
Figure 2.1 also shows us the variation in Americans’ formal schooling
by using a twenty-fifty-eighty percentile chart, first introduced in chapter
1.The most-educated fifth (the eightieth percentile) of 1901’s native-born
twenty-one-year-olds had completed at least 10.8 years of school; by the
1991 cohort, the most-educated had completed at least 17.1 years. The
least-educated fifth (the twentieth percentile) had completed no more
than 5.1 years in 1901 but had more than doubled that to 12.3 years in
1991.The gap between the top and bottom fifths of Americans shrank half
a year over the century, from a spread of 5.7 years (10.8 minus 5.1 for
1901) to a spread of 5.2 years (17.1 minus 12.3 for 1991), indicating a bit
more commonality among Americans in educational experience. This
modest reduction in educational differences makes our later findings—
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Figure 2.1 Median Years of Schooling Completed and Number of
Years Completed by the Least-Educated and Most-
Educated 20 Percent of Adults, by Year of Twenty-First
Birthday

Americans’ Schooling Almost Doubled over the Century

Source: IPUMS.
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Figure 2.2 High School Graduation Rates for All and by Gender,
Region, and Racial Ancestry, by Year Person Turned
Twenty-One

Americans of All Social Backgrounds Shared in the Dramatic
Expansion of Secondary Education

Source: IPUMS.
Note:The data for the 1900 and 1910 cohorts contain too few Asian Americans to yield a re-
liable estimate.

100%

75%

50%

25%

0%H
ig

h 
Sc

ho
ol

 G
ra

du
at

io
n 

R
at

e

1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000

All

100%

75%

50%

25%

0%
1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000

Gender

100%

75%

50%

25%

0%
1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000

Ancestry

100%

75%

50%

25%

0%H
ig

h 
Sc

ho
ol

 G
ra

du
at

io
n 

R
at

e

1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000

Region

Men
Women

Northeast
Midwest

South
West

Europe
Americas

Africa
Asia

Year of Twenty-First Birthday



How America Expanded Education 15

Figure 2.3 College Graduation Rates for All, and by Gender, Region,
and Ancestry by Year of Twenty-First Birthday

Americans of All Social Backgrounds Shared in the Expansion of
College Education

Source: IPUMS.
Note:The data for the 1900 and 1910 cohorts contain too few Asian Americans to yield a re-
liable estimate.
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RACIAL DIVERSITY AT THE END OF THE CENTURY
In 2000 the Census Bureau asked Americans two key questions about each
member of their households: “Is this person Spanish/Hispanic/Latino?” and
“What is this person’s race? . . .White; Black,African Am. or Negro;Amer-
ican Indian or Alaskan Native; [etc.].” (We discuss the history and meaning
of such questions later.) Figure 3.1 shows the results: three-fourths of the
American population was recorded as white: the 6 percent who were first
checked “Hispanic” and then marked “white,” plus the 69 percent who were
first checked “not Hispanic” and then marked “white.”Twelve percent of all
Americans were coded black or African-American, 4 percent Asian or Pa-
cific Islander, fewer than 1 percent American Indian or Alaska Native, 6 per-
cent “some other race,” and 2 percent two or more races. (And 823 individ-
uals were marked as all of the above.) The Hispanic portions of all these
racial groups summed to 13 percent of the total population.
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Figure 3.1 Distribution of the Population, by Race and Hispanic
Origin, 2000

Non-Hispanic Whites Were 69 Percent of Americans in 2000 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census 2000, “Population by Race and Hispanic or Latino
Origin,” PHC-T-1.
Note: Darker shading indicates percent reporting a Hispanic origin within each racial group.
Bar to the right of the vertical line sums the Hispanic origin percentages. Percentages to the
left of the vertical line represent the entire U.S. population.
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Figure 3.2 Diversity Index by County, 2000

Coastal and Southern Counties Were More Diverse Than the Interior--

Source: U.S. Bureau of Census, Mapping Census 2000.
Notes: The diversity index reports the percentage of times two randomly selected people
will differ by race-ethnicity.Working with percentages expressed as ratios (for example, 63
percent = 0.63), the index is calculated in three steps: (1) Square the percentage for each
group; (2) sum the squares; (3) subtract the sum from 1.00.
Eight groups were used for the index: white, not Hispanic; black or African-American;
American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN); Asian; Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Is-
lander (NHOPI);Two or more races, not Hispanic; Some other race, not Hispanic; and His-
panic or Latino. People indicating Hispanic origin who also indicated black,AIAN,Asian, or
NHOPI were counted only in their race group (0.5 percent of the population).They were
not included in the Hispanic group.
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while Germans were the majority in most midwestern counties outside the
major urban centers. In the Northeast, the Irish, English, and Italians each
had pockets of concentration.

In sum, the United States of 2000 was a racially and ethnically diverse so-
ciety. Some Americans celebrated that; others worried—much as some had
done at the beginning of the century—that such diversity threatened cul-
tural coherence and national purpose.11 Our next task is to show how Amer-
ica arrived at this diversity. But before we can do that, we need to consider
some tough questions about what we mean by race and ancestry and, more
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Figure 3.3 Top Fourteen Ancestry Responses and Percentages
Mentioning No Ancestry Among Whites Eighteen Years
Old and Over, 2000

The Earliest Immigrant Nationalities Dominate 
White Americans’ Ancestries

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Darker shading shows the percentage who mentioned the ancestry named at left ei-
ther first or second among whites who mentioned any ancestry. Lighter shading indicates
those who mentioned no ancestry among all whites.
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Figure 3.4 Excerpts From U.S. Census Forms, 1900, 1970, and 2000

The Census Race Question Is an Ever-Changing Measure of Diversity
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[Instructions:] Column 5. Color or race. Write “W” for white; “B” for
black (negro or negro descent); “Ch” for Chinese; “Jp” for Japanese; and “In”
for Indian, as the case may be.

1970 Form

1900 Form

2000 Form

4. Color or Race

Fill one circle.

If “Indian (American),” also give tribe.

If “Other,” also give race.

White

Negro
   or Black

Indian (Amer.)

Japanese
Chinese
Filipino

Hawaiian
Korean
Other–Print
             race

Print tribe →

→
→

→

→

What is this person's race? Mark  x  one or
more races to indicate what this person 
considers himself/herself to be.

White
Black, African Am., or Negro
American Indian or Alaska Native–
   Print name of enrolled or principal tribe.

Asian Indian
Chinese
Filipino
Japanese
Korean
Vietnamese
Other Asian–
   Print race.

Native Hawaiian
Guamanian or
Chamorro
Samoan
Other Pacific
   Islander–
   Print race.

Some other race–Print race.

6



the United States. For example, U.S. military interventions in Korea,Viet-
nam, and Cuba all brought in people from those countries, and earlier im-
perial expansion stimulated immigration from the Philippines and Puerto
Rico.35 In the last decade of the century, immigration accounted for as much
as half of the population growth in the United States, largely from regions
outside of Europe.36 Most of the immigrants officially admitted in the 1990s
came from Mexico (2.25 million), the Philippines (500,000), the Soviet
Union (460,000), China (420,000), and India (360,000).37 Another perhaps
1.6 million “unauthorized” immigrants also arrived that decade.38The steady
increase in the continent-of-origin diversity of America’s immigrants, and
thus the increasing diversity of the American population as a whole, dates to
the mid-1940s (see figure 3.6). Before then, more than 85 percent of immi-
grants came from Europe or Canada, but by the last decade of the century
fewer than 20 percent did. Diversity also increased within the continent-of-
origin groups: the British, Irish, and Germans, who were most of the Euro-
pean-origin population in 1900, were shortly joined by an influx of Italians,
Poles, and Russians; the Chinese and Japanese, who together were nearly all
the Asian-origin immigrants in 1900, were joined by Koreans, Filipinos,
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Figure 3.5 Continent-of-Origin Ancestry, by Year

Continent-of-Origin Diversity Grew Rapidly After 1960

Source: IPUMS.
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Asian Indians, and Vietnamese; and after the 1950s, American Indians and
Mexicans were joined increasingly by Cubans, Puerto Ricans, and Central
and South Americans.

These immigrations, often cited as a credit to the United States—sym-
bolized by the Statue of Liberty’s welcome to “huddled masses” and mythol-
ogized in “the melting pot”—were also a source of conflict, especially at
both the beginning and the end of the century when many millions of peo-
ple entered.39 Nine million legal immigrants landed in the first decade of the
century and about the same number in the last decade—more than arrived
in all four decades between 1921 and 1960.40 In the first quarter of the cen-
tury,Americans on both sides of the political aisle—and for reasons as wide-
ranging as wage fluctuations and scientific racism—sought to restrict which
and how many immigrants could come. Concerns were rampant about ac-
culturation and about how well immigrants and their children would adapt
to American society:What jobs would they do? What language would they

38 Century of Difference

Figure 3.6 Immigration by Continent-of-Origin, by Decade

After 1965, Most Immigrants Came from the Americas and Asia

Source: INS, 2000 Statistical Yearbook of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, table 2.
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States, they were still one point ahead—91 versus 90 percent—of the ear-
lier immigrants.

This finding may surprise some readers, but consider the many renowned
ethnic neighborhoods in northeastern cities such as Little Warsaw, Little
Sicily, Greektown, and the Lower East Side. They were renowned in great
measure because as late as 1940 the languages of their streets, stores, places
of worship, homes, and often schools were Polish, Sicilian, Greek, and Yid-
dish, respectively.The Koreatowns and barrios of 2000 were hardly new de-
velopments. In other ways too, late-century immigrants were roughly on
track to assimilate as well as the earlier ones had.61
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Figure 3.7 Use of English Among Foreign-Born, by Years in the United
States, 1900 to 1920 and 1980 to 2000

More of the “New” Immigrants Spoke English on Arrival in 
the United States

Source: IPUMS.
Note: The English-language question was asked about children ten years old and over and
adults in 1900 to 1920; it was asked about children three years old and over and adults in
1980, and children five years old and over and adults in 1990 and 2000.
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young, U.S.-born, Asian-American women who had married had married
out. The marriage experiences of Asian and Latino Americans may not
match those of the specific European nationalities, but they point nonethe-
less toward increasing rates of this most intimate form of assimilation.

African Americans, however, were distinct. Although their rate of out-
marriage increased from essentially 0 to 5 percent around midcentury, it
reached only 8 percent in the last period of our chart.This low rate of inter-
marriage for African Americans—added to their persisting economic disad-
vantages, segregation, and experiences of discrimination—has suggested to
many scholars that the emerging racial divide in late-twentieth-century
America was not white versus nonwhite, as it was in 1900, but black versus
nonblack. (More precisely, given the recent experiences of foreign-born
Africans and Caribbeans, the division may be between the descendants of
American slaves and all others.)65 Social scientists have described the Amer-
ican assimilation of the European “races,” such as the Irish, Italians, and Jews,
as a process of “whitening.” That is, after some period of ambiguity, native-
born, white, Protestant Americans came to view these groups—and they
came to view themselves—as on the white side of the black-white divide.
The prospect of the twenty-first century is that Asians and most Latinos will
experience that same acceptance, and blacks will not.66
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Figure 3.8 Intermarriage by Ancestry and Marriage Cohort

Intermarriage Increased,Though African Americans Remained Separate

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Early-arriving groups had significant numbers already in the United States prior to the
Civil War; late-arriving groups had significant immigration from 1880 to 1920 or later.
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(except perhaps between the 1900 to 1914 cohort and the 1915 to 1929
cohort).

In other analyses, we found that there was significant convergence of
opinions between regions, especially as southerners liberalized more
quickly than Americans outside the South.81 Southerners lagged far behind
through 1985, when a bare majority of them, 54 percent, said that they op-
posed intermarriage bans. Southerners then joined the rest of the nation, in-
creasing their opposition to the bans by thirty percentage points between
1985 and 2000. Other significant differences include a substantial gap by ed-
ucation: opposition to banning intermarriage was fifty-two percentage points
higher among college-educated nonblacks than among nonblack high school
dropouts in the mid-1970s.The education gap in opinions about laws against
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Figure 3.9 Opposition to Laws Banning Marriages Between Blacks
and Whites, by Year and Year of Birth

Opposition to Intermarriage Bans Grew as Resistance Died

Source: NORC and GSS.
Note: Excludes African-American respondents. Data smoothed using locally estimated
(loess) regressions.
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tion, tempered whites’ support for black activism and prompted more of
them to feel that blacks should stop pushing.86

In larger perspective, whatever reservations one might have about the ac-
curacy of surveys on racial attitudes,Americans in the twentieth century in-
creasingly set aside old prejudices and stereotypes.The racial violence that
came to the North in the late 1960s and the influx of new immigrants
shortly afterwards surely raised new tensions, but what seems remarkable is
not the continuity of suspicion between ancestral groups—which seems al-
most universal among humans—but its muting.
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Figure 3.10 Disagreement with Position That Blacks Should Not Push
Themselves Where They Are Not Wanted, by Year and
Region

Acceptance of Black Mobilization Grew, Except in the Northeast

Source: NORC and GSS.
Note: Excludes African American respondents. Data smoothed using locally estimated
(loess) regressions.
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being have converged or diverged over the century—as in the educational
differences we described in chapter 2.

The four ancestry categories we constructed are: (1) “Europe,” which in-
cludes white Americans from Canada,Australia, and New Zealand on the sup-
position that almost all had other ancestors, further back, who came from Eu-
rope; (2) “Africa,” which includes the black, Negro, and mulatto categories of
previous censuses; (3) “America,” which includes American Indians, Hispanics,
and Central and South Americans, few of whose ancestors, we presume, came
from Europe; and (4) “Asia,” which includes people from most Asian nations
but may include only East Asians under the rubric used in some censuses.31
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Table 3.1 Questions and Answers Used to Measure Hispanic Origins,
1970 to 2000 

1970
13. Is this person’s origin or descent 
(Fill one circle) 

�Mexican
� Central or South American 
� Puerto Rican 
� Other Spanish
� Cuban
� No, none of these 

1980
7. Is this person of Spanish/Hispanic 
origin or descent? Fill one circle.

� No (not Spanish/Hispanic)
�Yes, Mexican, Mexican-Amer.,

Chicano
�Yes, Puerto Rican 
�Yes, Cuban 
�Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic 

“A person is of Spanish/Hispanic origin
or descent if the person identifies his or
her ancestry with one of the listed
groups, that is, Mexican, Puerto Rican,
etc. Origin or descent (ancestry) may
be viewed as the nationality group, the
lineage, or country in which the person
or the person’s parents or ancestors
were born.”

1990
7. Is this person of Spanish/Hispanic 
origin? Fill ONE circle for each 
person.

� No (not Spanish/Hispanic)
�Yes, Mexican, Mexican-Am.,

Chicano
�Yes, Puerto Rican
�Yes, Cuban
�Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic

(Print one group, for example:
Argentinean, Colombian, Do-
minican, Nicaraguan, Salvado-
ran, Spaniard, and so on.) 

2000
5. Is this person Spanish/Hispanic/
Latino?

Mark [X] the “No” box if not 
Spanish/Hispanic/Latino.

� No, not Spanish/Hispanic/
Latino 

�Yes, Mexican, Mexican Am.,
Chicano

�Yes, Puerto Rican
�Yes, Cuban
�Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic/

Latino -Print group.

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, enumeration forms for the censuses of 1970–2000
(available at www.census.gov).



to forty-four-year-olds) notably in prisons.11 The black-white contrast, we
will see, grew over the century. Hispanics and Asians differed from non-His-
panic whites mainly in a much greater tendency to live in extended house-
holds, with grandparents or other kin.12

How Americans Lived 61

Figure 4.1 Types of Households in Which Americans Lived, by Age,
2000

Living Arrangements Varied by Age, but the Majority Lived in 
Married-Couple Households

Source: IPUMS.
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Table 4.1 Household Types in Which American Children Lived, by
Ancestry, 2000

Non-Hispanic African 
White American Hispanic Other

Married with Children 77% 36% 53% 63%
Single Parent 12 33 13 11
Extended Household 9 28 31 24

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Other, minor categories are not included. All categories other than “Hispanic” are
“non-Hispanic.”



cent of their cohort die until they reach their seventy-fifth birthday. The
higher line in figure 4.2 traces the trend for long-lived women, those at the
eightieth percentile in life spans. The 20 percent of women born in 1900
who lived the longest made it past age eighty-seven; the 20 percent of
women born in 2000 who will live the longest will make it to at least age
ninety-five.22

One further consequence of health improvements is the convergence in
Americans’ life expectancies displayed in figure 4.2. Long-lived women
born early in the century had sixty-five more years of life than the short-
lived. If the women born at the end of the century conform to demogra-
phers’ predictions, the longest-lived among them will survive about twenty-
three years more than their shortest-lived, cutting by two-thirds the
variation among American women in life spans. Great disparities in health
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Figure 4.2 Observed and Projected Mortality of Women Born in the
Twentieth Century, by Year of Birth

As Life Spans Lengthened, Differences in Life Span Narrowed

Source: National Center for Health Statistics (www.cdc.gov/nchs) and the University of
California, Berkeley Human Mortality Database (demog.berkeley.edu).
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ing in 1900, the ones who were around thirty years old during the Depres-
sion, the mothers of the baby boomers, and those who completed nearly all
of their fertility by the end of the twentieth century.Within each cohort, we
stack births up from zero to seven; the length of the bar indicates the per-
centage of women in that cohort who had that many live births.We also note
the mean number of births for the cohort.At the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury, far more thirty-year-old women had had either no children or seven
children than had had the average of three or four. Depression-era women
had much lower fertility, mainly because many fewer had large families and
many more instead had one or two children.The next cohort, the mothers
of baby boomers, had higher fertility because fewer women than ever re-
mained childless and few stopped at one child.Then, with the baby bust, the

66 Century of Difference

Figure 4.3 Observed and Projected Fertility of Women Who Reached
Childbearing Age in the Twentieth Century, by Year of Birth
Plus Thirty

Birth Rates Dropped, Rose, and Dropped Again, but Kept Converging

Source: Heuser, “Cohort Fertility Tables, 1917–1970,” and National Center for Health Sta-
tistics, “Cohabitation, Marriage, Divorce, and Remarriage.”
Note: For women born after 1955, we projected forward to when they finish their child-
bearing (projected fertility shown with circles on the lines).
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variation contracted dramatically. Few women had more than three births,
and one-third had exactly two births. The women born in the 1960s and
1970s appear headed to birth experiences much like the previous cohort.
American fertility patterns remained stable for the last twenty-five years of
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Figure 4.4 Number of Births over a Lifetime, by Year of Prime
Childbearing Age

Women Converged on the Norm of Two Births in a Lifetime

Source: See figure 4.3.
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percent of women (lighter lines) walked the aisle, sorted by the typical year
of marriage for that cohort.30 (Men, on average, married a few years later
than women, but the difference shrank from three and a half years early in
the century to under two years by 2000.) Early in the century, women mar-
ried on average at age twenty-two. By midcentury, the median age had
dropped such that the average bride was still a teenager by several weeks.
Also, variation in age had narrowed; the late-marrying were now “late” by
only a few years. By the end of the century, the median had soared to almost
twenty-four, and the late-marrying were very late, perhaps not marrying
until they were approaching forty. The gap between the late-marrying and
the rest had widened back to its early-century dimension.31

But this conclusion about age at marriage needs to be severely qualified
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Figure 4.5 Observed and Estimated Age at First Marriage and at First
Union, by Year of Median Marriage

Women Married Two Years Earlier,Then Four Years Later

Source: Marriage: IPUMS and 1985 and 1995 CPS. “First union” is the first of either mar-
riage or cohabitation, estimated from the 1988, 1995, and 2002 waves of the National Sur-
vey of Family Growth.
Note: Union percentiles are plotted for each cohort starting in the 1960s. Quadratic trend
lines are added to smooth the point estimates derived from the NSFG.They are shown as
gray curves.
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and 2000 is a ten-point decline when cohabiting couples are counted as mar-
ried; we look at these numbers more closely later.

Although Americans typically lived in married-with-children households
throughout the century, their second choices changed. Before midcentury,
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Figure 4.6 Household Type, by Year and Age

Changes in Living Arrangements Were Greatest for People Forty-Five
Years and Older

Source: IPUMS.
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The Widening Racial Divide
Earlier, we saw how strikingly different African-American and European-
American households were in 2000. Just as striking is the fact that these dif-
ferences grew substantially over the twentieth century. Figure 4.8 shows the
patterns for children: the percentages of black children and white children
living in two-parent, nuclear households and the percentages of black chil-
dren and white children living in single-adult households.54 The dashed lines
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Figure 4.7 Simplifıed Household Type for Three Age Groups, by Year

Living Arrangements of the Elderly Changed the 
Most Radically over the Century

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Dashed lines display values when cohabiting couples are counted as married.

0 to 17  Years Old

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f H
ou

se
ho

ld
s 75

50

25

0
1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000

30 to 44 Years Old

75

50

25

0
1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000

65 Years and Older

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f H
ou

se
ho

ld
s

75

50

25

0
1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000

Year

Year

Single

Married Couple

Extended

Cohabiting Couple



treat cohabiting couples as married. For ease of reading, the lines for ex-
tended households are not shown.

The left side of figure 4.8 shows that the proportion of black children
who lived with two married adults in a nuclear household dropped rapidly
over the century, from about six in ten to three in ten. In contrast, the pro-
portions of white children who lived in such households were virtually the
same, seven in ten, both in 1900 and 2000, albeit more often with remarried
parents in 2000. The difference between black and white children tripled
from fourteen to forty-one percentage points. Considering cohabitation
does not change the story much.55 The central question, however, may be
not whether children lived in nuclear family households, but whether they
lived with two parents in any kind of household. Some children lived with
their parents and other relatives, such as grandparents.The right side of fig-
ure 4.8 displays the numbers that way, adding together children who lived
with two parents whether independently in nuclear households or embed-
ded in extended households.56 Black and white still diverged sharply by just
about as much. One conclusion does change a bit: In 1910, 87 percent of
white children lived with two parents, while 76 percent did in 2000; all the
net decline of eleven points occurred after 1960. This was not the sharp
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Figure 4.8 Simplifıed Household Type, by Year and Race

After 1940, the Family Experiences of Black and 
White Children Diverged

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Dashed lines display values when cohabiting couples are counted as married.
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Smaller Divides
The late-twentieth-century wave of immigration from Asia and Latin Amer-
ica introduced another dimension of difference, that between the native-
and the foreign-born. Early in the century, European immigrants’ household
patterns were not much different from those of the native-born; their fami-
lies were larger, but were Western in structure.After 1970, the foreign-born
became over three times as likely to live in extended households as native-
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Figure 4.9 Married-Couple Households, by Year, Education, and Age

Education Emerged as an Axis of Family Differences

Source: IPUMS.
Note: The 1950 data are missing for children because the IPUMS sampling scheme pre-
cludes matching children to their parents.
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ple.We count people. So far in this chapter, the category of “singles” com-
bines primary individuals, single parents, unrelated roommates, and resi-
dents of group quarters. In this section, we focus on Americans who lived
completely alone.

Figure 4.10 shows the percentage of adult Americans who lived alone
from 1900 through 2000 for different age groups, and separately for men
and women. Rates of solo living rose substantially, especially for women and
notably for older women. Elderly women were the only ones among whom
at least 20 percent lived alone in any decade. Note also that the upward
trend for living alone started among middle-aged and older Americans be-
fore World War II, but only after 1960 for younger Americans.We can get a
better sense of what happened by looking closely at three specific groups of
unmarried Americans: never-married young people, separated and divorced
thirty- to forty-four-year-olds, and the widowed elderly.

No more than 3 percent of never-married eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-
olds lived alone until 1960; then 11 percent did in 1980 and 10 percent in
2000. This post–baby boom tripling coincided with the increasing post-
ponement of marriage and increasing affluence, both of which trends made
moving out of parents’ homes more reasonable.67 Although living alone
never exceeded 10 percent among these people, many went through that
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Figure 4.10 Americans Who Live Alone, by Age and Gender

Americans, Especially Elderly Women, Increasingly Lived Alone

Source: IPUMS.
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By analyzing twenty-eight of the Gallup and GSS surveys from 1936 to
2000, focusing mainly on the volatile period of the 1960s and 1970s, we ex-
amined this convergence in more detail. During the 1950s, city residents
preferred fewer children than rural residents, easterners and westerners
fewer than southerners and midwesterners, men fewer than women, and
Protestants fewer than Catholics, but these differences had narrowed by the
1980s as rural, heartland, female, and Catholic respondents increasingly
gave smaller numbers.82 For example, around 1950 southerners preferred,
on average, 0.4 children more than northeasterners did; around 2000 the
difference was well under 0.1 children.

Is Premarital Sex Acceptable?
More Americans had premarital sexual experiences and at younger ages as
the century progressed. Two waves of sexual liberalization passed through
twentieth-century America—one in the first couple of decades, which in-
volved mostly “petting,” and another in the 1960s, which included inter-
course. Early in the century, girls typically married the boy they slept with,

How Americans Lived 89

Figure 4.11 Ideal and Actual Number of Births, by Year

Americans Began to Prefer Smaller Families at the End 
of the Baby Boom

Sources: Ideal number of births (mean value): Gallup polls (1935 to 1997) and General So-
cial Survey (1972 to 2000); actual number of births: see figure 4.3.
Note: Actual numbers of births are cohort total fertility rates dated to the year the cohort
turned thirty years old.
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quent church attenders became conservative on the topic. The denomina-
tional divisions stand out in the context of convergence along other lines of
division.

How Easy Should It Be to Get a Divorce?
Between 1960 and 1980, divorces zoomed up from nine to twenty-three
per one thousand married women. Attitudes toward divorce also changed
rapidly, as shown in answers to the question “Should divorce in this country
be easier or more difficult to obtain than it is now?” “Easier” grew from 9
percent of responses in 1960 to 18 percent in 1966, to 32 percent in 1974.92

Perhaps Americans were acknowledging the increasing reality of divorce, or
perhaps they were responding to their rising expectations for a good mar-
riage.93 Then, after the 1970s, support for easing divorces dropped, going
down to 24 percent in 2000. Support declined perhaps because no-fault di-
vorce had in fact made it so much easier, and perhaps because of the escala-
tion of divorce rates. Notably, the trend against easier divorce was led by the
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Figure 4.12 Americans Who Said That Premarital Sex Is “Not Wrong at
All,”by Year and Religion

Christians Increasingly Divided on Premarital Sex

Source: GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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Summary
A few general points about Americans and their family values emerge from
these details. Americans substantially changed their views on key family is-
sues in the last half of the century, and even the last third. Between about
1965 and 1980, American preference moved rapidly toward smaller fami-
lies, acceptance of premarital sex, and easier divorces. (In chapter 9, we will
see shifts toward greater gender equality too.) After 1980, these trends sta-
bilized or even reversed slightly.Though the story is different and more puz-
zling on the question of where the elderly should live, it is consistent with a
conservative trend after the 1970s. Generally, different groups—regional,
place, racial, gender—converged toward shared positions on these family is-
sues.We saw a few noteworthy exceptions to the convergence: widening re-
ligious differences on premarital sex and widening differences by cohort and
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Figure 4.13 Americans Who Said That Elderly Parents Living with
Their Adult Children Is a “Bad Idea,”by Year and
Education

Fewer Americans Objected to the Elderly Living with 
Their Adult Children

Source: GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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to forty-four-year-olds) notably in prisons.11 The black-white contrast, we
will see, grew over the century. Hispanics and Asians differed from non-His-
panic whites mainly in a much greater tendency to live in extended house-
holds, with grandparents or other kin.12
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Figure 4.1 Types of Households in Which Americans Lived, by Age,
2000

Living Arrangements Varied by Age, but the Majority Lived in 
Married-Couple Households

Source: IPUMS.
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Table 4.1 Household Types in Which American Children Lived, by
Ancestry, 2000

Non-Hispanic African 
White American Hispanic Other

Married with Children 77% 36% 53% 63%
Single Parent 12 33 13 11
Extended Household 9 28 31 24

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Other, minor categories are not included. All categories other than “Hispanic” are
“non-Hispanic.”



Americans’ living arrangements in 2000 also differed substantially by ed-
ucational level.Take, again, the case of children, as shown in table 4.2.13 The
wide differences by education—the children of college graduates were
about twice as likely as the children of high school dropouts to live in a nu-
clear household—also arose in part from differences in out-of-wedlock
births: in 2000 only 9 percent of young, unmarried, college-graduate
women were mothers, compared to a full 70 percent of young, unmarried
high school dropouts and 53 percent of young, unmarried high school grad-
uates.14 The more educated adults were, the likelier they were to live in a
married-couple household.15 We can characterize the family differences by
education this way: the more education Americans (or their parents) re-
ceived, the more often they followed the “normal” life course of being raised
by two parents, living as a single person, getting married, becoming a par-
ent, and living in an empty nest.The less education they received, the more
likely it was that Americans’ life course would be “off-track”—that is, that
they would be raised by a single parent, become a single parent themselves,
live in an extended household, or be unmarried in middle age.16

Although most Americans in 2000 lived in nuclear, married-couple
households, diversity marked American family patterns.To evaluate and un-
derstand that diversity, we must set it within its historical context and track
its evolution. But before we can do that, we must understand the demo-
graphic changes of the century—in births, deaths, marriages, and marriage
dissolutions—since those changes heavily determined Americans’ options
for family life.

THE CENTURY’S VITAL EVENTS
For much of the twentieth century, births and deaths, rather than prefer-
ences, largely determined Americans’ living arrangements.And for much of
the century, births and deaths were also out of their control. In 2000
planned births outnumbered unplanned births by more than five to one, but

62 Century of Difference

Table 4.2 Household Types in Which American Children Lived, by the
Education of the Head of Household, 2000

No High High School Some College 
School Graduate College Graduate

Married with Children 42% 56% 63% 81%
Single Parent 22 24 22 11
Extended Household 34 18 13 8

Source: IPUMS.
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Figure 5.1 Labor Force Participation of Twenty-Five- to Fifty-Four-
Year-Olds, by Education, Gender, and Racial Ancestry, 2000

Men and College Graduates Had the Highest Labor Force Participation
in 2000;Women and High School Dropouts Had the Lowest

Source: IPUMS.
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who were working. Men were already participating at about 80 percent in
1900; their rates actually fell as retirement became important.

Meanwhile, men in their prime working ages, roughly twenty-five to
fifty-nine, were just about as likely to be working in 2000 as in any year be-
fore, but men younger than twenty-five and older than sixty were much less
likely to have a job or to want one.The expansion of secondary schooling in
the first decades of the century and of higher education after 1940 kept ever
more young men (and women) in school and out of the workforce. At the
other end of the age spectrum, retirement became an option and, eventu-
ally, an entitlement for nearly all men. Early in the twentieth century, only
about half of men even reached their sixty-fifth birthday, and only about half
of those retired. In recent years—because of accumulated wealth, pensions,
and Social Security—85 percent or more of men over sixty-five retire.

Although schooling and retirement also enticed more and more women
away from work, stronger forces propelled women age twenty-five to fifty-
nine into the labor force. Participation tripled from 20 percent of women
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Figure 5.2 The Civilian Workforce and Labor Force Participation Rate,
by Gender, 1900 to 2000

Women’s Growing Labor Force Participation Increased the Size of the
Labor Force and Narrowed the Gender Gap

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Questions about employment status were not asked of persons under fourteen years
old prior to 1940, nor of persons under sixteen years old from 1940 onwards.
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work, and people skills rather than simple brawn appeared, multiplied, and
attracted women; new consumer goods made a second income attractive;
having fewer children freed up time; and the liberalization of ideas about
women’s roles legitimated careers. During the Depression, many Americans
objected to women taking “men’s jobs,” but the labor shortages of World
War II reversed that trend. Women at that time did the sorts of muscle
work, in shipyards and factories, that few women had done before.25 For
twenty years after the war, the economy and jobs grew at record rates, rais-
ing both standards of living and economic expectations. Most states ex-
panded educational opportunities, and young women took advantage of
them. By the early 1970s, a new wave of feminism demanded equal rights
and the chance to compete for the top jobs that men monopolized. About
the same time, economic uncertainty reappeared, and men’s incomes stag-
nated. It was impossible to tell whether women were working to fulfill their
aspirations, to assert their rights, to pay their bills, or all three. Family un-
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Figure 5.3 Labor Force Participation Rate of Women Age Twenty to
Sixty-Four, by Year and Cohort, 1910 to 2000

Young Women Were Less Likely to Leave the Labor Force over Time

Source: IPUMS.
Note:The data points for census years are for women in the younger half of the cohort; the
data points for years ending with “5” are the rates for women in the older half in the census
year.
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nority, however, died in harness, usually because they did not reach sixty-
five. Unlike many features of work life, retirement was not affected by ei-
ther racial ancestry or education. In fact, age and gender were about the only
major determinants of who retired. Education and occupation can affect
when people retire but not the fact of retirement. In short, retirement
emerged over the twentieth century as a benefit and a widely shared experi-
ence that eventually became available to just about everyone who lived long
enough to claim it.

WHAT AMERICANS DID AT WORK
The variety and complexity of modern work can be astounding.The Depart-
ment of Labor maintains information on over ten thousand different job ti-
tles. Some titles refer to ancient occupations such as farmer, miner, and la-
borer. The number of workers in these pursuits remained significant in
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Figure 5.4 Employment Rate of Men Age Fifty-Five to Seventy-Four,
by Year and Age Group

More Men Retired After 1950, and Men Retired at Younger 
Ages After 1970

Source: IPUMS.
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tions such as the occupational categories that the census uses.We calculated
the E index across the occupational categories of 1900 and set it—for pur-
poses of easier exposition—at 1.0.32 Figure 5.5 displays what happened af-
terwards—an uninterrupted and nearly linear upward progression to much
greater diversity in occupations right through the end of the century, when
E stood at 196 percent of its initial value.The decline of farming was an im-
portant part of the trend from 1900 to 1970, so we took the farmers out of
the calculation and recomputed. With the farmers set aside, we see that
complexity outside the farm sector grew even faster; the Theil index in 2000
was at 216 percent of 1900.

As the degree of specialization in work doubled, the mix of work changed
as well.We have already mentioned the eclipse of farming, but we can fol-
low other changes through the categories tracked in figure 5.6.We sorted
occupations into eight broad groups, displayed across four charts for ease of
reading: professionals (25 percent of Americans age twenty-five to sixty-
four in the labor force in 2000); other white-collar workers, such as clerks
and salespeople (23 percent); managers (11 percent); proprietors (2 per-
cent); skilled manual workers (12 percent); unskilled and service workers
(25 percent); farmers (.5 percent); and farm laborers (.5 percent).

In the top-left graph, we see the precipitous decline of farming (parallel-
ing the shrinkage of rural living displayed in figure 7.2).The top-right graph
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Figure 5.5 Occupational Diversity, by Year, for All and for Nonfarm
Occupations

Americans’ Jobs Became Much More Specialized over the Century

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Data refer to the Thiel index of qualitative diversity relative to its value in 1900.
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Figure 5.6 Occupational Distribution of the Economically Active
Population: Persons Age Twenty-Five to Sixty-Four

White-Collar Jobs Grew as Farming Disappeared

Source: IPUMS.
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and earnings of the people who actually held those jobs.A simple average of
the proportion of workers in an occupation who had above-median school-
ing and who garnered above-median earnings is a good indicator of Dun-
can’s SEI and a suitable proxy for the job’s “general standing.”40

Figure 5.7 shows the mean Duncan SEI score for all American workers
age twenty-five to fifty-four in each census, along with the score for those at
the twentieth and eightieth percentiles of occupational scores. By this mea-
sure, more Americans held high-prestige jobs and fewer Americans settled
for low-prestige jobs over the century.The prestige gap between the work-
ers at the top and those at the bottom of the labor market changed little in
the first half of the century, increased from 1950 to 1970, and then stayed at
the wider gap afterwards. The difference between men’s SEI score at the
eightieth percentile and that of men at the twentieth percentile varied little
from its average of 38 points between 1900 and 1940, widened to 51 by
1970, and finished at 53 in 2000.Women’s trends were similar.
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Figure 5.7 Socioeconomic Status of Persons Age Twenty-Five to
Sixty-Four, by Year and Gender

Men and Women Increasingly Worked in Jobs of Higher Status

Source: IPUMS.
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found—and the loss of union representation within previously organized in-
dustries. Most think that restructuring mattered more.43 Most of the jobs
lost in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s were in highly unionized fac-
tories and offices. The new jobs created elsewhere were rarely covered by
union contracts. Figure 5.8 displays the (smoothed) trends in union repre-
sentation for all employed workers in three important, broad occupational
groups from 1952 through 2000.44

Unions represented over half of skilled blue-collar workers in 1952;
those workers formed an ever-shrinking component of the labor force
through the latter half of the century, a trend that, by itself, would have re-
duced the role of unions in American work life. But as figure 5.8 shows, the
restructuring of work was not the only source of the unions’ decline: unions
represented a far smaller fraction of skilled blue-collar workers in the 1990s
than they had in the 1950s. The strong growth of the professions, coupled
with a slight but significant increase in union representation among profes-
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Figure 5.8 Union Membership Rates, by Year and Occupation, 1952 to
2000

Fewer Skilled Workers Belonged to Unions in 2000

Source: National Election Studies.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regressions, owing to small samples per
year.
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percent more than high school graduates; by 2000, they earned 74 percent
more.

Economists and sociologists debate why the differences in earnings by ed-
ucation had grown to be so great by 2000. A nation of farmers, factory
hands, and shopkeepers had become a nation of workers in thousands of spe-
cialized niches.The skills acquired in school are certainly part of the picture.
Many researchers point to the growing demand for quantitative and techni-
cal skills to explain the rising wage inequality of the 1980s and 1990s.52 For
example, a study of a redesigned food processing plant in Milwaukee con-
cluded that the retooling required nearly every worker to process more in-
formation and make more decisions than had been necessary in the old
plant.53 Others have demurred, noting that the timing of the skills change is
off and that the stock market surge might have more to do with rising in-
equality.54 Either way, the differences between college graduates and the rest
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Figure 5.9 Earnings of Full-Time,Year-Round Workers, by Year and
Education

College-Educated Workers’ Earnings Increased More Than Others’

Source: CPS.
Note:Annual earnings, adjusted for inflation using the CPI-U-RS series to 2000 prices.
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Figure 5.10 Earnings at the 20th Percentile, the Median, and the 80th
Percentile, by Year and Gender

Earnings Grew from 1940 to 1970; Inequality Grew from 1970 to 2000

Source: IPUMS.
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HOW MUCH AMERICANS WORKED
In principle, the number of hours people work can either compensate for
pay differences or amplify them; it all depends on whether it is the highly
paid or the lowly paid who put in more hours. If well-paid workers put in a
forty-hour workweek, the poorly paid can catch up some by working longer
hours or multiple jobs.The Internet journalist Matt Drudge reported on a
single mother, Mary Mornin, who typified the compensating pattern: she
worked three jobs to maintain a modest middle-class lifestyle.63 Still other
anecdotes describing the grueling hours of lawyers and Wall Street brokers
suggest that it is the well-paid who multiply their earnings. In this section,
we replace hearsay with evidence and consider quantitative data on working
hours with an eye toward sorting out the inequality effects of the so-called
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Figure 5.11 Real Purchasing Power of the Minimum Wage, by Year

The Minimum Wage Grew Faster Than Inflation Until 1968,Then 
Decreased in Value

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Dots show when the minimum wage was changed; labels show the nominal minimum
wage in the year it first took effect.
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one” worked forty hours a week. In the last twenty years of the century,
however, a large gap opened up again. In 1990 and 2000, the one-fifth of
workers with the longest workweeks put in over fifty hours on the job.

Moreover, who worked long hours reversed.A century ago, it was mostly
factory workers who worked long hours; few office workers exceeded forty
hours per week.While factory overtime became less common, office work-
ers, especially managers and professionals, started staying late (or bringing
work home).73 We track the changes in who worked long hours by classify-
ing workers according to their levels of education. As late as 1940, high
school dropouts typically worked longer weeks than college graduates did.
By 1980, that pattern had reversed, and by 2000 college graduates worked
substantially longer hours than high school dropouts. We can see the
crossover in long hours in figure 5.12, which shows the proportion of em-
ployees, twenty-five- to fifty-four-years-old, by education and gender, who
worked more than forty-eight hours per week from 1940 through 2000.
(Just two educational categories appear to keep it simple.The intermediate
categories fit in between.) Among women in 1940 and in 1950, high school
dropouts more often worked a long schedule than college graduates did; by
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Figure 5.12 Long Hours Worked by Economically Active Persons Age
Twenty-Five to Fifty-Four, by Year, Education, and Gender

College Graduates Increasingly Worked Longer Hours, and High
School Dropouts Worked Fewer Hours

Source: IPUMS.
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payrolls. Unemployment thus makes for a particularly stark kind of inequal-
ity: the few lose their jobs as a means of preserving the jobs of others and,
of course, preserving the investments of the owners.The alternative of shar-
ing reduced hours among employees has happened, but rarely.77 Economic
recovery sparks hiring and employs the unemployed. And periods of sus-

How Americans Worked 125

Figure 5.13 Hours at Paid Work (Husband and Wife Combined) for
Married Persons, Age Twenty-Five to Fifty-Four, Living in a
Married-Couple Household, by Year and Presence of
Children in the Household

Family Work Hours Rose Rapidly—Even Among Parents

Source: CPS.
Note: Gray stripes indicate recessions.
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Figure 5.14 Civilian Unemployment Rate, by Gender, 1900 to 2002

Unemployment Rates Went Up and Down with the Overall 
Strength of the Economy

Sources: See text for an explanation of multiple sources.
Note:Vertical bars indicate recession years.
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the economy after World War I hit the steel industry harder than other sec-
tors.85 After World War II, two big differences marked Americans’ unem-
ployment experiences: race and education. African Americans had higher
unemployment rates than others with the same education, by about three
points (except right around 1970). Education’s influence on unemployment
increased after 1970. High school dropouts had higher unemployment rates
than college graduates in every year for which data are available, but the ed-
ucational gap grew in the 1970s and was even bigger than the black–non-
black gap after the recession of 1989 to 1990.

Figure 5.15 shows how education affected the chances of being unem-
ployed after the Great Depression. (We show the data only for nonblacks
because of African Americans’ unusually low participation in the labor force,
which we discuss later in the chapter.) The figure shows unemployment
trends for three education groups. Between 1950 and 1970, after unem-
ployment had subsided from the Depression years, less-educated workers
had a moderately higher risk of unemployment than better-educated work-
ers. After 1970, however, their risk greatly increased, while college gradu-
ates experienced continuing employment security. This is yet another in-
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Figure 5.15 Unemployment, by Year and Education

After 1970, the Risk of Unemployment Rose Most for the Least-
Educated Workers

Source: IPUMS.
Note:We exclude African Americans because incarceration trends distort the data on their
unemployment.
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were responding to other people’s misfortune. If unemployment was 5 per-
cent and insecurity was 8 percent, then 13 percent of the labor force was ei-
ther laid off or anticipating layoff. Furthermore, insecurity seemed to be a
little “sticky”; that is, during the 1990s, when unemployment reached all-
time lows, insecurity did not fall as fast as unemployment did.We see that
pay levels were clearly connected to insecurity.Workers with the lowest in-
comes can least afford to lose their jobs.Yet they correctly sensed that their
spots were more precarious than those of the average or affluent workers.

CHANCES OF MOVING UP
Among this nation’s self-proclaimed titles is “land of opportunity.” Ameri-
cans are supposedly less bound by the circumstances of their birth than are
people elsewhere. One hundred years of social mobility research have
shown that Americans are neither free of nor bound by the class position
into which they were born. The statistical correlation between the rank of
parents’ occupations and that of their children describes how tight that bond
is. On a scale from 0, denoting that workers’ backgrounds have no influence
on the status of their current jobs, to 1, indicating that workers’ back-
grounds completely determine their current jobs, late-twentieth-century
America scored between .3 and .4.91 Americans in 2000 thus faced a modest
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Figure 5.16 Job Satisfaction, by Year and Education

The Least-Educated Americans Became Less Satisfied with Their Jobs

Source: GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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but real restraint on their adult success from the social class circumstances
of their births.92 It was probably a weaker restraint than had been the case
early in the century.

For much of the century, economic growth and the upward recomposi-
tion of jobs unloosed American youth from the fetters of modest origins.
That is, individuals’ chances for moving up the ladder reflected not only
their parents’ location on the job ladder but changes in the “ladder” itself—
that is, the economy. A modernizing and growing economy raises up many
people irrespective of their origins. For Americans who grew up in the
1930s, for example, the affluence of the 1960s and 1970s stand in such sharp
contrast to the widespread poverty of the Great Depression that the specific
conditions of their own childhoods barely shaped their futures.The correla-
tion between fathers’ and sons’ economic attainments was modestly strong
for that generation, as it was for others, but the upward movement from
want to wealth that the whole Depression generation shared is what im-
presses the people who lived through it. When the General Social Survey
asked people around 2000, “Compared to your parents when they were
your age, do you think your own standard of living now is much better,
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Figure 5.17 Job Insecurity, by Year and Income

Workers’ Sense of Job Security Followed Actual Unemployment Trends

Sources: Unemployment: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States,
2002.Attitude toward security: GSS.
Note: Gray line shows actual unemployment; data smoothed using actual unemployment
plus trend.
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fused with a later, different movie of the same name), it has been clear that
financial demands on families do not increase in a simple, linear way: two
children are not twice as expensive as one child. Research has established
that an effective way to capture a family’s standard of living is to divide its
dollars by the square root of the number of family members.20 So, for exam-
ple, when a first child arrives to a couple, the family has grown by 50 per-
cent, from two to three. But their per-person expenses have grown, by this
standard formula, only 22 percent.21 We follow this convention but express
the results of our calculations as the living standard in 1999 dollars for
someone in a family of four.22 So when we refer to a person’s “adjusted family
income,” we mean his or her family’s total income adjusted for both inflation
and size of family and expressed for ease of communication as if he or she
lived in a family of four.23 In 1949 the median American had an adjusted fam-
ily-of-four income of about $19,000 (in 1999 dollars); in 1999 the median
American had an adjusted family-of-four income of about $53,000.

In comparing incomes—for example, between the 1999 median of
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Figure 6.1 Shares of the National Income, by Income Segment

Income Differences Narrowed from 1900 to 1970 and Then Increased

Sources: Lebergott, The American Economy, 498; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Income
Tables—Households.
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ieth percentile of income among the elderly brought in $9 to each $1 of the
twentieth-percentile elderly American. That ratio dropped to under $5 in
1969 and continued to drop slightly afterwards.Younger Americans, in con-
trast, notably parents of young children and the children themselves, expe-
rienced the sharpest U-turn. Income differences narrowed before 1970 but
widened sharply after 1970. The eighty-to-twenty ratio for children rose
from three-to-one in 1969 to four-to-one in 1999, a substantial widening of
income inequality.27 Thus, the late-century trends depicted in figure 6.1 and
6.2 would be even more acute if we left out senior citizens.

Differences Between Groups
We have described the narrowing and widening of income differences be-
tween those of high income and those of low income.We turn now to how dif-
ferences in income lined up with other lines of division among Americans.Was
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Figure 6.2 Adjusted Family Income, byYear

The Income Gap Narrowed as Incomes Rose Between 1949 and 1969,
Then Widened Again

Source: IPUMS.
Notes: Families include primary individuals; incomes are adjusted for inflation using the
consumer price index (research series for urban consumers), with 1999 as the base year,
and for family size by dividing income by the square root of family size and then multiply-
ing by two for the equivalent of a family of four.
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income increasingly or decreasingly connected to those other splits? Did, for
example, the income gap between blacks and whites widen or narrow?

Figure 6.3 answers that question. In 1949 the median European Ameri-
can had an adjusted family-of-four income of $20,500 compared to just
$8,600 for the median African American; the ratio is 2.4-to-1. By 1999 me-
dian incomes had grown for both, and the European-African ratio had de-
clined steadily to 1.6-to-1.28 (Arithmetically, the difference grew from
around $12,000 to about $21,000.) Over the half-century, low-income
blacks, in particular, made the most rapid advance, shortening their lag be-
hind low-income whites.29 (Hispanics, however, fell further behind whites,
and the foreign-born fell increasingly behind the native-born, both surely
reflecting the influx of low-wage immigrants.)30

Southerners rapidly caught up with Americans from other regions be-
tween 1949 and 1979. In 1949 nonsoutherners had about $1.70 of adjusted
income for each dollar of southerners’ income; by 1979 the gap had shrunk
to $1.15. (Even as an arithmetic difference, the gap had narrowed.)31 Then,
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Figure 6.3 Adjusted Family-of-Four Income Medians, by Ancestry

Black-White Differences in Family Income Narrowed, 1969 to 1999

Source: IPUMS.
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noted in chapter 2, education increasingly determined who married whom
and thus the chances of having an income-generating spouse. Better-edu-
cated Americans’ incomes more often rested on two earners. Then the in-
creasing pattern of high earners marrying high earners further contributed
to the education “premium.” It also probably contributed to growing income
disparities—higher eighty-to-twenty ratios—within specific educational
groups, for instance, within the set of college graduates.37

Summary
Through most of the twentieth century, the spread in family and individual
annual incomes narrowed, as did the income differences between blacks and
whites, southerners and northerners, and rural and urban Americans.After
1970, however, differences widened between very-well-off and less-well-off
Americans. (We should note that the gap between the extremely rich and the
merely rich also widened greatly.)38 Scholars point to various forces behind
this growing income inequality, including the growing importance of school-
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Figure 6.4 Adjusted Family-of-Four Income Medians, by Education

Education Increasingly Divided Families by Income

Source: IPUMS.
Note: Head of household’s education is substituted for children’s education.
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own homes jumped in the middle of the century.We see that displayed in fig-
ure 6.6 by the nearly horizontal line. A bit under half of American house-
holds owned their homes in the first part of the century; that figure jumped
to over 60 percent by 1960 and stayed about there afterwards.76 Ownership
of other goods, however, increased greatly. Three that are summarized to-
gether in the gray line in figure 6.6—having an inside toilet, a telephone,
and an automobile—diffused in similar ways. Each was rare in 1900 but had
become nearly universal by 2000.The computer, introduced late in the cen-
tury, was showing a similar, albeit more rapid, diffusion.77

As noted earlier, as new products diffuse, differences in ownership widen
and then later shrink.We can see this process in tracking black-white differ-
ences. (Few long-term data track Americans’ ownership of goods by the ed-
ucation, occupation, or income of the owner, but the United States has long
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Figure 6.5 Consumer Expenditures for Food and Recreation, by Year

Consumers’ Spending Shifted from Food to Recreation

Sources: Household surveys: Jacobs and Shipp, “How Family Spending Has Changed in the
United States.” National accounts: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the
United States, 316–21; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States,
2003, table 667, Excel spreadsheet supplement.
Note: Black data points indicate that the data come from surveys of urban consumers; white
data points indicate that the data come from national accounts.
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gathered many statistics by race.) In 1890, 14 percent of whites and 5 per-
cent of blacks had toilets—a nine-point difference; by 1940, as indoor
plumbing spread, blacks lagged thirty-seven points behind whites (26 versus
63 percent), but by 2000 indoor toilets were effectively universal, so the dif-
ference was about zero. In 1900 virtually no one had a car; in 1935, 60 per-
cent of white families had cars, but only 20 percent of black families did—a
forty-point gap; in 1999, 95 percent of whites and 80 percent of blacks had
a car, bringing the difference down to fifteen points.78

Through such diffusion,Americans of all backgrounds came to own these
sorts of goods by the end of the century. In 1960 rural residents, blacks, the
poorly educated, and southerners were notably less likely than other Amer-
icans to have full plumbing facilities in their homes; by 1990 the differences
were gone.79 Telephone and automobile ownership did not become univer-
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Figure 6.6 Households with Key Domestic Goods, by Year

Some Consumer Goods, but Not Home Ownership,
Became Nearly Universal

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States; U.S. Bureau of the
Census, Statistical Abstracts of the United States; Liebergott, The American Economy, http://
factfinder.census.gov; and interpolations.
Note:The gray line shows the average of toilet, telephone, and automobile; the data points
for the individual items are connected to the line.
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adjusted annual family incomes: the top 20 percent, the middle 60 percent,
and the bottom 20 percent.The lines “smooth” the pattern using the same
loess technique we described in chapter 3 (see appendix A). Differences by
income grew over time, making the gaps between the poor and the affluent
significantly greater by 2000 than they had been in the early and middle
1970s.91 This polarization by income is a robust finding; it is not due, for ex-
ample, to the poor in 2000 being more often Latino or single parents than in
1972.Americans’ ratings of their overall “happiness” followed the same gen-
eral pattern (not shown): the affluent got happier over the last three decades
of the century, while the others did not.92

Other survey results also suggest that Americans sensed growing inequal-
ity after the 1970s. When the Harris poll asked respondents whether they
felt that “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer,” the proportion saying
“yes” rose between 1972 and the early 1990s, then declined.93 Similarly, the
Gallup poll we noted at the beginning of this chapter, which asked Ameri-
cans whether they thought of the nation as “divided into ‘haves’ and ‘have-
nots,’” reveals a trend between 1988 and 2000: the proportion who said
“yes” increased from 26 percent to 38 percent.94 In the last decades of the
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Figure 6.7 Subjective Assessments of Family’s Financial Situation and
Satisfaction with It, by Income Level

Americans’ Feelings About Their Finances Diverged by Income Level

Source: GSS.
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diffusion. When a new consumer good, such as televisions or computers,
first appears, only some people—usually those who are well-off or avant-
garde, or both—get it.Then, because prices drop and familiarity increases,
ownership “diffuses” across the population until virtually everyone has it. In
this process, differences in ownership rates first widen and then narrow.
Thus, what ownership tells us about differences in standards of living de-
pends on where that good is in its diffusion history. For the basic items—not
only refrigerators and automobiles but also indoor plumbing and televi-
sion—there was considerable homogeneity in 2000.The wealthy may have
driven BMWs and watched thirty-two-inch rear-projection television, and
the working class may have driven old cars and watched TV on seventeen-
inch screens, but both groups had the commodities. Skeptics in the debate
over poverty in America point out that most of those who are defined as
poor by their annual incomes nonetheless own such goods. More alarmed
debaters respond that, socially and psychologically, poverty is a relative mat-
ter.The poor may have indoor plumbing, but if their children lacked com-
puters in 2000, they remained socially disadvantaged—in this example, on
the wrong side of the “digital divide.”We return to an evaluation of relative
need after looking at the historical trends in consumption.

Long-Term Trends in Spending
Consumption expanded dramatically for all Americans between 1900 and
2000—indeed, probably on a historically incomparable scale. But did that
mean that differences in standards of living narrowed or widened? Consider,
first, spending patterns. One way to assess living standards is to examine how
people apportion their spending. When they live on the margin, people
spend almost all their money on the basics, and the most basic is food; when
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Table 6.1 Adjusted Family-of-Four Spending on Categories of Goods,
by Percentile Rank, 1998

20th 50th 80th 
Percentile Percentile Percentile 80:20 Ratio

Food $4,046 $6,094 $8,614 2.13
Housing 5,772 9,186 16,120 2.79
Clothing 610 1,356 2,498 4.10
Recreation 816 2,062 4,402 5.39

Source: CES.
Note: Numbers represent family spending, adjusted for inflation, divided by the square root
of the size of the famiy, and multiplied by two.



any particular census year, and those with more than 1.5 million. In 2000,
1.5 million was just above the size of the MSA of Charlotte–Gastonia–Rock
Hill, North and South Carolina (which ranked 34th among about 280 MSAs
ranging from New York’s 22 million to Enid, Oklahoma’s 58,000).20 The
third category covers all places outside of metropolitan areas. For ease of
discussion, we often refer to the horizontal axis as the “rural-urban” dimen-
sion, although that is a simplification. “Suburbs” are all the municipalities and
unincorporated parts of a metropolitan area outside its center city or cities.
Because the Census Bureau builds up these categories from counties, the ty-
pology is somewhat crude. (For instance, distant parts of Los Angeles
County that are in the Angeles National Forest are technically counted as
suburbs of a large metropolitan area.)21 Despite its crudeness, the matrix re-
veals considerable American diversity.

Figure 7.2 shows how much the ancestral backgrounds, incomes, and
ages of Americans varied by community type in 2000. People of European
origin (“whites”) predominated in the less urban and more peripheral places
(top panel). Over eight in ten residents of rural or small-town America were
of European origin, but only about four in ten residents of large center cities
were of European origin. City people were more typically of African,Amer-
ican (especially Latin American), or Asian origin.22 Similarly, the foreign-
born made up barely one in fifty residents of the countryside but nearly one
in four residents in the center cities of large metropolises.
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Figure 7.1 Community Typology and Percentage of the Population,
2000

American Communities Varied Along Two Dimensions

Source:Authors’ compilation.
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Figure 7.2 Percentages of Americans Who Were of European Origin,
Higher Income, and Unmarried, by Type of Place, 2000

Different Places Were Home to Different Kinds of People in 2000

Source: IPUMS.
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Urban scholars attribute the shift from rural to suburban to a few factors.
For one, the immigrant waves both prior to 1920 and after 1970 over-
whelmingly swept into metropolitan areas; relatively few newcomers be-
came farmers. For another, individual Americans moved: country boys and
girls went to the cities, and years later their children and grandchildren de-
camped to the suburbs. In addition, communities themselves changed. Small
towns grew into cities, and their suburbs engulfed surrounding villages and
open country.45 Across the nation, farmhouses that in 1900 had nestled in
fields and orchards by 2000 huddled beside tract homes and shopping malls.
From a society split between rural and urban—in 1900 two-thirds of all
Americans lived outside metropolitan areas, and two-thirds of the rest lived
in the center cities—America became one divided between city and suburb:
in 2000 only one-fifth of Americans lived outside metropolitan areas, and
most of the remaining great majority lived in suburbs. This redeployment
alone was a massive social change, but it coincided with a geographical re-
arrangement of social differences too.
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Figure 7.3 Distribution of Population Across Types of Places

Americans Moved from the Countryside to the Suburbs in One Century

Sources: IPUMS and Bogue, “Population Growth in Standard Metropolitan Areas.”
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Figure 7.4 European Ancestry, by Year and Type of Place

Over the Century, Metropolitan Areas and Center Cities Became Much Less European-American

Source: IPUMS.
Note:To protect the anonymity of individuals, the Census Bureau withholds some geographical details.That precluded us from distin-
guishing the geography in smaller places in 1940 and 1950.
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Figure 7.5 Median Family Income, by Year and Type of Place

The Town-Country Income Gap Closed, and the City-Suburb Gap Opened

Source: Census summary files.
Note: Incomes adjusted for inflation (base = 2000), but not for family size.
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for the early decades of the century, they would no doubt show that much of
the black-nonblack segregation then was a result of regional differences
(blacks were concentrated in the South) and that the locus of segregation
shifted toward the neighborhood in the middle decades of the century.64The
message of figure 7.6 is that the neighborhood-level segregation of blacks
declined substantially after 1970, but that segregation by municipality mod-
estly increased.We interpret this to mean that black Americans increasingly
lived in more mixed neighborhoods, but that some nonblacks avoided inte-
gration by living in white suburban municipalities.65

Yet there is a seeming contradiction: how do we reconcile the long-term
trend for whites and blacks increasingly to live in separate kinds of places,
cities versus suburbs—as suggested in figure 7.4 and our discussion of it—
with the recent trend for them to live closer to one another in specific neigh-
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Figure 7.6 Segregation of African Americans, by Year and Location of
the Segregation

African-American Neighborhood Segregation Declined After 1960,
but Racial Segregation Between Suburban Towns Increased

Source: Summary files from the census.
Note: Segregation measured using Theil’s H measure.
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cent (19 percent of blacks) lived in neighborhoods with so much poverty.72

Our calculations show similar but more modest trends toward more segre-
gation by income and then, later, less segregation by income. Between 1970
and 1990, low-income urban Americans—those in the lowest quintile of
household income—became moderately more segregated from other urban
Americans, but their concentration abated slightly in the 1990s, consistent
with Jargowsky’s findings.At the other end of the spectrum, affluent Amer-
icans—those in the highest quintile—also became more segregated from
other Americans between 1970 and 1990. Note that in figure 7.7 the scale
of segregation is much less than in figure 7.6, because income segregation—
at least for quintiles (not, say, the top 1 percent)—is much less than racial
segregation. Overall, the index of segregation for the highest-income 20
percent grew from an H of .12 up through 1980 to an H of .16 afterwards.
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Figure 7.7 Segregation of Richest Quintile in Family Income 
by Year from Others and Location of the 
Segregation

Segregation by Income Increased from 1970 to 1990

Source: Summary files from the census.
Note: Segregation measured using Theil’s H measure.
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Most are smaller or less centralized organizations of individual congrega-
tions. For example, the Christian Holiness Partnership (founded in 1867)
was “officially made up of 21 different denominations, three interdenomina-
tional missionary agencies, 48 colleges and seminaries, six Holiness publish-
ing houses, nearly 2,000 camp meetings, and hundreds of independent con-
gregations and local churches that belong to denominations that are not
officially identified as members.”10 Figure 8.2 shows how Protestants distrib-
uted themselves across denominations and aggregations of specific denomi-
nations. We have grouped the Protestant denominations into four types
based on how conservative their doctrines were: conservative, moderate,
liberal, or not able to be categorized.11 We do not imply that all people in a
denomination were similar in their personal beliefs; the categories are based
on the doctrinal stances of the denominations, not on individuals, who often
deviate considerably from their own denomination’s theology.

In 2000 the Southern Baptist Convention was the single largest specific
denomination, with 15 percent of Protestant adults. Other, smaller conser-
vative Baptist organizations combined to make the largest aggregation. To-
gether, conservative Baptists accounted for one-third of all Protestants.
Methodists of all types were next with 14 percent of Protestant adults.
Lutherans were 10 percent, but they split, with one-third of Lutherans in
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Figure 8.1 Current Religious Preferences of American Adults Age
Twenty-Five to Seventy-Four

Americans Professed Many Religions, but a Majority of 
Adults Were Protestant

Source: GSS, 1998 to 2002.
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Figure 8.2 Denominations of Protestant Adults

Baptist Was the Largest Protestant Denomination

Source: GSS, 1998 to 2002.
Notes: UCC = United Church of Christ. The “no denomination” category includes people
who named a denomination that NORC could find no information on. Percentages sum to
100 percent.
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ready weakly committed to religion to make the political statement of re-
jecting a religious identification. (In other words, if being religious seemed
to mean being right-wing, then they spurned a religious identity.) Whether
this politicization will grow into the anticlericalism familiar to Europeans
remains to be seen.24

The recent increases in the proportion of American adults professing no
religion, together with the slight increase in people holding to religions out-
side the Judeo-Christian tradition, have weakened the monopoly of Western
faith traditions in America. Protestantism, Catholicism, and Judaism
claimed over 95 percent of Americans from 1900 to 1968, but only 83 per-
cent of them in 2000. Culturally, the diversification may be less than these
numbers suggest. Researchers have noted, for example, that non-Western
immigrants at the end of the century adapted their religious practices and
even their theologies toward mainstream American ones, just as Catholics
and Jews had assimilated elements of Protestantism a century earlier (a
point we return to near the end of this chapter).25
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Figure 8.3 Religious Preference, by Year and Type of Data

Religious Diversity Increased After 1960

Sources: Gallup and Roper polls, NORC surveys, and GSS.
Note: Data smoothed by seven-year moving average.
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Protestant, Catholic, and Jew
We turn next to the changes in religious affiliation among Western religions.
The graphs on the left- and right-hand sides of figure 8.4 are drawn from the
same data we used to make figure 8.3, but now we focus on the three major
religious groups.There are a few minor discrepancies between the two sides
of the figure, as one might expect given that the left-hand side describes the
affiliations of adults and the right-hand side those of youth. (So, for example,
Jews were 3 percent of adults but only 1 percent of teens in the late 1990s.)
Nonetheless, the overall stories are parallel.26 Protestants made up a sharply
declining percentage of the Western religion category, and Catholics a
sharply increasing proportion. Immigration and differences in birth rates
help explain this weakening of the Protestant majority.American adults who
immigrated from elsewhere early in the century were about equally as likely
to be Catholic as Protestant, but among those who immigrated near the end
of the century, the Catholic-reared outnumbered the Protestant-reared by
better than five to one.27 Immigration increasingly contributed Catholics (as
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Figure 8.4 Religious Preference of Christians and Jews, by Year and
Type of Data

Religious Diversity Among Western Faiths Increased 
Throughout the Century

Sources: Gallup and Roper polls, NORC surveys, and GSS.
Note: Data smoothed by seven-year moving average.
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putes resolved at the denominational level persisted at the local level be-
cause, even though a denomination may have taken a decision to allow a
practice, traditions of local autonomy gave rise to disagreements within con-
gregations about whether to conform. In the end, this local adaptation to a
national (or international) decision led to differentiation below the denom-
inational level.34

Religious Persistence and Switching
Underneath the organizational recombinations from religious mergers
and schisms, and in addition to the consequences of immigration and dif-
ferential birth rates, religious change is produced by individuals’ personal
decisions to continue in or to leave the faith in which they were raised. In
2000 almost 75 percent of adults identified with the religion of their
youth.35 Many Americans (half of people raised Protestant and 30 percent
of people raised Catholic or Jewish) “shop around” for a church, but few
“buy” the new brand.36 Indeed, a follow-up question indicated that most
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Figure 8.5 Protestants’ Specifıc Denominations, by Cohort (Year
Turned Sixteen)

Baptists and Others Increased,While Methodists Declined

Source: GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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Figure 8.6 Religious Immobility, by Year Turned Sixteen and Denomination

Three of Four Americans Stayed with the Denomination They Were Raised In

Source: GSS.
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PERSONAL PRACTICE AND BELIEF
The institutional diversity of American religion grew in the twentieth cen-
tury, as did tolerance of that diversity. But what happened to personal
piety—to belief and practice? The conventional wisdom is that modern
Americans were, setting aside a handful of fundamentalists, less religious
than their ancestors. But this is not what historians of religion have con-
cluded.Although the beliefs and practices of people long ago are difficult to
measure, the best assessment is that during the nineteenth century Ameri-
cans became more religious, not less. Adults were more likely to join
churches, to understand Christian theology, and to practice their faiths sys-
tematically in 1876 than in 1776.This trend of increasing religiosity contin-
ued through at least most of the twentieth century.50 Here we focus on the
latter part of the twentieth century and explore two general questions: In
the midst of increasing diversity, how did average Americans’ religiosity
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Figure 8.7 Married Couples with Different Religions (Protestant,
Catholic, Jewish) or Different Denominations (Among
Protestants), by Birth Cohort 

Americans Were Increasingly Likely to Be Married to Someone of a
Different Religion

Source: GSS, 1974 to 1994.
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in the previous week, but only about one-quarter of those born since 1960
had. Second, people attend more often as they age, marry, and raise chil-
dren, and this tendency roughly counterbalances the generational change.
Since the average age of Americans rose (from twenty-three in 1900 to
thirty in 1980, to thirty-five in 2000), the two tendencies produced a flat
trend line after the 1960s.54

The trend in attendance, however, was not flat for everyone.We pooled
Gallup polls from 1957—just about the peak of reported attendance—and
1968 with the later General Social Surveys and used the statistical technique
described in appendix A to smooth the trend lines. Figure 8.9 shows that
history of attendance varied greatly by religious affiliation.The real change
was among Catholics: around midcentury, 80 percent reported weekly at-
tendance, but by the end of the century only 30 percent did. Changes in at-
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Figure 8.8 Membership in Churches and Participation in Religious
Services by Year

Membership in Churches and Attendance at Services Changed Little,
1937 to 2000

Source: Membership (Gallup Polls);Attendance (Gallup and Roper Polls).
Note: Data smoothed using cubic equations.
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tendance among Protestants and Jews (also among “others” and “nones”; not
shown) were not statistically significant. (Catholics similarly experienced a
substantial decline in attendance across generations.)55

GSS surveys conducted in 1991 and 1998 give us a wider, albeit rose-
tinted, window on the century. Respondents were asked, “And what about
when you were around eleven or twelve, how often did you attend religious
services then?” Assuming that these reports are accurate, the results show
that between 1930 and 1960, 80 percent of children attended regularly; at-
tendance then dropped steadily to 60 percent in the 1980s. If we assume in-
stead some nostalgia—as would be suggested by the contemporaneous re-
ports of attendance from earlier years that we noted before—then the drop
since the 1960s was not so great. In either case, comparisons between
Protestants and Catholics should not be distorted by differential tendencies
to nostalgia. And these retrospective reports roughly reinforce the pattern
shown in figure 8.9: relatively little change in attendance among those
reared as Protestants, and a major decline since the 1950s for Catholics.56

The decline in Catholic attendance we observe is consistent with studies
showing that about one-third of the Catholics who had been attending
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Figure 8.9 Attendance at Religious Services, by Year and
Denomination

Catholic Church Attendance Decreased, 1957 to 2000

Source: Gallup polls and GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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of belief to a level about that of southerners. And residents of metropolitan
areas became more like rural residents in having faith.The key exceptions to
this embrace of the afterlife were poorly educated Americans, as show in fig-
ure 8.11. Fewer high school dropouts believed in life after death in the
1990s than around 1960; Americans of higher educational attainments,
however, especially college graduates, were notably more likely to believe at
the end than at the middle of the century. It is almost as if the least educated
had missed out on a new social wave—belief in the afterlife.72

CONCLUSION
We have examined closely four indicators of religious involvement, in addi-
tion to quickly looking at church membership: attendance at services and
belief in God, the literalness of the Bible, and life after death.The first ques-
tion we raised was: what happened to religious belief and practice in the last
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Figure 8.10 Belief in the Literal Truth of the Bible, by Year Turned
Sixteen and Education

High School Dropouts Read the Bible Less Literally

Source: GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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few decades of the twentieth century? For the most part, the historical
changes were modest; generally, faith and practice increased a bit in the
1950s and then declined a bit afterwards. Overall, indicators of religiosity
did not decline much (if at all) over the last several decades of the century.
This surface consistency, however, covers some internal variations.

There were generational differences: Americans born around the begin-
ning of the twentieth century were much more religiously active and reli-
giously certain as adults than those born in the 1960s and 1970s (excepting
belief in life after death). Much of that pattern, however, reflects the connec-
tion between aging and religiosity. Comparing people of a similar age across
the years reveals remarkable stability in religious belief and practice.

Clearer differences appear between Catholics and Protestants: Catholics
sharply retreated from religious attendance, and this accounts for most of
the national trend in attendance. Although this was almost certainly con-
nected to internal changes in Catholicism, not their adoption of ideas or
practices typical of Protestants, its consequence was to homogenize atten-
dance rates over time. Even more consistently across the measures, college
graduates’ religious practice and beliefs increased over time relative to those
of others. Given that frequently the religiosity of those with less than a high
school degree declined, a convergence in religiosity among different educa-
tional groups thus occurred.73 We offer no explanation for this develop-
ment, which is largely unnoted in research on American religiosity, but we
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Figure 8.11 Belief in Life After Death, by Year and Education

Americans’ Belief in Life After Death Increased Modestly over Time,
Except That of High School Dropouts

Source: Gallup polls, NORC, and GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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period for which we have evidence. In our analysis, we again used the
adapted loess technique, first described in chapter 3 (and appendix A).We
used all available published survey results to estimate the national trend for
a specific question from as far back as the 1930s up to 2000, and then we
used the raw survey data available in specific years from Gallup or the GSS
to estimate the trends for specific subpopulations.

Long-Term Changes
One cultural issue that roughly mimicked the pattern in figure 9.1 was
women’s roles. Beginning in 1938, Gallup asked the question, “Do you ap-
prove or disapprove of a married woman earning money in business or in-
dustry if she has a husband capable of supporting her?” Either Gallup or the
GSS asked this question through 1998.16 Over those sixty years, the balance
of American opinion shifted dramatically, from 20 percent approving to 80
percent approving. Figure 9.2 (top graph), labeled “all,” shows that pattern.
The circles are the actual percentages saying “approve” in each year (“ob-

218 Century of Difference

Figure 9.1 Hypothetical S–Shaped Diffusion Curves

As Cultural Items Spread, the Gap Between Early and Late Adopters
Widens and Then Narrows Again 

Source:Authors’ compilation.
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Figure 9.2 Approval of Married Women Working for Pay, by Year, Age,
and Type of Place

As Americans Accepted Working Women, Gaps in Approval Among
Groups First Widened,Then Narrowed

Sources: Gallup polls and GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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Figure 9.3 Citizens Who Would Vote for a Catholic, a Jew, or a Black for
President

Differences on Minority Presidential Candidates Widened 
When National Views Were Evenly Split and Then Narrowed as

Tolerance Grew

Sources: Gallup polls and GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression. Question not asked of
members of the group in question.
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(agreeing to about half of the abortion questions) to an average of 2.2.Then
the tide shifted. By 2000 agreement was down to an average of 2.0 on the
scale (agreeing with two of the questions). Figure 9.4 shows the trajectory
by education and by region. In the first part of the cycle, 1962 to 1977, the
more-educated respondents shifted toward the pro-choice position at a
faster rate than the less-educated ones did, and the respondents in the East
and West shifted faster than did southerners and midwesterners. In the sec-
ond part of the cycle, 1977 to 2000, the more-educated shifted away from
the pro-choice position faster than and toward the less-educated; easterners
shifted away faster than and toward the southerners and midwesterners.33

Trends by age groups and by urbanism are similar.The early-adopting sec-
tors of the population moved fastest toward a pro-choice position and also
faster away from it. Other Americans were more conservative and less
volatile.The period of greatest division was around 1975 to 1980, when the
gaps by education, region, age, and place were widest.34

Americans’ opinions on the death penalty also cycled. From the mid-
1930s to about 1960, support for it dropped, then rose sharply until about
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Figure 9.4 Scores on Abortion Scale, by Year and Education or Region

Early Adopters Led Movements Both Up and Down in Changes of
Opinion About Abortion

Sources: NORC surveys and GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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1990, and then dropped again.The timing of this cycle and the small differ-
ences in opinion between groups suggest that Americans’ attitudes on the
death penalty largely followed the national homicide rate, which cycled sim-
ilarly over those years.35 Figure 9.5 shows differences of opinion by region as
great as fifteen points around 1960, and then again of ten points around
2000.The figure also reveals an exception, from 1936 to 1990, to the gen-
eral diffusion pattern. Southerners were the most volatile; they led the first
swings of opinion against the death penalty from 1936 to about 1960 and
then moved fastest toward favoring it after 1960. (Throughout, westerners
most often supported the penalty.)36 In the 1950s, southerners more typi-
cally opposed capital punishment than easterners did. Also in this era, bet-
ter-educated and urban Americans supported the death penalty more than
less-educated and rural Americans.Then southerners moved rapidly in favor
of the death penalty, matching the position of easterners around 1990.The
last swing of opinion, after 1990 and away from capital punishment, was 
led instead by the familiar, early-adopting easterners—and also by better-
educated and younger Americans. By 2000, in contrast to 1955, these avant-

226 Century of Difference

Figure 9.5 Support for Death Penalty, by Year and Region

Southerners Led the Initial Swing in Opinion on the Death Penalty,
with Northeasterners Following More Recently

Sources: Gallup polls and GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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tency, however, notable group differences are apparent. For example, in the
1990s young Americans were thirty percentage points likelier to drink than
the elderly, men ten points more likely than women, and Catholics twenty
points more likely than conservative Protestants. Along with these roughly
stable contrasts were historical changes in differences consistent with those
we have described before: regional differences narrowed during the 1960s
and 1970s as more southerners said they drank, and they narrowed again in
the 1980s and 1990s as more easterners said they did not; rural-city differ-
ences narrowed in a similar fashion. We have seen such convergences on
many other issues. But educational differences widened after the 1960s as
those without any college exposure increasingly forswore alcohol.This edu-
cational divergence is confounded with generations. Most cohorts began
adulthood with drinking rates around 70 percent or more and then gave it
up as they aged. But the later in the century Americans were born, the
slower they were to give up their youthful drinking, so that cohort dif-
ferences tended to widen. In the end, drinking, which over fifty-five years
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Figure 9.6 Ideal Number of Children, by Year and Type of Place

As Actual Fertility Fell Nationwide, Americans in Smaller
Communities Caught Up with City Folks in the Move Toward

Preferring Smaller Families

Sources: Gallup polls and GSS.
Note: Data smoothed using locally estimated (loess) regression.
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Table 9.1 Capsule Descriptions of the Cultural Clusters, 1970s and 1990s

1970s 1990s

Cluster Traits That Distinguished Special Features Special Features
Number the Cluster in Both Decades Number Percentage of the 1970s Number Percentage of the1990s

I Affluent; educated; suburban. 1 21 Mainline 1 16 Mainline 
Support capital punishment; some- Protestant. Protestant and 
what liberal on race and gender. Catholic.

II Middle-aged. Politically 
conservative churchgoers; very 2 14 High school 5 11
conservative on family issues graduates;
(abortion, sex, and so on). middle-income.

III Nonsouthern, older, mainline . 3 14 7 8 Moderate on 
Protestant; low-income. Lean capital
conservative on social issues, punishment.
moderate on abortion.

IV Young, urban, nonsouthern, 4 11 4 11
well-educated, middle-income.
Secular; self-labeled liberals; liberal 
on social and racial issues.

(Table continues on p. 236.)



Table 9.1 (Continued)

1970s 1990s

Cluster Traits That Distinguished Special Features Special Features
Number the Cluster in Both Decades Number Percentage of the 1970s Number Percentage of the1990s
V Poorly educated, elderly, 5 10 10 4 Low-income.

southern, rural; con- Socially conserva-
servative Protestant. Socially tive on issues such 
conservative, especially on inter- as interracial 
racial marriage, premarital sex, marriage, women 
and homosexuality. in politics, and 

homosexuality.

VI Southern, rural. Racially 6 10 Not elderly, 3 14 Middle-aged.
conservative, but relatively conservative Pro- Favor capital 
moderate on most other testant, but rarely punishment.
social issues except homo- attend church.
sexuality; favor small families.

VII Catholic, young, dispro-  7 8 One-fifth Latino. 8 8 Two-fifths Latino,
portionately Latino. Slightly liberal, nonsouthern.

except anti-abortion. Politically and
socially moderate,
except anti-
abortion.

VIII Almost all black, urban. 8 7 6 9
Racially liberal; liberal 
on capital punishment,
divorce law, premarital sex.



IX Black, southern, con- 9 5 Almost all black, 9 9 Mostly black
servative Protestants; poor, poorly high school 
church attenders. educated. graduates.
Racially liberal and opposed 
to capital punishment; conser-
vative on social and gender 
issues.

X Appears only in 1990s; seems  2 15 Suburban, young 
to emerge from the sorts of high school 
people who formed clusters I graduates; two-
and IV in the 1970s fifths with no or

“other” religion.
Secular, very lib-
eral on social and
gender issues, but 
favor capital pun-
ishment; favor
small families.

Source:Authors’ analysis of the GSS.
Note:All clusters were at least 93 percent white, unless otherwise indicated. Non-italic entries refer to demographic and social attributes, italicized en-
tries to attitudes.



when we did not have access to individual data for those surveys, because
doing so improved our estimates of g(t), especially for the first few years of
our individual-data series.

EXAMPLE: LAWS AGAINST RACIAL INTERMARRIAGE
In chapter 3, we took up the topic of laws against interracial marriage.The
question is: “Do you think there should be laws against marriages between
blacks and whites? [yes or no?]” It was first asked in a national survey in 1963,
again in 1967 and 1970, and then incorporated into the GSS from 1972 on-
ward. Figure A.1 shows the percentages recorded for all adults in each sur-
vey by year (circles) and the locally estimated (loess) regression estimates
(gray line). Opposition to restricting marriages between blacks and whites
climbed sharply through the first fifteen years—from around one-third to
about two-thirds of nonblacks opposing.The upward trend stalled somewhat
between 1978 and 1986 or 1987 before rising more sharply thereafter.

256 Century of Difference

Figure A.1 Opposition to Laws Banning Marriages Between Blacks
and Whites for Persons of All Ages, by Year

Sources: NORC Tolerance Surveys (1963 to 1970) and GSS (1972 to 2000).
Note: Excludes African-American respondents.
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Figure A.2 Opposition to Laws Banning Marriages Between Blacks
and Whites, by Year and Cohort: Loess Regression Results

Sources: NORC Tolerance Surveys (1963 to 1970) and General Social Surveys (1972 to
2000).
Note: Excludes African-American respondents.

100

75

50

25

0Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 O

pp
os

in
g 

Ba
n 

of
 In

te
rr

ac
ia

l M
ar

ri
ag

e

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

Year

All Cohorts: Loess
1960+
1945 to 1959
1930 to 1944
1915 to 1929
1900 to 1914
Before 1900



The graphic display in figure A.2 makes all of the several parts of the com-
plex change clearer.The cohort effects are evident in the clear separation of
each cohort’s line from its predecessor’s (except for the way the 1960-and-
up cohort overlaps the 1945 to 1959 cohort), and the period effect is evi-
dent in the overall upward slant of the trend lines.The divergence by gener-
ation is subtle, masked by the sharp upward trend at the time cohorts were
diverging.The convergence of the 1900 to 1914 cohort with later ones after
1988 is clear.
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Table A.1 Coeffıcients for Model of Trends in Attitudes Toward
Interracial Marriage: Percentage Opposing Laws That
Prohibit Marriages Between Blacks and Whites, by Cohort

Robust

Variable Coefficient Standard Error p

g(t) 1.533 .158 <.001
Cohort

Before 1900 — — —
1900 to 1914 .069 .036 .051
1915 to 1929 .163 .034 <.001
1930 to 1944 .210 .033 <.001
1945 to 1959 .316 .044 <.001
1960 and up .118 .142 .408

Cohort by timea

Before 1900 −.024 .007 .001
1900 to 1914 −.028 .005 <.001
1915 to 1929 −.021 .004 <.001
1930 to 1944 −.013 .004 .001
1945 to 1959 −.012 .003 <.001
1960 and up .001 .010 .950

Cohort by time-squared/1,000
Before 1900 .166 .321 .604
1900 to 1914 .404 .105 <.001
1915 to 1929 .181 .071 .011
1930 to 1944 .035 .062 .570
1945 to 1959 .003 .060 .955
1960 and up −.174 .168 .300

Intercept −.315 .063 <.001

Source:Authors’ analysis of pooled Gallup/GSS data set.
a Time = year − 1960 (that is, time = 0 in 1960, 10 in 1970, and so on).
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Table C.1 Models Tested for Cluster Analysis

Percentage Classification 
Model BIC(LL) Npar L2 Reduction in L2 Errors 

1970s
1 cluster 103614 44 60366.28 0 0
2 clusters 100727.1 69 57280.17 5.1 0.0776
3 clusters 99282.97 94 55636.9 7.9 0.073
4 clusters 98772.06 119 54926.8 9.1 0.1236
5 clusters 98315.89 144 54271.44 10.3 0.1423
6 clusters 98222.11 169 53978.47 10.6 0.1807
7 clusters 98150.64 194 53707.81 11.1 0.1838
8 clusters 98104.87 219 53462.85 11.4 0.1977
9 clusters 98092.56 244 53251.35 11.9 0.2032
10 clusters 98099.65 269 53059.25 12.1 0.2249
11clusters 98140 294 52900.41 12.4 0.2285

1980s
1 cluster 165331.7 44 91592.32 0 0
2 clusters 160261.9 69 86311.28 5.8 0.076
3 clusters 158602.9 94 84441.06 7.9 0.0786
4 clusters 157589.9 119 83216.82 9.2 0.1249
5 clusters 156952.4 144 82368.04 10.0 0.1466
6 clusters 156704.6 169 81908.97 10.6 0.181
7 clusters 156464.6 194 81457.75 11.0 0.1841
8 clusters 156272.3 219 81054.14 11.5 0.1851
9 clusters 156154 244 80724.6 11.9 0.1898
10 clusters 156072.1 269 80431.46 12.2 0.2241
11 clusters 156076.9 294 80245.08 12.4 0.2392

1990s
1 cluster 166039.7 44 93519.19 0 0
2 clusters 161382.7 69 88650.78 5.1 0.083
3 clusters 159422.7 94 86479.37 7.5 0.0825
4 clusters 158320.2 119 85165.48 8.9 0.1273
5 clusters 157744.5 144 84378.41 9.7 0.1444
6 clusters 157393.7 169 83816.1 10.4 0.1732
7 clusters 157252.3 194 83463.36 10.7 0.1916
8 clusters 157147.5 219 83147.13 11.1 0.2222
9 clusters 157094.9 244 82883.14 11.3 0.2297
10 clusters 157072.1 269 82648.9 11.7 0.2325
11 clusters 157088.9 294 82454.25 11.8 0.2408
12 clusters 157115.3 319 82269.23 12.0 0.252



Table C.2 Parameters for Clusters in Best Models of 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s

Summary Cluster

I II III V VI IV VII VIII IX X

1970s cluster number Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 5 Cluster 6 Cluster 4 Cluster 7 Cluster 8 Cluster 9 None
Cluster size 0.21 0.14 0.14 0.10 0.10 0.11 0.08 0.07 0.05
Ethnic (white-black-Latino) W W W W W W W/L B B
South −0.82 −0.28 −1.37 1.71 1.54 −1.00 −1.00 0.31 1.55
Rural-suburban-city .98 SU .41 SU 0.17 1.26 R 1.07 R .83 U −0.38 2.21 U .68 R
Education 1.08 0.81 −1.13 −1.95 −0.65 1.87 0.03 −0.11 −1.65
Per capita income percentile 1.20 0.36 −0.45 −1.11 −0.51 0.47 −0.16 −0.55 −1.64
Age −0.45 0.43 1.50 1.84 −0.99 −1.89 −1.21 −1.10 0.81
Religion 1.53 OP 1.02 CA 1.13 OP 1.31 CP 2.20 CP 2.88 OTH 4.21 CA 1.79 CP 2.16 CP
Attend church −0.49 3.83 −0.96 0.92 −0.86 −1.94 0.63 −0.13 0.95
Political self-ranking −0.27 −0.79 −0.18 −0.31 −0.04 1.94 0.65 0.51 0.26
More for environment 0.16 −0.37 −0.79 −1.02 −0.18 1.94 0.63 0.74 −0.06
Anti-capital punishment −0.77 −0.35 −0.73 0.12 −0.43 1.16 0.02 1.17 1.18
More for minorities −0.38 −0.18 −0.62 −0.60 −0.79 0.87 −0.02 2.74 2.30
Interracial marriage OK 2.47 0.44 −1.79 −3.81 −1.22 3.91 1.45 7.77 7.74
Women in politics OK 0.67 −0.45 −0.42 −1.56 −0.15 1.70 0.22 0.36 −0.47
Abortion OK 1.63 −1.70 0.39 −1.12 −0.11 2.06 −0.51 −0.13 −1.62
Easier divorces 0.57 −1.70 −0.41 −1.44 0.09 1.40 −0.12 1.53 0.25
Premarital sex OK 0.89 −1.89 −0.16 −2.77 0.10 2.16 0.64 1.50 −1.21
Homosexuality OK 0.79 −1.64 −1.28 −2.25 −0.96 2.46 0.48 0.36 −1.42
No prayer in schools 0.36 −0.23 −0.02 −1.27 −0.45 1.49 0.44 −0.38 −1.56
More kids ideal −0.99 0.59 0.09 0.99 −0.65 −1.09 0.26 0.55 1.21

(Table continues on p. 270.)



Table C.2 (Continued)

Summary Cluster

I II III V VI IV VII VIII IX X

1980s cluster number Cluster 2 Cluster 4 Cluster 5 Cluster 7 Cluster 1 Cluster 6 Cluster 10 Cluster 8 Cluster9 Cluster 3
Cluster size 0.17 0.11 0.10 0.07 0.18 0.07 0.04 0.06 0.05 0.16
Ethnic (white-black-Latino) W W W W W W L B B W
South −0.89 −0.20 −1.68 2.99 0.78 −0.65 0.36 0.15 1.66 −1.16
Rural-suburban-city 0.72 SU 0.28 R 0.35 R 1.53 U 0.62 R 1.41 U 0.72 U 1.85 U 0.94 U 0.42 SU
Education 1.72 0.87 −1.84 −1.72 −0.48 2.18 −1.66 0.23 −2.33 0.15
Per capita income percentile 0.92 0.31 −1.86 −1.16 0.07 0.69 −1.04 −0.14 −2.60 0.57
Age −0.43 −0.06 3.53 1.35 −0.31 −0.92 −1.08 −0.85 0.64 −0.95
Religion 1.77 1.13 1.5 OP/CA 2.17 CP 0.65 CP 2.76 OTH 2.72 CA 1.16 CP 2.27 CP 1.1 OTH
Attend church 0.27 4.36 0.70 1.12 −0.71 −1.45 0.18 −0.01 0.59 −2.04
Political self-ranking −0.05 −1.07 −0.25 −0.48 −0.30 2.12 0.27 0.69 0.16 0.17
More for environment 0.56 −0.21 −1.06 −1.29 −0.01 2.39 −0.29 0.67 −0.54 0.23
Anti-capital punishment 0.09 −0.17 0.07 0.03 −1.05 1.37 0.44 1.06 1.49 −1.39
More for minorities 0.23 −0.15 −0.25 −1.22 −1.12 1.24 0.30 3.45 1.75 −0.48
Interracial marriage OK 3.22 0.52 −1.64 −3.39 −1.55 3.82 0.73 3.91 0.34 1.61
Women in politics OK 1.11 −0.56 −0.83 −1.66 −0.19 1.45 0.03 0.35 −0.78 0.71
Abortion OK 0.35 −2.13 −0.77 −1.30 0.16 3.15 −0.91 0.28 −1.41 1.59
Easier divorces −0.38 −1.66 −1.03 −0.96 −0.14 0.90 0.46 1.18 0.60 0.98
Premarital sex OK 0.50 −2.44 −1.29 −3.32 0.19 1.88 0.12 0.94 −0.42 1.82
Homosexuality OK 0.93 −6.48 −1.26 −2.81 −1.93 2.67 −0.17 −0.16 −1.08 1.10
No prayer in schools 0.59 −0.63 −0.40 −1.60 −0.67 3.03 −0.14 −0.64 −1.15 0.61
More kids ideal −0.25 0.70 0.73 0.54 −0.69 −0.54 0.85 0.17 1.08 −0.79



1990s cluster number Cluster 1 Cluster 5 Cluster 7 Cluster 10 Cluster 3 Cluster 4 Cluster 8 Cluster 6 Cluster 9 Cluster 2
Cluster size 0.16 0.11 0.08 0.04 0.14 0.11 0.08 0.09 0.05 0.15
Ethnic (white-black-Latino) W W W W W W W/L B B W
South −0.64 0.14 −0.70 2.15 1.29 −0.93 −0.86 0.48 1.00 −0.75
Rural-suburban-city 0.52 SU 0.68 SU/R 0.67 R 1.48 R 0.73 R 0.86 U 0.57 U 1.2 U 0.8 U 0.52 SU
Education 1.32 0.58 −1.05 −2.99 −0.75 2.14 −0.94 −0.68 −0.37 −0.11
Per capita income percentile 1.00 0.14 −1.11 −2.18 0.15 0.60 −0.60 −1.07 −0.49 0.24
Age −0.34 0.26 3.53 2.89 −0.23 −0.72 −1.03 −0.50 −0.52 −0.68
Religion 1.67 1.08 CP 1.13 OP 1.65 CP 1.06 CP 2.12 OTH 2.48 CA 1.27 CP 1.49 CP 1.35 OTH
Attend church 0.70 3.69 0.09 1.14 −0.54 −1.19 −0.25 0.03 1.53 −2.43
Political self-ranking −0.24 −1.54 −0.24 −0.49 −0.44 2.18 0.00 0.31 0.02 0.28
More for environment 0.18 −1.13 −1.08 −1.24 −0.01 1.48 −0.08 0.23 0.37 0.46
Anti-capital punishment −0.45 −0.09 −0.16 0.48 −1.55 1.12 0.35 0.75 1.62 −1.45
More for minorities −0.10 −0.68 −0.41 −0.72 −1.40 0.98 0.13 2.68 1.92 −0.51
Interracial marriage OK 5.04 0.21 −1.62 −3.70 −1.22 3.68 0.14 1.17 1.56 1.06
Women in politics OK 0.92 −0.52 −0.80 −1.93 −0.50 1.47 −0.33 0.05 −0.19 0.63
Abortion OK 0.06 −2.26 −0.07 −1.17 −0.05 2.53 −0.73 0.24 −1.24 1.29
Easier divorces −0.62 −1.96 −0.74 −0.94 −0.17 0.62 0.66 1.31 0.02 0.61
Premarital sex OK 0.40 −3.15 −0.81 −2.61 −0.18 1.75 0.44 0.70 −2.83 1.96
Homosexuality OK 0.64 −4.23 −1.15 −3.15 −1.38 2.78 −0.14 −0.20 −2.31 1.05
No prayer in schools 0.40 −0.73 −1.04 −1.98 −1.17 3.12 −0.26 −0.87 −1.04 0.88
More kids ideal −0.13 0.74 0.36 0.98 −1.12 −0.57 0.65 0.59 0.71 −0.79

Source:Authors’ analysis of the GSS.
Notes:The categories for each variable are in the list in appendix C. Entries are primarily log odds ratios.
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