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I use the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series to assess the
- potential effects of local labor-market conditions on long-term
trends and race differences in marital instability. The rise of fe-
male labor-force participation and the increase in nonfarm employ-
ment are closely associated with the growth of divorce and separa-
tion. Moreover, higher female labor-force participation among
black women and lower economic opportunities for black men may
account for race differences in marital instability before 1940, and
for most of such differences in subsequent years. However, unmea-
sured intervening cultural factors are probably responsible for at
least part of these effects.

Marital dissolution for reasons other than widowhood has
increased dramatically over the course of the past century.
Only about 5% of marriages contracted in 1867 ended in di-
vorce, but over one-half of marriages contracted in 1967 are
expected to end in divorce (Cherlin 1992; Preston and
MacDonald 1979). Scholars and commentators have consis-
tently explained this change as a product of the changing
sexual division of labor. Writing in 1893, Durkheim (1960
[1893]) pointed to the sexual division of labor as a source of
interdependence between men and women, producing what
he called “organic solidarity.” Durkheim warned that if the
sexual division of labor receded, “conjugal society would
eventually subsist in sexual relations preeminently ephem-
eral” (p. 60). Fifty-six years later, Parsons (1949) expanded
on this theme, maintaining that sex-role segregation pre-
vents disruptive competition between husbands and wives.
The argument was formalized by Becker (1981), whose eco-
nomic model assumed that the chief benefit of marriage
arises from the interdependence of men and women, which
in turn results from the specialization of women in domestic
production and men in market work. The model predicts that
when women obtain another source of income (either by
market labor or through welfare) the incentive to remain
married declines.

Less conservative scholars use different terminology,
but most stress the same agent of change. They argue that
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the rise in economic opportunities for women was a neces-
sary condition for the increase in divorce and separation
(Cherlin 1992; Degler 1980; McLanahan 1991; Ross and
Sawhill 1975). According to this interpretation, women in
the past who lacked independent means of support were of-
ten trapped in bad marriages; as the opportunities for female
wage-labor expanded, women were increasingly able to es-
cape and live on their own. Thus, the rising economic
power of women undermined patriarchal authority and de-
stabilized marriages.

Although the language varies, scholars of all political
stripes largely agree about what happened. Those on the right
bemoan the decline of marital interdependence resulting
from the breakdown of the sexual division of labor. On the
left, scholars applaud the decline of patriarchal authority that
resulted from the increasing economic power of women. But
virtually everyone agrees that as married women increasingly
began to work outside the home, the economic logic of tradi-
tional marriages was undermined and the frequency of di-
vorce and separation increased. As Cherlin (1992) put it, “al-
most every well-known scholar who has addressed this topic
in the twentieth century has cited the importance of the in-
crease in the employment of women” (p. 51).

Oppenheimer (1994) dissents from the near-universal
explanation of rising marital instability in terms of increas-
ing female economic opportunity. She argues that theorists
have neglected the effects of declining economic opportuni-
ties for men. She points out that the labor-force participation
of young men has declined significantly since the 1960s, es-
pecially among blacks. Moreover, average real earnings of
young men have deteriorated. These changes, according to
Oppenheimer, have contributed both to declining marriage
rates and increasing divorce and separation by reducing the
pool of desirable husbands.

Although economic theories predominate, some schol-
ars have also emphasized cultural explanations for rising
marital instability (May 1980; Riley 1991; Thornton 1989).
The social stigma associated with divorce clearly has dimin-
ished, and this has contributed to a decline in legal barriers
to divorce. The rise of individualism associated with urban-
ization and industrialization has meant increasing emphasis
on self-fulfillment and growing intolerance of unsuccessful
marriages. In essence, the cultural argument suggests that
marriages in the past tended to be governed more by social
norms and less by rational calculation to maximize indi-
vidual happiness. Since the nineteenth century, increasingly
individualistic values could have simultaneously contributed
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to rising female market-labor participation and to rising
marital instability.

ANALYTIC STRATEGY, DATA AND VARIABLES

I investigate the effects of long-term changes in the employ-
ment patterns of males and females on divorce and separa-
tion. Remarkably little research has been conducted on this
topic, in part because of a lack of appropriate data. In all
periods, divorced and separated women were far more
likely to work than were married women, but that might be
simply because they had no other source of income. There-
fore, individual-level analysis of the effects of female em-
ployment on divorce and separation cannot be carried out
with cross-sectional data. There is no way to determine if
the divorce resulted from employment or the employment
resulted from divorce.

Several studies have used longitudinal data to show that
wives who work are more likely eventually to divorce than
are wives who stay at home, and that stable employment of
husbands is associated with stable marriages (Cherlin 1977,
1979; Greenstein 1990; Hannon, Tuma, and Groeneveld
1978; Ross and Sawhill 1975; Spitze and South 1985). Such
longitudinal analyses, however, are limited in two respects.
First, the necessary longitudinal data are only available for
the period since the 1970s, so longitudinal studies cannot tell
us about long-term change. Second, such studies do not fully
capture the effect of changing female labor-market opportu-
nities; some women may end a marriage because they know
they can find a job, even if they do not actually have one.

Even if one cannot analyze the effects of employment
patterns on divorce and separation at the individual level, the
U.S. census provides sufficient data to assess the relation-
ship between local labor-market characteristics and marital
instability. This study is based on the Integrated Public Use
Microdata Series (IPUMS), which provides compatible indi-
vidual-level census data for 11 census years (Ruggles and
Sobek 1995).! The IPUMS samples for the census years
1880, 1910, 1940, 1970, 1980, and 1990 contain sufficient
cases, variables, and geographic detail to define a set of lo-
cal labor markets based on metropolitan areas, county
groups, and public use microdata areas.? Unlike published
statistics for local areas, the microdata allow construction of
a compatible set of labor-market measures for each geo-
graphic district across a broad span of time.

Despite the strength of the historical census microdata,
the census has some limitations for the analysis of long-
run changes in marital instability. In most years, the census
provides information only about current marital status—
formerly divorced or separated persons who have remar-

1. The IPUMS database and documentation are available on the World
Wide Web at http://www.ipums.umn.edu or by anonymous ftp at
ftp.hist.umn.edu. For a detailed description of the data, see Ruggles and
Menard (1995).

2. The other IPUMS census years cannot be used because they lack
key variables (1850), incorporate too few cases in their present form (1850,
1900, 1920), include a key variable only for a small subset of cases (1950),
or lack sufficient geographic detail (1960).
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ried cannot be identified. Thus, the census does not allow
a pure study of marital instability; instead, it allows analy-
sis of the combined effect of divorce, separation, and re-
marriage. This does not pose a major theoretical problem,
however. If labor-force changes made it more feasible or
desirable for couples to divorce or separate, such changes
should also increase the feasibility or desirability to remain
divorced or separated. For example, if declining economic
specialization of the sexes has contributed to a decline in
the value of marriage, as Becker hypothesizes, that change
should result in increased divorce and reduced remarriage.
Similarly, the precarious economic circumstances of young
men cited by Oppenheimer could contribute to divorce and
at the same time make it harder to find a suitable spouse
for remarriage.’

A second limitation of the census for the analysis of
marital instability is the potential for a chronological mis-
match between the available measures of the labor market
and of marital instability. Divorces and separations may have
occurred years before the census was taken, but the avail-
able labor-market measures refer to the day the census was
taken. To minimize this problem, I limit the analysis to per-
sons aged 20-39 at the time of the census. The 1950 PUMS
includes a variable on the duration of current marital status
that shows that 77% of divorces and separations among per-
sons aged 20-39 occurred within the previous five years, and
92% occurred within the previous decade. The marital dis-
ruption in this age group occurred, on average, 3.8 years be-
fore the census. Assuming that the other census years were
similar, the problem of chronological mismatch is not great.
Nevertheless, any short-run shifts in local economic condi-
tions will blur the results and contribute to underestimated
coefficients.

3. The observed frequency of marital instability in the census is also
affected by differences in mortality among the divorced, separated, and
married populations, but this problem is comparatively modest. Another
potential problem with the census as a source for the study of marital insta-
bility concerns the reliability of the marital status variable. Jacobson (1959)
carried out a components-of-change analysis that concluded that the early
twenticth century censuses understated divorce by as much as 60%. This
figure is almost certainly exaggerated: There are no rcliable data on the re-
marriage rates of divorced persons in this period and Jacobson’s gucsses
appear to be unrealistically low. Nevertheless, the social stigma of divorce
probably led to some misclassification of divorced persons as single, wid-
owed, or marricd-spouse absent in all periods, and such understatecment is
probably most severe in earlier census years.

4. Migration between the dissolution of a marriage and the date of the
census could also blur results. Women who divorce or separate might be
expected to migrate to places where they can find work, which could lcad to
a spurious association between female labor-force participation and marital
instability. This appears, however, not to be a significant factor for two rca-
sons. First, the effects of female market-labor participation are just as strong
for men as for women in every census year. Second, I carricd out a statc-
level analysis using statc of birth as an indicator of migration and found that
the relationship between female labor-force participation and marital insta-
bility was actually stronger for nonmigrant women than for migrant women.
Although intrastate migration could operate differently than interstate mi-
gration, it is unlikely that the effect of migration would reverse. Thus, di-
vorced and separated women do not appear to have systematically migratcd
to places with better job opportunities.



