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Abstract

A Century of Work:
Gender, Labor Force Participation, and Occupational Attainment
in the United States, 1880-1990

American society changed immensely since the late nineteenth century. The
evolution from an industrial to a post-industrial economy confronted successive cohorts
with markedly different work and life opportunities. All classes and social groups had to
accommodate themselves to this structural transformation, although their strategies and
ability to exploit new options differed. Our knowledge of social and economic change
over the last century is extensive but fragmentary, offering little basis for consistent
comparisons between places or over long periods of time. New statistical evidence
provides the opportunity to redress this deficiency. An integrated database combining
millions of census records from 1880 to 1990 reveals the effect of long-term economic
transformations on individuals and families across the nation.

The experience of women in the economy changed dramatically since 1880. The
official record of female labor force growth is distorted, however. The gendered
assumptions underlying occupation statistics necessitate a significant upward revision of
published female work rates before 1940. The evidence also reveals a key change in
family income-eaming strategies in the twentieth century: married female paid labor went
from being the last resort of needy families to a means of increasing family consumption.
This transformation to paid labor outside the home, spearheaded by wives in lower white-
collar families, was integral to women’s increased power in American society. As better
jobs became accessible to women, the social status derived from work increasingly
spurred middle-class female employment.

The changing pattern of male economic opportunity is best reflected in men’s
position within the occupational structure. Economic rewards to specific jobs remained
stable, but the entire occupational structure shifted upward as white-collar work grew at
the expense of agriculture and unskilled labor. Although the economy steadily generated

more better-paid occupations, men’s access to desirable jobs was persistently stratified by
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race, nativity, and age. With few exceptions, the evolution to higher-status jobs meant
greater opportunities for each successive birth cohort. Immigrants were disadvantaged in
the labor market, but their sons consistently secured work of equal status to the native-
born. In contrast, blacks of both sexes continue to suffer lower attainment than their
human capital would suggest.
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Introduction

There probably is no single set of closely related facts that tell so much about a
nation as do detailed statistics of the occupations of its workers. The occupations of
a people influence directly their lives, their customs, their institutions—indeed,
their very numbers. In fact, the social and the economic status of a people is largely
determined by the social and economic status of its gainful workers. And, were the
figures available, the social and industrial history of a people might be traced more
accurately through detailed statistics of the occupations of its gainful workers than
through records of its wars, its territorial conquests, and its political struggles.

Alba Edwards, Census Statistician, 1943!

American society changed immensely from 1880 to 1990. The evolution from an
industrial to a post-industrial economy reverberated through the American social
structure, with successive cohorts of men and women facing markedly different
opportunities and challenges. Old ways of life and household labor arrangements grew
out of step with the changing economy, forcing individuals and families to adapt. At the
most basic level, accommodation to evolving economic realities involved decisions as to
who would work and what form that labor would take. These decisions were not made in
a vacuum; family and personal characteristics were critical factors, and the local labor
market defined the horizon of possibilities. The end product of countless individual
decisions and an evolving economy was a century of female workforce expansion and an
explosion of non-manual employment at the expense of agriculture and unskilled work.

This dissertation presents a history of the American workforce since the late
nineteenth century. It examines the historical rates of female paid labor and, within the

context of the family economy, explores the factors that induced married women to enter

! Alba Edwards, Comparative Occupation Statistics for the United States, 1870 to 1940. U.S.
Bureau of the Census (Washington DC: GPO, 1943), xi.
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the labor force. The analysis of male labor focuses on the evolution of the occupational
structure and the attainment of specific social groups within it. This is a fundamentally
interdisciplinary project. It engages a broad historical literature composed of the work of
historians, economists, and sociologists. By applying the insights and methods of three
disciplines to newly available quantitative evidence, it aims to provide a fresh perspective
and new answers to many persistent questions about the interaction of social,
demographic, and economic change in the last century. The analysis centers on two
underlying questions: what was behind the increase in female labor force participation,
and in what ways was male occupational opportunity structured?

Much of this study is devoted to married women’s paid labor—the rise of which
is surely among the most crucial developments of the twentieth century. From being the
province of a small, low-income minority, paid work outside the home became a typical
experience for married women by 1990. In turns lauded and criticized, increased married
female participation in the market economy has been associated with women's
emancipation, rising rates of divorce, increasing gender equality, the breakdown of the
family, and economic growth. Whatever the interpretation, the changing role of women
in modem society is bound up with their shifting economic activities. There is little
doubt that women have more power in late twentieth-century America as a result of their
paid labor. But what historically drew some women into the market labor relationship
while others eschewed such work? And when and how did the pattern of participation

change?






