ever been married and the less likely they were to be divorced. Income, by
contrast, was unrclated to the likelihood of ever having married for women.
The higher was ever-married women’s income, the less likely they were to be
divorced. Unfortunately, data limitations prevented us from determining
whether women’s as well as men’s income enhances marital stability.

Aggregate-Level Analysis

Methods

The aggregate-level portion of our study drew on data for the seven metro-
politan areas and forty-eight nonmetropolitan parishes (counties) of Louisiana
in 1970 and 1980. Using these data provided significant advantages. First, no
previous studies have examined sex ratio effects in nonmetropolitan areas. Sec-
ond, many hypothesized determinants of family formation and family structure
(e.g., regional subculture, welfare and public assistance policies and levels of
support, levels of racism and discrimination, and so forth) do not vary substan-
tially across arcas of Louisiana and therefore did not need to be controlled in
our analysis. Third, the choice of a single statc simplificd data collection. Finally,
our familiarity with Louisiana parishes helped sensitize us to factors which
might otherwise have distorted the measures (¢.g., the location of state prisons
and military installations). The major limitation of the data was that they were
not a random sample of communitics in the United States. Thus, while there
is no reason to believe that the patterns observed for Louisiana differ from
patterns for other states and regions, this ultimately must be confirmed with
future research.

Measures

Dependent variables. We developed several measures of patterns of black
family formation and structure. These were the percentage of women married
with spouse present, the total, marital, and nonmarital birthrates per thousand
wormen aged twenty to twenty-nine, the percentage of nonmarital births, the
percentage of husband and wife families, and the percentage of children residing
in husband and wife families. Many of these measures were computed separately
for key subgroups. For example, in addition to computing the percentage mar-
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ricd with spouse present for all black women aged sixteen and above, we also
computed this percentage for women with young children (ages zero to five)
and women with only older children (ages six to seventeen). Similarly, we
measured the nonmarital fertility ratc and the percentage of nonmarital births
both for ali women and for women in their twenties. Descriptive statistics for
these measures are shown in Tables 5.2 and 5.3.

Sex ratio. We measured the sex ratio for black men and women aged
sixteen and above, excluding inmates of institutions, who are not free to interact
with members of the local community and are thus not part of the marriage
market.” We selected this measure from several alternative measures of the sex
ratio that could be computed given the data available for nonmetropolitan
parishes. Other sex ratios were computed using different combinations of men
and women from the total population, the population aged sixteen and above,
the noninstitutional population aged sixteen and above, the labor force, and
the employed labor force. We have discussed in detail issues relating to the
measurement of the sex ratio elsewhere (Fossett and Kiecolt, 1991) and there-
fore will not repeat that discussion here. In brief, while the measure we used is
simple, it is perhaps the best measure that can be obtained for nonmetropolitan
parishes, given available data. It performed well as a predictor and was more
than adequate for the purposes of our analysis.

Results

The variation in the sex ratio across areas was substantial for the key mea-
sures in our analysis. We particularly note the variation in the cross-sectional
community sex ratio for blacks. It was considerably greater than the variation in
the national sex ratio for whites over time, which has been viewed as potentially
important by demographers and other social scientists (e.g., Heer and
Grossbard-Schechtman, 1981; Schoen, 1983; Akers, 1967). To illustrate, Heer
and Grossbard-Schechtman (1981) reported annual sex ratios between males
aged 19.5-26.4 and females aged 17.0—23.9 with a standard deviation of 4.4
over the thirty-year period between 1955 and 1984. This can be compared
with standard deviations of 7.61 and 6.20 for the ratios of noninstitutional
adult males to females observed in 1970 and 1980, respectively. The variation
in our data is not unusual. Passel and Robinson’s (1985) metropolitan-level
analysis using data for 1980, Guttentag and Secord’s (1983) state-level analysis

"One nonmetropolitan parish (Vernon} was excluded from the analysis. Its extreme values on
the sex ratio (452 in 1970 and 210 in 1980, due to a large military base) gave it inordinate
influence on the regressions. When this parish was included, the effects of the sex rado usually
were exaggerated rather than diminished, We excluded two additional nonmetropolitan parishes
(Jackson and St. Jamcs) from the analysis for 1980 because data to compute the sex ratio for the
adult noninstitutional population were not available for them.



TABLE 5.2

Descriptive Statistics and Effects of the Sex Ratio on Selected Variables
for Fifty-Four Nonmetropolitan Parishes and Mervopolitan Aveas of Lonisiana, 1970

Adult Men to Adult Women

Effect of Rado of

{Noninstitutionalized)*
OLS? GLS*
Variable Mean S.D. b Beta b Beta
Sex ratios for the black popularion
Total population 94.39 25.18
Adults (aged 16 and older) 88.31 31.78
Noninstitutionalized adults 83.15 .61
Maies in labor force 5020 9.31
Births per thousand black women aged 20 to 29
Marital births 15746 53.42 .768 109 3.155* .346%
Nonmarital births 5991 24.74 —1.934%*%x — 5O5%*% _7) FER¥XE _ G (¥**
Percentage of nonmariral births
All births 3447 11.11 — .BO1*** — SOQ*** —] 585%%* _ (88*¥**
Births to women aged 20 to 29  31.39 10.55 —.876**¥ — 032%%% —1319%%* — GE2%¥*
Percentage of black women married with spouse present
Women aged 16 and older 4561 5.83 H5]1F%x g5]HHx J754%%%  RIZHAX
With children aged 0 to 5 70.76 8.78 O12%%%  79L1¥¥* ] 157%** Q7R
With children aged 6 to 17 67.54 6.87 549%E (8 **H# 88GHH%k GO 4XNH
Percentage of husband and wife families
All families 69.72 4.01 414%%% TREENH 638¥kx FETRNH
With children aged 0 to 5 7496 6.19 50D R n NV F Rt RS Ea s A ) et
With children aged 6 10 17 6641 5.30 A87HHX GYGRA T92¥HH FOTHRH
Percentage of children living in husband and wife families
Children aged 0 to 17 59.28 6.18 A84H¥* LOGKFH 024¥%% T4 RER

Nore: Vernon parish was excluded from the analysis (see footnote 7).

*The regression cffects reported are net of controls for metropolitan status and average AFDC payments per family.

*OLS = ordinary least squarcs.

‘GLS = generalized least squares. The GLS regressions are weighted to correct for heteroskedasticiry.

*p < .05; ¥*%p < 001 using a two-tailed rest.
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TABLE 5.3

Descriptive Statistics and Effects of the Sex Ratio on Selected Variables
Sor Fifty-Two Nonmetvopolitan Pavishes and Metropolitan Aveas of Louisiana, 1980

Effect of Ratio of

Adult Men to Adult Women
{Noninstitutionalized)*
QLS GLS*

Variable Mean S.D. b Beta b Bera
Sex ratios for the black population

Total population 92.43 2527

Adults (aged 16 and older) 8728 35.69

Noninstitutionalized adules 80.76 6.20

Males in labor force 4929 9.08
Births per thousand black women aged 20 to 29

Marital births 90.67 22,03  1.550%¥%  436%%% ] §53%%x  44Qr*

Nonmarital births 66.05 19.10 -1.035% —.336% —1.592%%*  _ 496xxx
Percentage of nonmarital births

All births 50.30 946 —.887%¥% — HB1*¥x 1 180%*¥* _ FQ7H**

Births to women aged 20 to 29 48.64 10.66 - 927%%* _ 530%%% _] ](2%*%* — [34***

Percenrage of black women married with spouse present
Women aged 16 and older 3786 4.62 A02%%% 530k 558%*x  GREG***
With children aged 0 to 5 58.03 9.41 950#%* - 632k%x ] J0BXAX GG AFX
With children aged 6 to 17 59.05 9.26 VL VI 1) 892X G4 e

Percentage of husband and wife families
All familics 61.22 4.8l S97*EX - 7Eg*EX A R I L
With children aged 0 to 5 63.24 7.20 VE A B23%%% 1. Q77H** SR7Hx¥
With children aged 6 to 17 59.45  6.92 B8I¥xx 7T7GRRN B9 GEG*Hx

Percentage of children living in husband and wife families
Children aged 0 o 17 48.67 6.24 B83%xx* (7K G13%** 4] %xx

Nate: Three parishes were dropped from the analysis (see footnote 7).

*The regression effects reported are net of controls for metropolitan status and average AFDC payments per family.
50OLS = ordinary least squares.

‘GLS = generalized least squares. The GLS regressions are weighted to correct for heteroskedasticity.

*p < 05; ¥**p <001 using a two-tailed test.
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using data for 1960 and 1970, and Cox’s (1940) city-level analysis using data
for 1930, have all documented substantial cross-area variation in sex ratios for
the black population. Thus, comparative analyses such as these provide an excel-
lent opportunity for assessing the potential effects of the sex ratio on aspects
of family formation.

Tables 5.2 and 5.3 report correlation coefficients indicating the effects of
the sex ratio on our measures of black family formation and family structure
for our sample of metropolitan areas and nonmetropolitan countics in 1970
and 1980, respectivcly. The effects reported are net of controls for metropolitan
status and AFDC payments. Consistent with previous comparative research on
black sex ratios reported for cities (Cox, 1940) and states (Guttentag and Se-
cord, 1983), we observed strong sex ratio effects. The sex ratio had strong
positive effects on the percentage of black women who were married with
spouse present, the rate of marital births per thousand black women aged
twenty to twenty-nine, the percentage of husband and wife families, and the
percentage of children living in husband and wife families, and it had strong
negative cffects on the nonmarital birthratc and the percentage of nonmarital
births. All significant cffects were in the expected direction, and most had proba-
bilities of chance occurrence of .01 or less.

The effects of the sex ratio were very robust. They were estimated control-
ling for metropolitan status and average AFDC payments, and they were quite
similar in 1970 and 1980. Additional analyses not reported here show that the
effect of the sex ratio was also not significantly diminished when controls for
city size, level of urbanization, and percent black were applied. Equally strong
effects were observed when the regressions were performed using only the
nonmetropolitan parishes or the metropolitan arcas. Finally, as the tables indi-
cate, the effects were virtually unchanged when they werc reestimated using
weighted least squares techniques (instead of ordinary least squares regression)
to take account of heteroskedasticity associated with area differences in popula-
tion size. Indeed, weighting to correct for heteroskedasticity tended to increase
the magnitude of the unstandardized regression cocfficients and to reduce their
standard errors. In sum, we have reason to believe that the findings we observed
are not artifacts of our sample, measures, or techniques of analysis.®

¥In additional analyses not reported here, we found that the relationship between the sex
ratio and most of our aggregate-level dependent variables could be described more accurately by
using alternative measurement strategies. Specifically, the fit of our models was improved when we
cxpressed the sex ratio as the natural logarithm of the ratio of males to females, and it improved
farther still when the percentage measured was similarly cxpressed as logits (e.g., the percentage
of nonmarital births was cxpressed as the logarithm of the ratio of marital to nonmarital births).
The improvements in prediction- were observed both in the transformed metric for the variables
and when the logit predictions were converted back to the original metric of percentages. Such
improvements ar¢ to be expected in light of the advantages that logits can have over bounded
measures such as percentages (Hanushck and Jackson, 1977). However, we present the results of the
percentage versions of the variables, whose substantive implications are more readily interpretable.
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Discussion

This study has examined whether the sex ratio affects marital outcomes and
patterns of family formation for black men and women. The results from our
individual-level data supported some but not all predictions of the sex ratio
hypothesis (Guttentag and Secord, 1983; Heer and Grossbard-Schechtman,
1981), inasmuch as we found predicted effects of the sex ratio on women’s,
but not men’s, marital status. Perhaps the absence of cffects for men results
because the sample size is small and the effects are likely to be more subtle and
difficult to detect for men. All of the results from our analyses of aggregate-level
data supported the predictions of the sex ratio hypothesis, even when the analy-
sis was limited to nonmetropolitan areas. These effects reflect the aggregate-level
consequences of sex ratio effects on individual marital outcomes. Aggregate
level effects are probably easier to detect (see footnote 6). They demonstrate
that effects that appear modest from the point of view of explained variance in
individual-level models can have dramatic impacts at the aggregate level, as well
as important implications for social policy.

Further work must be done to discover the causal connections between the
sex ratio and family formation and family structure. Although Guttentag and
Secord (1983) do not specify a full causal model of the attitudinal and behav-
joral consequences of imbalances in the sex ratio, they suggest that some of the
sex ratio’s effects on behavior arc direct, while others are channeled through
social-psychological processes. The sex ratio is predicted to influence the value
or utility that men and women place on marriage and ultimately their satisfac-
tion with marriage (Becker, 1973; Guttentag and Sccord, 1983; Hcer and
Grossbard-Schechtman, 1981). To date, however, little previous research has
rigorously examined the subjective effects of the sex ratio (except see Tucker
and Mitchell-Kernan, in press).

For example, aside from objective search efficiency, beliefs about the num-
ber of available partners may intervene between the community sex ratio and
attitudes and behavior surrounding male-female relationships (Oppenheimer,
1988; Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan, in press; Chapter 6 of this volume). Percep-
tions of marital opportunities may crucially influence how long persons are
willing to search for a marital partner, as well as what they deem a minimally
acceptable match (England and Farkas, 1986; Oppenheimer, 1988).

In conclusion, we have demonstrated at the individual level that the sex
ratio affects the likelihood that black women have ever been married, and that

" ever-married black women are separated or divorced. We have also provided
further evidence that the effects of the sex ratio on individual marital outcomes
translate into dramatic consequences for black family formation and family
structure. Future rescarch at the individual level should attempt to identify the
social-psychological mechanisms through which the sex ratio and other aspects
of social structure influence marital behavior. Future research at the aggregate
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level should broaden the scope of analysis by including even more dependent
variables and by investigating the impact of differential economic opportunities
for men and women on the sex ratio.

AvutHOR NOTES

The analyses for this chapter were completed while Kiecolt was at Louisiana
State University and Fossett was at the University of Texas, Austin. This re-
search was supported by a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation. Any errors
are solely the responsibility of the authors.
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COMMENTARY

A. Wade Smith

trends which have swept this nation. At times, blacks have been at the

crest of change; as a group, they were among the first to oppose the
Viemam War (Brink and Harris, 1967). In other instances, social change
overswept black Americans. Licberson (1980) demonstrated that the compara-
tive success of European immigrants was due in part to the fact that the mostly
rural and Southern black population was neither geographically nor competi-
tively prepared ro challenge other groups for the jobs coming into existence in
the urban/industrial heydays of the late nineteenth and early twenrieth centu-
ries. Moreover, while African Amcricans have often been behind the trend of
positive change, they have scldom enjoyed a position on the lee side of negative
trends. For example, while virtually all major racial/ethnic groups in the United
States are experiencing increases in the rates of both female-headed houscholds
and homicide, African Americans lead in both areas (Staples, 1985; Farley,
1986).

In this context, Kiecolt and Fossett posit the notion that a nontrivial por-
tion of the decline in marriage among African Americans is a consequence of
an imbalanced ratio of black males to females. Specifically, they argue that a
shortage of viable black males in 2 given community simultaneously raises male
expectations and lowers female expectations for mate sclection.! As a conse-
quence of these fluctuating sets of expectations, both black men and black
women will be more reluctant (and less likely) to marry. In this view, both men
and women are also more open to divorce because a husband’s commitment to
marriage is presumed weakened by the increased availability of unmarried fe-

Q FRICAN AMERICANS have been participants in most of the major social

1Only noninstitutionalized black men were considered viable. In their analysis, Kiccolt and
Fossett’s survey evidence included only those in the civilian residential population (i.e., no one
living on college campuses, in prison, in the military, etc.); and for the aggregate data, they excluded
two Louisiana parishes with high prison and military populations.
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males around him. At the same time, wives are believed to reccive less marital
“compensation” from their husbands because men have more options outside
of marriage. Examining both national survey (individual-level) evidence and
statewide (aggregate-level) data from Louisiana, the authors confirm their ex-
pectations. At micro as well as macro levels, statistically significant relationships
were established between black sex ratios and both marriage and divorce. To
different degrees for men and women, these basic relationships persisted despite
controls for personal attributes (age, education, income) and socio-ecological
characteristics (countywide births, family living arrangements, etc.).

Kiecolt and Fossett are to be applauded for their innovative application of
both micro- and macro-level analyses to the same research questions. Certainly,
a great deal of the significance of their confirmation of the cffects of a-low
black sex ratio on marital outcomes among African Americans stems from the
redundancy of their findings. Moreover, Kiecolt and Fossett make a conceprual
contribution via their introduction of socio-ecological measures of the commu-
nity context in which markets actually exist. Recent theoretical work on mar-
riage has overlooked the fact that marriage markets are local, as opposed to
national, phenomena which may have different implications for different gen-
ders {Oppenheimer, 1988). For example, both men and women residing near
a military base face a different sex ratio than their counterparts attending a
large university. In my view, the application of this conceptual orientation is
as significant a contribution as the authors’ analytical strategy of cross-validation
with micro- and macro-level dara.

Despite these contributions, the Kiecolt and Fossett analysis fails to ac-
knowledge the conceptual milieu in which the problem is imbedded. Further-
more, both the data sets and the analyses employed have serious weaknesses,
the “national” or “aggregate” status of the data notwithstanding. These prob-
lems may not invalidate their basic conclusions. In fact, Kiecolt and Fossett
may have actually understated some of the effects of sex ratios on African
American marriage and divorce. But a recognition of the limitations of their
analysis is in order.

Conceptual Context

Sex ratio theory asserts that the availability of potential mates affects not only
premarital behavior, but propensity to marry, as well as willingness to maintain
marriage (Guttentag and Secord, 1983). Using both macro- and micro-level
data, Kiecolt and Fossett apply these concepts in an effort to examine marriage
among African Americans. But what Kiecolt and Fossett have actually under-
taken 1s a study of marriages of African Americans. The former occurs only
when a black male enters a marital union with a black female. A union between
a black and a nonblack involves an African American but is not an African



138 / SOCIOLOGICAL ANTECEDENTS

American marriage, per se. Neither the personal interview surveys nor the ag-
gregate data used by Kiecolt and Fossett specify that the black participants are
married to other blacks. This distinction has two important implications for
Kiecolt and Fossett’s analysis.

First, to the extent that African Americans are willing to marry outside of
their race, the sex ratio and its impact on pre- and within-marital behavior,
which Kiecolt and Fossett attribute to it, are severely altered. As a result, they
may be simultaneously overestimating (for black men) and underestimating (for
black women) the influence of the dlack sex ratio on marital outcomes. For
those black men willing to engage in interracial marriage—especially to the
extent that a corresponding number of nonblack men are unwilling to marry
black women—there is a dramatically increased pool of available mates. By
Kiecolt and Fossett’s reasoning, this should further exaggerate their mate selec-
tion criteria and premarital behavior, make them less likely to marry early, less
likely to marry an African American woman (given their percentage of the
population), and less likely to remain in any marriage. Since a substantial num-
ber of potential partners exist “outside” of marriage, black women who are
willing to marry nonblacks will also have a wider selection in terms of both the
number of men available, as well as the personal characteristics they value in a
relationship. These women should also be less willing to marry carly. In short,
for those African American men and women willing to marry outside of their
race, the black sex ratio may have little impact on their marital or mate-selection
behavior. Instead, their behavior may be governed primarily by the sex ratio
for American society in general—which Kiecolt and Fossett cannot use in their
analyses, since the overwhelming majority of blacks marry within race.

Thus, the Kiecolt and Fossett analysis holds only if the number of black
men willing to undertake interracial marriages equals the number of nonblack
men willing to marry black women; and, only if those black women willing o
marry nonblacks are replaced by cqual numbers of nonblack women. These
specific conditions are unlikely to be met since, in all probability, more African
American men than women outmarry (see Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan, 1990).

Another unmeasured factor in this research—and one generally unacknowl-
edged in discussions involving cither the sex ratio or marriage—is the extent
of homosexual orientation in both the general population and within a specific
subgroup such as African Americans. Unless there are cqual numbers of black
male and female homosexuals, the effects of the black sex ratio are further
reduced. For instance, every black male-homosexual couple reduces, by two,
the number of possible mates for those black women seeking black mates. Of
course, there is a reverse effect from black lesbian coupies. In other words,
compared to those black men who marry nonblacks, to the extent that black
male homosexuals seek black partners, they have twice the effect on black female
mate sclection. To the extent that there are gender differences in homosexual
orientation among blacks, this would further exaggerate the mate availability
imbalance by lowering the potential pool of black mates for the opposite sex.
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In general, the problem with Kiecolt and Fossett’s approach is that there
is an unknown degree of imprecision in the extent to which their concept (mate
avadlability) is actually represented by their measure (sex ratio).? In this light, it is
not surprising that Kiecolt and Fossett did not obtain significant zero-order sex
ratio cffects on the marital behavior of black men, unlike that obtained for black
women (see Table 5.1). By including unknown numbers of black men married
to nonblack women (and vice versa), as well as black male and female homosex-
uals, they were probably fortunate to have obtained any of those higher-order
effects for men; and even here there are gender differences in the impact of the
independent variables. To the extent that black homosexuals and/or African
Americans willing to marry nonblacks are present in the data employed by
Kiecolt and Fossett, their analysis probably overstates the impact of the imbal-
ance in the black sex ratio on the marriage-forming behavior of black men, and
understates its effect on black women.

A second problem with Kiecolt and Fossett’s conceptual approach concerns
their analysis of marital outcomes. Suppose that African Americans involved in
interracial marriages have significantly different rates of marital stability. To the
extent that black/nonblack unions have higher (or lower) rates of divorce, then
rescarch using data only from black respondents (as opposed to respondents
from, or commited to forming, all black dyads) may overstate (or understate)
the dissolution of marriages involving two African Americans. Again, to the
extent the black men and women outmarry at different rates, and/or have differ-
ential rates of disruption of those unions, there may be spurious gender differ-
ences in the impact of the black sex ratio on mariral disruption. This is precisely
what Table 5.1 shows. While there are direct sex ratio effects for women on
both marriage and divorce, there are none for men. The authors attribute both
of these differences in the findings to a need to increase the chances for statistical
significance. Yet there are sufficient cases of both married and divorced African
American men and women to make even small effects robust.

Since sex-role theory predicts the mate selection and marital behavior of
both men and women, some suspicion should be aroused when results conform
to the theory for one gender, but not the other. In fact, Kiecolt and Fossett’s
theoretical application of the sex ratio framework to men is more straightfor-
ward than it is for women. For example, it does not follow, a priori, that (as
stated by the authors) “because” potential marriage partners are fewer in num-
ber (women are) “more reluctant to marry.” Kiecolt and Fossett’s interpretation
is that a decrease in the supply of available mates may lead some women to
accept mates with less competitive characteristics, and others may not marry at
all rather than take an unacceptable mate.

However, some women might also marry earlier (e.g., at the first viable

*This is not just Kiecolt and Fossett’s problem. It is one shared by all researchers who use an
wnadfusted sex ratio as their singular measure of mate availability. Other research presented in this
volume is compromised by this same problem.
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opportunity) rather than wait for a more desirable male who may never come
(Oppenheimer, 1988). This would account for the lower (bue still positive)
relationship berween age and ever-marriage which Kiecolt and Fossett observed
for black women, but not black men. [Since, as the authors observe, previous
research has demonstrated that age has a curvilinear relationship with both
marriage and marital outcomes, future researchers might be wise to employ a
cohort concept. It would seem to be another measure of the local marriage
market milieu in which individuals exist.] In the final analysis, more conceptual
clarity is necded if the application of sex ratic theory to African Americans is
to realize its full potential.

Methodological Issues

By assembling survey research and aggregate demographic data for their investi-
gation, Kiecolt and Fossett have demonstrated the potential fruitfulness of com-
bining micro- and macro-level approaches within the same investigation. But
these data are not without some faults, especially in their application to the
1ssucs of concern to Kiecolt and Fossett. Moreover, the weaknesses in the evi-
dence do not necessarily invalidate the conclusions reached here (they may, in
fact, undermine their robustness), nor are they necessarily irrevocable.

When Kiecolt and Fossett used the National Survey of Black Americans
(NSBA), they may not have realized (or at least they did not inform their
readers) that the NSBA has been subject to some criticisms, including the use of
a sampling strategy that I find somewhat unsynchronous with the demographic
realitics of African Americans (Smith, 1987). The Kiecolt and Fossett study
should therefore be replicated with other data sets. While there are fewer cases
involved, the black oversamples of the (1982 and/or 1987) Gencral Social
Survey (GSS) or the entire National Black Election Study (NBES) may serve
to confirm their findings, The major drawback to the immediate comparisons
of the GSS or NBES data with Kiecolt and Fossett’s data set is that the former
lack those community-specific characteristics for each respondent which were
grafted on to the NSBA by the authors. Thus, in spite of the conceptual and
measurement problems I have cited, Kiecolt and Fossett’s methodological con-
tribution lies as much in the quality and character of the individual-level data
they have brought to bear on the issue, as in any specific analytical technique.

Then, there are unique aspects to the aggregate data based on Louisiana
that Kiecolt and Fossett employ to augment their micro-level findings. The
authors readily admit that the state may be atypical but assert that its use here
is an advance over previous research that failed to include rural areas, and call
for confirmation based on data from other areas. I am troubled, however, by
the curious absence of a measure of “urbanness™ from their analyses. What is
unusual about Louisiana is something for which no official data exist—in this
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state or any other. That is, the extent to which the prevalence of Catholicism
in Louisiana, and specifically among blacks in the state, may affect marital
behavior. At the very least, the authors should acknowledge the higher propor-
tion of Catholics among blacks in this state (relative to others). Since official
Catholic doctrine opposes divorce, the incidence of marital disruption in these
data may reflect, in part, distinctive religious principles.

Conclusion

In the final analysis, Kiecolt and Fossett have presented an interesting depiction
of the potential influence of the black sex ratio on the marital behavior of
African Americans. These analyses are problematic in some respects; however,
they scrve to underscore the importance of linking micro- and macro-level
investigations of marital behavior in general, and of blacks in particular. Perhaps
the most salient contribution of the Kiecolt and Fossett analysis is their sensitiv-
ity to variations in local community marriage market conditions. They arc
among the first and the few contemporary sociologists to articulate (relevant
to issues of family formation) the heterogeneity of experiences and responses
to contextual forces among African Americans.
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ally, and among African Americans most particularly, have given rise to
a renewed emphasis on the determinants of marital behavior and family
formation more generally. As certain of the changes first became evident in the
black population in the early 1960s, earlier discussions focused on the seemingly
distinctive nature of African Ameican family organization, and included sugges-
tions of “pathology” (e.g., Moynihan, 1967). Such a focus in effect shifted the
rescarch agenda of many to defense of the African American family rather than
an empirical analysis of the roots of what was actually a very recent change in
black family formation patterns. As these patterns now characterize the Ameri-
can population generally, although they are more strongly evident among
blacks, we have chosen to examine the correlates of marital behavior and expec-
tation in distinct sociocultural groupings. In this manner we might discern
whether the same structural conditions are associated with specific marital
trends in all groups, whether culturally distinctive attitudinal patterns are more
prominent correlates, or whether a combination of structural and sociocultural
factors is associated with marital behavior and expectation. We might also deter-
mine whether such groups differ in their perceptions of marital opportunities
and constraints.
In both the earlier and the current periods of focus, theory and research
on the problem have been dominated by a focus on macro-level constructs. Key
issucs have been the economic viability of men (which, if unhealthy, would

RECENT DRAMATIC changes in marital patterns in the United Statcs gener-
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discourage marriage) and the demographic characteristics of groups (in particu-
lar a shortage of men most pronounced at middle and older ages)—both di-
rectly influencing the marriage market. It remains to be seen, however, whether
individual perceptions of the marriage market bear a relationship to structural
assessments. Also unknown is the extent to which determinants of marital be-
havior, as perceived by the actors themselves, conform to notions developed
through macro processes. Furthermore, analysis of the individual attitudinal
components of marital expectations and behavior, in the context of mate avail-
ability considerations, has not been conducted. The intent of this chapter is to
address these lacunae through a focus on atriudinal: level data obtained on
three racial/ethnic groups through the 1989 Southern California Social Survey.

The immediate objectives are: (1) to examine the differential relationship
between pereeived mate availability and more objective asscssments of sex ratio
in broadly distinctive sociocultural groupings; (2) to determine whether major
theoretical conceptualizations concerning the role of mate availability in family
structure are differentially relevant for thosc groups; and (3) to examine the
contributions of structural versus attitudinal components to marital expecta-
tions and marital status.

Background

Changing marital behavior. As documented in Chapter 1, American pat-
terns of family formation have undergone remarkable change in recent times.
Americans now marry later, are less likely to stay married, and are less likely to
marry after divorce than in previous times. Between 1970 and 1990, the per-
centage of women married by age twenty to twenty-four decreased from 64
percent to 37 percent, and the percentage of men married by that age declined
from 45 percent to 21 percent. The divorce rate nearly tripled between 1970
and 1990 (from 60 per 1,000 to 166 per 1,000 married women) (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 1991a). Notably, the proportions of both women and men who
ever married (that is, married at least once) did not change substantially over
this twenty-year period. The camulative data, therefore, suggest that in recent
years Americans have been as likely to marry eventually as before—but spend
significantly greater portions of their lives as unmarrieds, due to later age of
first marriage and a greater likclihood of divorce. Still, based on current trends
in marital incidence, some demographers and economists have predicted sub-
stantial decreases in the likelihood of being ever married for American women
(Rodgers and Thornton, 1985; Bloom and Bennett, 1985).

Group specific trends.  Although American trends in family formation are
pervasive, reflecting (and perhaps driving), in part, worldwide changes, these
transitions have not been equally experienced across ethnic groups. In particu-
lar, the transformations evident in the family formation patterns and living
arrangements of African Americans, and some Latino groups, have been more
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substantial along certain dimensions. Prior to 1950, African Americans dis-
played a long-established tendency to marry earlier than whites. That pattern
is now reversed (Cherlin, 1981). Between 1970 and 1990, the proportion of
women who had cver married declined sharply from nearly 83 percent to 63
percent among blacks, while there was virtually no change in the extent of
being ever married among either whites or women of Spanish origin (Norton
and Moorman, 1987; U.S. Burcau of the Census, 1991a—Asian breakdown
not reported and figures for 1970 unavailable). [As we observed in Chapter 1,
however, marriage among younger cohorts of white women has declined very
dramatically, indicating either greater marital delay or real generational differ-
ences in the tendency to marry.] It has been estimated that only 70 percent of
black women born in 1954 will ever marry, compared to 86 percent of black
men and 90 percent of whites of both sexes (Rodgers and Thornton, 1985).
Of black women born in the 1930s, 94 percent eventually married.

Although Latino marriage patterns overall had been relatively stable
through 1985, a nearly nine-point drop in marital prevalence occurred over the
next five-year period—at a time when African American and white patterns had
begun to stabilize. Futhermore, for certain indicators, within-group differences
among Latinos are quite substantial. Although in 1990 only 16 percent of
Mexican-origin households were being maintained by females without males,
that figure was 21 percent for Cenrtral and South Americans, and 31 percent
for Puerto Ricans (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1991b).

Although this discussion has focused on changes over very recent decades,
as is made clear in Chapter 1, the fifties and sixtics were quite distinctive in
terms of family formation patterns. When trends over the last fifty years are
considered, some changes no longer seem as dramatic, due to substantial fluc-
tuations in marital patterns over time. Nevertheless, later marriage and more
divorce are two very significant changes evident among all Americans, and
the decline in African American marital prevalence is substantial, regardless of
whether the comparison point for current behavior is 1970 or 1940. These
trends raise questions about the underlying attitudinal components, as well as
the structural underpinnings, of marriage behavior and marital expectations.
Do Americans still want to marry? Do they expect to marry? Are the desire
and expectation to marry among African Americans significantly less than that
observed in other American populations? What are the perceived constraints
on marriage? What are the attitudinal correlates of marriage and marital expecta-
tions and do they differ among the groups that evidence differential marriage
patterns?

Conceptual Perspectives

In Chapter 1, we reviewed a number of the broad conceptual perspectives
that have been offered to explain current marital trends, including those that
have served to frame the study presented in this chapter. In our research pro-
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gram, we have focused specifically on the demographic and economic argu-
ments because such causes, in our view, offer the greatest potential for influence
through social policy. The perspectives that have been most influential in our
research are briefly outlined below.

Sex ratio imbalance.  Several theorists have argued that a shift in the avail-
ability of marriage partners affects family formation patterns and family values
(Glick, Heer, and Beresford, 1963; Guttentag and Secord, 1983; Rodgers and
Thornton, 1985; Schoen, 1983). Because the number of males, rclative to
females, in the African American population has declined steadily since the
1920s, and has become increasingly divergent from white sex ratios, some
believe that sex ratio imbalance is a significant factor in black marital decline
(Gurtentag and Secord, 1983; Staples, 1981a,b). Epenshade (1985) has argued
that since decreases in black marriage have only been evident since the 1960s,
sex ratio declines could not be the primary cause of this change. However, as
demonstrated in Table 6.1, the most dramatic sex ratio declines have been
evident only in recent decades. It is also possible that the inconsistencies noted
by Epenshade (1985) stem from Guttentag and Secord’s (1983) narrow focus
on the demographic variable of sex ratio, rather than the range of issues related
to marital opportunity.

Male economic viability. Economic factors have been cited by a number
of theorists as central contributors to marital decline (e.g., Darity and Myers,
1986/87; Ross and Sawhill, 1975; Wilson, 1987; Wilson and Neckerman,
1986). These arguments have taken various forms and focus on different eco-
nomic processes including declining male economic power, increasing female
economic power, and a declining differential between male and female eco-
nomic power, among others. Testa and Krogh in Chapter 3 outline a number
of the major competing economic hypotheses concerning marriage among
inner-city minorities, Also included among these theories is Oppenheimer’s
(1988) assertion that increasing marital delay is a function of an clongated
search strategy in which more time is required to assess male economic pros-
pects. All of these arguments suggest that societal shifts in marriage patterns
arc related to the fact that the economic incentives to marry and remain married
have undergone change.

Other explanations of marital change. Clearly, the above conceptualiza-
tions cannot fully cxplain the substantial shifts in family formation and living
arrangements that characterize either the American population generally or Afri-
can Americans. As noted in Chapter 1, it seems clear that some ideological
shifts are factors, including significant shifts in views of the roles of women and
greater acceptance of cohabitation and childbirth out of wedlock. Also, signifi-
cant improvements in contraception have certainly provided a freedom of choice
for women unparalleled in human history.
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TABLE 6.1

Sex Ratios from Raw Census Data
for Blacks and VWhites: 1830-1990

Race
Year Blacks Whites
1990 88.2 96.0
1980 89.6 95.3
1970 90.8 95.3
1960 93.4 97 4
1950 94 3 991
1940 95.0 101.2
1930 97.0 102.9
1920 99.2 104.4
1910 98.9 106.7
1900 98.6 101.5
1890 99.5 105.4
1830 97.8 104.0
1870 96.2 102.8
1860 99.6 105.3
1850 99.1 105.2
1840 995 104.6
1830 100.3 103.7

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1960, 1964,
1973, 1982, 1983, 1992).

Toward synthesis through microanalysis. As detailed more fully in Chapter
1, a number of studies have attempted to compare and test various cxplanations
of marital change and cthnic differences in marriage behavior. The results have
been varied and inconclusive, although it seems clear that both demographic
and economic factors are implicated in recent trends in family formation.

We propose theoretical integration in several respects. First, the economic
and demographic theories are not incompatible. As separable issucs, cach is
more or less salient depending on the circumstances of the population under
study. In earlier work, we presented a detailed discussion of the factors affecting
mate availability (Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan, in press). Depending in part on
geographic location, the marriage pool may be influenced to a lesser or greater
extent by true demographic imbalances (.., an absence of “warm bodies™),
compromised eligibility (which could be due to economic limitations or institu-
tionalization, as two examples), or sociocultural unavailability (e.g., persons of
other races have not normally been available as potential partners). Locational
variations of a related sort would include differential inclinations to out-marry
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(c.g., between 1970 and 1980, one out of six black men in the western states
who married for the first time wed a woman of another race, although the
black female tendency was only one-quarter that rate; during the same time
period in the South only 2.5 percent of black men out-married compared to
less than 1 percent of black women—U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1985).

Using the demographic and economic factors as anchoring points, it seems
plausible that different groups are differentially affected by these factors. In
particular, we would arguc that white American marital behavior and expecta-
tions are influenced to a greater extent by the demographic forces cited by
marriage squeeze theorists (per the “baby boom” effect); that local Latino mari-
tal behavior and expectations are more influcnced by economic forces than by
demographic forces (i.e., a shortage of economically viable men, but no short-
age of men per sc); and that African American marital behavior and expectations
arc a function of both economic and demographic phenomena. If the impact
of these forces is at least additive (i.e., first fewer men, then those remaining
men are economically compromiscd), we would therefore expect black marriage
rates to be morc constrained than either of the other groups.

The second level of integration involves the examination of attirudinal data
in conjunction with structural variables such as age, education, and income. As
long as we have no indication that macro-based notions of mate availability,
either in demographic or economic terms, are detected and/or incorporated on
the individual level, our understanding of the process of mate selection and
marital decision is incomplete. This point is particularly compelling in light of
some of the more recent studies attempting to explain the black-white difference
in marital behavior. That is, the failure to more fully explain ethnic differences
in marriage behavior on the basis of demographic and economic factors may
reflect the attitudinal consequences of different situations. In particular, if black
men are in greater demand by their female counterparts than white men (due
to their more chronic numerical shortage and greater access to alternatives),
social exchange theory would suggest that black men would adopt more strin-
gent criteria for mate selection, thereby decreasing their inclination to marry.
Aggregate-level studies cannot account for such phenomena.

Method

Procedures

The Southern California Social Survey (SCSS) was administered to 1,116
residents of Los Angeles, Ventura, and Orange counties during a six-week
period in February and March, 1989. The sample was a stratified random-digit-
dialed telephone sample. Predominantly black and Hispanic areas were
oversampled at a factor of thirteen to one in order to provide sample sizes
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sufficient for analytical purposes. Data from the 1980 census were used to
establish the sampling frame.

All call scheduling and questionnaire administration were handled by the
Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) system operated by the
Institute for Social Science Research of UCLA. A single respondent at least
eighteen years of age was randomly selected among all reported adults in each
houschold.

Sample Characteristics

Data used herc arc taken from the unweighted sample which was 44 percent
white, 27 percent black, 20 percent Latino, 5 percent Asian, and 4 percent
other. Only the white, black, and Latino samples were used in the analyses to
be presented. The overall gender brecakdown was 55 percent female and 45
percent male. As shown in Table 6.2, the three ethnic groups differcd rather
dramatically on the basis of age. Whites were somewhat older than blacks, and
Latinos were substantially younger than the other two ethnic groups. Nearly
64 percent of the male Latino respondents were between eighteen and twenty-
nine years of age. To some extent, the age breakdown is a reflection of the true
age distribution of the three groups in this area. However, both Latino and
black men under age thirty are overrepresented, with a corresponding underrep-
resentation of older Latinos (note population distribution in Table 6.2). Young
white women are also somewhat underrepresented. In view of these skewed
representations and the striking differences between the age structures of the
three ethnic groups, age was entered as a control variable in all of the multivari-
ate analyses that we conducted.

One factor that could possibly account for the youthfulness of our Latino
sample is the absence of Spanish-language interviewing. Younger Latinos may
be more likely to speak English. Overall, only 36 percent of our Latino sample
was foreign born. United States census figures indicate that in 1990, 53.3
percent of the Los Angeles County “Spanish-origin® population was foreign
born (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993). Since the SCSS also includes Ventura
and QOrange counties (although only minimally represented in the unweighted
sample), the actual foreign-born figure for the Southern California population
probably lies somewhere between these two figurcs.

Household income by sex and ethnicity indicates that black women were
substantially less well off economically than any of the other groups, while
white men were generally in the best economic circumstances. Black and Latino
men were somewhat similarly situated economically, although there were twice
as many black men in households making less than $10,000. Women overall
were in poorer houscholds than were men. It should be noted that the limitation
of English-only interviewing probably resulted in an underreprescntation of
very low-income Latinos.
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TABLE 6.2

Demaographic Characteristics of Sample, by Ethnicity and Gender

Blacks Whites Latinos
M E M F M F

Sample size 94 176 218 229 102 100
Age (%)

18 to 29 years 41.3 30.8 30.3 21.6 63.7 42.0

30 to 49 years 33.7 39.6 38.1 44.1 294 40.0

50 to 64 years 15.2 18.3 20.6 15.4 59 9.0

65 years and older 9.8 11.2 11.0 18.9 29 9.0
Population distribution for persons over age 19 from 1990 census: L.A.-Long Beach PMSA (%)

20 to 29 years 279 25.6 214 19.2 41.5 35.1

30 to 49 vyears 445 43.0 42.9 38.6 42.8 43.7

50 to 64 years 17.6 17.6 19.4 19.0 10.7 13.1

65 years and older 10.1 13.8 16.3 23.3 5.0 8.1
Household income (%)

<$10,000 94 23.3 5.3 10.6 43 9.0

$10,000-19,999 259 25.8 8.3 149 26.1 29.2

$20.,000-29,999 16.5 16.0 16.0 149 15.2 23.6

$30,000-39,999 224 16.6 22.8 17.8 26.1 20.2

$40,000-49,999 11.8 7.4 13.1 9.6 15.2 7.9

>$50,000 14.1 11.0 34.5 32.2 12.0 10.1
Neighborhood income level (%)

Poor 5.4 15.1 1.9 1.3 2.0 11.3

Working-class 48.4 54.1 32.7 22.0 58.4 53.6

Middle-class 37.6 26.7 38.8 41.6 347 33.0

Upper-middle-class 12.5 4.1 23.8 279 5.0 2.1

Wealthy 0.0 0.0 2.8 2.2 0.0 0.0

Measures

Two dependent variables were used in the analyses to follow: married ver-
sus nonmarried (including single, separated, divorced, and widowed) and mari-
tal expectation. The latter was measured by the question, “On a scale of one to
ten, how likely do you think it is that you will ever marry/remarry?” Response
categories ranged from “extremely unlikely” to “extremely likely.”

Structural variables used in the study included age, education, income, and
number of children. Age was mcasured by reported age at last birthday. Educa-
tion was a five-point scale in which 1 = less than high school diploma, 2 =
high school diploma, 3 = some college, no degree, 4 = associate of arts degree,
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vocational or technical degree, 5 = bachelor’s degree, and 6 = at least one
graduate degree. The measurement of income was somewhat problematic. Since
the core Southern California Social Survey did not include a measure of per-
sonal income, houschold income and the respondent’s assessment of the eco-
nomic level of her or his neighborhood were used in the present analyses. In
the multivariate analyses, all analyses were run with one indicator, then the
other, and the variable that was most predictive of the variable in question was
used in the final models. Household income was measured by six response
categories: (1) < $10,000; (2) $10,000-19,999; (3) $20,000-29,999; (4)
$30,000-39,999; (5) 40,000—49,999; (6) > $50,000. The neighborhood in-
come question was: What kind of people mainly live in your neighborhood—
mostly very poor, working-class, middle-class, upper-muddle-class, or mostly
wealthy people? Number of children was represented by the reported number
of live births or children fathered plus those adopted.

The attirudinal questions include a series of items concerning marriage and
family values (only those specifically related to marriage are used in these analy-
ses). The issue of mate availability was addressed in several ways. Single persoris
were asked specifically about their dating experiences and whether it was very
difficult or casy to find suitable dates. All persons were asked whether there
were not enough, enough, or more than enough persons of the opposite sex
for persons like themselves, similar with respect to education and social back-
ground. Additionally, we also asked for a sex ratio equivalent—an estimate of
how many men there were for every ten women. The three mate availability
items were designed to tap different aspects of the availability. It should be
noted that our mate availability questions incorporate notions of demography
as well as some sort of respondent-defined notion of suitability, in the context
of the respondent’s sense of his or her own personal capital (i.e., one’s own
marketability, so to speak). This is indeed how the real world operates. Our
perceived pool of eligibles is a function of both objective and subjective factors.

The attitudinal variables also included items and factors derived from a set
of questions about marital values (all answered on a ten-point scale from not
very to extremely important). Areas assessed included the importance of being
married, the importance of having children (in general), and the importance of
being married when you have children. The importance of each of the following
for a “successful” marriage was also assessed: similar social/cultural background,
same religion, love, “being faithful,” life-long commitment, being of same race/
cthnic group, similar likes/dislikes, adequate income, good sex, being good
friends, and having children.

Three indicators were formed from the marital values items: romantic (love,
fidelity, lifelong commitment), background (sociocultural, religion, race) and
practical factors (friends, income, sex). The indicators were formed by summing
scores obtained on the composite items.
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Data Analysis

The primary multivariate analytical procedures employed were logistic re-
gression and multiple linear regression. Logistic regression analysis was devel-
oped specifically to handle the problems created by regressing a dichotomous
dependent variable (Berkson, 1953; Theil, 1970). The technique enabled us to
assess the probability of an individual being married versus unmarried as a
function of a sct of predictors that includes both categorical and continuous
variables. Multiple linear regression was used to determine the correlates of
marital expectation, a continuous variable.

On theoretical grounds, the significance of economic versus demographic/
availability concerns is expected to differ by gender. In fact, our previous analy-
ses have revealed gender differcnces in correlates of relationship status in the
general black population (Tucker and Taylor, 1989). Because of these factors,
and the fact that marital prevalence differs by gender, most of the analyses that
follow were conducted scparately for women and men.

Results and Discussion

Perceived Mate Availability

Table 6.3 presents the 1990 Los Angeles-Long Beach PMSA (Primary
Metropolitan Statistical Area) sex ratios for persons aged eighteen and over
for blacks, non-Hispanic whites, and Latinos, as well as two indicators of
perceived mate availability by gender: the perceived number of men for every
ten women (sex ratio), and whether there were “not enough,” “enough,” or
“more than enough” women/men for “pcople like yourself.” [We recognize the
limitation of census data and the fact that black men and Latinos in general
were undercounted. This would only indicate, however, that the shortage of
black men is less than indicated by these figures. Furthermore, as we have
argued elsewhere, many of the men who arc not counted by the census arc
essentially out of the marriage market anyway because of severely compromised
economic situations—the homeless, for example (Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan,
in press).]

The results indicate that both black men and women perceive a substantial
shortage of men. Whites and Latinos also see shortages, but to a lesser extent
than blacks. A fair degree of consistency across gender for all races exists. The
perceived mate availability item reflects the same trend with black women feel-
ing the most substantial limit on partner availability (nearly 70 percent of black
women believed that not enough men are available). Black men confirmed this
perception with 60 percent of them believing that there arc more than enough
women. A similar but less dramatic pattcrn was observed among whites, but
the pattern was much less extreme among Latinos.
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TABLE 6.3

I55

Family/Relationship Characteristics and Attitudes, by Ethnicity and Gender

Blacks Whites Latinos

L.A.-Long Beach PMSA sex ratio 85.2 96.0 107.4

(1990 census)

M F M F M F

Perceived sex ratio (ten-point scale) 4.7 48 7.0 6.0 5.2 4.8
Perceived mate availability (%)

Not enough 15.4 69.4 20.0 59.0 14.1 54.3

Enough 26.4 20.0 38.5 32.5 46.5 326

More than enough 58.2 10.6 41.5 8.5 394 13.0
Marital status (%)

Married 26.9 234 48.1 47.6 324 43.0

Separated 6.5 13.7 2.3 1.8 29 8.0

Divorced 15.1 17.1 97 13.2 10.8 13.0

Widowed 32 11.4 4.6 13.2 0.0 8.0

Never married 48.4 34.3 35.2 24.2 53.9 28.0
Married or romantically involved (%) 6l.4 53.0 65.0 67.8 73.4 62.0
Wanr to marry/remarry® (%) 81.3 724 79.0 71.8 93.8 76.0
Importance of long-term involvement? 7.9 7.6 8.3 83 8.0 8.3
Importance of marriage? 7.0 7.1 7.3 7.1 7.3 7.6
Mariral expectations® 6.6 6.3 6.7 5.7 8.1 6.1

* Asked of single persons only.
Ten-point scale.

Overall, black and white perceptions tended to reflect their relative “reali-

ties” as indicated by the census-derived sex ratios for the two races. Although
the Latino perceived sex ratio did not reflect the census figure, fewer Latinas
(than observed with either black or white women) felt that there are “not
cnough” men and fewer Latino men believed that there are “more than enough”
women. At least in relative terms, then, individual mate availability perceptions
of these distinct sociocultural groupings did indeed reflect the census-derived

“t'(ZalitY.”

Notably, however, despite their demographically favorable position, the
Latina perspective on mate availability seemed more similar to that of black
and white women. The fact that their perceptions were somewhat removed
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from the objective “reality” as measured by the sex ratio lends support to the
notions we have presented in earlier writings (Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan, in
press). That is, personal perceptions of mate availability are not determined
solely by the existence of “warm bodics,” but by the perceived availability of
potential partners with socially desired features. Latina assessments of availabil-
ity were most likely a function of their perceptions of the economic viability of
potential Latino mates—an area in which their eligibility is greatly compro-
mised—rather than numerical representation.

Relationship Involvement

Marital status. As shown in Table 6.3, marital status differed substantially
among the three groups, with the greatest extent of marriage evident among
white men and the lowcest among black women. Table 6.3 also shows that the
greatest source of nonmarriage for black women is marital dissolution through
separation, divorce, or widowhood (42.2 percent), rather than never having
been married (34.3 percent). Also, despite the fact that a substantial proportion
of the Latino sample was Catholic, divorce and separation were fairly substantial
among Latinas (21 percent). Marital dissolution is thercfore highest among
women married to the most economically disadvantaged groups of males.
(Since all men are more likely to remarry, their dissolution rates are artifactually
deflated.) Tt must also be noted, however, that black women and Latinas remain
the #ost economically disadvantaged of all groups and thar marital dissolution
is often the source of further cconomic decline (U.S. Burean of the Census,
1991c). It therefore seems unlikely that the primary source of marital break-
down is the increased economic fortunes of these women. A more likely source
is the strain caused by financial difficulties, which is amplified among blacks by
the actual shortage of men. Previous research has provided fairly unambiguous
evidence of a relationship between husband-specific economic factors and black
separation and divorce (Hampton, 1979; Ross and Sawhill, 1975).

Latino men werc the most likely to be never married, which is probably
the result of the age structure differences among the groups. The dominance
of young men in the Latino population in particular, but across all groups,
inflates the never-married rates among men; while the relatively larger number
of older white women and relative absence of young white women inflates the
widowed category.

Nonmarital romantic involvement. When those who were involved in
“long-term” romantic relarionships were added to those who were married, the
extent of relationship involvement across groups becomes more approximately
equal with most individuals in all groups involved in a long-term relationship
of some kind. Nevertheless, black female relationship involvement is lowest.



Marital Behavior and Expectations /157

Taken together with the marital status figures, the dominant form of relation-
ships for both black and Latino men is nonmarital romantic involvement.
This last point is particularly notable in terms of the economic eligibility
framework. In the two clearly economically compromised groups of men, non-
marital romantic involvements predominate. Although it could be suggested
that the youthfulness of the Latino male sample explains the absence of marriage
among them, over 70 percent of the Latinas (who were nearly as young as the
men) were either currently or previously married. These findings are supported
by an earlier study conducted by Tucker and Taylor (1989). In that study,
National Survey of Black Americans data showed that marriage as opposed to
nonmarital romantic involvement was related to male personal income.

Desire to Marry or Remarry

Given the great variation in the extent of marriage among these groups, is
“desire for marriage” similarly distinctive? When asked whether “you ever want
to marry or remarry,” respondents across all races indicated a strong willingness
to become legally attached. Although gender differences characterized all races,
with men consistently being more desirous of marriage, the greatest discrepancy
between men and women was evident among Latinos (with Latino men being
exceptionally desirous of marriage relative to all other groups). Also, black
women were least likely to express a desire to marry—a view that may be
tempered by the reality of their circumstances. Still, there existed relative consis-
tency within race, with Latino men being more desirous of marriage than other
men, and Latinas wanting to marry more than other women. Whites were least
likely to want to marry or remarry.

Importantly, these findings contradict the commonplace stereotypical im-
plication that blacks simply do not want to marry. We do not believe that
“social desirability” any longer demands a positive response to the question. It
would seem that Americans arc frcer than cver before to reject marriage. The
fact that blacks were more likely to express a desire to marry than whites
strongly suggests that the reasons for not marrying may be structural, rather
than the result of a fundamental change in the way they value the institution
of marriage. This result also conflicts with the Gurttentag and Secord (1983)
predictions concerning the consequences of male shortage, namely, that when
men are in short supply they devalue the institution of marriage.

Marital Values

When asked directly about the importance of long-term relationships and
marriage, there was again considerable similarity in the responses supplied by

the three ethnic groups. As shown in Table 6.3, responding on a scale of one
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to ten, with ten being extremely important, means for all three groups averaged
between 7 and 8.3. There were no significant differences on the basis of either
ethnicity or gender.

In order to determine whether ethnic similarities and differences in perspec-
tives on marriage and family might be due to differences in the compositions
of the three populations (e.g., on age), we used Multiple Classification Analysis
(Andrews et al., 1973) to compute adjusted means for all of our marriage and
family value items—controlling for age, gender, and neighborhood income
level. Table 6.4 shows the results of those analyses. It is clear that there are
very few differences between the ethnic groups in terms of the marriage and
family values assessed here. The only clear patterns of distinction are: (1) the
tendency for Latinos to view children as more important for a successful mar-
riage and for whites to see them as substantially less important, and (2) the
tendency for blacks to view adequate income as more central for marital success
than other groups. These responses provide further indication that, despite
current distinctive African American marital patterns, the underlying values
concerning marriage held by blacks do not differ from those held by groups
with greater proportions of intact marriages.

Reasons for Not Marrying

All single persons (i.e., those never married, separated, divorced, or wid-
owed) were asked why they had not married or remarried (see Table 6.5).
Although, as was expected, all groups indicated that having “never found the
right person” was the primary reason (and for that reason, this response cate-
gory was presented last in the interview), the next most dominant reasons are
more instructive. Women in general believed, more than men, that there are
not enough persons of the opposite sex who meet their standards, although
black women were most likely to feel this way. Latinas (who enjoy a favorable
sex ratio) were least likely among women to report availability concerns as
reasons for not marrying. Interestingly, however, nearly half of black men also
reported that there were not enough women who met their standards.

“Not ready to sertle down™ was cited more by men than by women, but
may be more a reflection of the fact that the men in this sample were younger
than the women (since this reason would seem on the face to be more associated
with youth). Men, overall, were also more likely to indicate that not having
enough moncy to support a family was a reason for not getting married, with
over half of all Latino men and over 40 percent of black men giving that
response. Over a quarter of black women also felt that financial concerns were
reason for not marrying, compared to much lesser percentages for white women
and Latinas. Significant percentages of men in all groups also cited concentra-
tion on school or work as factors in their staying unmarried, with women in



TABLE 6.4

Muliiple Classification Analysis: Adjusted Means for Marriage and Family Values,

by Ethmicity (contvolling for age, gender, and tncome)

Blacks Latinos Whites

(n = 247) (n = 192) (n = 418) Eia
Importance of long-term involvement

7.71 8.06 8.28 10
Importance of being married

7.17 7.55 7.10 .05
Importance of similar sociocultural background for successful marriage

6.96 7.39 6.62 07
Importance of same religion for successful marriage

6.71 7.52 6.02 21
Iinportance of love for successful marriage

9.17 9.21 9.30 03
Importance of “being faithful” for successful marriage

9.36 9.36 9.59 .06
Importance of lifelong commitment for successful marriage

9.07 9.29 9.50 A1
Importance of having children for successful marriage

7.77 8.39 6.40 .29
Importance of being of same race/ethnic group for successtul marriage

5.55 6.46 5.99 07
Importance of similar likes/dislikes for successful marriage

7.64 7.47 7.41 07
Importance of adequate income for successful marriage

8.70 8.22 7.96 18
Importance of good sex for successful marriage

8.80 8.94 8.62 11
Importance of being good triends for successful marriage

9.56 9.68 9.59 04
Importance of having children

8.22 8.57 7.76 Jd1
Importance of being married when you have children®

8.50 8.50 8.44 01

Note: All value scares are based on ten-point scales, with one being “not very important at all” and

ten being “extremely important.”

* Asked only of childless respondents.
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TABLE 6.5

Reason for Not Marrying Among Unmarried Persons, by Ethnicity and Gender:
Pevcentage Indicating Reasons

Blacks Whites Latinos
M F M F M E
Devored energies to school or work 40.3 229 57.1 313 631 37.5
Nor enough men/women who meet standards ~ 47.5 556 276 514 185 46.7
Do not want to lose freedom 25.8 26.9 30.7 239 415 32.6
Do not believe in marriage 6.5 7.3 125 5.3 16.9 19.1
Not ready to settle down 483 346 539 416 769 39.6
Having fun playing the field 161 101 206 159 446 104
Not enough money to support a family 419 257 365 159 523 18.8
Never found the right person 689  66.7 77.0 736 556 77.1

Note: Since respondents could indicate more than one reason, the columns do not sum to 100 percent.

each group only half as likely to indicate the same. Latinos were most likely
and blacks were least likely to give this reason.

Importantly, only rclatively small percentages of all groups did not believe
in marriage; but those percentages were lowest overall among blacks and high-
est among Latinos. With the exception of the Latino men (who are relatively
young), few persons indicated that “having fun playing the ficld” was a reason
for not marrying.

In general then, in this sample, nonmarriage is not a function of “not
believing in marriage.” Economic factors figured prominently for all groups of
men, more so than for the women in those groups—and particularly so among
Latino men. Women’s concerns in all groups centered on the issue of availabil-
ity, although availability was an important dimension of nonmarriage among
black men as well.

These findings lend support to our notions about the salience of the differ-
ent structural constructs for different groups—that is, economic versus demo-
graphic/availability factors. Latinos, among men, were most concerned about
financial readiness for marriage but basically believed that there were enough
available women who met their standards. In contrast, although black men
were also concerned about economic readiness, they did not believe that there
are enough suitable women. Stated in theoretical terms: numerical scarcity in-
flates male value while economic deficiency deflates male marital capabilities.
As scen in this sample, black men whose marriage market value has been cn-
hanced by their scarcity apparently believe that they can be “choosier” in terms
of mate selection [which would fit the Guttentag and Secord (1983) social
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exchange model predictions—in situations of scarcity, the alternatives available
to the sex in short supply increase and their selection standards are raised].
Because of their economic constraints, black men are less able to enter into
marriage, bur also duc to the greater availability of alternatives for them, black
men would have less need to commit to marriage. On the other hand, Latino
men are not a scarce commodity and could therefore not afford to be too
“choosy,” but were also not financially “ready” for marriage.

On the basis of these frequencies alone, it would appear that black men are
less likely than Latino men to view economic factors as marital constraints.
However, we believe that this represents a theoretically consistent pattern of
“exchange.” In an objective sense, black men’s overt concerns about economics
as a marital inhibitor may be diminished by their numerical advantage.

Multivariate Analyses

The relationships above were then examined from a multivariate perspec-
tive, looking first at predictors of marriage versus nonmarriage and, second,
cxamining marital expectations. In each set of analyses, the models presented
are final versions that, in the interest of parsimony, do not include certain
indicators that were determined from previous analyses to be inconsequential
for the relationship at issue. The sets of variables considered for marital status
and marital expectations are therefore not parallel—although the initial models
tested were essentially the same.

Marital status. Logistic regressions of marital status on strucrural and
attitudinal variables for all three ethnic groups are presented in Table 6.6.
Among the structural variables, age and economic level of neighberhood were
significant correlates of marital status among both whites and blacks, but not
among Latinos (older age and higher income were correlated with being mar-
ried). The significance of the age? (squared) factor among white and black
women indicates that young as well as older respondents were least likely to be
married. For the most part, education played only a minimal role in predicting
marital status.

Among the attitudinal variables, the importance of long-term involvement,
as well as the importance of marriage, emerged as significant predictors of
marriage among all groups (although the long-term relationship value was not
significant for Latino men). Placing a high value on the romantic aspects of
marriage (i.., love, commitment, sexual fidelity) was related to being marricd
among both black women and Latinas. Black women who were married also
valued similarity of background (i.c., sociocultural, religion, race) more than
those who were single. The practical aspects of marriage (i.e., income, being
good friends, sex) were more highly valued by married than single Latino
men. Mate availability also proved to be significant across all groups (with the
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exception of Latino men), but in different ways. Whether there were not
enough, enough, or more than enough persons of the opposite sex was related
to marital status among black men, all whites, and Latinas (i.¢., married persons
perceiving greatcr availability). However, the variable of sex ratio itself was the
more important availability indicator for black women. In all cases, married
persons believed that there was greater availability of the opposite sex, and
more men relative to women than did single persons.

When prediction by models containing only structural variables was com-
pared to predictability with a combination of structural and attitudinal variables
(see Table 6.6), it was clear that predictability was significantly cnhanced for
all groups by the combined models. The Latina model was least effective.

Overall, then, marriage among the three cthnic groups was differentially
affected by the structural variables, with economic issues being most salient
among blacks and age being most salient for whites. No structural variables
were prominent among Latinos. In terms of the attitudinal variables, the value
placed on marriage by the respondent was, not surprisingly, universally pre-
dictive of marital status; but the perceived sex ratio indicators also emerged as
significant correlates.

Expectations of marriage. Table 6.7 presents the results of linear multiple
regressions of structural and attitudinal variables on expectations of marriage
or remarriage by ethnic group. For the same reason cited carlier, analyses were
conducted separately for men and women. In these analyses, only single persons
(i.e., not currently married) were included. Also, it was possible to include a
third indicator of mate availability that was not asked of married persons: case
in finding dates. Since the three indicators of marital success used in the marital
status analyses (romantic, practical, background) were not found to be signifi-
cant predictors in earlier runs, they were not included in the final versions.
However, one item on the “practical” measure did prove to be an important
indicator—“importance of adequate income for marital success”—and was
therefore included in the analyses presented. Finally, houschold income proved
to be a more effective indicator than neighborhood income level in these
analyses.

Among all groups, cxcept Latino men, age was significantly related to ex-
pectations of marriage, with older rcspondcnts more apt to believe that marriage
or remarriage was unlikely. The structural variable of household income was
also related to expectations of marriage for black men (with higher-income men
having greater expectations of marriage). The income variable was unrelated to
marital expectations for white and Latino men. However, the income variable
was negatively related to marital expectations among white women. Those with
higher incomes were less likely to expect to marry. Number of children also
emerged as a significant predictor for black women only, with greater numbers
of children associated with lower expectations of marriage.
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TABLE 6.7

Regression of Expectations of Marriage on Structural and Attitudinal Variables,
by Gender and Ethnicity

Beta Coefficients
Blacks Latinos Whites
F M F M F M
Structural block
Age —22%%% TR AQERRE D) OOFEHRHE . 4GHRRHR
Income -.05 5% 16* .05 —-.08 .003
Number of children —27¥%%¥% — 03 .03 .05 -.04 —.04
R? change 14 .08 24 .03 29 22
Atritudinal block
Date availability 2% .06 .07 —.10 18xx A1
Perceived sex ratio -.09 07 -.09 21 .03 -.11%
Availability of opposite -.01 -.02 -.13 —.05 -.03 -.06
sex
Importance of being AFEx GRFHRX O 26%% 2]xxx L34k
married
Importance of adequatc 12* 200 -.03 .06 11 .08
income for marriage
Importance of being mar- - .20%%* 02 -.06 -.07 01 -.04
ried for having children
Importance of religion 40 -.02 -.02 -.07 -.03 —.11%
R2 change 18 31 .05 13 .10 .16
R? .38 49 34 17 47 .38
Adjusted R? .34 42 27 .08 45 .35

*p <100 ¥*p < 05 ¥¥p < 01, ¥y < 00L

The attitudinal variables displayed some similarity in the patterns of associa-
tion among the groups. For all ethnic groups and both sexes, cxpectations of
marriage were distinctly associated with highly valuing the state of marriage.
Among the mate availability mcasures, date availability—whether one had an
easy or a hard time finding dates—was the most effective predictor for black
and white women and white men. However, perceived sex ratio was a better
predictor of marital expectations for Latino and whitc men. No availability
measures were significant predictors of marital expectations among black men.

In other respects, black attitudes showed distinctive predictive patterns.
The belicf that having an adequate income was an important factor in marital
success (one of the variables included in the “importance of practical aspects of
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marriage” factor) was a significant predictor of marital expectation for black
men as well as black women. Those who believed that an adequate income was
important were sore likely to expect to marry. One additional, somewhat puz-
zling finding is that black women who believed that it was important to be
married when one had children were /ess likely to expect to marry. (We initially
thought it might have been the result of an age interaction, in which older
women with lower marital expectations would be more likely to belicve that
marriage was necessary for having children. However, the interaction term did
not contribute significantly to the model.) One highly speculative explanation
may be that believing that marriage is necessary for having children may be
part of a “traditional” values complex that makes women who hold such beliefs
feel disadvantaged in the highly competitive black marriage market and pessi-
mistic about their marital prospects. This notion is actually supported by the
religiosity finding. Among black women, a belief in the importance of religion
is negatively related to marital expectancy. For all other groups, and significantly
so among white men, religiosity is positively related to marital expectancy.

As with the marital status analyscs, the attitudinal variables made substantial
contributions to the regression models (with the sole exception of Latinas).
The best models, in terms of explanatory power, were the black male and white
female models which explained 42 percent and 45 percent, respectively, of the
variance in marital expectation. The least effective model was the Latino male
model which explained less than 10 percent of the variance in expectations of
marriage.

In summary, age was by far the most dominant overall predictor of marital
expectancy for whites, but attitudes concerning mate availability and the impor-
tance of relationships were also significant indicators. For blacks, a more com-
plex array of predictors emerged; but, compared to other groups, income-
related variables were more central facrors in marital expectations for both men
and women. Although age was the primary predictor of marital expectations
among Larinas, as a whole, the remaining structural and attitudinal variables
were not very effective predictors for Latino men and women. In addition,
marital behavior seemed to be reflective of a more balanced contribution of
structural and attitudinal correlates. However, in a manner that was not entirely
consistent, for marital expectations, the influence of structural variables was
greater than that of attitudinal variables for certain ethnic-gender groups, but
not for others. Among white women and Latinas, the structural variable contri-
bution was greater (reflecting perhaps the extremely powerful impact of age on
marital expectations for these groups), while the attitudinal contribution was
greatest for black and Latino men (perhaps a function of the relative insignifi-
cance of age as a marital inhibitor for these groups).
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Conclusions

This study has provided evidence that certain global conditions, determined on
the basis of aggregate-level assessments, are accurately perceived by individuals.
For the most part, the assessments of mate availability by men and women in the
three ethnic groups reflected their particular demographic and sociceconomic
realities.

Overall, this research has demonstrated that economic and mate availability
concerns are differentially related to marital behavior and marital expectancy
among socioculturally distinct groups. As predicted, economic as well as avail-
ability indicators were salient for blacks (both structurally and attitudinally).
Economic factors were not as salient for whites, but perceived availability played
a significant role as a correlate of both marital behavior and cxpectation. While
the multivariate analyses did not provide support for the primacy of economic
indicators for Latino marital behavior and expectations, the bivariatc compari-
sons did indicate a very dominant male concern with economic readiness for
marriage. Although the results of the multivariate analyses indicated that the
variables used in this study were less predictive of Latina behaviors and expecta-
tions than for other groups, there were some interesting indicators of what may
be Latina trends. The bivariate comparisons indicated a similarity between
Latina responses and those of black and white women that was not evident
among the men. Latino male responses were quite distinct from those of black
and white men. Although age structure differences may be a partial explanation,
the increased Latina economic viability and new sex-role conflicts cited in the
emerging Latina literature may partially explain the Latino gender differences.
That is, the discrepancy between Latina and Latino desire to marry may reflect
a growing Latina ambivalence about marriage in the face of the conflicts gener-
ated through increased women’s economic power and traditional sex-role beliefs
(Melville, 1980; Pesquera, 1984; Vasquez and Gonzalez, 1981).

The study also provided support for Wilson and Neckerman’s (1986) con-
tention that changes in marital pattcrns among whites are more linked to
women’s economic advances than would be the case for blacks. Unlike black
women or Latinas, the more financially advantaged white women in our sample
did have lower cxpectations of marriage. (This may also reflect the fact that
although there is a subgroup of white women who have substantial economic
resources, few black women or Latinas are in comparable financial positions.)
Clearly, these data on the whole show that the dynamics of marriage vary
quite substantially by group, depending on the situational characteristics of that
group.

We conclude that economic and demographic factors separately and jointly
affect marital status and marital expectations, acting alternatively as constraints
and incentives at different historical moments. It should be kept in mind, how-
ever, that the impingement of such structural factors as mantal attitudes and
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behavior also requires examination within the context of sociocultural back-
ground factors which may differ for the groups under study and which may
produce internal dynamics that result in the changes in marital behavior ob-
served today.

We should also note that although a causal ordering is implied by the
economic findings (i.e., that poor economic circumstances constrain marital
opportunity), no such ordering is suggested for certain of the attitudinal rela-
tionships. It is quite likely that marital status and/or constrained marital oppor-
tunity may lead to changes in attitudes concerning the value of marriage. A
woman in her late thirties or early forties who previously valued marriage quite
highly may reassess those values if she has not married and views her prospects
of marriage as limited.

An indication of the clarity with which individuals view their marital oppor-
tunities is the relationship between perception of marital chances and the exis-
tence of marital constraints. In particular, the fact that black women with chil-
dren had lower expectations for marriage likely stems from their own realization
that the competition for cconomically viable black men really is stiff and that
women with children are disadvantaged (whether in terms of first or later mar-
riages). Such personal resource factors may be morc important for marriage
among black women than for either white women or Latinas. There is evidence
that black women are the least likely of all groups to remarry—whether after
divorce or widowhood (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992).

These findings must be interpreted within the context of change. We have
placed what may be an artificial constraint on these analyses by assuming that
mate sclection and marriage occur primarily within ethnic groups. Certainly,
intermarriage data for whites, African Americans, and Latinos presently support
such an assumption. However, there has been significant change in this regard
in recent decades (Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan, 1990). Two-thirds of the re-
spondents in this survey indicated that they had dated persons of another race;
the same proportion stated that they would be willing to marry a person of
another race. Although interracial marriage rates in the West are higher than
those observed in other regions, the increase in interracial unions is a nation-
wide trend (Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan, 1990). If this is indicative of a funda-
mental change in societal attitudes concerning intermarriage, it may be that
persons who find themselves in scverely constrained marriage markets will
broaden their eligibility criteria to include persons of other ethnic groups.

A related issue is the function of changing sex-role ideology. Jessie Bernard
(1981) argued that the “good-provider” role has undergone change in Ameri-
can socicty generally, resulting in greater emphasis on the nonprovider roles of
husband. Secord and Ghee (1986) have discussed the implications of these
notions in the context of the black marriage market, arguing that in situations
where men are constrained in attempts to act as provider, marital roles must
be reevaluated. To be surc, the basis of marriage is not solely economic. Some
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women choose to marry poor men; some poor men choose to marry. In this
regard the marital search construct may prove valuable for understanding de-
clining marriage rates and increases in marriage age—although in our view, the
paradigm suffers from an overreliance on the economic uncertainty factor. One
of our tasks is to locate economic considerations in the complex of factors
leading to prolonged marital scarch and marital decline. Economic uncertainty
and changes in economic incentives not only affect women and men differen-
tially, they may entail further sequelae by elevating other mate-selection criteria
to new levels of importance. In particular, black women and Latinas who are
less likely to expect economic benefits from marriage may begin to give greater
empbhasis to other eligibility factors, such as the ability to care for children and
emotional supportiveness. This suggests that marriage as an institution may be
taking on a different meaning for such women—although still highly valued.

Another purpose of this study was to examine the relative efficacy of struc-
tural versus attitudinal variables. It seems clear that both are operative, in the
case of marital behavior as well as marital expectations.

This study was undertaken in part to examine the relative explanatory sig-
nificance of two dominant theoretical paradigms. However, an additional inter-
pretive task demanded by the study’s results is that of explaining the gap be-
tween marital attitudes and behavior in the African American population. The
theories that form the basis of this study would suggest that several factors—in
particular, economic and mate availability concemns—constrain behavior that
would conform with the stated values. However, there are other theoretical
contexts for consideration of this issue. The social psychological theory of rea-
soned action (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980} holds that
the intention to act is a function of one’s attitude toward the behavior as well
as perceived social pressure to perform the behavior. (The theory is more com-
plex than is cvident from the previous statement, and explicitly considers other
factors including beliefs about the consequences of the behavior, the motivation
to conform, and beliefs about the expectations of specific others. A host of
studies have sought to further clarify the model.)

One could therefore argue that despite African Americans’ favorable atti-
tudes toward marriage, there has been a decline in the social pressure on blacks
to marry, thus accounting for the decline in marriage. This is probably true, to
a certain degree. However, one would still have to explain why social pressure
to marry has lessened. Kiecolt (1988) has reviewed the sociological research
that examines the influence of the social structure on attitude formation and
the connection between attitude and behavior, and cites the work of Liska as
one particularly promising direction for further work. Liska (1984) takes the
Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) conceptualization as a point of departure and explic-
itly considers the role of the social structure in a revised model. He especially
takes issue with the Fishbein and Ajzen assumption that most behaviors of
interest are under volitional control—which is preciscly the point that concerns
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us with respect to marriage—and argues that most behavior is contingent on
the cooperation of others, a number of environmental resources, and one’s
position in the social structure. Obviously, such a conceptual framework re-
quires a linking of macro theory (e.g., the economic and demographic theories
of marriage) and micro theory (e.g., the attitude-behavior theorics) with new
methodological strategies. Recently, several procedures have been proposed for
this purpose (Entwisle and Mason, 1985; Liska, 1990) and may hold the key
to a more complete understanding of changing marital behavior.,

Future research on African American marriage and family formation must
go beyond the necessary focus on economic factors and consider other marital
facilitators and inhibitors. Work in this arca must also consider individual-level
decision making and its relationship to macro phenomena in a more specific
manner. While we would hope for a new economic order that provides black
men as well as women with the means to provide an emotionally as well as
materially supportive family atmosphere, in the short run, we must bolster those
mechanisms that support marital bonds despite financial constraints.
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COMMENTARY

James S. Jackson

in the ficld regarding marital behavior. The chapter is a significant contri-

bution because it clarifies a number of issues related to level of analysis,
structural versus personal tastes, and the role of sociocultural factors in contrib-
uting to the complex and poorly understood social psychological phenomenon
of marriage.

In many ways, the concept of marriage, as an institution, is a peculiar one.
In the United States, and I suspect in most other societies, the nature and form
of marriage vary substantially—across and within class and culture. Preferred
age of marriage ranges widely by socioeconomic status and ethnicity. The moti-
vation for, and what is defined as, appropriate marital behavior also differ
dramatically, across multiple dimensions. There is nothing so openly displayed
as marriage, when we affirm our relationships and undying devotion in public
ceremonies. Yet, there is nothing so private as marriage—in which childrearing
behavior, scxual behavior, and various forms of familial abuse are conducted
well outside of the public eye. In other parts of the world, and at different
historical moments, societies have been more forthright in arranging and speci-
fying the economic prioritics of marriages designed to unite geographic, na-
tional, and ethnic groups or families. Thus, both historically and contemporanc-
ously, we have and do ask a great deal of the marital union.

Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan have addressed important social and psycho-
logical issues at both group and individual levels. They are cognizant of the
fact that marriage-related behaviors are fundamentally social psychological in
nature, and that we must focus on how macroeconornic and demographic forces
play a role at the individual and group levels. The authors point out that greater
scientific attention must be paid to how demographic and structural factors,
separately and in concert (in the context of sociocultural processes), come to
influence individual and micro-social associative behaviors. They conclude,

TUCKER AND MITCHELL-KERNAN have addressed a long-standing debate
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quite correctly I believe, that “future rescarch on African American marriage
and family formation must go beyond the necessary focus on economic factors
and consider other marital facilitators and inhibitors. Work in this area must
also consider individual-level decision making and its relationship to macro
phenomena in a more specific manner.”

Their work, then, contributes in two important ways to the conceptualiza-
tion of rescarch in this area. First, it moves the field beyond an emphasis on
single explanations for complex social and individual bechavior. Sccond, it de-
mands a consideration of ethnic and cultural factors. Tucker and Mitchell-
Kernan raise complex questions about historical time, socialization, and period
events, all of which can influence the orientation that men and women have
toward romantic associations and marital partnerships. T found the chapter
satisfying in addressing the issues that I have summarized thus far, but also
provocative in raising a number of issues for future theorizing and research.
First, the authors assume that attitudes toward romanric associations devclop
in response to structural, economic, and social realities. How does this come
abourt? It is possible that comparison level and comparison level for alternatives
theory, considered within the context of the complex cconomic networks in
which people are imbedded, may play a major role in the transformation of
macro-level phenomena to the micro-level issues of concern here.

Second, personality-like factors—such as risk taking, schemas—may be im-
portant elements with respect to demographic realities. For example, what are
the individual-level schemas for marriage that individuals hold; how do people
conceive of marriage in both cognitive and affective terms; and how do these
cognitive and affective schema then direct behaviors? How do partners in mar-
riage come to share schemas of marriage and the appropriate behaviors of the
other? Are these schemas developed as part of the socialization process or
through direct observation of marriages of parents and families? How do these
schemas adapt and change over time as a function of the experience of the
interpersonal rclationship in the marriage dyad?

Demographic and economic factors make it more or less difficult for mar-
riages to work. In fact, the failure to change, or to incorporate schemas with
environmental realities, can indeed be self-handicapping. For example, a schema
for marriage thar would have a rose-covered cottage as the setting may come
face to face with the reality of apartment living in a central city environment.
Thus, such personality-like schemas, which both guide and motivate behavior,
may serve to provide the basis for the expectation and cither the fulfillment or
the frustration of those expectations over time.

Third, I believe that there should be greater attention paid to the larger
familial context in which ostensibly individual decision making about romantic
associations takes place. While the dominant ethos of this society is to view the
decision to romantically associate and marry as a personal one, it is not a
decision which is independent of family approbations nor the cultural context
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of a person’s socialization. Too often in this society, these decisions are treated
as independent ones. How the larger family, and even community, context
plays a role in marital formation, maintenance, and disintegration, needs greater
attention in theory and research. For example, Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan
did not include acculturation level in the Latino models. It is possible that
acculturation, beyond the requirement of English-speaking that defined the
sample, could have resulted in the increased efficiency of those models.

Another limitation of previous work is the absence of never-married women
and men as appropriate comparison points. Do the social and psychological
processcs for never-married persons change with historical time and social
events? These may be particularly crucial concerns for mate-selection criteria.
For example, whether someone is a good dancer or dresser may play a role in
carlier pairings, but may give way to other kinds of issucs at later points in the
life span. And we must consider how these factors, which may contribute to
selection, arc themselves related to the basis of stability and retention in roman-
tic associations and marriage over time. Clearly, there is a need for greater
attention to the studics of the role of expectations in marital formation and
disintegration. It is possible that marriages at relatively young ages are, for the
most part, never based on expectations of long-term economic viability and
stability. How do such current issues as the fear of AIDS affect the marriage
schema that [ have discussed?

Finally, in many ways, we have been studying 1ssues of romantic association
and marital behavior in a relative cross-cultural vacuum. While the findings on
black and Latino groups contributed by this chapter provide some needed
cultural heterogeneity, 1 belicve that such a comparison is simply not enough.
It may be nccessary to do cross-national studies on this topic, simultaneously
focusing on the countries of origin of racial and ethnic groups, as well as the
individuals from those countries who now reside in the United States. This
would allow us to begin to disentangle cultural from what may be opportunity
and structural factors. Although the findings of this study strongly suggest an
important role of attitudes and expectations in the behavioral intentions and
desired statuses related to romantic association and marriage, the causal inter-
relationships are as yet unexplored.

In sum, I find that Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan have raised a number of
excellent issues in their chapter. The researchers are to be commended for their
work. Their research brings a micro and macro focus to the study of marital
behavior and expectations in an attempt to test competing theoretical formula-
tions of romantic associations and marital decision making. The comparative
focus on blacks, Latinos, and whites is also noteworthy. They also stress the
need for a larger cultural context and cross-national work. In my comments, I
have noted some issues that, in my view, require further attention. For example,
not including degree of value, behavioral and attitudinal acculturation as mea-
sured variables may have contributed to the lack of efficiency of some of their
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models, particularly for the Latino group. I have also noted that greater atten-
tion should be paid to personality-like variables as potential mediators and
contextual factors for the micro behavior of individuals in romantic associations
and marital dyads. Finally, I noted the importance of the study of marital
formation, maintenance, disintegration, and expectation within the larger cul-
tural and extended family context, as well as the need to extend our analyses
and conceptualizations to considerations of time, cohort, and period events.
This larger contextual and dynamic approach may allow us to understand
changes in romantic association, marital decision making, and marital behavior
as a function of secular changes in the larger familial and economic spheres. I
believe that this approach would be consistent with the important work initiated
by Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan and the directions they envision for their future
research and writing.






7 MARITAL INSTABILITY
AMONG BLACK AND WHITE COUPLES
IN EARLY MARRIAGE
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ETTING MARRIED and staying married may become relatively rare events
among black Americans if current trends in family organization, and in
the economic marginalization of young black men, continue. As a result
of a trend which began at the end of World War II and gained momentum in
the 1960s and 1970s, nearly half of all families among blacks are now headed by
women (Farley and Allen, 1987). Although such households have also increased
among whites (as documented in Chapter 1), the change has been more dra-
matic for blacks. The underlying dynamics of this trend suggest thar the ceiling
has yet to be reached in the transformation of black family organization.
Widowhood was the primary contributor to female headship among both
races in earlier periods. However, marital dissolution and out-of-wedlock births
have become major driving forces in the changing structure of American fami-
lies. This is particularly true for blacks whose rates of separation and divorce
as well as out-of wedlock births are much greater than those for whites (Farley
and Allen, 1987; Sweet and Bumpass, 1984). The growing number of “never
married” adult women also contributes to the rise in female-headed houscholds.
The proportion of single women increased from 30 percent in 1960 to 69
percent in 1980 among blacks and from 29 percent to 47 percent among whites
(Wilson, 1987). Among whites, this increase i1s due 1n significant degree to the
greater tendency among both women and men to delay marriage to pursue
education and careers (Glick, 1977). For black women, this trend appears to
derive more and more from the decreased availability of prospective miarriage
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partners (Tucker and Taylor, 1989; Farley and Allen, 1987). Wilson and Neck-
erman (1986) suggest that the decreased pool of marriageable black men is a
function of an imbalanced sex ratio and the increased economic marginality of
black men. This marginality is also seen as a factor in black marital dissolution
(see Elder and Caspi, 1988, for a general discussion of the effects of unemploy-
ment and economic stress on family relations).

The implications of these trends for black Americans are worrisome.
Household composition per sc is not problematic for family functioning. How-
ever, female-headed families are more likely to be impoverished. And the imme-
diate quality of life for black men, women, and children, as well as for future
generations, depends on the economic well-being of families. The economic
marginality of blacks, particularly men, appears to be tied to both family forma-
tion and family breakup. Given these critical issues, the major aim of this chapter
is to more fully understand marital instability among blacks.

We explore economic and other factors which may predict marital instabil-
ity in the early vears of marriage among blacks and whites using data from a
longitudinal study of urban newlyweds. The First Years of Marriage Study
(FYM) is an ongoing research project at the University of Michigan’s Institute
for Social Research. This four-year prospective study assumes that the early
years of first marriage are complicated times because couples must negotiate
the task of blending their individual lives and social networks into a coherent
couplehood and a stable bond. This negotiation will be successful for most
couples but not for others. We expect to find racial similarities and differences
in the factors which determine marital success and instability.

What hinders the establishment of a harmonious marriage? Research on
this question has been scant with very little emphasis on racial differences. Most
of the literature in this area addresses either social and demographic factors
from cross-sectional studies or psychelogical factors from retrospective accounts
of divorced people. Two important longitudinal studies (Raush et al., 1974;
Huston, McHale, and Crouter, 1986) include only white samples. Demo-
graphic analyses (Norton and Glick, 1979) have revealed the following: divorce
is especially likely to occur among poorer, less educated, and younger respon-
dents; there is a much higher rate of divorce among blacks than whites; and
premarital pregnancy greatly increases the probability of divorce. Unemploy-
ment has also been found to be related to marital dissolution. Cherlin (1979)
found that the relationships of income, employment, and dual earnership to
marital success are complex. For example, if a wife’s wages arc low relative to
those of the husband, even in low-income families, there is less likelihood of
marital dissolution. Overall, these demographic results seem to be as true for
black marriages as they arc for white marriages. However, one set of findings
is different for blacks and whites. There is evidence of greater intergenerational
transmission of divorce among white couples than among black couples (Dun-
can and Duncan, 1969).
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The two prospective studies of marriage mentioned above suggest that
styles of communicarion arc among the most critical indicators of psychological
functioning to be considered in studies of marital disharmony. The results,
however, have been contradictory. Raush et al. (1974) found that it was not
the amount of communication per se that was a factor in marital harmony, but
the particular ways in which people handle marital conflict. Huston, McHale,
and Crouter (1986}, however, found that the more couples communicated
about their personal feelings and talked about problems, the more likely they
were to be satisfied in the relationship eighteen months later.

A General Framework for Studying Marital Instability

Cross-sectional studies of marital quality have been more likely than prospective
studics to focus on psychological processes. Therefore, the general conceptual
framework we use to guide our analysis is derived largely from marital quality
research (see Lewis and Spanier, 1979). Various levels of analysis have been
used by researchers considering the contribution of psychological processes to
marital quality—beyond the demographic factors listed carlier. Some research-
ers focus on interpersonal interactions, some on psychological feelings and atti-
tudes, and others on more specific behaviors in the context of spousal and
parcntal roles. We believe that each of these has some relevance to marital
instability and therefore have included measures that reflect cach of these fac-
tors. Qur conceptualization of the relationships among these variables is shown
in Figure 7.1. In this framework, the social context of marriage—from both
premarital experiences and the early experiences of marriage—set the stage for
various types of processes of marital interaction among newlyweds. These, in
rurn, set the stage for specific feclings about marital functioning during the first
year which affect the overall marital well-being cxperienced by the couple. These
affective experiences about marriage per se, plus experiences of stressful life
cvents and role conflict during the first few years, generally contribute to marital
stability in subscquent years.

Although our framework implics scquential causation, we recognize that
the connections between these sets of factors may indeed be bidirectional, espe-
cially those directly involving the first year of marriage. We argue that the
effects in the reverse direction are weaker than cffects indicated by the major
arrows in the figure. However, the analyses presented in this chapter do not
cxplicitly test the causal patterns implied in this framework. Below we discuss
each set of factors outlined in Figure 7.1.
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The Premarital Social Context

Even before a couple marrics, they have had experiences in their families
of origin and the social world in general that predispose them to risks of marital
instability. We have already noted a number of these sociodemographic risk
factors. Both lower socioeconomic background and youth are associated with
greater marital instability, perhaps because both could be related to problematic
marital interaction and, hence, lower marital well-being. Other factors may also
be salient. Growing up in an intact family is related to marital stability among
whites but not blacks. Greater integration with future in-laws can ease the
transition into marriage. Also, a2 number of studies suggest that living together
before marriage is associated with greater marital instability, although the spe-
cific factors involved have not been clearly identified. Pecople who live together
tend to be less religious and are more likely to have had a premarital preg-
nancy—both of which may affect marital interaction and well-being in the first
and subsequent years of marriage. Each of these factors is included in our
analyses.

The Social Context of the First Year of Marriage

The first year of marriage presents a number of challenges to newlyweds.
They must combine two individuals’ lives in a manner that both promotes
harmonious couplehood yet preserves individuality. One aspect of life that is
very much related to these potentially competing demands is the couple’s social
networks. Hatchett, Veroff, and Beyers (1989) found that a workable balance
between the separation from and the amalgamation of individual family and
friend networks appears to be important to marital happiness in early marriage.
In our analyses, we have included measures which tap the affective, structural,
and functional aspects of social networks (both positive and negative). Consis-
tent with Surra (1988), who noted that global indicators of interference from
networks have the clearest impact on intimate relationships, Hatchett, Veroff,
and Beyers (1989) found that reports of negative, rather than positive, social
support influenced marital happiness.

There are other resources that affect marital adjustment in these early years,
including economic well-being and the coping styles employed by couples to-
gether and individually. As noted earlier, low economic well-being and male
unemployment have been consistently linked to marital instability. We have
included mcasures of two general coping styles that may be employed by cou-
ples as they confront financial and other challenges of marriage and everyday
living. Religion can be an important mode of coping especially if shared by
spouses. Also examined is the use of alcohol or drugs to relieve tension-—an
adaptive behavior that has been found to be problematic for couples.
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Processes of Marital Interaction: Behavior

Clearly, the way in which wives and husbands interact is important for
marital well-being. In addition to communication (discussed earlier), other in-
teractional factors related to marital adjustment are the degrec to which couples
share activities and intcrests, flexibility in responsibility for familial tasks such
as childcare and housework, and the management of disagreements. The latter
factor can be highly prognostic of harmony in marriage (sce Crohan, 1988,
and Oggins, Veroff, and Lcber, 1993). In addition, the extent to which gender
issues, particularly in regard to power, arc egalitarian or male centered may
assume greater importance in marital harmony during this period of normative
change. Pinderhughes (1988) notes that these issues are especially crucial in
black marital relations.

Processes of Marital Interaction: Attitudes

We have isolated two sets of attitudes that may affect marital negotiation
during the initial year of marriage: traditionality of views of gender roles and
couples’ expectations for cach other. The first set included in our analyses mea-
sures the extent of traditionalism in gender role attitudes across a number of
domains. (Went, Sutherland, and Douvan, 1988, and Sutherland, 1989, cxam-
ined gender and racc differences in traditionality and their impact on marital
well-being.) The second set contains measures of discrepancics between real
and ideal characteristics of one’s spouse. In some instances, marital experience
does not meet the idealized premarital appraisals of couples. The resulting disap-
pointment may threaten marital harmony. Ruvolo (1988) found that a wife’s
report of discrepancies between real and ideal characteristics of her husband
affccted her husband’s marital happiness but his perception of her was unrelated
to her marital happiness.

Specific Feelings about Marital Functioning

Divorced persons or those seeking divorce often state that they simply no
longer experienced love in the relationship. Thus, the particular feeling of being
cared for by the spouse should be cxamined as a major indicator of marital
functioning. Marital tension—upsetting feelings about the way a couple gets
along—has been found by Bradburn (1969) to be independent of positive
feelings. Therefore, we examine negative and positive feelings separately. We
additionally assess positive and negative aspects of the couple’s sexual life, in-
cluding excitement and passion experienced, as well as the degree to which a
respondent’s sexual life is viewed as problematic. Greenblatt (1983) found that
the quality rather than the frequency of sexual encounters was most important
during the carly years of marriage.
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Overall Marital Well-Being

In previous analyses for this study, Crohan and Veroff (1989) determined
four different factors of overall marital well-being: general happiness; sense of
competence in dealing with the spousal role; perceptions of equity in the marital
relationship; and the perceived ability (control) to make things right in the
tclationship. These factors are also used in the present examination of marital
instability.

Second- and Third-Year Situational Experiences

Many occurrences after the first year of marriage can affect marital stability.
Two sets of situational factors are included in this study: critical life events and
role conflicts. Key life events that can potenrially affect marital well-being in-
clude unemployment, birth of a child, moving, health problems, and death of
loved ones. Role conflicts can emerge from family and friend pressures, or work
and leisure demands away from the family. These second- and third-year events
are no doubt a function, in part, of premarital and first-year marital experiences,
as indicated by the arrows in Figure 7.1. In turn, the stresses of life events and
role conflicts can combine with marital evaluations to influence marital stability.

Marital Instability

Booth, Johnson, and Edwards (1982) proposed two measures of marital
instability: certainty that the relationship will last and contemplations of leaving
the relationship. In each wave of the study, we used these assessments. In the
third year, an additional measure was used: “In the last few months, how often
have you considered leaving your (wife/husband)?” The highest response value
given by onc or the other spouse about such instability is used as the couple’s
level of instability. Al of the analyses are performed at the couple level. Couples
that became separated or divorced during the second or third year are assigned
the most extreme valuc on this measure of marital instability.! Thus, our mca-
sure of marital instability combines psychological oricntation to maintaining a
marriage with the behavioral fact of divorce or separation.

The framework we have outlined includes factors that occur premaritally,
and across the panel’s first three years of marriage, although the majority of the
variables are from the first year. Our primary concern is the predictability of
these factors for marital instability as assessed in the third year. The specific
items used to construct measures assessing the factors shown in Figure 7.1 are
summarized in the Appendix to this chapter.

The categories and values of this variable are: often (4); sometimes (3); rarely (2); and never
(1). Separated and divorced couples were assigned a value of “5.”
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Methods

Our data are derived from face-to-face interviews with black and white wives
and husbands in the metropolitan Detroit area. In the first year of the study
(1986), 373 couples—199 black, 174 whitc—were interviewed in their homes
three to seven months after they were married. Respondents had been randomly
selected from couples applying for marriage licenses in Wayne County within
a three-month period—April through June 1986—who met our cligibility cri-
teria: first marriage for each spouse and bride no older than thirty-five years of
age.” We used the latter criterion in order to maximize the possibility of
childbearing during the study. Couples were notified by mail of their selection
and contacted at their residences for the interviews.

The overall response rate for the interview was 66 percent,® which is rela-
tively high for this kind of study given that the joint cooperation of the husband
and the wife was nceded. Qur retention of the sample for Year 2 and Year 3
was excellent for the white couples, but less than ideal for black couples. Once
they agreed to participate in this study, we found very few actual refusals to
participate in subsequent years.* Couples found to be separated or divorced
during a given study year were interviewed for that wave and then dropped
from subsequent ones. A major factor in black attrition, aside from separation
or divorce, was our inability to locate black couples. We were less able to find
new addresses for blacks who had moved than for whites, and we also suspect
that blacks were more geographically mobile than whites.®

Rates of Separation and Divorce

Table 7.1 presents changes in the marital status of our panel across the
three years. Our cstimate of marital status in Year 3 is actually one of marital
status after two years of marriage, since interviews rook place during the third
year. Using data from the 1980 census, Sweet and Bumpass (1984) estimated
that 8 percent of white first marriages and 11 percent of black first marriages
ended in scparation or divorce after two years. In comparison, our rates are
lower for whites and much higher for blacks. The Sweet and Bumpass results

?Because of the relatively small proportion of blacks in Wayne County who were eligible, our
three-month screening yielded just enough blacks to meet the sample % requirement. We, therefore,
took all cligibles. Screening yiclded a larger frame for whites,

3This is larger than what you would receive if you obtained an 80 percent response rate for
each individual spouse. That joint probability would be .64.

*A good proportion of nonresponse coded as non-interviews resulted from missed appoint-
ments and the inability of interviewers to catch respondents at home. These were perhaps “subtle”
refusals.

*A number of our couples moved to other parts of the state or the country. When possible
we attempted to interview them by using staft or students travelling to those areas.
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TABLE 7.1

Marital Status acvoss Three Years
for Black and White Couples in First Years of Marriage Panel

Blacks (N = 199) Whites (N = 174)

Marital Status Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
(Still) married 100% 84% 74% 100% 93% 0%
Separated/divorced — 8% 17% —_ 3% 6%
Not ascertained — 8% 9% —_ 4% 4%
100% 100% 100% 100%

are for marriages that took place from 1965 to 1979. Our couples began their
marriages in 1986. It is possible that conditions which foster black marital
instability have become considerably more scvere. We plan to use imputation
techniques for nonresponsc at a later date to predict the marital status of couples
for whom we were unable to ascertain marital status in the second and third
waves. We feel that such analyses will reveal a slightly higher overall rate of
separation and divorce for both whites and blacks. Black separation and divorce
rates have been estimated at one and one-half to two and one-half times those
for whites. In our panel, the ratc is 2.8 times greater for blacks than for whites.

Profile of Panel

Table 7.2 shows selected socioeconomic and demographic characteristics
of our couples in their first year of marriage.® One can see from Table 7.2 that
blacks were more likely than whites to enter the marriage with children and to
have lived together for a longer period of time. On the average, black wives
and husbands were a year older than their white counterparts, but there was
lictle racial difference in mean years of education. Black wives had slightly more
education than black husbands and white husbands had somewhat more cduca-
tion than white wives, but these patterns are consistent with those found for
the general population.

Confirming other such data, black couples in our study were less well-off
economically than white couples. They were cight times more likely than whites
to have total family incomes below ten thousand dollars. However, there was

$Because discrepancies were often found berween wives” and husbands® reports, the toral
household income reported in Table 7.2 is that reported by the husband; the length of time the
couple lived together before marriage and the number of children are from the wife’s interview,



Marital instability in Early Marriage /187

little difference in the employment status of black and white husbands. The
economic well-being differences appear to stem from fewer dual-carner black
families and a greater tendency of working black husbands and wives to occupy
low-paying jobs.

The Interview

In the first and third years of the study, spouses were interviewed separately
and then together. The race of respondent and interviewer was matched in
both types of interview. Individual interviews lasting an average of eight min-
utes were conducted with a standard structured questionnaire containing both
open- and fixed-response questions. In the couple interview, the respondents
were asked to tell a very open-ended story of their relationship (see Chadiha
and Ortega, 1988, for a discussion of this technique). Data from these joint
narratives are still being analyzed. Another feature of the couple interview was
a task where couples resolved differences they had in judgments of the impor-
tance of a list of rules for marriage. All of the couple interviews were tape-
recorded. Only data from the individual spouse interviews are used in the pres-
ent analyses. For their cooperation, each couple received twenty-five dollars
after the couple interview was completed. During the second year of inter-
viewing, brief telephone interviews were conducted.

Analysis

Two strategies were followed in our analyses. First, we examined the ability
of the sets of factors presented in Figurc 7.1 to predict marital instability.
Separate measures for husbands and wives were obtained for most factors. For
example, both husbands and wives reported on the degree to which they shared
activities in the individual interviews. Although correlated, they are not identical
and were entered into the regressions involving marital processes separately.
Other factors like parental status and household income were measured at the
couple level.” All analyses were conducted separately for blacks and whites.

In the second part of our analyses, we included predictors found to be
significant in this first step in a hierarchical regression analysis to see which
remain as important predictors in the overall models for each race. Our frame-
work for understanding marital instability was used to guide the hierarchical
analysis, We were particularly interested in similarities and differences in the
predictive models for blacks and whites.

7 Actually, we used the husband’s report of household income and the wife’s report of the
number of children for these couple variables.
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TABLE 7.2

First-Year Sociocconomic and Demographic Characteristics of Black and White Couples

Blacks (N = 199)

Whites (N = 174)

Husbands Wives Couple Husbands Wives Couple
Mean age 27.3 24.8 256 24.0
Mean age difference 24 16
Mean education (years) 129 13.2 133 13.0
Mean education difference -0.3 0.3
Mean father’s education 11.2 11.2 11.8 12.1
Mecan mother’s education 11.9 12.3 11.8 119
Mean number of months cohabited 14.7 6.9
before marriage
Employment status
Working 90% 63% 93% 72%
Laid oftf 3 2 3 1
Unemployed 5 16 3 1
Homemaker — 16 — 18
Student 1 3 —_ —
Other 1 1 — —
100% 100% 100% 100%
Both work 56% 65%
Combined income
$ 0-$% 9,999 16% 2%
$10,000--$19,999 21 14
$20,000-$29,999 25 21
$30,000-$39,999 16 25
$40,000-%$49,999 11 19
$50,000+ 11 19
100% 100%

Results

First, we conducted regression analyses predicting marital instability from each
set of factors, separately by race. Given that the analyses are quite extensive,
the results are not detailed in this chapter (although they may be obtained from
the authors). In Table 7.3, however, we present a descriptive summary of all
predictors within each set of factors that were significant at the .05 level. Look-
ing at this table, we see that results for black couples and white couples are
similar in some ways and distinctive in others. Wives’ and husbands® reports
are similarly convergent, as well as divergent. There is far too much information
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Blacks (N = 199)

Whites (N = 174)

Husbands Wives Couple Husbands Wives Couple
Occupation
Professional/technical 11% 10% 20% 16%
Managerial 6 5 11 5
Sales 2 2 5 4
Clerical 8 32 6 33
Crafis 15 1 23 1
Operatives 21 0 22 2
Laborers 6 0 3 0
Farmers 0 0 0 0
Service 21 14 8 11
(not working, missing data) 10 36 3 29
100% 100% 100% 100%
Parental status
Ne children 45% 78%
All by spouse 27 17
Some by someone else 28 5
100% 100%
Number of children
One 58% 82%
Two 26 18
Three or more 16 —
100% 100%
Grew up with both parents 50% 41% 80% 71%

here to summarize succinctly. Because the primary concern of this chapter is to
better understand factors contributing to the much greater incidence of separa-
tion and divorce among blacks, we will discuss the results for black couples
more fully than those for whites.

For simplification of presentation we will focus on only three types of
significant predictors: (1) those that are significant for both black couples and
white couples; (2) those significant for blacks but not whites; and (3) those
significant for white couples but not blacks. Here, the main criterion is a sig-
nificant difference between a given beta for blacks and that for whites. These
predictors are listed in Table 7.4. Consequently, we will not discuss predictors
for which the comparison of the betas for each group is not significant (even if
one group’s beta is significant while the other is not). We will return to some



TABLE 7.3

Summary of Significant (p .05) Predictors of Marital Instability,
by Type of Factor % Race

Blacks
Type of Factor Wives Husbands Couples
Premarital social {—) Age (—) Age {—) Premarital children

context

Current married
life

Processes of mari-
tal interaction

Specific feclings
abour marital
funcrioning

Overall mariral
well-being

Life events/marital
role interference

(=)

(=)
(=)
(=)

Father’s education

R* is employed

Spouse’s problem-
atic drinking/
drug use

Spouse’s disap-
proval of R’s
friends

Church attendance

Destructive conflict
Role flexibility

Mariral tension

Marital satisfaction

Spouse’s family in-
terferes

Spouse’s friends in-
terfere

Someone close
died

R had a baby

R was seriously ill

Father’s education

{—) Mother’s education

Worry about
money

Spouse’s problem-
atic drinking/
drug use

Destructive conflict

H-W power
balance

Woman’s job hurts
family

{—) Positive feelings

(—) Marital satisfaction

(—) R’s work interferes

Spouse’s family in-
terferes

Spouse’s friends in-
tetfere

Moved

(=) Combined income

Premarital children
X Income

*A (—} listed before a predictor indicates that this predictor predicts stability rather than instability.

'R = respondent.

190



Whites

Wives Husbands Couples

(—) Grew up with both parents (—) Premarital acquaintance with in-laws —
Father’s education
(—) Mother’s education

(—) Church artendance (~) R is employed —
Church attendance

Destructive conflict Destructive conflict —
(—) Egalitarian behavior

Marital tension Mariral tension —_

{—) Marital role competence — —

R’s family interferes Spouse’s friends interfere —
Spouse’s friends interfere
R had a baby

191
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TABLE 7.4
Stanificant Predictors of Marital Instability

Predictors Significant® for
Type of Facror Black and White Couples
Premarital social context Age of husband
Current married life {—) Wite: church attendance
Processes of marital interaction Wife, Husband: destrucrive conflict
Marital feelings Wife: marital tension
Overall marital well-being
Life events/marital role interferences Birth of a child

Wife, Husband: role interference from friends

Note: Listed in this table are predictors that are significant in regressions of marital instability on the measurcs used
to assess each type of factor separately. Summarized in the previous Tables 4~9 (—) listed before the predictor
indicares thar this predicror predicts stability rather than instability. If a predictor was significant for blacks and not
whites (or vice versa) and comparing black and white betas revealed no significant difference, that predictor is not
listed in this table.

*B standardized beta at least at .05 level.
Difference between B’s for white and black regression is significant at least at .05 level.

of thesc variables when we present results from the second part of our analyses
as they emerge as predictors in the final total model of marital nstability.
What does Table 7.4 reveal? First, there are more significant predictors of
marital disruption for blacks than for white couples. Second, more significant
differences between the two racial groups occur for situational factors (premari-
tal social context, first year of married life context, and life events/marital role
interferences) than for marital processes or feclings about marriage. That is, the
internal processes associated with marital disruption were similar across race.
Clearly, there may be situational issues that are similarly related to marital
outcome for both blacks and whites (e.g., we found that among both races,
childbirth during the carly years was associated with instability). However, the
experiences of most blacks and whites are sufficiently unique that we should
expect to find racially distinct associations between situational circumstances
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Predictors Signiﬁcant" for Predictors Signiﬁcanrb for
Black Couples Only White Couples Only
Husband: father’s education Wife: father’s education

(—) Wife: mother’s education

(~) Age of wife
Husband: wortry about money
Wife: husband’s disapproval of her friends

(—) Wife: role flexibility
Husband: power balance

{—) Husband: marital satisfaction {—) Wifc: marital role competence
(—) Wife: interference from her family Husband: interference from wife’s friends
Wife: interference from husband’s family Wite: interference from her family

(—) Wife: serious illness
Husband: moving

and whether a marriage stabilizes during the early years. In the discussion that
follows, we highlight a few of the more provocative results of our analyses.

Premarital factors. The most striking premarital result—one we did not
anticipate—was that black men whose fathers had sore education were more
likely to be in unstable marriages in these early years than those whose fathers
had less education. This was not true for white men, although it is curious that
white women whose fathers had more education were also especially likely to
be in unstable marriages.

We are unable to offer a convincing explanation of the result for white
wives. However, we suspect that the finding for black husbands is related to
the special pressures faced by educated black men, historically and presently.
Since the ages of the black men in our study ranged from cighteen to forty-five
years (the mean age was twenty-seven), their fathers were entering adulthood
both before and during the significant black political movements of the 1960s.
It should be pointed out that the mean number of years of education was eleven
and that, for the most part, higher education means a high school diploma and,
for a few, one or two years of some post-secondary education or training. Some
of these more highly cducated fathers were likely to have been underemployed.
Those who were not underemployed probably held jobs that were unusual for
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blacks at that time. Rescarch on social class among blacks has found that until
recently, because of the enormous constraints on black occupational mobility
before the Civil Rights movement, the black middle class encompassed a wider
variety of occupations than did the white middle class (Landry, 1987; Frazier,
1962). For example, college-educated black men often held the positions of
Pullman porter or mail carrier. Resentment about this underemployment or
stress from being one of few blacks in a newly opened-up occupation may have
led to famulial tension. Black fathers’ concerns about underemployment may
also have influenced the socialization of their sons by conveying their feelings
of inadequacy in the role of provider.

Another possibility is that this result reflects intergenerational mobility is-
sues which may take on special significance in a postindustrial society. As high-
paying, low-skill jobs in large manufacturing industries decline, so does the
monetary value of a high school diploma. Marital stability may be a consequence
of black husbands having less education than their fathers, as well as having
the same, especially when that education is just a high school diploma. Both
suggest an insecurity among black husbands about their ability to find and keep
jobs that provide a liveable income for their families.

We have suggested both socialization and intergenerational mobility expla-
nations in these rclationships. When we entered a general mobility variable
(husband’s education minus father’s education) into our analysis, we observed
the same effect for husband’s father’s education. In addition, the mobility mea-
sure evidenced the predicted relationship with marital stability. So it appears
that both socialization and intergenerational mobility may be involved in black
marital instability.®

First-year factors. Consistent with these findings, black male provider role
issucs emerged clearly in the analysis of factors in the social context of the first
year of marriage. The most dramatic result is that a black husband’s perception
of the adequacy of the couple’s finances is a distinctive predictor of black marital
instability. It was not a predictor for white couples. Nor is it the wife’s concerns
about finances that are prognostic. It should be noted that income is a signifi-
cant predictor of stability for black couples as well, as indicated earlier in Table
7.3. Although this negative effect of income on marital stability was not signifi-
cantly distinct from that found for white couples, the interaction of income and
parental status was significant. This effect is discussed later in the presentation
of results from the hierarchical analysis. It appears that it is not income level
per se but the aniety thar black husbands have about their tncome that is related

$Half of the black husbands in this study grew up withour a father in the home, We, therefore,
did these analyses separately for couples where the husband grew up in an intact family and those
where the husband’s father was absent. The results were the same as those found for husband’s
father’s education in the total black sample.
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to marital commitment. This important finding underscores Wilson’s (1987)
speculations concerning the economic position of black men as key to under-
standing the structure and functioning of black families and the maintenance
of underclass status among many African Americans. Black husbands may have
very low expectations about their continued capacity to provide for a family.
Leaving a marriage may bc viewed as one way to maintain some sense of
personal control. Black men’s perceptions of their ability to assume the main-
stream normative role of provider have been suggested for some time as an
underlying dynamic in black husbands® and fathers® cstrangement from their
families [e.g., “street corner men” in Liebow’s Tally’s Corner (1967)].

Processes of marital interaction.  Also of note are the findings on processes
of marital interaction rclated to instability. Among blacks only, couples in which
wives perceive role mflexibility in the assignment of houschold tasks and in
which husbands report more equality in decision making (power balance) are
more likely to be unstable. The fact that black marriages may depend particularly
on role flexibility makes some sense with regard to the greater economic role
that black wives have historically played. But the fact that having an equal say
in decision making leads to marital instability in black couples makes sense if
you consider historical limitations on black male power within families and in
the society at large. There is some evidence that black males hold more tradi-
tional conceptions of gender roles than do white males (Ransford and Miller,
1983).

Marital well-being.  For black couples, the husband’s satisfaction with mar-
riage is a significant predictor of marital stability. This is not so for the white
couples. This suggests that the affective attachment that black husbands have
for their wives may translate directly into marital commitment for them. Among
white husbands there appcars to be a greater separation of marital commitment
from attachment. Whites seem more apt to maintain the institution of marriage
even when marital satisfaction is lacking. It is also possible that the structural
context of imbalanced sex ratio may provide a greater pool of alternatives for
black men, thereby lessening commitment (as hypothesized by Guttentag and
Secord, 1983). Factors which influence black husbands’ marital satisfaction,
then, may moderate the effect of the black sex ratio imbalance on marital
instability.

Life events/marital role interferences. Finally, interference from in-laws,
as reported by black wives, is clearly related to marital instability. It is much
less the casc for the white couples. A wife’s family may be so dominant a family
anchor among black couples that intrusions by the husband’s family may be
particularly disruptive of a couple’s bonding. In fact, black wives’ reports of
nonnterfevence by their own families seems distinctively problematic. Black
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women in our study were miore likely to have children than their white countet-
parts and, consequently, may have lived as single parents on their own or with
their parents. Thercfore, before marriage, they were likely to have maintained
a family life with their children that was closely linked with their kin network.
Another surprising finding regarding social networks is that a black husband’s
disapproval of some of his wife's friends is predictive of stability rather than
instability. This is contrary to a finding by Hatchett, Veroff, and Beyers (1988)
that disapproval of some of one’s spouse’s friends leads to lower marital happi-
ness. It is possible that maintaining a distinctive friend network apart from her
husband’s allows a wife to continue in a marriage regardless of her level of
marital happiness.

We have not presented all of the findings distinctive to black mariral insta-
bility as displayed in Table 7.4. However, those discussed depict the particular
problems faced by black couples in negotiating the first years of marriage—
problems having to do with the position of black men and women in the
socioeconomic structure, and problems having to do with the way that black
familics have adapted their marriages to maintain family life.

Hierarchical Analysis

Next we performed a series of hierarchical regression analyses to determine
which predictors remained significant in a general model of marital instability
in the early years of marriage, and to assess the relative predictive power of the
different sets of factors. In these analyses, we regressed each set of significant
predictors (based on the earlier regressions summarized in Table 7.3} on marital
instability in phases. Six sets of factors were entered in the following order:
first, premarital factors of the social context of marriage; second, factors derived
from the social context of the first year of married life; third, processes of marital
interaction; fourth, specific marital feelings,; fifth, overall marital well-being; and
sixth, life events and perceived interferences in marital-role functioning from
family, in-laws, friends, and work. The relative contribution of cach set of
factors to the explained variance of the marital instability model is shown in
Table 7.5. The results of the fifth and the final phases of the regressions for
blacks and whites are presented in Tables 7.6 through 7.9.

Overall, the factors included in these analyses were very predictive of marital
instability. The proportions of variance explained in the final models were 62
percent for blacks and 58 percent for whites. For blacks, premarital factors
appear to be the most predictive of marital instability (although this is in part
a function of order of entry). Factors of processes of marital interaction and of
life events and marital role interference follow, contributing an additional 7
percent and 8 percent in explained variance, respectively. Overall marital well-
being contributed the least to the model. Marital processes and life cvents and
role interferences appeared to be the most predictive sets of factors for marital
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instability among whites. Among blacks, situational factors, reflective of their
sociostructural position and the related adaptations of family life, overshadow
the relational factors. Among whites, these factors appear to be more balanced
in their impact on marital stability.

As shown in Table 7.7, premarital factors predictive of black marital insta-
bility are wife’s age, the educational level of the fathers of both husbands and
wives, and husband’s mother’s education. Marriages at risk are those where the
wives are relatively young, where the educational level of wives’ fathers is low,
the educational level of husbands’ fathers is high, and husbands’ mothers’ educa-
tion is low. Factors pertaining to level of income, income in intcraction with
being a parent, and husband’s perception of his ability to provide for his family
remained significant until the last phase of analysis when life events and role
interference factors were added. Low economic well-being and husband’s con-
cern over his role as provider were positively related to marital instability. In
addition to the separate effect of income, there was a joint effect of income and
parental status.

Figure 7.2 illustrates this interaction. Among low-income blacks, children
have a stabilizing effect; the opposite is true for those with high income. Since
these children were conccived premaritally, they may be part of the motivational
factor for marriage among low-income blacks. When children are absent, there
is less incentive for trying to make a marriage work. Among the more economi-
cally well-off, the presence of children, which often strains the relational aspect
of marriage, may induce a couple to consider separating given that they have
the resources to make this alternative viable. In all, it appears that the effects
of these economic factors on marital stability may be mediated through events
and outside pressures in the second and third years of marriage which evolve
from earlier economic circumstances.

There were other contextual factors that continued to influence stability in
the final model. These were a wife’s report of her husband’s disapproval of her
friends and of her husband’s drinking or drug use problem. These represent
very different problems with regard to stabilizing marriages among black cou-
ples. The first is an issuc of a balance between separation from and the amalgam-
ation of networks; the second is the problem of potentially disruptive family
experiences resulting from situational factors, both premariral and from the first
year of marriage.

Three factors of marital processes and one of overall marital well-being
remained significant in the total model. Husband’s report of a destructive con-
flict style for the couple, husband’s report of equal sharing of power, and wife’s
report of the lack of flexibility in gender-associated tasks increase marital insta-
bility. The first result for marital processes is one found for all marriages; the
rest are peculiar to blacks for reasons discussed earlier. The affective attachment
of black men to their marriages continued to influence stability, net of the
effects of other factors.
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FIGURE 7.2

The interaction of parvental status, income, and marital instability among blacks.
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Five life-event and marital-role interference factors remained as significant
predictors of instability and may have mediated the effect of economic worries
noted above and of wife’s perception of gender role flexibility, a husband’s
negative feelings about the relationship, a wife’s report of the couple’s destruc-
tive conflict, and wife’s marital tension. These sccond- and third-year experi-
ences are: wife’s report of pressures from her husband’s family and friends, a
husband’s report of interference from wife’s friends, a husband’s report of
changing restdences, and a wife’s report of having a first child or an additional
child. As discussed carlier, the wife’s greater embeddedness in her family net-
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work may make relations with in-laws problematic, thus impairing the establish-
ment of a stable marital bond. Similarly, a husband’s perception of interference
from his wife’s friends may derive from both spouses’ greater embeddedness in
their own networks of friends. In other analyses of these data, we found that
black couples had less integrated friend networks than white couples (Hatchett,
Veroff, and Beyers, 1988).

While life events such as those examined in these analyses are often viewed
as stressors on the individual level, they may have positive as well as negative
effects on relationships. Although some events place marriages at risk, others
may help solidify the relationship by requiring greater interdependence between
partners. Those events that remained significant in this part of the analyscs
arc of the former variety. We found that a wife’s report of serious illness and
birth of a child were negatively related to marital stability. The effect of hav-
ing a child was also found for whites. Changing residences also appears to have
a negative cffect on marriage. Among black men, moving increased marital
instability.”

Overall, these findings support those discussed earlier—the salience for
marital stability of social networks and situational factors, especially economic,
before marriage and during the early years of marriage.

Comparison of Models of Marital Instability
Among Blacks and Whites

We have noted thar our findings on factors influencing marital instability have
been both convergent and divergent for blacks and whites as well as for wives
and husbands. Here, we discuss several notable similarities and differences be-
tween races and genders that emerge in the final models of marital instability.

The role of social networks in the successful adaptation to marriage is
different in character for wives and husbands and among blacks and whites.
Overall, we have found that the potential supportive functions of social net-
works may be overshadowed by their potential to interfere in couple bonding
in these eatly years. As indicated in our general framework for studying marital
instability (Figure 7.1), we realize that marital-role interferences in the second
and third years of marriage may be influenced by factors in the first year. How
these social networks respond to or are marshaled in marital relationships gives
us insight into their general characteristics. The same is true for the degree to
which social network involvement is perceived as interference by one or both
spouses. Earlier, we speculated that black wives® reports of noninterference from
their family and interference by their in-laws, both positively related to marital

®It is possible that this result is partly artifactual, due to the inclusion of separated and divorced
couples in the analyses.
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instability, may derive from black wives’ greater embeddedness in their own
kin networks. In the final model for whites, shown in Table 7.9, we found that
white wives’ reports of interference from their families was positively related to
marital instability. It seems that close kin involvement in married life may be
less normative for whites than for blacks. Also, in their roles as kin kecpers,
both black and white wives may be more sensitive to how this involvernent is
negotiated than their husbands. All in all, it seems that, for different reasons,
particularly close kin networks may be problematic for the marriages of both
blacks and whites. Negotiation of the couple’s relationship to each spouse’s
individual networks is an important task in these early years. Extremely close
ties and obligations to one’s own network may hinder network integration as
well as interfere with the couple bond itself.

Among black and white wives, both family and friend network issues ap-
pear to be involved in marital instability. For black and white husbands, only
friend network issucs emerge as being particularly predictive. These gender
differences may reflect women’s greater sensitivity to family issues noted above.
Reports of interference from spouse’s friends from both wives and husbands,
blacks and whites, were positively related to marital instability. Perceived inter-
ference from each other’s friends may indicate a lack of integration of friend
networks. These findings further underscore the importance of coming to a
workable integration of social networks in the carly years of marriage. The fact
that black couples are less likely to share friends puts these marriages at greater
risk.

We had expected that two factors in the first year of marriage which tapped
marital resources and styles of coping—family networks and religiosity as mea-
sured by church attendance—would mediate problematic experiences resulting
from situational factors. These factors have been seen as strengths in African
American family life (Hill, 1972). Black families are more likely than white
families to be extended at the houschold level (Farley and Allen, 1987), and
they evidence greater across-household interaction with kin (Martineau, 1977;
Hays and Mindel, 1973; Aschenbrenner, 1978). This extended kin behavior is
thought to moderate the negative effects of female headship and cconomic
adversity {Stack, 1974). However, more systematic research has found that in
spite of strong affective and structural ties to kin networks, blacks are less
likely to report receiving instrumental aid, especially those with low incomes
(Hatchert and Jackson, 1993; Ball et al., 1980, 1979; Heiss, 1975). Religiosity
is seen as performing the same function for blacks who report higher church
attendance than whites.

Our analyses here reveal that strong ties to kin may work against marital
stability and that religiosity is not sufficient to weather the problematic situa-
tions faced by black couples. We have noted above how the lack of social
network amalgamation puts black marriages at risk. Also, the earlier cited rela-
tionship between a wife’s church attendance and increased marital stability dis-
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appears when premarital factors, particularly economic ones, are introduced. A
coping strategy thar does appcar to play a role in black marital instability is a
husband’s drinking or drug use. Among whites, church attendance has both
necgative and positive effects on marital stability. The frequency of a wife’s
church attendance increases marital stability while that of a husband’s has the
opposite effect. We speculate that “praying together” does not increase the
possibility of staying together if the husband feels pressured into this behavior.
Alternatively, such behavior among men may signify a behavioral or expecta-
tional set that may conflict with the orientation of other family members.

The role of relational factors also differed by race in the final models, with
such factors being less predictive for blacks than for whites. One marital process
factor and one overall well-being factor remained significant in the final models
for both. Destructive conflict was damaging for both black and white marriages.
Although the significant well-being factors were different in the two groups,
the underlying similarity seems to be orientation toward marriage in general.
Marital instability is associated with perceived lack of marital role competence
among white women and lack of satisfaction in the marriage among black men,
White women’s assessments of their competence as wives appears to be an
important component of white marital success, while for black men, their af-
fective attachment to marriage keeps them committed to their relationships.
These factors appear not to be as relevant to marital stability for white men
and black women.

For the most part, contextual factors, premarital or thosc in the first year
of marriage, were not only less predictive of marital instabiliry for whites than
for blacks but were different in nature. However, the effects of parental educa-
tion were the same for black men and white women. Both findings were coun-
terintuitive with education in fathers having a destabilizing effect while educa-
tion in mothers tended to stabilize marriages. Further analysis and further study
may be necessary to understand these results. Although blacks were more likely
to come from single-parent homes, growing up in a nonintact family was an
important predictor of marital instability only for white women. Since nonintact
families are comparatively less common among whites, this kind of cxperience
may have a greater impact on white wives’ assumptions about the permanence
of marriage. Such assumptions may facilitate leaving the relationship if things
are not going well. The lack of a similar finding among blacks is notable, given
speculations that the lack of positive role models reinforces underclass behavior
(Wilson, 1987).1° As noted in recent rescarch and in these analyses, broader
social structural factors have far greater impact on black family life than does
family structure per se (Wilson, 1987; Farley and Allen, 1987).

As a predictor of marital instability, the most important of these social

197¢ js possible, however, that growing up in an intact family interacts with other variables in
its impact on black marital instability. We are exploring this mediating role in other analyses.
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structural factors was economic well-being. Although this is related to employ-
ment status of family members, employment per se was significant only for
whites and only for husbands’ employment. It is possible that this negative
effect of white husbands’ employment on instability is really a proxy for gender
issues among whites, a concern about who is the provider. As noted earlier,
gender role and power issucs had explicit direct effects upon marital instability
among blacks. An early negative relationship between black wives’ employment
and instability dropped out after income was controlled. Apparently for blacks,
level of occupation and pay and their impact on anxiety about economic well-
being were more salient for marital success than employment.

Summary and Discussion

What accounts for marital instability in black couples? These analyses have shed
considerable light on this question. In this summary, we will concentrate on
the major themes that have emerged from our results.

First, it is clear to us that a major factor in marital risk among African
Americans is the anxiety felt by many black husbands about being able to
provide adequatcly for their families. When a black husband has intense con-
cerns about his role as provider, it is a good prognosticator of marital difficul-
ties. We did not find this to be the case for white husbands. The long-term
economic disadvantage that black men have experienced has generated legiti-
mate and realistic worries about their carning capacity at dignified work. Such
worries discourage entering marriage and, once married, cloud continued com-
mitment. Indeed, Chadiha’s (1989) analysis of the couple narratives from this
study demonstrated that concerns about employment and being able to provide
for a family are prominent themes in black men’s courtship stories. Also, Bow-
man (1985) has shown how these issues produce role strain and affect the
mental well-being of black fathers. Moving out of marriages where they feel
inadequate may be a way of escaping a feeling of failure or reestablishing a
scnse of competence.

The fact that black couples arc less stable when husbands are reported to
have problems with drinking or substance use is further evidence of this pattern
if we assume, as others have (e.g., McClelland et al., 1972), that in this society
alcoholism is a means of coping with powerlessness. Our unexpected finding
that marital instability was related to higher paternal education among black
men can be interpreted within this same pattern. That is, if we assume that
many of these better-educated fathers were either underemployed or highly
scrutinized in upper-level jobs, then, as models for the young husbands in our
study, they may have conveyed a fear of provider inadequacy. Also, if our young
husbands have less or the same amount of education as their fathers, especially
when that level is a high school diploma, the prospects for blacks in the current
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cconomic climate must amplify worries abour fulfilling the provider role in their
own families. At any rate, we are compelled to conclude, in accordance with
Wilson (1987), that the position of black males in the economic opportunity
structure of the United States makes them quite vulnerable to developing weak
commitments to the institution of marriage.

A second related conclusion has to do with the forces that may strengthen
these ties. It is clear from these data that, among blacks, male satisfaction with
the marriage is especially critical for marital stability. One factor underlying
that satisfaction may be a wife who is sensitive to the special character of gender
issues among blacks. Black men and women have long experienced dissonance
surrounding mainstream gender roles. They have lived in a society where men
were supposed to have more power in both private and public spheres, and
where women werc to be provided for and protected. But this has not been
their reality. For a long time, black men werc symbolically, and at times literally,
castrated by racial oppression. Power in the home, thus, became particularly
important for black men. However, black women could often find work (al-
though typically menial) when black men could not. As a consequence, black
women have historically had a more significant economic role in families than
their white counterparts. The fact that these more egalitarian patterns are now
becoming acceptable has not lessened the significance of this gender issue
among blacks. Perhaps the reason for this is that black familial arrangements
emerged as a consequence of a wide-scale denial of basic rights and citizenship.
For some blacks, it is possible that being able to assume “traditionally” pre-
scribed family roles is part of the larger quest for equal opportunity.

Our analyses suggest that this issue is so central that it places black mar-
riages at risk. Flexibility in familial task assignments seems to be a prerequisite
for an adaptive dual-carner family. However, a wife’s demands for this kind of
flexibility could unwittingly compromisc a husband’s feelings of masculinity if
he did not obtain some sense of greater power in other domains. How black
couples address these issues in this period of changing norms will be a factor
in marital success.

Another challenge for black marriages s the blending of premarital social
networks. Black wives who reported that their families did #et interfere in their
marriage, and who reported interference from in-laws, were more likely to be
in unstable marriages. As noted carlier, this may reflect greater embeddedness
of wives in their own kin network. Also, as others have suggested, close kin
involvement may be more normative for bot# black men and women. This kind
of involvement is problematic for marriages when it hampers the development
of a workable integration of the spouses’ individual networks. Thesc findings
regarding the role of the social networks of blacks in mariral stability are con-
trary to popular conceptions abour the supportive role of black extended kin
behavior. Instead of moderating the effects of the stresses and strains of being
black on marital stability, the strong structural and affective ties of black kin
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networks, important for general survival, may work against this stability. Stack’s
work (1974) suggested a similar constraining effect on black courtships evolv-
ing into marriage. In our study, religion also did not moderate the impact of
economic well-being and related concerns on marital stability.

We must interpret these data with several cautions in mind. First, we are
analyzing instability in the earliest years of marriage. Other factors may emerge
at later stages to disrupt black marriages. We have noted, for example, that while
premarital children appear to stabilize marriage, the appearance of children in
the first few years after marriage has a negative effect on marital stability. Pre-
marital children may not continue to contribute to marital stabilization, particu-
larly as they approach adolescence. Second, these analyses are somewhat general.
For example, while we have conducted our analyses at the couple level and
entered each spouse’s responses separately, we have not explored how discrepan-
cies between these responses influence marital instability. Also, we have not
included all possible interactions between variables in these analyses. In our
ongoing study of marital well-being and marital instability, various members
of our rescarch team are addressing these and other issues in greater depth. We
feel, nevertheless, that these analyses have uncovered major issues in black mari-
tal instability.

Last, there are some critical features of marital relations that are important
in the preservation of any marriage, regardless of race or ethnicity. The use of
destructive conflict styles for resolving husband-wife disagreements can cause
disaffection and alienation within any couple. There are other findings that are
common for all couples. Feeling tension about how one is getting along as a
couple is highly predictive of marital instability. So, while we are emphasizing
the social structural features of African American life that may influence instabil-
ity in young couples, we do not wish to underestimate the importance of more
universal themes in couple relationships that contributc to marital success. We
must conclude from this study, however, that key features of the social structure
have such significant impact that they can overpower the relational resolve of
many black couples, thereby placing their marriages at risk.
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Appendix: Items Used to Construct Measures
of Factors Included as Predictors of Marital Instability

Social Context
Premarital Factors

R’s Education

R’s Parent’s Education

Education Difference

Grew up with Both Parents

Good Marital Role Model

Premarital Cohabitation

Premarital Children

Combined Income

Children x Income

‘Whar is the highest grade of school or year of college
you have completed?

Whar is the highesr grade of school or year of college
that your mether completed?

What is the highest grade of school or year of college
thar your father complered?

R’s education — spouse’s education

Did you always live with &oth of your natural parents
up to the time when you were sixteen years old?
Thinking back to the time when you were growing up,
whose marriage—good or bad—do you remember
most from that time?

Overall, would you say that relationship was 2 good
one, a fuirly good one, or one that was not so good?

Some couples live together before they get married;
others do not. Did the two of you live together for any
length of time before you got married?

How many children have you {given birth to/
fathered)? (DO NOT COUNT STILLBIRTHS)

Please look at this page and tell me the letter of the in-
come group that includes the income of what you
think all members of your family living in this household
will make in 1986 before taxes. This figure should in-
clude salaries, wages, pensions, dividends, interest, and
all other income. (IF URCERTAIN: What would be your
best guess?)



Appendix (Continued)
R’s Age

Premarital Acquaintance
with Spouse’s Family

Spousc’s Premarital Ac-
quaintance with R’s Family

Current Married Life

Worry about Having
Enough Money

Employed

R’s Problematic Drinking

Spouse’s Problematic
Drinking

R’s Closeness to Own
Family

R’s Closeness to Spouse’s
Family

Spouse’s Closeness to Own
Family

Spouse’s Closeness to R’s

Family

R’s Disapproval of
Spouse’s Friends
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1986 — year of birth

How well did you know your (wife’s/husband’s) family
before you were married?
Would you say you knew them very well, fasrly well, not
too well, or not well ar all?

How well did your (wife/husband) know your family
before you were married?

Would you say (she/he) knew them very well, fasvly
well, not too well, or not well at all?

Do you ever worry that your total family income will
not be enough to mect your family’s expenses and
bills:

How much do you worry?

Are you working now for pay, or are you unemploved (on
maternity leave, 3 homemaker), a student, disabled, or
whar?

How often has your drinking alcohol or getting high
caused problems for family or friends?

How often has your (wife’s/husband’s) drinking alco-
hol or getting high caused problems for family or

friends?

How close do you feel to your own family?

How close do you fecl to your (wife’s/husband’s) family?

How close would you say your (wife/husbandy fecls to
(ber/bis) own family?

How close do you think your (wife/hushand) feels to
your family? Would you say (be/she) feels very close,
Sfazrly dlose, not tvo close, not at all close to your family?

Does your (wife/ husband) have friends that you would
rather (she/he) not spend time with?
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Appendix (Continued)

Spouse’s Disapproval of
R’s Friends

R’ Church Attendance

Marital Processes
Behaviors

Communication

Destructive Conflict

Share Interests

Role Flexibility

Husband-Wife Power
Balance

Do you have friends that your {wife/husband) would
rather you not spend time with?

Would you say you attend religious services every week,
almost every week, once or twice a month, a few times a
year, or never?

During the past month, how often did you:

Reveal very intimate things about yourself or vour per-
sonal feclings—often, sometimes, varely, or never?
Discuss and try to work out problems between the two
of you—aoften, sometimes, rarely, or never?

Talk about the quality of your relationship; for exam-
ple, how good it is, how satisfying it is, or how to im-
prove r?

I am now going to read different things thar some-
times happen when a couple disagrees. For each please
tcll me how true the statement is of the disagreement
you mentioned: is it very true, somewhat trie, not very
true, or not at all true of what happened in your case?
T calmly discussed the situation.

I yelled or shouted at my (wife/husband).

I insulted my (wife/husband}) or called (her/him)
names.

I had to have the last word.

The following are statements married people have
made about their lives together. How much does each
describe your situation? For each, tell me whether the
staternent is very true of your life together, somewhat true,
ot not true at all of your life together.

We share interests and hobbies with each other.

We sometirnes shift household responsibilitics from
one of us to the other,

In general, who has more say in your marriage--your
(wife/husband) or you?
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Spend Time Together

Egalitarian and Traditional
Behaviors

Attitudes

Should Share Child Care/
Tasks

Should Share Provider
Role

Woman'’s Job Hurts the
Family

Motherhood Fulfilling

Dissarisfied with Spouse
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Now let’s talk about the special pleasures and good feel-
ings thar come from being married. For each one of
the feelings on this list, mark an “X” in the box telling
how often during the past month or so you have had
such feelings—aofien, sometimes, varely, or never.

Enjoy relaxed times just being with each other?

Now let’s talk about how you manage houschold re-
sponsibilities. For each of the following tasks or respon-
sibilities, tell me who does it most of the time—is it you,
your (wife/usband), both of you about equally, someone
else, or no one ar ail?

Prepares meals.

Does laundry.

Does housecleaning,

Writes letters to families.

Both men and women should share equally in child
care and housework. Would you say you strongly agree,
sowmewhat agvee, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree?

Both men and women should have jobs to support the
family.

Having 2 job takes away from a woman’s relationship
with her husband and children,

The most fulfilling experience a woman can have is be-
coming 2 mother and raising a family.

Summary of discrepancies between ideal and actual
spouse traits.

Here is a list of words that people use to describe their
spouse. Please use them to describe your spouse—the
way hefshe veally &5, not the way you wonld want bim/her
to be. For each word, circle a2 number on the scale from
one to ten which describes how much he/she is like
that. One means that he/she is not #t all like that; 10 if
he/she is a lot like that; or any number in between.
(Stubborn, can be trusted, easy-going, bossy, gende,
moody, impatient, likes to argue, considerate, selfish,
ambitious, cooperative, independent)
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Appendix (Continned)

Dissatisfied with Spouse

This time, using the same list, please describe your
spouse—as you would like bimlher to be, whether or not
helshe is that way now. If your spouse could be the per-
son you would like him or her to be, how would you
rate him/her on these words? For the first word, stub-
bern, circle 1 if your want your spouse to be not at all
like thar; circle 10 if you want him/her to be 2 lot like
that; or circle any number in between.

(Stubborn, can be trusted, easy-going, bossy, gentle,
moody, impatient, likes to argue, considerate, selfish,
ambitious, cooperative, independent)

Marital Feelings/Emotions

(A) Positive

Positive Relations

Positive Sex

(B) Negative

Negative Sex

Now let’s talk about the special pleasures and good feel-
ings that come from being married. For each one of
the feelings on this list, mark an “X” in the box telling
how often duving the past month or se you have had such
feelings—often, sometimes, ravely, never.

Feel that your (wifc/husband) felt especially caring to-
ward you?

Feel that your (wife/husband) was someone you could
count on in times of rrouble?

Feel that your (wife/husband) made your hife especially
interesting and exciting?

Feel that your (wife/husband) made you feel good
about having your own ideas and ways of doing
things?

Feel pleased that you were thoughr of as a couple?
Feel your (wife/husband) made you feel good about
the kind of person you are?

Feel that your sexual life together was joyful and ex-
citing?

Feel that your (wifc/husband) felr your sexual life to-
gether was joyful and exciring?

Now please look at the next list which tells about trou-
bles and complaints some married people have.

For cach one, mark an “X” indicating how often dur-
ing the past month you have had this trouble or these
complaints—ofen, sometimes, vavely, or never.
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Negative Sex

Marital Tension
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Feel upset about how you and your (wife/husband)
were getting along in the sexual part of your rela-
tionship?

Feel that your {wife/husband) was upset about how
the rwo of you were getting along in the sexual part of
your relationship?

Feel irritated or resentful about things your (wife/hus-
band) did or didn’t do?

Fee! tense from fighring, arguing, or disagrecing with
your {wife/husband):

Overall Marital Well-Being

Marital Satisfaction

Marital Equity

Marital Role Competence

Taking things altogether, how would you describe
your marriage? Would you say your marriage is very
happy, a littic happier than average, just about average, or
not 100 happy?

When you think about your marriage—what cach of
you puts into it, and gets out of it—how happy do you
teel? Would you say very bappy, fairly happy, not too
bappy, or not at all happy?

All in all, how satisfied are you with your marriage?
Would vou say you are very satisfied, somewhat satisfied,
or very dissatisfied?

All in all, considering how much each of you puts into
your marriage, who would you say gets rore out of be-
ing married—you, your {(wife/husband), or both abour
equal?

How do you think your {(wifc/husband) would answer
that? Considering how much each of you puts into
your marriage, who would (she/he) say gets more ont
of being married—you, (her/him), or both of you
about equal?

Since you've been married, how often have you felt
you were not as good a (wife/husband) as you would
like to be—often, sometimes, rarely, or never?

When vou think about what each of you puts into and
gets out of your marriage, how guilty do you feel?
Would you say very guiley, fatrly guilty, not toe guilty, or
not &t el guilty?
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Appendix (Continued)

Life Events and Role Interference (Y1-Y2 and Y2-Y3)

Marital Role Interference
R’s Work Interfered

Spouse’s Work Interfered

Spouse’s Family Interfered

R’s Family Interfered

Spouse’s Friends Interfered

R’s Friends Interfered

Here is a list of things that couples say interfere with
their married life.

In the past year, how often did the demands of your
work interfere with your married life—often, sometimes,
or never?

How often did the demands of your (wife’s/husband’s)
work interfere with your married life?

How often did your (wife’s/husband’s) family or how
cither of you felt about them interfere:

How often did your own family or how either of you
felt about them interfere?

How often did things your {wife/husband) did with or
Jor (her/his) friends interfere?

How often did things you did with or for your friends
interfere?



COMMENTARY

Hector F. Myers

well-being of African American families is an issue of growing social

significance. Data from national surveys indicate that the majority of
black children are growing up in single-parent, female-headed households, and
that this family structure is implicated as a major risk factor for a variety of
negative social, economic, and health-related outcomes (Children’s Defense
Fund, 1985; Gibbs, 1989). While there is continuing debate about how attenu-
ated family structures might contribute to these pathogenic outcomes, there is
little doubt that sociostructural factors which influence social status and social
mobility of black adults play a significant role in the stability of black families
(Bowser, 1989). The results reported by Hatchett, Veroff, and Douvan provide
additional support for this point. In their study of marital instability among
recently married black and white couples in Michigan, two general themes
emerge for blacks: first, that black marital instability is influenced by macrosocial
stresses which appear to operate cross-generationally to enhance feelings of
economic anxiety and vulnerability in black men, and second, that the impact
of these extrafamilial stresses are exacerbated by more microdynamic stresses
within the marriage, including such factors as conflicts with kin and friend
networks, patterns of dysfunctional spousal communication, tenuous marital
commitments, and the use of ineffective conflict management strategies. Their
results also illustratc important black-white differences in the importance
of these two broad domains of influences, as well as differences in which spe-
cific factors within each domain arc the most important predictors of marital
instability.

The focus of this commentary is on several of the cxplanations offered by
Hatchert, Veroff, and Douvan for their results on black couples, and some
additional possible explanations will be suggested. An integrative, transactional
reformulation of their conceptual model of marital inscability is also offered.

—I_HE PROBLEM of marital instability and its impact on the health and
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This model is based on a stress-coping perspective, and suggests scveral condi-
tional and reciprocal relationships among the hypothesized risk factors for early
marital instability in blacks. A comparative model for blacks and whites is not
specifically offered but could be readily generated from the available data in
this study. We suggest, however, that there is more to be gained at this time
by focusing atttention on developing models of black marital instability than
in pursuing additional hypotheses abour black-white differences.

The Impact of Macrosocial Forces
on Black Marital Relationships

Three findings in the study that illustrate the impact of sociostructural forces
in undermining the stability of black marriages are particularly noteworthy. All
three appear to exert their major effects on black males. These include the
destabilizing effect of higher paternal education, higher black male anxiety over
the economic well-being of the family, and the apparently more tenuous af-
fective bonding of black men to their marriages. The authors make an eloquent
case for cross-generational anxiety and self-doubt among black men about their
ability to fulfill the provider role for their families, and suggest that the signifi-
cant imbalance in the black male-female ratio which creates a “buyer’s market”
for black men is one factor that might account for their apparently tenuous
commitment to marriage.

All of these suggested explanations are reasonable and very probable, but
could be elaborated further. For example, the authors imply a cross-generational
transmission of economic anxiety when they suggest that higher paternal educa-
tion but greater underemployment during the period of radical social changes
of the late 1950s and 1960s could have led to heightened anxiety in the sons
about their ability to provide for their families. Despite their stifled occupational
opportunities, these men were often able to support their families with some
degree of success. In fact, we would venture a guess that a substantial number
of the present generation of black professionals have fathers who fit this descrip-
tion. Therefore, while this argument is quite plausible, we suspect that a number
of other equally reasonable explanations could be offered. For example, black
men in this study may have reacted to their father’s experiences of having to
work long, hard hours for comparatively modest returns with anger and a
determination not to suffer the same fate. In this case, their economic concerns
would reflect conscious strivings for a better standard of living (i.c., high self-
esteemn and high aspirations) rather than anxiety over their ability as providers
(i.e., low self-esteem). Unfortunately for them, the current economic climate
demands greater marketable skills, and thus may make the subset of black men
with only a high school education even less marketable than their fathers. For
this group, any economic anxicty or anger they may expericnce is realistic.
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It should also be noted that economic concerns of couples often get ex-
pressed in conflicts over decisional power. The previous generation of black
fathers, although underemployed, were more than likely the “primary breadwin-
ners” in their families even if their wives were also employed. The fact that
employed black women typically held lower-paying jobs than black men further
reinforced this gender status differential in the home. Also, and the myth of
the black matriarchy notwithstanding, most students of the black family have
argued that black two-parcent families were more egalitarian and their gender
roles were by necessity more flexible than in white famulies. However, there is
little solid evidence to indicate that the “attitudinal norms” about gender lines
of power and authority among black men and women within black families
were any more egalitarian and less male-dominant than in white families of
comparable socioeconomic status. The greater relative labor force participation
of black women may have forced more equality in power decisions and greater
flexibility in roles and functions within black families, but these adaptations
were counternormative and were a chronic source of stress in black families.
This conflict is 2 prominent theme in the 